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Praise for Veronica Henry




‘This is great fun and I raced through it…nicely written, with an interestingly flamboyant family of well-observed characters at the centre of a pacy narrative…it’s entertaining and very readable’


Daily Mail




‘Exuberant novel of love, lust, hopes and dreams’


Woman & Home




‘Glam yet emotionally astute…a sparky, absorbing read which fizzes with life and zip’


Mslexia




‘A perfect summer delight’


Sun




‘A great and absorbing read with a storyline that will certainly keep you hooked until the final page’


Chicklitreviews




‘Warm and brilliantly written’
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‘A riotous summer romp’
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‘It’s a nice day for a white wedding . . .’

Billy Idol




Prologue

The little church at Honeycote was bursting at the seams. Toned buttocks vied with broader beams for space on the slippery wood of the pews. Shafts of golden sunlight pierced the stained-glass windows, shining on the congregation. The organist, confident now she was in her stride, shifted her repertoire up a gear. Usually, the service was over before she’d even had a chance to warm up, so she was taking advantage of this rare opportunity to demonstrate her musical prowess.

Every alternate Sunday, the stone walls were host to nothing more exciting than dull tweeds and gabardine. Today, the church was crammed with a veritable rainbow of colours in every imaginable stuff - silk, chiffon, velvet, linen and lace. Hats, it seemed, were back with a vengeance, from straw cartwheels trimmed with fruit to ostrich-feather headdresses to dainty pillboxes. And the scent! Most of the seven deadly sins were represented, and several more weaknesses besides - Envy and Obsession and Passion mingled with the woodier base notes of the men’s cologne.

Everyone was seated now. The initial cocktail party atmosphere had settled, the ritual two-cheek kisses and squeals of recognition over for the time being, although guests were still peering over their shoulders to see who had come in behind, wiggling their fingers surreptitiously in greeting. And raising eyebrows. Shrugging shoulders, as if to say ‘I don’t know what’s going on. Do you?’

In the front row, the mother of the bride took a deep breath,  thanking God she had dropped two diazepam with her lunch. She’d chosen to wear a cream brocade coat dress woven through with metallic threads, picking out the bronze for her accessories - St Laurent courts and a matching clutch. Which she was now clutching, knuckles white with anxiety. This eventuality hadn’t been in her list of possible disasters. She had contingency plans for every technical hitch and natural disaster, but this hadn’t occurred to her in her wildest nightmare.

Achingly handsome ushers were stalking the aisles, exchanging worried glances whilst trying not to cause alarm. The organist ploughed valiantly on, drowning out the rustle of hymn sheets and the occasional cough. The vicar conferred with the best man. Not that he was in any hurry. Honeycote was a quiet parish; this was the first wedding he had presided over this year and he was determined to enjoy it. He was particularly looking forward to the reception - he’d been asked back to Honeycote House afterwards, and the Liddiard hospitality was famous. And he was partial to a pint or two of Honeycote Ale, which was bound to be on tap even if there were rumours abounding that the Liddiards were as good as bankrupt - again! - and the brewery was about to be sold off.

Ten minutes later, even the vicar was starting to have doubts. Twenty minutes was the longest he’d ever been kept waiting. The church clock struck the half-hour solemnly. As if anyone needed reminding of the time; the invitation had stated two o’clock quite clearly.

Outside the church, the bride’s fingers tightened around her bouquet. Her father gave her arm a kindly pat, and she tried to feel reassured. She wasn’t the hysterical type, but it was hard not to feel a little disconcerted.

After all, it was the bride’s prerogative to be late for the wedding, not the groom’s.




One

Six months earlier


Kay Oakley stretched out on her sun-lounger, wiggled her toes and decided that the deep plum polish the beautician had talked her into really was too dark. The nails looked bruised, as if someone had stepped on her foot. The infuriating thing was she’d known all along she wouldn’t like it, but had given in. Now she’d have to go back tomorrow and have them re-varnished her usual pillar-box red.

Then she sighed. Was this what her life had come to? When the colour of her nail polish constituted a crisis? It wasn’t as if another trip to the salon was even an inconvenience. She genuinely didn’t have anything better to do. And when had she lost the ability to paint her own toenails? When had the prospect of lifting a finger to do anything herself become inconceivable?

From an outsider’s point of view, she had little to complain about. The twenty-metre pool rippled in front of her, blue and inviting. The gardens were lush and well kept, the stone of the terrace glowed warm in the afternoon sun. The nearby poolhouse provided a wet room, a huge fridge stocked with beers, wines, and soft drinks, and a stack of fluffy towels that was replenished daily by the maids. A walkway sheltered by a vine-covered trellis meandered back up to the house, with its whitewashed walls and cool tiled floors. Her daughter Flora and her little friend splashed in the children’s pool under the watchful eye of the nanny.

She looked down at her body. Kay had never had a problem with weight, even after giving birth, but she had to admit she was in tip-top condition for a mother just on the wrong side of forty. Her stomach was flat, without a stretchmark in sight, and thanks to her healthy Mediterranean diet of meat, fish, vegetables and fruit, she had no cellulite. Her white Gucci bikini showed off her even tan - not too dark, for Kay was vigilant about not overdoing the sun. She knew from their social circle that there was nothing more ageing, except perhaps a forty-a-day habit. She didn’t want to look like a tortoise. Furthermore, there wasn’t a superfluous hair or skin cell on her. Every day she looked for some imperfection that could be ironed out, just to give her a challenge. She longed for a hairy mole or an unsightly bulge that she could get her teeth into, but thanks to her daily gym and salon visits there were none.

She reached out a languid hand for the tumbler of mineral water filled with ice and wedges of fresh lemon she’d picked off the tree earlier. Here she was, leading the perfect magazine existence, in a luxury villa on a luxury complex in Portugal, and she was bored out of her mind. She’d thought about getting a job, but there were none. At least nothing that would make it worth her while. She could get a job as a manicurist. Or as a guide, showing potential purchasers around the new developments that her husband Lawrence and his cronies were throwing up overnight. But neither of these opportunities was what she had in mind. She wanted something that would shake her out of her complacency. Something that would make her feel excited. Afraid, even. Something that would enable her to justify her place on this planet. It wasn’t as if they needed the money. At the moment, they couldn’t get rid of it fast enough. What she needed was some mental stimulation.

A few months ago, in desperation, she’d tried setting up a book club. Kay was no boffin, but she longed for some banter, some witty repartee. For the inaugural read she’d chosen Chocolat, because she didn’t want to put the other women off with anything too erudite. But out of six, only three managed to finish it, and the ensuing discussion revolved around the calorific content of the subject matter and the casting of Johnny Depp in the movie. Hardly an intellectual debate. Kay, who’d devoured it, adored it, and been enchanted by the concept of magical reality (which she’d read about in the reader’s notes on the website), realized she was onto a losing wicket. There were no like-minded women in her social circle. Kay had never been one for close friends, but she found that for the first time in her life she was lonely.

Added to which, she missed England dreadfully. She’d never considered herself particularly at one with nature, but she missed the changing seasons. The relentless Portuguese sunshine was driving her mad. She’d give anything for a sparkling frost, or a brisk autumnal breeze, or even a torrential downpour.

In her mind’s eye she longingly imagined Honeycote, the tiny village in the Cotswolds she and Lawrence had lived in before they moved here. It would be hunkering down for winter now, shedding its leaves, putting on its mantle of mist, the air crisp and sharp. And she was fairly certain its inhabitants could have managed more than five minutes of discussion on Joanne Harris before moving on to the inevitable salacious gossip about who was bonking whom in the local hunt.

Kay jumped to her feet and marched over to the children. The nanny eyed her warily, wondering if she had inadvertently put a foot wrong - were the children being too loud? Were they splashing too much? But no - Mrs Oakley was smiling at her.

‘You might as well have the rest of the day off. I’ll look after them.’

The girl blinked in astonishment, then panicked that she was going to be given her notice. The English never came out with what they were really thinking. Was this Mrs Oakley’s way of saying her services were no longer needed? Would she have a curt phone call that evening telling her not to bother coming back?

‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’ Kay was getting impatient. The nanny was dithering - didn’t she know a good thing when she saw it? Eventually she went, and Kay took the two little girls into the kitchen to make them milkshakes. Kay wasn’t a natural hands-on mother, but anything to stop the tedium.

She wasn’t sure how much longer she could endure this way of life. Swimming pool. Shopping. Beauty parlour. Shopping. Cocktail parties and barbecues. Shopping. There was nothing to strive for. Nothing to think about, except what to wear and whether to go one shade lighter or darker with the highlights. And what to throw on the barbecue each evening for the so-called friends they entertained night after night. Even though they could hardly be described as anything more than acquaintances. They were all indistinguishable from each other, the people that she and Lawrence mixed with. They all had the same values. Or lack of.

She took a carton of ice-cream out of the freezer and a box of huge ripe strawberries. If they were in England, she could be leading Flora round the paddock on a fat little pony. There were stables here, of course, but it wasn’t the same. She longed for trees and hedges and hills and valleys and ponds and streams. And air that was fresh, not air that hit the back of your throat.

Kay hulled the strawberries, throwing them carelessly into the blender. She wanted a change. She’d had enough. Nearly  four years, they’d been here. Surely that was long enough? Surely they could go back to England now? Any gossip would have died down by now. They could start again afresh. Not that she cared about rumour-mongering, but she knew Lawrence was sensitive. He was the one who’d wanted to move away to escape the wagging tongues. Brazen Kay would have happily faced the speculation and scandal, but she gave in to his wishes. After all, he had made a pretty big sacrifice, taking her back when she’d given birth to another man’s child. So she had capitulated, initially seduced by the picture he painted of life in the sun. What wasn’t to like?

A lot, it now turned out. She flicked the switch on the blender and watched the fruit bounce wildly in the glass jar, spurting out red juice, staining the white of the ice-cream, until eventually the two mingled into a satisfying deep pink. She poured the unctuous liquid into two tall glasses and topped it with sprinkles. Sitting on a chrome bar stool, resting her chin in her hand with her elbow on the granite work surface, she watched Flora and her friend giggling and spooning the concoction into their mouths. They were happy enough. But Kay was worried how Flora would turn out, brought up in this sterile environment. She missed the English class system, the little giveaway clues that allowed you to pigeonhole people. Here, you were simply judged on how much money you had, and people speculated on the state of your bank balance interminably. In England, you could be top dog without cash; even the wealthiest person could slide to the bottom of the pecking order if they weren’t seen to be spending their money on the right things. Kay loved the nuances; the way you could never be quite sure of your position. The way it was always the people who didn’t care who came out on top; the ones who did care often languished at the bottom,  desperate to make their way up the greasy pole to recognition and respectability.

Kay took no comfort from the fact that here, she and Lawrence were at the top of their social ladder, simply by dint of their perceived financial success. She really didn’t care that she was the queen bee, for she didn’t value the opinion of any of their associates. She wouldn’t care if she never saw anything of them again. She picked up a perfectly ripe strawberry and bit into it savagely.

She’d talk to Lawrence when he got home this evening. She was starting to suspect that he too had had enough of paradise. He had been restless of late. A bit heavy on the vodka and tonics too, which she didn’t like. It was often the way, when you had the Midas touch. Money didn’t always make life easier. Maybe they should cut their losses, get out while the going was good, and settle for a quieter existence. She pictured a small house back in Honeycote - well, not small small, but certainly not as big as the palatial manor house they had once lived in. Flora could go to a decent school - she pictured her in the red and grey uniform of the prep school in Eldenbury, the nearby market town. And she could have a proper conversation, with a man who wasn’t a sexist git drenched in Hugo Boss, trying to paw you under the dinner table at every opportunity. Not that men in the Cotswolds didn’t have wandering hands, but they were more subtle about it. Kay allowed herself a little smile, both at the memory and the prospect, and felt a flicker of adrenalin. Perhaps they could be back in time for Christmas? Images of roaring log fires, flickering candles and intoxicating mulled wine rushed through her head. Surely Flora deserved a proper English Yuletide? Perhaps that was the tack she should take with Lawrence? Flora was his Achilles heel, after all.

Something had to happen to get them out of this anodyne existence.

At half past four the doorbell rang, the chimes echoing through the marble of the hall. Kay automatically checked her appearance in the mirror and swiped a lipstick across her mouth, because you could never be seen to look anything other than your best - that was when the rumours started. She put the lid back on the lipstick and sighed. She’d been brain-washed. Why should she care what people thought?

She walked through the hall, discerning two shadowy shapes through the thickly frosted glass of the front door. Bulky figures. Definitely men. Disconcerted, for a moment she thought about not answering, but something drew her forward.

As she opened the door and saw the solemn expressions, then recognized the uniform of the police, a warning sprang into her mind. What was that irritating strap line that people seemed so fond of these days?

Be careful what you wish for . . .




Two


Lucy Liddiard woke with butterflies and a smile on her face. A trickle of golden sunlight was filtering through the curtains, the sound of birdsong hinting that spring was on its way and the long winter was at last coming to an end. She estimated that it must be about half past six - the house was quiet, which meant the heating, still necessary to take the edge off the morning chill, hadn’t come on yet. The pipes usually rumbled and groaned for the first half-hour of their wakening.

Next to her, her husband Mickey was still out for the count. In the half-light, the few silver threads in his dark curls couldn’t be seen, nor the laughter lines that were just starting to deepen at the corner of his eyes and around his mouth, now he was approaching fifty. One year closer today. She considered waking him and wishing him a happy birthday, but decided against it. It was still far too early - she’d take advantage of the peace and quiet. She had a lot to do.

For the fifth time she added up how many she had coming for lunch. For months, it had been just the two of them for Sunday lunch at Honeycote House, which had been horribly strange. In the end, Lucy had stopped bothering doing a roast, because it was hardly worth it. But today, everyone was coming round for Mickey’s birthday, and she couldn’t wait.

Her stepson, Patrick, and his girlfriend Mandy would probably arrive first. They usually rushed off somewhere glamorous on a Sunday. To the races, or shopping in Bath,  or for lunch with friends at a rowdy restaurant in Cheltenham. But then they were young and in love and with no real responsibility, although Lucy knew that Patrick had taken a lot on board at Honeycote Ales. He’d stepped into Mickey’s shoes straight after the ghastly accident that Lucy didn’t like to think about any more, now it was becoming a distant memory. Even now Mickey was back on form Patrick seemed to manage more than his share of the workload. God knows where the boy had inherited his sense of duty from. Certainly not his father - Mickey was notoriously irresponsible, only marginally less so now he was undeniably middle-aged. And not his mother either. She had been by all accounts a hippydippy flake, which was why Mickey had managed to get custody in the end. Lucy had brought Patrick up as her own, and she thought the world of him.

He was so like Mickey in some ways. They both had the devil-may-care insouciance that only the truly handsome can carry off, combined with boyish charm, immaculate manners and a fondness for the good things in life. But Lucy knew Patrick had hidden depths. He was not as transparent as his father; he took things to heart, though he was always desperate not to show it. Mickey, on the other hand, was a bona fide ostrich. If he could pretend something bad wasn’t happening, then he would. Patrick did the worrying for both of them.

Which made Lucy wonder if Mandy was quite the right girl for him. She was very sweet, but perhaps a little . . . well, superficial seemed an unkind description. But Lucy couldn’t help feeling that Patrick needed someone who could unlock whatever it was that lay underneath his beguiling exterior, someone who understood his complexity. On the other hand, perhaps someone like Mandy was good for him. She was a simple soul, straightforward and relatively undemanding, not like a lot of girls these days, who seemed to expect everything  their own way with gold-plated, diamond-encrusted knobs on.

Next to appear would be Mandy’s father, Keith. Lovely, cuddly Keith, with his ready smile and the broad Brummie accent he would never lose. He’d come for one of their infamous Sunday lunches a few years ago, just after his ghastly wife had left him. Disillusioned with the empty life he was leading in soulless, suburban Solihull, he’d fallen under the Liddiard spell immediately, plunging all his money into the ailing brewery, which had been on the verge of bankruptcy at the time. He was virtually one of the family now. He would be bringing Ginny, his . . . what would you call her? Girlfriend? Lover? Mistress? Other half? Lucy wasn’t sure of the official term. She’d introduced the two of them to each other three years ago, when they had both been abandoned souls licking their respective wounds, and they had been living together ever since.

Lucy’s younger daughter, Georgina, was also coming back from university in Gloucester for the day, bombing over in her clapped-out Fiesta. Madcap Georgie - the phrase ‘jolly hockeysticks’ could have been coined just for her. She was halfway through her degree; Lucy had never quite got to the bottom of what it was all about, but it seemed to involve hospitality and sport and tourism - perfect for the sporty, bossy Georgie. Lucy was eternally grateful that she’d chosen a university close enough for her to pop back for the day if she felt like it. Her older daughter, Sophie, was on yet another jaunt to Australia with her boyfriend Ned, and it was Lucy’s greatest fear that they would never come home.

Last of all, and late, because they were always late these days, would be Mickey’s brother James, his wife Caroline, and their three children, who were all under five. Lucy prayed that James and Caroline would be on speaking terms. Their  relationship was pretty strained at the moment. James, it was safe to say, was not a new man, and Caroline was volatile at the best of times. At least everyone would muck in today and look after the kids so she could have a bit of a break.

All in all, that made a total of twelve for lunch. Lucy wasn’t fazed. She preferred catering for large numbers. It was what she was used to. She’d been hopeless at cooking for just her and Mickey; half of what she prepared had ended up in the bin or the dog’s bowl each night. Today she was cooking two enormous fillets of beef - one medium, one rare - and her mouth watered at the prospect of the beetroot-red velvety slices. Batter for dozens and dozens of Yorkshire puddings was already resting in a jug in the pantry.

She padded down to the kitchen. Every time she walked in, it still gave her a shock. The kitchen at Honeycote House had long been legendary. Hundreds of meals, impromptu parties and spontaneous celebrations had taken place around the enormous table in its midst. No one cared that the doors of the antiquated kitchen units were hanging off their hinges, or that the plaster was falling off, or that the walls hadn’t been redecorated for years. But two months ago Lucy had finally decided that enough was enough. If you looked at it in the cold light of day, and not through a fug of wine and smoke and laughter and cooking smells, it was a disgrace. She had looked around one morning and seen nothing but grease stains and cobwebs. Time for a makeover, she’d decided.

Lucy was no princess. She gutted the kitchen herself, manhandling the old units out into the tack room where they could be used to store animal food and cleaning equipment. Then she’d been through all her old gadgets and utensils, chucking out anything broken or out-of-date. The process had been exhausting. She’d found mementos and treasures from years ago. Postcards from long-lost friends. An old Rimmel  lipstick, the smell of which brought the past rushing back to her so vividly it turned her stomach. Cocktail sticks and paper cases that reminded her of all the sausages on sticks and fairy cakes she’d done for children’s parties over the years. A gingham bun-holder trimmed in ric-rac that Sophie had made for her, which Lucy had proudly displayed at dinner parties for years, even though her guests had looked askance at it. Tupperware boxes that still smelled of the picnic food they’d once held. Lucy felt flayed alive emotionally as she forced herself to rid the kitchen of anything remotely rancid, which was pretty much everything.

She’d sat for hours looking at the row of empty champagne bottles that used to sit on the top shelf of the dresser, the occasion they had marked inscribed on each label in thick black pen. Why was she so desperate to hang on to them? Would life change one iota if she took them to the recycling centre in Eldenbury? All they did was gather dust, and, if she was honest, remind her of times that could never be repeated. She forced herself to drop each bottle into the bin in the supermarket car park, wiping away tears with her remaining hand, hoping desperately no one would spot her. As the glass shattered, it occurred to her that over the past couple of years nothing had happened worth celebrating. It had been a period of farewells, as first Patrick had moved out to live with Mandy, then Sophie and Georgina had flown the nest, leaving Lucy and Mickey to rattle around in Honeycote House, which had always been large but now seemed positively cavernous.

One wall in the kitchen had been smothered in photographs. It was a veritable rogues’ gallery - Mickey dressed as a woman, the girls on a toboggan being pulled by Patrick; Lucy in a flapper dress for the Great Gatsby party they had for her fortieth; a toothless Georgie on the family pony. They were cracked and faded. Lucy took them all down carefully,  annotated them as well as her memory allowed, and took them to a girl who specialized in photographic collages. The snapshots had come back beautifully mounted and framed in a chronological unfolding of life at Honeycote House. It was a work of art, but Lucy still preferred the slapdash version that had been stuck to the wall with browning sticky tape.

Then she commissioned some simple cupboards in oak tongue and groove, held together with huge black hinges she’d found in a reclamation yard. The walls, once a cheery egg-yolk yellow, were now painted a calm and restful duck-egg blue. The ancient Laura Ashley curtains were replaced with a smart Vanessa Arbuthnott roller blind - the fabric had been screamingly expensive, but Lucy had got a remnant and made the blind herself, which had involved a fair amount of swearing. Then she’d treated herself to some new appliances. A new fridge, for a start, with a freezer that defrosted itself. All she’d had before was an ice box that got so full the peas invariably slid out every time you opened it.

By the end of the project she was even more unsettled. There was no doubt the kitchen was stunning. Decluttering it had seemed to double the size and the light, but to Lucy it didn’t feel quite right. She felt faintly embarrassed every time she cooked in it, rather as if she had a new dress on that she wasn’t quite sure about. Everyone who had seen it had exclaimed how fantastic it looked, but she could tell deep down they preferred the previous incarnation, as did she. She sighed. She would get used to it. It just needed distressing; perhaps today’s celebrations would take the gloss off it and make it feel more lived in.

Lucy felt as if she’d been treading water for ages, waiting for the next phase of her life. Surely it didn’t just fade into complete nothingness? She’d heard of empty-nest syndrome, but didn’t that belong to women of a different age -  menopausal, grey-haired creatures with thick waists and no dress sense? Technically, Lucy could still have another baby if she wanted. She’d been barely in her twenties when she’d had Sophie and Georgina. This solution to her ennui had occurred to her in a wild moment when she’d folded all the girls’ baby clothes away one afternoon and put them in the attic, but she’d dismissed it fairly rapidly. If not a baby, then the traditional route for a dissatisfied, middle-aged woman was either an affair or an Open University degree. Neither of which particularly appealed.

She checked the warming oven of the Aga to see if her pavlovas had dried out - three dense, chewy discs of meringue as big as dinner plates which would be piled on top of each other with dollops of whipped cream flecked with raspberries - madly out of season but now she had the facilities, she could take advantage of frozen fruit. That would keep the sweet-toothed brigade happy, while the rest could delve into Stilton or Brie. There was a whole one of each resting on a marble slab.

At the prospect of the banquet to come, Lucy felt like her old self again. She sang as she put on the kettle, dancing round the kitchen in her striped pyjamas and bed socks, lighter of heart than she had been for months.

Mickey Liddiard stood in the doorway of his transformed kitchen, smiling. His wife still did it for him. She could be sixteen from behind, and not much more from in front, to be honest. Lucy had never used anything more exotic than Ponds Cold Cream, but it had done the trick - her skin was smooth and glowing, her treacle-brown eyes unlined. Her tousled chestnut hair fell to her shoulders, without a hint of grey. She was still as slim as a reed; riding kept her waist trim, her buttocks taut, her arms toned.

He knew she’d been struggling over the past few months. She hated the house when it was empty. Lucy thrived on company, the more the merrier. When the children were young, there had been a constant stream of friends in and out, coming for tea, sleeping over, sometimes staying for days on end. Patrick’s girlfriend Mandy had been one such guest - she’d come to stay for the weekend with Sophie and to all intents and purposes had never actually left. But with Patrick and Mandy now in their own little cottage, Sophie in Australia and Georgina at uni, the stream had dried up. Mickey had watched Lucy almost wither away. Once or twice he’d offered to find her a job at the brewery, but she’d batted away the idea with what was bordering on scorn. She’d be no use at the brewery. She had no idea how it was run. And as she’d never done a day’s work in her life, she’d be a liability. Lucy had no confidence in her own abilities.

And now, thought Mickey, he was glad she hadn’t taken him up on his offer. Business was pretty grim, and he preferred to protect her from the harsh reality of belt-tightening and redundancies. Had she been working for Honeycote Ales, he’d have found it hard to hide the truth.

‘Morning, Mrs Liddiard.’ He affected a cod bumpkin accent.

She turned round with a start. He grinned at her, lounging against the wall in his chambray pyjama bottoms, his shoulders still as broad and his stomach still as flat as the day she had met him, then gave her a lascivious tradesman’s wink as he held up the bottle of milk he’d retrieved from the doorstep.

‘I brought you your usual. Will that be all today, or was there something else you were after?’

‘Oh, thank you, Ernie.’ She played along immediately, her eyes sparkling. ‘Actually, I wouldn’t mind one of your specials today.’

‘Ooh, right, Mrs Liddiard. I’ll see what I can do. If you’d just like to come over ’ere, I’ll start by taking your top off.’

‘Oh Ernie . . .’

She giggled as he unbuttoned her pyjamas. Moments later, ‘Ernie’ had scooped her up and carried her upstairs, dropping her on the bed in a heap.

‘They don’t call me the fastest milkman in the west for nothing,’ he murmured as he ravished her amongst the rumpled bedclothes.

An hour later, Lucy woke with a start. They’d fallen asleep, tangled in each other’s arms.

‘Come on, Mickey. Get up. They’ll all be here soon and I’ve got mounds of potatoes to peel and the table to lay.’

She flew back down the stairs to the kitchen, put the kettle back on the hotplate and drew breath. It wasn’t quite nine by the clock on the wall. She leant back against the Aga for a moment to wait for the water to boil, breathing out a little sigh of contentment. Spring in the air, sex with the milkman, followed by a houseful for lunch. It didn’t get better than that.

By midday, everything was under control. Lucy stood back to admire her handiwork. It was unusual for her to be so particular; at Honeycote House, meals and celebrations seemed to evolve by some sort of osmosis that took no planning, underpinned with a slight air of chaos. Today, because there was no one in the house to distract her, no dilemmas to deal with, she could concentrate on the task in hand, which was making her nervous. In the old days, the phone would have been ringing continuously, dogs would be barking as people came and went, an argument over clothing would break out between the girls, Mickey would slope off at the last minute, just when she needed him to carve or bring in some logs . . . but today peace and order reigned.

The table looked stunning. When she’d finished the kitchen, Lucy had reflected that she and Mickey had been using his parents’ old crockery all these years, old-fashioned and chipped and mismatched. They had Wedgwood and the Waterford for special occasions, of course, but in the kitchen they had always made do. It had never seemed to matter before, but now the plates didn’t fit at all. So Lucy had rushed out and bought a dozen cream dinner plates - rustic Provençal china with scrolled edges. And a dozen chunky wine glasses with square bottoms that she’d fallen in love with - for years they had drunk out of the boring goblets they got from the supplier who did the pubs, because glasses at Honeycote House always got broken and there was no point in having any nicer ones.

Now, all her purchases were laid out on the table. There were also soft linen napkins trimmed with lace that Lucy had found in the airing cupboard, and laundered and ironed, another legacy from Mickey’s mother - they didn’t usually bother with such niceties. A huge wrought-iron candelabra sat in the middle, stuffed with proper beeswax candles. Lucy reminded herself to remove it at some stage during the meal or it was bound to get knocked over. Two enamel jugs were stuffed to the gills with white tulips.

Sunlight shone in through the open kitchen window, lighting up the whole room, and Lucy could hear the peal of bells as the Sunday service at the little church in the village finished. Lucy sometimes went, because she knew the church might be in danger of closure if it wasn’t supported, but today she hadn’t had time. She slid a tray of cheese straws into the baking oven of the Aga and rushed upstairs to get changed.

In recognition of spring, she put on a pale yellow linen skirt, a white cashmere cardigan, and white ballet flats. She had a moment to look in the mirror just as the front doorbell  jangled madly, shook her hair out with her fingers, and ran down the stairs to greet the first of her guests.

It was Caroline and James who arrived first, which was unusual. Their oldest, Henry, hurtled in through the door with a bloodcurdling Red Indian war cry and a plastic tomahawk. James followed, looking awkward with Percy in his Carrytot. He had never been at home with baby paraphernalia but as someone pointed out, Mothercare didn’t do Chippendale car seats. Caroline brought up the rear with two-year-old Constance, who stumped over the gravel and up the steps clinging on to her mother’s finger, solemn beneath her ginger pudding-bowl haircut.

‘Happy birthday. And for Christ’s sake, open it quickly,’ James muttered to his brother, thrusting a bottle of vintage Veuve at Mickey as he deposited the car seat on the kitchen table. Lucy promptly picked it up and put it on the floor. Percy had once rocked his chair so hard it had fallen off the kitchen work top, a fact James never seemed to remember. She popped open the buckle and scooped Percy out. He promptly puked over her.

‘Welcome to my world,’ said Caroline, puffing with exertion, even though there were only three steps up to the front door of Honeycote House. She was terribly unfit.

‘Don’t worry,’ Lucy reassured her, dabbing at her cardigan with a tea towel. ‘It’s only a little posset.’

James looked as if he might be sick himself. Mickey sniffed, wrinkling his nose.

‘I think Connie might have done a poo.’

‘Your turn,’ said Caroline to her husband.

‘How can it be my turn?’ asked James acidly. ‘I changed her just before we came out.’

‘Well, I changed her fifty-nine times last week. So you’ve got a lot of catching up to do.’

‘I’ll do it,’ said Lucy, popping Percy back into his seat and holding out her hand. ‘Come on, Connie.’

‘You’re a saint.’ Caroline flopped into the big chair at the head of the table. She had on a black wrap dress that had fitted perfectly once but was now two sizes too small. As soon as she sat down the fabric strained, revealing hold-up black stockings and an impressive cleavage. Mickey’s eyes nearly popped out of his head.

‘It’s OK. I’ve been there.’ Lucy grinned in response. ‘It must run in the family. Mickey didn’t change a single nappy when my lot were little.’

‘Quite right. Women’s work.’ Mickey worked the cork out of the bottle of champagne. It flew obligingly across the room. Caroline promptly picked it up and threw it back at Mickey, who ducked.

‘I know you’re only trying to wind me up,’ she shouted. ‘But there’s no need.’ And she promptly burst into tears.

Oh dear, thought Lucy.

‘Nappies? Baby wipes?’ she asked hopefully.

‘Shit!’ Caroline wailed. ‘I forgot the changing bag. James, you’ll have to go home and get it.’

James already had his paw around a chilled glass of Veuve Clicquot.

‘No way.’

‘Don’t panic,’ said Lucy. ‘I’ll phone Patrick and Mandy. They can stop off at the supermarket in Eldenbury on their way through. Connie can go without for half an hour.’

‘She’ll piddle on your tiles,’ warned James.

‘She won’t be the first,’ said Lucy cheerfully, ‘and I’m sure she won’t be the last.’

Once Connie had been divested of her soiled nappy and  everyone had a drink, Georgina bounded in. Georgina, it was safe to say, did not have her finger on the pulse of fashion. She really didn’t care about clothes, just threw on whatever was closest to hand. Today that was an outsize rugby shirt (Lucy didn’t like to ask whose), a denim miniskirt, opaque tights and pink clogs. Her hair was tied up in two stubby bunches.

‘Glad to see you’ve dressed for the occasion.’ Mickey kissed his daughter absently on the head and handed her a glass.

‘You should have seen what I had on earlier,’ retorted Georgie. ‘Anyway, it’s just Sunday lunch, isn’t it? No big deal.’ She relented, grinning, and thrust a parcel at her father. ‘Happy birthday, Dad. Sorry about the crap wrapping paper.’

Mickey duly unwrapped it. It was a book.

‘Fifty Places to See Before You Die?’ Mickey raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m not quite sure how I’m supposed to take that.’

‘I thought it was about time you and Mum did something,’ declared Georgina. ‘When’s the last time you stepped foot outside Honeycote?’

‘In case you’d forgotten, I’m forking out for your university fees at the moment,’ Mickey shot back. ‘Which means we’d be lucky to afford a day trip to Weston.’

‘But thank you, sweetheart.’ Lucy shot her husband a warning look, not wanting dissension amongst the troops. She’d almost forgotten what it was like when they all got together. And they weren’t even all here yet.

‘Wow!’ said Mandy. ‘I had no idea. Barbie or the Little Mermaid. Which do you think?’

Patrick rolled his eyes. They were in the middle of the supermarket in Eldenbury, following an SOS call from Lucy. It was astonishing, he thought, how Mandy could turn the most mundane of shopping trips into a retail experience. She  was dithering over the choice of nappies as if she was choosing a bracelet in Tiffany’s.

‘Can’t you just get plain ones?’

‘That’s boring!’ Mandy reached out a decisive hand, and Patrick sighed with relief. ‘The Little Mermaid, I think. Or maybe I should get both.’

‘No!’

Mandy gave him a reproachful look.

‘They won’t go to waste. She’ll use them.’

Patrick smiled, despite himself. Mandy could justify any purchase on God’s earth.

‘Come on, then.’

He went to walk off, then realized that she was staring at the rack of baby clothes with a strange look in her eyes.

‘Mandy?’

‘Aren’t they sweet?’

‘Those are too small for Constance. Or even Percy.’ He sensed he would have to be firm.

‘I know . . .’ She trailed off wistfully.

Patrick frowned.

‘You’re not . . . ?’

‘No. But it makes you think, doesn’t it? I mean, look.’ She picked up a tiny red and white striped babygro. ‘It’s just adorable.’

‘Very nice. Now come on. Connie’s running round without a nappy on, remember.’

Mandy hung the little outfit back up reluctantly.

Patrick found himself staring at it.

A baby.

Why the hell hadn’t he thought of it sooner?

Patrick had no concrete evidence, but he had a funny feeling that Mandy’s father wanted out of the brewery. After Keith  Sherwyn had come on board, nearly five years ago now, things had gone swimmingly for a while. He had brought a much-needed lump sum and a significant amount of business acumen to the table.

Now, they had run out of cash. Keith’s investment had allowed them to completely renovate and refurbish the Honeycote Arms, make a few long overdue improvements to the brewery itself and do some very basic running repairs to their other tied houses. They had just about managed to break even for the past two years, but now it was clear that if they wanted to move into substantial profit they would have to do for their other pubs what they had done for their flagship. Traditional pubs were all very well, but people expected tradition with a twist these days, not faded banquettes and the offer of a cheese and onion bap at lunchtime. Mod cons and luxury had become the norm; style and design were the buzzwords right down to the last knife and fork. And this couldn’t be brought about on a shoestring. A decent refurb was, on average, a hundred grand. To transform all their pubs into successful gastropubs like the Honeycote Arms meant a budget of more than a million quid.

Realistically, they had three options.

The easiest was to limp on as they were. Honeycote Ales itself sold a reasonable amount of beer, as the brew had a good reputation and a loyal following, albeit locally. The pubs had their established clientele, who weren’t big spenders but were regular enough to ensure a steady income stream. But they would only be prolonging the agony, postponing the day when the pubs finally fell into total disrepair and the ancient equipment gave up the ghost.

The next option was to sell off a couple of pubs, giving them an instant injection of ready cash which they could then spread around the rest. But the Liddiards had always firmly  resisted this path, as it diminished their property portfolio, and once you gave into that temptation where did you stop? The tied houses were their collateral, what made them millionaires on paper.

Or they could sell up completely. They had offers all the time, from bigger breweries that would have the means to do everything needed to turn Honeycote Ales into a cash cow almost overnight. It would be tempting to take the money and run. But to Mickey and Patrick, that was anathema. Honeycote Ales had been in the Liddiard family since the middle of the nineteenth century. And even Keith, who had no such ties, had been drawn to the brewery in the first place because of what it represented - family values and age-old traditions. If he urged them to sell he would be hypocritical.

But Patrick had sensed in him a certain malaise of late. Keith had been withdrawn and distracted. Never rude or uninterested, but he definitely had something on his mind. And the last time Mickey, in a moment of despondency when they had a quote in to underpin the subsiding Peacock Inn, had mooted flogging the whole lot, Keith hadn’t demurred. Which was tantamount to capitulation, in Patrick’s book. Keith was a fighter, bullish to the end. If even he was losing hope, well . . . then there wasn’t any. Patrick felt a tight ball of worry in his stomach when he thought about it. Keith could easily get rid of his share and walk away. He bloody well hoped he wouldn’t, but one of the first lessons Keith had taught him was not to be sentimental about business.

Patrick knew he couldn’t manage without Keith on side. Keith was always calm. Practical. He didn’t mind facing problems head on. If Keith jumped ship, Patrick knew he wouldn’t be able to manage. He didn’t have the experience, the vision, the power of his own convictions that came with years of being hands on.

And Mickey was useless. He just put his head in the sand. He didn’t have a fucking clue about business; he wouldn’t know a strategic alliance or an early adopter if he fell over it. Patrick might not be Alan Sugar, but he read the trade papers and surfed the internet religiously to see what their competitors were doing. Mickey didn’t even have an email address, and only just about knew how to go online. Some might think it was an affectation, a pretentious attempt to appear a Luddite, but Patrick knew it was pure laziness. If Mickey didn’t have an email address, then he didn’t have to deal with anything.

Patrick sighed. Sometimes he thought he was a lucky sod. After all, not everyone was handed the chance to go into the family business. And a brewery was slightly glamorous and romantic. Everyone liked a drink, after all, and there was a history to Honeycote Ales that filled him with a sense of pride. He adored the old buildings, whose very bricks and floor-boards were suffused with the sweat of his forebears. It was one of the reasons why he was so desperately keen to hang on to the brewery and not see it slip out of the Liddiard family. It would be a crime against their heritage. People like them had a responsibility to the nation. If they didn’t fight tooth and nail to hold on to their history, the whole country would become homogenized, dominated by a handful of brand names, all the character wiped out and replaced with wipe-clean, EECCOMPLIANT machinery.

At other times, however, Patrick wished fervently he’d never been handed this legacy, or had chosen to walk away from it when he’d left school, when he’d been free to make a choice. But a lack of academic qualifications had left him with few realistic alternatives, and now he was too firmly entrenched. He was emotionally attached, as well as financially beholden. And he had a genuine interest. He loved the pubs,  their place in local society, the fact that everyone from the merest farmhand to the grandest landowner for miles around rubbed shoulders at the bar and drank thirstily from their pumps. He’d learnt a lot in the past four years, once he’d started taking his position seriously and hadn’t just spent his time drinking and womanizing.

Now Patrick had a very clear vision of where Honeycote Ales should be headed. But he couldn’t do it without Keith. If Keith was disillusioned, if he had fallen out of love with Honeycote Ales - which he had every right to do, for he wasn’t a Liddiard and owed them no loyalty - then Patrick had to take steps to convince him to stay.

If he married Mandy, then Keith would stay loyal to the brewery to protect his daughter’s interests. And if there was a baby too . . .

Patrick emerged from the supermarket, blinking in the unexpectedly bright sunshine, swinging the carrier bag containing not just the nappies but a huge box of Belgian chocolates, a tub of Maltesers for the kids, a bottle of Bollinger - it was his dad’s birthday, after all, so they needed a toast - and a copy of the Eagles’ Greatest Hits. One of Mickey’s party tricks when drunk was a heartfelt rendition of ‘Hotel California’ but Patrick knew the cassette he’d had since the dawn of time was worn out from incessant rewinding. Now Lucy had put a state-of-the-art integrated sound system into the kitchen, they were gradually replacing all their favourite cassettes with CDs.

The new kitchen was a further cause of anxiety for Patrick. Lucy’s extravagance was evidence that Mickey hadn’t even hinted to her that times were hard. Lucy wasn’t a spendthrift, but she’d thrown herself wholeheartedly into the project and hadn’t held back at all. Patrick knew that some of the invoices  for materials and work still hadn’t been paid, and were sitting in the in-tray at the brewery office. Lucy would be horrified if she knew.

Never mind, he thought. He wasn’t going to worry about unpaid bills today. He had a far more interesting item on his agenda.

It was the first day to remotely resemble spring, so they put the top down on his Austin Healey. As they drove out of Eldenbury and along the road that led to Honeycote, Patrick turned his idea over in his mind. Today would be the ideal occasion to announce an engagement, he thought. He felt a flicker of excitement in his belly, and the corners of his mouth turned up.

They reached the crest of Poachers Hill, with its dizzying view of Honeycote below. Patrick could see the church, the tower of the brewery and, if you followed the road carefully, the golden walls of Honeycote House peeping through the bare branches of the trees. In a month or so, when the trees were green, you wouldn’t be able to see it at all.

He pulled over into the lay-by that served as a viewpoint for tourists. He switched off the engine and turned to Mandy, clearing his throat.

‘I’ve had an idea,’ he said casually. She looked at him quizzically, and he gazed at her for a moment, remembering the first time he had kissed her. He’d only done it to wind her up, wanting to punish her for transforming his sister Sophie into a total trollop for the ball they’d gone to that evening. Patrick had wanted to make it quite clear to Mandy that no one messed with his family without his say-so, that giving Sophie a cleavage and a fake tan and a ridiculous hairdo had been totally inappropriate. But as soon as their lips had met he had been lost. Tearing himself away from her, leaving her breathless and gasping and desperate for more, had been an  act of iron will. In the process of teaching her a lesson, he’d fallen in love himself.

She was smiling back at him now, the little dimple flickering in and out of the creamy flesh at the corner of her mouth.

‘What?’ She was intrigued. Patrick wasn’t one for ideas. He was never conspiratorial. But he was grinning at her, his ice-blue eyes, which could be so cold when he was displeased, sparkling in the sunshine.

‘I think we should get married.’

Mandy blinked. Once. Twice.

‘It’s about time, don’t you think? We’ve lived together long enough. We love each other . . . don’t we?’

Patrick looked at her, suddenly anxious. She burst out laughing. Patrick was rarely anxious or unsure of himself.

‘What’s so funny?’ he asked indignantly.

‘You. You’re nervous! I’ve never seen you nervous.’

‘I’m not bloody nervous. I just . . .’

Patrick trailed off, feeling foolish and exposed. He hadn’t expected Mandy to laugh at his proposal. Was it so ridiculous?

‘I’m sorry,’ he said stiffly. ‘I thought it was a logical step. Obviously I was wrong.’

Mandy bit her lip, realizing he had mistaken her laughter for derision, not delirium.

‘I’m laughing because I’m happy, you idiot!’ She flung her arms around his neck. ‘I think it’s a fantastic idea. Of course I want to marry you.’

Patrick felt the tension in his shoulders melt away at her touch. His worst fear was always ridicule; any suggestion that he was being laughed at or undermined meant the barriers went straight up. But now he knew he’d misunderstood, relief flooded through him and he managed a smile.

‘Good.’

She frowned. ‘You do mean . . . soon, don’t you? You’re  not just going to ask me and then make me wait for ages and ages?’>

‘Of course not,’ said Patrick.

‘And we don’t want a fuss, do we?’ she asked anxiously. ‘A nice service in the church, of course. And then everyone back to the house for lunch.’

That was what he loved about her. She might love her labels and her shopping, and she might spend an inordinate amount of time on her appearance, but Mandy was surprisingly down to earth. Anyone looking at her would think she’d want the full works: Sudeley Castle, an army of bridesmaids, vintage cars, a Robbie Williams lookalike to serenade her. But it seemed not.

‘Everyone makes too much fuss about weddings these days,’ she went on. ‘I think it would be much more fun to keep it low key. Though obviously . . .’ she leaned forward with a mischievous smile. ‘I want a fuck-off dress.’

Patrick pulled her to him, suddenly turned on by the fact that here they were, engaged.

‘I can’t wait,’ he murmured, his voice hoarse with desire. ‘Let’s do it as soon as we can.’

‘I’ve always wanted to get married in May.’

‘Bloody hell,’ said Patrick. ‘That quickly?’

‘Why not?’ Her eyes were shining with excitement. ‘The longer you have to wait, the more of a nightmare it becomes. If we’ve only got a few weeks to plan it, it can’t get too complicated. And if anyone can’t make it, they can’t make it. But Sophie and Ned will be back from Australia by then—’

Patrick suddenly looked at her, aghast.

‘I forgot about the ring,’ he said. ‘I should have done that whole flip open the box thing . . .’

Mandy brushed his worries away with her hand. ‘Listen,  I’ve got more rings than you can shake a stick at. Let’s save the money and put it towards the reception.’

Yet again she surprised him. Most women would be gagging for a rock. And how sweet that she instinctively seemed to know that money was tight. Patrick smoothed her hair in a gesture of affection, appreciating her unspoken consideration for the depths of everyone’s pockets. Or should he say shallowness.

‘Are you OK with us telling the others at lunch?’

‘Definitely,’ grinned Mandy. Patrick turned the keys in the ignition, slammed the car into first, and they whizzed off down the hill, their hair streaming behind them in the spring breeze, she in her Prada shades, he in his Raybans, the absolute picture of happiness.

It was going to be fine, Patrick told himself. He was going to marry the woman he loved, thereby bringing about the union of two families for the benefit of the business. It was terribly old-fashioned, but in some ways - despite his musical tastes and his dress sense, which were both bang up to date - Patrick was.

Minutes later, the car turned in through a pair of Cotswold stone pillars that seemed to be missing their gates and roared up the rutted drive, following the line of grass that grew through the middle before screeching to a halt before the front door. The house was glowing a mellow gold in the spring sunshine - it was large and rambling, with mullioned windows that begged to be peered through, a mossy roof, and stone as crumbly as home-made fudge. Of course, on close inspection a surveyor would have a field day, but to Patrick, who’d been brought here when he was barely as tall as the two urns that stood either side of the front door and held a cluster of primroses, it was perfect.

And one day it would be his. His fondest memories were of  the kitchen at Honeycote House, of all of them together round the table. Him and Sophie and Georgina. He had always presumed that he would keep the Liddiard bloodline going. For a moment, he allowed himself a vision of his own offspring sitting round that kitchen table, bashing the tops off their boiled eggs. Then he jumped out of the driver’s seat and went round to open the door for Mandy. As he took her hand, his heart burst with pride, and he couldn’t resist taking her in his arms once again.

‘I love you,’ he murmured as he kissed her, running his fingers through her sleek, dark mane. Moments later the front door opened.

‘Ugh! Cousin Patch! Stop snogging!’ Henry stood in the doorway, his snub nose wrinkled with distaste, and Patrick and Mandy pulled themselves apart, laughing.

Ginny and Keith arrived bang on half past twelve, delightfully prompt as ever. Ginny was carrying a wicker basket stuffed with offerings - she had the knack of remembering things that no one had thought of. Not that Lucy ever forgot anything when it came to entertaining, but Ginny was super-thoughtful, without being saintly. Anyway, she’d been to the Liddiards’ enough times to know that things could get a bit, well, heavy on the drink front, and the children might be glad of a diversion.

‘I made some Rice Krispie cakes for the little ones. White chocolate, so they don’t get covered. And some homemade lemonade.’ There had been an incident once when a thirsty Henry had drained the dregs from everyone’s Pimm’s glass, with ensuing panic. ‘And I’ve brought a Wallace and Gromit video.’

‘You’re an angel.’ Lucy took the basket off Ginny and gave Keith a kiss. He was wearing a pale green lambswool sweater  and beige cords, a totally different man to the be-suited, swaggering powerhouse that had arrived on their doorstep to collect his daughter five years ago. He was softer, more relaxed, and looked younger for it, though Lucy knew that beneath the gentle exterior were nerves of steel. Keith was the archetypal iron fist in a velvet glove. Lucy had given thanks over and over when he had taken the helm, for the brewery had been adrift on very dangerous seas. Keith had put them firmly back on course.

‘The twins might pop in later, if that’s OK?’ Ginny looked apologetic, as she always did when she was about to inflict her nubile and ebullient daughters on any social gathering.

‘Of course it’s OK. It would be lovely to see them.’

Kitty and Sasha were by Ginny’s marriage to David, a philandering dentist who had run off with his hygienist. Cruelly ousted from their family home as a result of the ensuing divorce, Ginny had come to Honeycote with the twins to make a fresh start, renting a tiny barn conversion in the village. Lucy had found her in the village post office looking woebegone, and had promptly adopted her as her latest cause. Lucy was always looking after neglected horses or abandoned dogs, but she specialized in people too, healing them and putting them back on their feet.

Now, Ginny was a changed person. She was no longer a victim. It had taken her a long time to recover from David’s selfishness and cruelty, but she’d had the last laugh in the end. David often appeared on her doorstep at the weekends, his daughter Chelsea in tow, desperate for assistance because Faith the hygienist was off shopping somewhere. Ginny hardened her heart. She let him come in and drink coffee and nodded politely while he bemoaned his situation, but she never gave him what he really wanted, which was to offer to look after Chelsea while he buggered off and did his own thing. In her  previous incarnation as a doormat, Ginny would probably have had the little girl for the whole weekend, but she’d learnt the value of standing up for herself. Much to David’s annoyance.

As a result of this transformation, Ginny was also now running Mrs Tiggywinkle’s, an extremely successful business with an impressive turnover. When she first came to Honeycote, she had supplemented her meagre income by taking in ironing. Its immediate success soon led her to spot a gap in the market for good old-fashioned housekeeping. The area was stuffed with wealthy people who were so busy working that they were prepared to pay over the odds for someone to take on the running of their homes completely. Now, Ginny had a team of girls working for her who swooped in pairs through the front doors of the barristers and consultants and film producers and property magnates who disappeared off to London or Birmingham every day. Beds were stripped and replaced with freshly laundered sheets, every surface was swept, polished or dusted, taps, tiles and mirrors gleamed, wood was buffed with beeswax until it shone. Lightbulbs were replaced, loo paper and soap replenished, dirty towels and bathmats were removed and fresh ones put in their place, bins were washed out and bleached, every inch of grime was scrubbed from the insides of the ovens, fridges and microwaves . . . even the rinse aid and salt was topped up in the dishwasher. Finally, fresh flowers were distributed and each room lightly spritzed with a delicious citrus room spray. As the team left, they took with them any suits and dresses that had been left out to be dry-cleaned, the bed linen to be laundered, shoes to be polished and re-heeled, all of which would be returned immaculate within forty-eight hours. For this clients were willing to pay two hundred pounds a session,  safe in the knowledge that they would come home to a pristine, sweet-smelling, well-stocked house.

Ginny called each client every week to make sure they were happy, to see if anything had been overlooked or to find out if there was any other detail she could add to her service. Suggestions came thick and fast from her wealthy and overworked customers. As a result, Ginny had already arranged delivery of consignments of fresh organic meat, fruit and vegetables, which would be unpacked by her team and put into the fridge or cupboards. Now she was expanding into weekend entertaining, sending girls round to lay up the dining tables, serve and then clear up afterwards. People were prepared to pay quite ridiculous prices for stress-free entertaining. Ginny paid her girls well, creamed off the top for herself and still had enough left over to keep reinvesting.

To keep up with demand, she had rented a unit on the industrial estate just outside Eldenbury, where her team of girls did the laundry and the ironing. She was considering bringing out her own range of room sprays, linen water and soaps, so even if you couldn’t afford her, your home could smell as if you could. She already had a list of people waiting for her life-changing services. Clients phoned her regularly to say what a difference she had made to their lives, how uplifting it was to walk in after a hard day’s work and find the place spotless and a brace of organic sirloin steaks in the fridge.

Ginny’s daughter Sasha helped her in the business. Sasha was brilliant at training, as she knew every trick in the book herself, and was also on hand to step in should any of the staff call in sick. Which they rarely did, as they were well looked after, and Ginny was at pains to fit workloads around childcare commitments. Once a week she did a working breakfast for them all, with Danish pastries and freshly squeezed orange  juice and the chance to swap notes, grievances, worries and suggestions - something Keith had introduced at Honeycote Ales and found very successful.

Thus it seemed Ginny had absorbed some of Keith’s grit and determination, while Keith had taken on board her happy-go-lucky attitude and sweet nature. They were a contented, easy-going couple who seemed to have the perfect work/life balance. Lucy adored the fact that they sometimes held hands, without being in the least nauseating.

Today, though, she thought Keith looked tired and worried, and Ginny rather subdued. Lucy bit her lip, hoping that it wasn’t the brewery that was the underlying cause. She’d had her suspicions of late, suspicions that were worsening because of Mickey’s cheerful reassurance that everything in the garden was rosy. Whenever he did that, she knew there was trouble on the horizon, and she suddenly felt rather guilty about her extravagance in the kitchen.

Determined that she wasn’t going to let this niggling worry spoil today’s lunch, Lucy pulled the joints of beef out of the Aga and left them to relax on the top for half an hour, then shook the roast potatoes in their tray. As she dropped handfuls of Gruye‘re into the sauce for the cauliflower cheese, she looked around. Everyone was chattering madly, swigging champagne and munching on the cheese straws she’d wisely put out to line their stomachs. Pokey the red setter circumnavigated the room gobbling up the plentiful crumbs, with Connie tottering behind trying to grab her tail.

Lucy picked up her own glass and took a sip, breathing a sigh of relief. All her hard work hadn’t been in vain. All the kitchen had needed was people.

Two fillets of beef and several pounds of potatoes later, everyone looked rather glazed. The magnificent feast and  plentiful booze were taking their toll; eyelids were getting heavy and blood was pumping slowly as Lucy came in bearing the pavlova, which she had crowned with long, slim golden tapers. A raucous, drunken round of ‘Happy Birthday to You’ ensued, with Mickey pulling Henry onto his knee to help blow out the candles.

‘Make a wish!’ shouted someone, and Mickey obeyed, looking at Lucy and giving her a meaningful smile. She blushed.

‘What did you wish? What did you wish, Uncle Mickey?’ demanded Henry, jiggling up and down on his knee.

‘I’m not allowed to say, otherwise it won’t come true,’ Mickey told him. Besides, he wasn’t going to admit to hoping for cold, hard cash. It was so mercenary and unromantic.

Lucy sliced up the pavlova into thick wedges, the cream oozing from between the layers before she could get each slice onto the appropriate plate. Despite protestations of fullness, everyone managed a piece. As spoons scraped against porcelain, there were sighs of satisfaction.

‘What time do you think Kitty will get here?’ Mandy asked Ginny. ‘Because there’s something I want to ask her. Something important I want her to do for me.’

Patrick shot her a glance. She was positively bursting with the news. She looked back at him, as if begging him to divulge the information before she exploded. He supposed now was as good a time as any. He hadn’t wanted to overshadow Mickey’s birthday celebrations, but it would probably be some time before he could get this many of his family under one roof. And besides, he was excited too. He tapped his pudding spoon on the side of his glass.

‘Um, by the way, everyone. While I’ve got you all captive . . .’

Everyone turned to look at Patrick, puzzled. He wasn’t one  for self-important announcements. He looked rather sheepish. He ran his hand through the lock of black hair that fell habitually over his eyes, a gesture that everyone who knew him recognized as a sign of nervousness. What did Patrick have to be nervous about?

He put out an arm for Mandy, and she slipped under it, looking rather coy herself. As he hugged her to him, she smiled up, glowing with adoration.

‘What’s that saying . . . in spring a young man’s mind turns to fancy?’ Patrick affected vagueness. ‘Well, there was so much spring in the air as we drove over this morning that it must have got to me. I stopped the car and did something rather rash. Rather . . . impulsive.’

He couldn’t resist a dramatic pause as he looked round the table.

‘I asked Mandy to marry me.’

There was a moment’s astonished silence, and then all hell broke loose.

‘Did she say yes?’ roared Mickey above the hubbub.

‘Of course I did!’ cried Mandy, as Patrick picked her up and swung her round. Georgina pounded the table in glee.

Keith got up from the table and came round to shake Patrick by the hand.

‘Congratulations. I’m delighted. I know you’ll look after her.’ His voice was slightly gruff, as if he was finding it hard to speak, and as he stepped away Patrick thought he saw the glitter of a tear in his eye.

‘Thank you . . . sir.’ He wasn’t one for deference, but the occasion merited respect. He felt sure that Keith’s congratulations were genuine.

Only Caroline was lukewarm in her enthusiasm, but luckily the soon-to-be-bride and groom weren’t aware of her mutterings.

‘I hope he doesn’t turn out like his dad or his uncle,’ she slurred into her glass. ‘These Liddiards look like a good catch, then they turn out to be utter bastards.’

‘If you can’t say anything nice,’ said Lucy icily, ‘then don’t say anything at all.’

Caroline looked at her with the aggrieved innocence of the totally sloshed. ‘You should know better than anyone,’ she riposted hotly. ‘Anyway, there’s no need to get all indignant. It’s obvious it’s only a marriage of convenience.’

There was an audible gasp from Ginny. Luckily only she and Georgina had heard Caroline’s spiteful remarks. Lucy was about to give her a piece of her mind, when Caroline diffused the situation by bursting into noisy sobs.

‘I’m sorry,’ she wailed. ‘They just look so happy. I can remember feeling like that once . . .’

‘Mummy,’ said Georgina firmly. ‘I think I should take Caroline upstairs to my room for a lie down. She needs a rest.’

Ten minutes later, Georgina collared Lucy in the pantry.

‘Mum, what’s the matter with Caroline? She looks really awful and she’s behaving like a spoilt child. And James is being a pig.’

‘She does give him a hard time.’

‘But he doesn’t do anything to help.’

‘James is old-fashioned.’

‘What sort of an excuse is that?’ Georgina looked outraged. ‘You don’t believe that lets him off the hook, surely?’

Actually, Caroline did look dreadful. Overweight, pale, spotty. Bloated. Her hair was lank and dull. Lucy remembered the voluptuous, flame-haired, feisty creature James had fallen in love with: karaoke queen, fearless horsewoman, career girl.

‘She’s got her hands full with the children.’ Lucy tried to  reassure Georgie, who hated dissension of any kind. ‘It’ll get easier.’>

It was just a phase. And it would pass soon enough. Lucy remembered desperately trying to dry baby clothes on the Aga, getting up to feed Georgina in the cold of the night, then hoping to snatch some sleep before Sophie woke up at the crack of dawn. She remembered always feeling as if she had left her brain in another room, a permanent state of empty headedness. But before you knew it they were sleeping through, walking and talking, going to school, leaving home . . .

She knew that would be no comfort to Caroline. And Georgie wouldn’t understand either. Dear Georgie. So matter-of-fact and positive. Everything to her was black and white. She had no real clue about what lay ahead of her, the grey areas, the dilemmas, the compromises.

Lucy decided she’d have to talk to James, if it was so obvious even to Georgie that things were badly wrong. Lucy carefully unwrapped the Brie from its waxed paper and prodded it experimentally. Perfect. Runny, but not actually running away. Just how everyone liked it.

She managed to corner James half an hour later, just as he was coming out of the loo that led into the back hallway. She blocked his way, arms crossed.

‘James. I’m sorry, I’ve got to say it, but your behaviour towards Caroline is unforgivable. Can’t you see she’s struggling? Give the poor girl a break.’

James stared back at her, his eyes cold.

‘I never wanted three children. Two was enough for me. She’s made her own bloody bed.’

Lucy took in a sharp breath of disbelief. ‘You don’t mean that.’

‘I do. We don’t have the room. I don’t earn enough money. It’s bloody selfish.’

‘You’re not telling me you don’t love Percy.’

James looked irritated. ‘Of course I love Percy,’ he snapped. ‘But I don’t like being cornered. I didn’t get the choice. Percy was a fait accompli. I don’t feel good about resenting him, I can assure you. But the bottom line, Lucy, is we can’t afford three kids. Caroline isn’t going to be back at work for at least another four years at this rate.’

‘Hang on,’ said Lucy. ‘You’re the one who keeps an Aston Martin in the garage.’

‘Why the fuck should I give that up?’ James exploded. ‘I love that car.’

‘James . . .’ Lucy wasn’t quite sure how to get through to him. ‘Being married and having kids is all about compromise. And making sacrifices.’

‘Do you really think you’re fit to preach to me?’ James sneered. ‘If my memory serves me correctly, your marriage doesn’t exactly stand up to scrutiny.’

Lucy voice was low as she answered. ‘If my marriage wasn’t perfect, it’s because you Liddiards have no idea about anyone but yourselves.’

She glared at him as he raised a supercilious eyebrow. How could she ever have thought herself in love with him, even for a moment? She shivered in self-disgust as she remembered their frenzied coupling on the Aubusson rug in his oh-so-tasteful living room, that desperate revenge fuck, the payback for Mickey’s infidelity and feckless behaviour. She’d shut the memory out, as she and Mickey had gone on to mend their marriage, which to her mind had only been slightly damaged, not totally destroyed. She had forgiven him, and he had never known the full truth about her and James.

But now James was taunting her, reminding her that she  had been weak. And perhaps he was right. Perhaps she wasn’t fit to preach. But Caroline definitely didn’t deserve the treatment she was getting. When had James become such an out and out sadistic bastard? He’d always been measured and self-contained, but he’d had a more gentle and sensitive side than Mickey, which was why Lucy had once been drawn to him. But that softer side seemed to have vanished into thin air. James was unrecognizably harsh. She tried desperately to see life from his perspective, for Lucy was always fair. OK, so they’d had three children in quick succession, and as James had spent the best part of his life as a rather sybaritic bachelor, pleasing himself in his immaculate house, no doubt the ensuing chaos was rather a shock to his system. But that didn’t mean he had to be cruel . . .

‘Just grow up,’ she hissed. ‘Don’t be like your brother, shirking his responsibilities at every opportunity. Why don’t you break with the Liddiard family tradition and be a man?’

James surveyed her coolly.

‘Perhaps it wouldn’t be so hard,’ he drawled, ‘if the women we attracted didn’t see us as a meal ticket.’

Lucy had never slapped anyone in her life. But she was so incensed by James’s arrogance, his cruelty and, of course, the guilt he’d stirred up inside her, that before she knew it she’d dealt him a stinging blow. He grabbed her wrist and pulled it away.

‘Get off me!’ she snarled. His fingers circled her slender wrist and he held her arm tightly as she struggled to get away. ‘I’m warning you, James—’

‘What’s going on?’

The two of them turned to see Caroline staring at them accusingly, swaying at the end of the corridor, her eyes wild and her hair even wilder. James let Lucy’s arm drop.

‘Lucy was just giving me some advice.’

Caroline’s eyes were swollen from lack of sleep, too much drink and the occasional bout of sobbing. They darted beadily from James to Lucy and back again.

‘About what?’

‘I was asking her if she knew anyone in the village who could give us some help in the house. I can’t afford Ginny’s rates, unfortunately. But I think it’s about time you had some help.’

‘Oh.’ Caroline seemed instantly mollified.

‘I know it’s been hard for you since poor Mrs Titcombe’s knees finally gave out,’ James went on robustly, referring to his old housekeeper. Mrs Titcombe had actually given notice because she couldn’t cope with the chaos Caroline left in her wake, but had been tactful enough to blame her dodgy knees.

‘I’ll ask around,’ Lucy added, playing along with this blatant lie, but thankful that a scene had been averted. ‘I’m sure there’ll be someone glad of some extra cash.’

She smiled at Caroline, and was rewarded with a look of pure malevolence. She turned and hurried back to the kitchen, feeling rather sick. Too much food, one too many glasses of champagne, and the guilt of her secret swirled round in the pit of her stomach. She swallowed down the bile, blinked back the tears that were threatening to spill, and steeled herself to go back into the chaos of the kitchen as if nothing had happened. But she couldn’t help wondering how much of their exchange Caroline had witnessed. She didn’t want her as an enemy. Lucy didn’t scare easily but Caroline was a frightening adversary.

Back in the kitchen, Patrick was doing magic for Henry. Utterly appalling magic that anyone over five would have seen through, but as Henry was only four and a half he got away with it. Georgie was walking round the kitchen with Connie balanced on her feet, and Ginny was bouncing Percy up and  down on her knee. Kitty and Sasha had arrived, and were bubbling over with excitement at Patrick and Mandy’s announcement.

‘Can we be bridesmaids?’ demanded Sasha. ‘Because we’re almost related. I mean, Mum is practically married to Mandy’s dad. Which makes us almost sisters. And twin bridesmaids - hey, how cool would that be?’

‘For heaven’s sake, Sasha,’ protested Ginny. ‘I don’t suppose Patrick and Mandy have given any thought to bridesmaids yet. And even if they have, I don’t suppose you and Kitty are top of their list. There’s Sophie and Georgina for a start.’

‘No way!’ protested Georgina, who had been a bridesmaid when James and Caroline got married. ‘Sorry, Caroline, no offence. But first and last time. I can’t cope with the responsibility. ’

Caroline had come back into the room and claimed one of the comfy chairs by the Aga.

‘Quite,’ drawled Caroline. ‘Anyway, it would probably be terribly bad luck. Having a bridesmaid who’d already attended at a wedding that was doomed to failure.’

‘I think I’ll put the kettle on,’ said Lucy quickly. ‘I’m sure everyone’s gasping for a cup of tea.’

Mandy turned to Kitty.

‘Actually, Kitty,’ said Mandy, ‘I did want to ask you a favour. Will you do the dress?’

Kitty’s mouth dropped open. Mandy was always in the latest gear. She was always going off to Selfridges in Birmingham and coming back with Juicy Couture and Maharishi. Kitty was at the local college doing fashion design, and although she specialized in catwalk knock-offs for all her friends, she didn’t think Mandy would take her attempts at not-so-haute-couture seriously.

‘Do you mean it?’

‘Yes. I want a one-off. A total original. And you’ve got such great ideas.’

Kitty was overwhelmed. ‘Mandy - I’d love to. But if you change your mind, I understand. I thought you’d go for a real designer.’

Mandy shook her head.

‘Why line their pockets? I want all my friends and family to be as closely involved as possible. And everything else will be local.’

‘Just tell me you’re not going to get that awful Fleur Gibson to do the flowers.’ Sasha, who always said what everyone else was thinking, had got herself a Saturday job at Twig, the florist in Eldenbury, and had lasted precisely half a day before locking horns with the notoriously difficult owner and flouncing out.

Mandy made a face. ‘She is good.’

This was true. Fleur, or to be more precise the nineteen-year-old genius she kept locked in the back room, had a wonderful knack with arrangements.

‘She’s a bloody menace.’ Everyone looked surprised. Lucy never said anything nasty about anyone. ‘She’s not happy unless she thinks every man in the room fancies her. Which, of course, they do.’

‘Actually, I don’t,’ Mickey interjected. ‘She’s my worst nightmare. Clingy, manipulative, dangerous.’

‘She’s always reminded me of Kay Oakley.’ James swirled his wine round in his glass casually as he spoke.

There was an awkward silence.

‘Kay wasn’t that bad,’ said Lucy stoutly. ‘I always quite liked her.’

Which, given it was Kay that Mickey had had an affair with, was pretty loyal. But Lucy knew that James was just  stirring, because he hadn’t liked being reprimanded, and she wasn’t having any of it. Bringing up the past when they were all intent on looking to the future was totally out of order.

‘Anyway,’ she said, trying to steer away from the subjects, ‘I think it’s up to Mandy to choose. Where are you having the reception?’

Patrick and Mandy looked at each other.

‘I don’t know,’ Patrick admitted. ‘We only thought of it this morning.’

‘I know it’s traditional to have it at the bride’s home, but our garden at Kiplington isn’t really big enough. Is it, Dad?’ Mandy turned to her father anxiously.

‘Not really,’ said Keith. ‘You’d be very limited on numbers. And parking would be tricky.’

‘I definitely don’t fancy having it in a hotel. It’s not very personal, is it?’ Mandy wrinkled her nose.

‘I can’t think of anything worse,’ said Patrick. ‘Lukewarm Bucks Fizz and ghastly waitresses with big arses.’ He shuddered.

‘Why not have it here, then?’ said Lucy. ‘There’s bags of room.’

‘You honestly wouldn’t mind?’ Mandy’s eyes were shining. ‘All those people traipsing through the house and ruining the grass? Although,’ she added hastily, ‘we are hoping to keep it small. Ish.’

‘Mind?’ said Lucy. ‘I’d be thrilled. I’ll help you organize it. I haven’t got anything else to do.’

Patrick was secretly delighted. Being a bloke, he hadn’t often fantasized about his own wedding, but now he’d given it some thought he couldn’t imagine holding it in some impersonal venue still warm from the previous incumbents, the confetti and cake crumbs hastily swept away in order to make way for the next arrivals. It seemed right to have it here at  home. And now he knew the entire proceedings were being left to Lucy and Mandy, he could concentrate on the matter in hand. Getting the brewery back on its feet. He needed to speak to Keith as soon as possible. He was still very subdued, though Patrick was sure he was delighted by their announcement. And now they were officially engaged, Patrick could have a man-to-man chat about how each of them saw the future.

Realizing he’d drifted off, he drew his attention back to the rest of the room. James, Mickey and Keith were half-heartedly passing a bottle of port amongst themselves. Caroline was dozing in the big chair, Percy snuggled up against her having just guzzled his afternoon bottle. Ginny, bless her, was tackling the nasty pans that wouldn’t go in the dishwasher, despite Lucy’s protestations. Lucy was busy making the tea she had promised earlier.

The conversation had moved back to dresses, as it so often did. Patrick was relieved that he had little choice on the sartorial front. He had a morning suit. All he’d need to worry about was a new pair of shoes.

‘Gypsy punk,’ Kitty was saying, leaning back against the Aga, her hands gesticulating as she waxed lyrical on her favourite subject. She had wild curly hair, and was wearing a baby-doll dress over a Led Zeppelin T-shirt, dizzyingly high wedges and striped over-the-knee socks. For a moment, Patrick debated the wisdom of Mandy’s wedding dress being in Kitty’s hands. ‘Or Fifties starlet-harlot. Or flamenco? No. Those are all too . . . urban. We need something pastoral. Hardy meets Larkin. As in H. E. Bates, not Philip. With a bit of Midsummer Night’s Dream thrown in.’

‘Stop!’ Mandy was laughing at the enthusiasm her invitation had unleashed. ‘I’ve got no idea what I want yet. Patrick  only proposed to me this morning. The only thing I’ve set my mind on is the colour.’

‘Oyster pink?’ Kitty sounded hopeful. ‘No - pale grey.’

‘Scarlet!’ said Sasha lasciviously. ‘You could easily do scarlet with your colouring.’

‘Too tarty.’

‘It doesn’t have to be.’

The twins were soon arguing the toss. They were so different. Sasha was the antithesis of bohemian Kitty, all gloss and glimmer in designer jeans and a sparkly halter-neck top that showed off her fake tan, her hair poker straight and gleaming.

‘Sorry,’ said Mandy firmly. ‘I’m going to be dead boring, I’m afraid. I want to get married in white.’

She smiled round as everyone stared at her. Caroline snorted. James raised an eyebrow. But Mandy stood her ground.

‘I’ve always wanted a white wedding.’

‘Then you shall have it,’ said Lucy soothingly. ‘There’s nothing boring about being traditional. I think it’s a lovely idea.’

‘To a white wedding,’ said Mickey, raising his glass. He loved any excuse for a toast.

‘A white wedding,’ everyone chorused, raising their glasses in response.

When everyone had gone, Lucy paced out the lawn from the bottom of the stone steps that led down from the terrace at the back of Honeycote House. She’d already ignored the fact that the steps were crumbling. They couldn’t afford to repair everything that needed doing. Not that anyone would notice, for Lucy was an expert at making everything look just so.

She felt light of heart as she walked down the garden. She absolutely wasn’t going to be the interfering mother-in-law,  but having the wedding here was going to give her something to get her teeth into. It would take her mind off her ennui and stop her going completely barking mad. Even though Mandy and Patrick were insisting that they wanted things kept simple, Lucy knew that this meant as much hard work as something more elaborate. If people weren’t going to be distracted by gimmicks, then everything had to be perfect. In an understated, rough-round-the-edges way. She wasn’t daunted, for so many things that seemed to be wedding prerequisites these days were superfluous and, usually, rather tasteless. As long as the food was delicious and there was plenty of booze, everything else would fall into place.

Lucy looked back up at the house from the bottom of the lawn and smiled in satisfaction. Mother Nature would provide most of the decoration. The bank that was studded with snowdrops and crocuses would be a brilliant green by May. The soggy ground would be dry, the lawn soft and lush, not yet parched. The countryside would be glowing in shades of emerald and lime interspersed with pinky-white blossom, the air thick with its heavenly scent. Why look any further for a source of inspiration? Mandy was right, decided Lucy. A white wedding. There was no point in trying to be clever about it. It was absolutely perfect.

Not far away, at Keeper’s Cottage in Kiplington, Keith slipped into the bathroom to freshen himself up. He looked at his reflection critically. He didn’t look as bad as he felt. He kept his hair clipped short these days now it had all turned steel grey, and there was no doubt it took a few years off. His face was slightly pink from rather too much to drink at lunch, but other than that he looked the picture of health.

Tomorrow might contradict his reflection. Tomorrow would bring the truth . . .

He brushed his teethed vigorously, spitting the foaming paste back into the sink, wondering if all the rich food would stop him falling asleep later. He hoped not. When he didn’t sleep, the nights were long and full of terror. Worst of all were the nights when he did drop off, then woke with a start at about three, drenched in sweat. There was no rhyme or reason to it.

He put his toothbrush back carefully, splashed water on his face and towelled it dry. He’d go back downstairs and watch the Sunday-night drama with Ginny. He often tried to slip into bed early these days, so he could feign unconsciousness when she got in beside him and thus avoid any embarrassment. But it wasn’t fair. He was pushing her away, just when he needed her most.

Given the choice, Kay would never have plumped for a metallic purple Nissan Micra. But her father had insisted on buying her a car. She knew he couldn’t really afford to part with five grand, but he’d wanted to do it. And now she had Flora, she understood how, as a parent, you would make any sacrifice for your children. Besides, her father knew a bloke who was selling his wife’s runaround, and he knew it had been looked after from brand new. So here she was, bowling along the road out of Eldenbury with Flora in a child seat that her mother had bought from the local paper and steam-cleaned until it looked like new, in a car that had ‘one careful lady owner’ written all over it, when what she was used to was a motor that screamed ‘reckless speed freak’.

But, as she reminded herself, that was what had got her where she was today.

Lawrence had only had his car for two weeks when it had left the coast road on a notorious bend. Forensics said he had been doing over a hundred and had lost control. She found it  hard to believe. Lawrence was a good driver, and he knew that road like the back of his hand. Her unease grew when her lawyer outlined the bare facts to her rather gravely after the funeral. Lawrence had left her without a bean. Every last penny, including the money he’d raised by remortgaging their villa, unbeknownst to her, had been invested in his latest development project. This had gone mysteriously bankrupt at the time of his death. Even more mysteriously, his partners had emerged unscathed, somehow managing to get their money out before the project crashed.

Kay knew Lawrence had been unhappy with the way business had been going just before he died. The latest project was not to his taste: cheap apartments that were being thrown up using low-grade materials and badly finished. And the sales tactics being used went against the grain. Extremely high pressure techniques being used mercilessly on people who didn’t know better; people who had been lured out on free flights and promptly cornered by ruthless salespeople who filled their heads with the promise of a better life. Lawrence knew that nobody was actually held at gunpoint, but he didn’t agree with the mind games being used. His partners scoffed at his protestation that their customers were being exploited. Strangely enough it was the female salespeople who were the most aggressive, using a combination of their tanned sexuality and innate cunning to secure the most names on the dotted line. Lawrence loathed them, and refused to have anything to do with rewarding their success.

Kay wondered if he’d threatened to pull his money out. He’d had a meeting the week before he died, and come home in a very dark mood. Unusually, he hadn’t wanted to share his misgivings with Kay, whom he often used as a sounding board. Instead, he’d taken her and Flora for a meal at their favourite harbour-side restaurant, and his mood had soon  lightened when Flora ordered for them in perfect Portuguese. The little girl always managed to make him smile. So Kay hadn’t grilled him any further, which she now bitterly regretted. Had she known what was troubling him, she might now be able to prove her suspicions - that his partners had sacrificed Lawrence to their own ends. Money was king in their world; loyalty meant nothing. Had they forced him off the road or done something to his brakes? Or was she being completely paranoid?

It was a better theory than the other possibility. That Lawrence had found the pressure too much and taken the only way out. She didn’t believe he would have done that; he loved Flora too much. So in the end, she came to terms with the fact that it was an accident. Any other theory was too difficult to cope with.

And life was hard enough. She learned with a shock just how fickle the circles they moved in were. At the merest whiff of scandal all their so-called friends had withdrawn hastily. None of them had attended Lawrence’s funeral. Not a single woman who had lounged by Kay’s pool, drunk her champagne or eaten at her table phoned to commiserate. No one asked how she was, or offered to have Flora. She was a social outcast.

She got through it. Kay was tough, and the doctor was kind enough to give her something to soften the harsh reality. Nothing too strong - she wanted her wits about her, if only for Flora. Her heart ached for the bewildered little girl, who didn’t really understand that her daddy had gone for ever.

Each day got worse and worse, until the day her solicitor told her gravely that, after the house had been sold and the debts paid off, she was left with the princely sum of just over five thousand pounds. Kay couldn’t help thinking it would have been better to be left with nothing. Somehow that would  have been easier to take than the paltry sum she had to start a new life with. Penniless somehow rang truer than merely poor.

She’d got away as quickly as she could. There was nothing keeping her in Portugal, after all. And it was pretty humiliating, being ignored in the supermarket, walked past in the street. Kay resisted the urge to march up to her old acquaintances and accost them with a cheery greeting. As soon as all the paperwork was tied up, she’d taken the first plane out and landed on her parents’ doorstep in Slough. Just as she had a few years before, when she’d found out she was pregnant with Flora, and Lawrence had kicked her out. Unsurprisingly. For what he’d failed to tell her throughout their marriage was that he was infertile. She could hardly pass the baby off as his, when he’d been firing blanks all along.

It had been all right, in the end. Lawrence had come to find her, just after she had Flora. He wanted her back. He admitted he’d been wrong to withhold the information from her. That didn’t excuse her infidelity, of course. But in a funny way two wrongs had made a right. The incident had brought them closer than they’d ever been. And he had become a wonderful father to Flora.

As she turned off the main road and drove into the village of Honeycote, a lump rose in Kay’s throat. Perhaps they should never have left. They had never openly discussed it, but they had both felt that bringing up Flora in such close proximity to her biological father was not a good idea, and so they’d left for Portugal. As far as she knew, no one in Honeycote was even aware of their reconciliation, or the truth about Flora’s parentage.

Kay’s sharp eyes raked the landscape around her for signs of change. It was getting dark, but she noted a development of rather splendid new houses behind a set of gates. Honeycote Grange, read the slate sign. The best part of a million each at  the very least, she estimated. She’d once been an estate agent, and her instincts had never died.

As she passed the driveway to her old house, her throat constricted. Barton Court Spa, it announced. For a moment she was tempted to check in. Whereas once she had tired of her weekly massage and exfoliation, now she longed for soothing hands to ease her aching bones. She had never felt so exhausted. It was the emotion, of course. And the uncertainty. The horrible, horrible fear. She’d lost over a stone since Lawrence died, and the one thing Kay didn’t need was to lose weight. But there had been a knot of worry in her stomach - the knot that had materialized the second she’d seen the shadowy figures of the policemen through the door, and hadn’t gone away since. And it seemed there wasn’t room for a knot and food.

If it had been just her, it wouldn’t have mattered. Kay was a survivor. She’d always kept her wits about her. But with a five-year-old child to look after, she was incredibly restricted. She needed somewhere for them to live.

It was a catch twenty-two. A vicious circle.

Of course, what it boiled down to at the end of the day was money. Which was why she was back in Honeycote. Kay hadn’t asked herself too many questions about what she was about to do next, because she didn’t have any choice. It was the easiest way she could think of to get her hands on a decent lump sum, and she wasn’t proud.

She pulled into the car-park of the Honeycote Arms. The crunching of the tyres on the gravel woke Flora up.

‘Where are we?’

Kay was almost tempted to say ‘home’. For Honeycote felt like home. She’d never been one for sentimental attachments in the past. But somehow here she felt safe. There were no swarthy-skinned bandits likely to run her off the road here.

The Honeycote Arms had undergone a total transformation since she’d left. Then, it had been a typical English village pub, complete with horse-brasses and hunting prints, inoffensive but uninspiring, smelling of stale fags and the faintest whiff of wee. Now it was completely stripped out, with polished flagstones, creamy walls, and low sofas. A huge glass vase crammed with brightly coloured birds of paradise stood on the bar, behind which was a chalked-up menu and wines by the glass. It still felt traditional and English, but with a contemporary edge.

This boded well, thought Kay. Honeycote Ales had clearly got their arse into gear.

‘Did you want an extra bed for the little one?’ The landlord was polite. And rather gorgeous. Early thirties, she guessed. Quite posh. Things had definitely changed. The previous incumbent had been a dishevelled drunk. She smiled at him, wondering if he might be a useful source of information. Not now, because she was exhausted. But perhaps tomorrow.

‘No. She can share with me.’

It was a habit she had got into, and one she knew would be hard to break. But it gave her comfort, to have Flora’s warm little body next to her at night. And the urge to protect her was enormous. Flora had almost stopped weeping for Lawrence, but she still talked about him, her little face screwed up with anxiety as to where exactly he was and what he was doing. And Kay knew that one day she was going to have to tell her the truth.

‘Fine. Well, I’m Barney. Barney Blake. My wife Suzanna runs the kitchen. So if there’s anything we can do for you during your stay . . .’

His welcoming smile reached his eyes, and Kay felt heartened. She knew she probably couldn’t afford to stay here for long, but while she could, she was going to enjoy the luxury.  She decided to have supper sent up to her room. She didn’t quite have the nerve to go down to the bar to eat, even though they had assured her she was welcome, as she couldn’t be sure who might pop in for a Sunday evening pint. She refrained from telling Barney that she used to live in the village, explaining that she was in the area on business. Which wasn’t so very far from the truth.

Half an hour later, Flora tucked into boiled eggs with soldiers and Kay devoured sausage and mash. It was the first time she had felt hungry for months. She almost felt relaxed, snug and protected from the real world. Flora had laid her teddy carefully out on the bed they were to share. When they’d finished, she chucked Flora into the bath then into her pyjamas. The little girl was soon asleep, and Kay snuggled down next to her with the Sunday papers and the telly on quietly. It might be unprepossessing March, with a bitter wind outside, but Kay felt as if she had come home.

If only Lawrence had come clean to her. She felt sure he had been hiding his problems. He would be furious with himself if he knew how things had turned out. Flora was his princess. But he was dead, Kay reminded herself, and nothing was going to bring him back. It was up to her. And the moment of reckoning was getting closer and closer. She couldn’t put it off much longer. She could only afford to stay here a week, for a start. Strictly speaking, she should have checked into a bed and breakfast at thirty pounds a night, but she’d had enough of candlewick bedspreads and Glade air freshener at her parents’.

She looked at the phone, trying to screw up the courage, but her resolve trickled away. She was drained from the drive, not to mention the emotional turmoil of coming back to Honeycote and all the memories that had unleashed. She  decided she would leave it until tomorrow. Monday morning was a good time to get things done. Not Sunday night.

After all, you could hardly ring someone during the Antiques Roadshow and tell them they had a long-lost daughter. And that you were expecting them to cough up.




Three


Angela Perkins’ mother lived at the end of a semi-circle of council houses on the Eldenbury side of Honeycote. There were dark red quarry tiles on the kitchen floor, and a larder cupboard, the shelves covered with sticky-back plastic, and iron window frames. Had Elsie still been a council tenant it would have had central heating and double glazing fitted by now. But some years ago Angela had persuaded her husband to cough up for a mortgage so they could buy the house for Elsie, which was worth far more than the council was asking. Angela was shrewd; adept at feathering her own nest and making it look as if she was doing her mother a favour. She’d got the solicitor out pretty quickly as soon as the purchase had gone through, to ensure she was the sole beneficiary of Elsie’s will, and had watched beadily from the other side of the room as Elsie had signed it in her old-fashioned, sloping cursive.

This particular Monday morning, however, she was trying to get her mother out of her house and into a home. Elsie was riddled, virtually crippled, with arthritis, and could scarcely do anything for herself. Angela couldn’t take the strain any longer. She lived right the other side of Evesham, in a sprawling, ranch-style bungalow with a pair of rampant eagles on the pillars outside, and checking up on her mother in Honeycote was highly inconvenient, especially when she had virtually full occupancy at the kennels twenty-four/seven/fifty-two. The Barkley was the ultimate in luxury canine accommodation,  and it was hard work meeting the exacting standards required by pedigree-dog owners these days - air-conditioning, organic food, dust-free bedding and enough homeopathic beauty treatments to maintain the entire cast of Desperate Housewives. The last thing she needed was daily visits to her mother, lugging bags of shopping and taking away dirty washing, thankless and tedious tasks and really quite unnecessary when the answer was staring them in the face. If only Elsie would accept her offer of a place at Coppice House, which she’d had to pull serious strings to get, life would be so much easier. Angela couldn’t understand for the life of her why the old lady wouldn’t cooperate.

‘Mother . . .’ she cooed. ‘You’ll get hot dinners, all your laundry done, other people to talk to. They have fabulous social evenings. And a mobile hairdresser.’

‘Not to mention interfering nursing staff,’ retorted Elsie. ‘Interfering in more ways than one, if you believe the papers.’

‘It’s not a nursing home. It’s a residential home. There’s a difference.’ Angela took one of her mother’s gnarled hands and stroked it. It was all Elsie could do not to snatch her hand away. ‘Can’t you understand I’m worried sick about you? You can’t cope here on your own.’

‘Yes, I can.’

‘Look, Mum.’ Angela’s voice was low and soothing, the voice she used when she was trying to reassure one of her snappier over-bred guests. ‘Joyce has told me there’s a lovely room coming up next month. Looking over the gardens. Light and airy. She’ll move you to the top of the list if you want it. People wait years to get in.’

It was typical of Angela, who lived on favours and bribes and backhanders, to have someone willing to shove Elsie to the front of the queue. Elsie knew Joyce Hardiment, the owner of the home. Angela looked after her disgusting pug  dogs while she went off to the Bahamas three times a year. Which said it all, really. Elsie was not going to subsidize Joyce’s Caribbean jaunts by taking a room in her horrible establishment, which stank of wee and cabbage no matter what the brochure said. She tilted her chin defiantly.

‘The only way you’re going to get me out of here is in a pine box.’

Angela dropped Elsie’s hand, all pretence of affection over, and lit a menthol cigarette. She sauntered over to the mirror that hung over the mantelpiece and inspected herself. White jeans, tight pink blouse, diamanté belt, freshly extended blonde hair that now fell past her shoulders, and a new set of square-tipped nails. Looking good, she thought to herself. She inspected her arse. Taut as any teenager’s. Roy had been right about that exercise bike. She hadn’t been impressed when he’d bought it off eBay, but she’d done as he said - hopped on it in front of EastEnders three times a week - and you could see the results.

She turned back to her mother, shrugging her shoulders in exasperation.

‘Well, if you’re not going to listen, then you’re on your own. I can’t come running over here at the drop of a hat. Roy and I never have time for ourselves as it is, what with the kennels, and Mason and Ryan. They’ve got tournaments every weekend now. We’ve got to support them.’

Elsie stifled a snort. Angela never did anything she didn’t want to. If she was happy to drive Mason and Ryan round the country, it was because of the attention she got from the other fathers on the motocross circuit. Roy, bless him, did all the donkey work while Angela paraded round the other motor-homes, swapping notes on performance. And as for the kennels, Elsie knew perfectly well Angela had a raft of dog-loving teenage girls who came up at the weekends and were  happy to clean out the runs in return for peanuts. She wasn’t exactly wading through dog muck herself. She just made sure she was there to greet the owners when they dropped their precious pooches off, to reassure them they were having the five-star treatment they deserved, given her outrageous prices.

Five minutes later Elsie heard the door slam, and watched her daughter flounce up the garden path in her skin-tight trousers and get into her car.

Elsie sighed. She didn’t know when it was that Angela had turned from a sweet and loving little girl into . . . well, a spoilt madam. Perhaps that had been their mistake, she and her husband Bill. Spoiling her. Not with things, perhaps, but with time, indulging her every little whim, because they had waited so long to have her and when she had arrived she had been so breathtakingly beautiful they couldn’t ever bring themselves to say no to her.

It was ironic that Elsie had been nearly forty before she had had Angela, and then Angela had gone and rather carelessly got herself pregnant at the age of seventeen. Carelessly - or deliberately? The alleged father was a titled tearaway from Warwickshire she met when serving behind the bar at the local point-to-point. Angela had sworn that she was in love with Gerard, and he with her, that they were going to make a go of it, and that she was going to have the baby, who would apparently inherit its own title: she was going to give birth to a baronet! Elsie waited with a sinking heart for it all to go wrong. She didn’t see Angela for five months, as she was apparently ensconced in domestic bliss in a cottage on Gerard’s estate in Warwickshire, being waited on hand, foot and finger by his ageing retainers.

Angela turned up distraught a month before the baby was due. When she went into labour two days later, Elsie was surprised that the baby looked, if anything, rather overdue. In  a flood of postnatal hysteria, the truth came out. The baby wasn’t Gerard’s at all. Angela, finding herself pregnant by a boy from school, had seduced Gerard behind the beer tent at the point-to-point, and thought she had found her ticket out. His family, however, weren’t so easily fobbed off. His astute and protective mother had eventually bullied her into a confession and, rather coldheartedly, booted her out, swollen belly and all.

After the birth, Angela fell completely to pieces, unable to pick the baby up, unable to bond with it. She just lay in bed for days, staring at the ceiling, complaining that she felt ill. The doctor assured Elsie that her motherly instincts would take over before long, but Elsie was shocked to find Angela couldn’t even summon up the enthusiasm to give the baby a name. So Elsie named her Mary, a name that was so plain and ordinary that Angela was bound to want to change it, if only out of sheer bloody-mindedness.

Eventually, Angela dragged herself out of bed because she was bored. She complained of total exhaustion, but Elsie chided her for not eating. Angela was desperate to get back to her pre-baby figure and ended up even thinner than before, to her triumph. And to her glee, as not long afterwards she was offered a modelling contract, which meant moving to London. Elsie had already resigned herself to bringing up the baby. Angela had reassured her that going to London was the best thing for all of them.

‘I’m going to make enough in a year to make sure we don’t have to worry again,’ she promised her mother.

She didn’t, of course. Angela was pretty, but not that pretty, and after an initial flurry of success she found there were lots more girls out there who were thinner, taller and with bigger breasts. When she had to come back to Honeycote with her tail between her legs, she had lost the ability to bond with  her daughter completely. Little Mary squealed every time her mother picked her up, an ungodly ear-splitting shriek. It only occurred to Elsie, in a suspicious moment some years later, that perhaps Angela had pinched her whenever she was put into her arms.

True to form, though, Angela soon used the baby as a tool. Being a homeless single mother, she managed to get her own council flat in Cheltenham, as it definitely cramped her style to be stuck in Honeycote, which after the bright lights of London felt like the arse end of nowhere. At this point, Elsie’s husband Bill put his foot down. The two of them weren’t to look after Mary any longer. For the odd afternoon, of course, for they loved seeing her. But not for nights on end, to suit Angela. They were getting on, after all, and it wasn’t right for a child to be brought up by her ageing grandparents. Plus it was unsettling for a small child never to be quite sure where she was going to wake up in the morning. Mary’s rightful place was with her mother. Elsie bowed to his decision, albeit reluctantly, for she knew that if they had care of Mary then at least she would have decent food and her clothes ironed. Angela seemed to feed her nothing but Dairylea triangles and Frosties. Elsie spooned rose-hip syrup and Haliborange down the little girl surreptitiously whenever she did come round, and piled her plate high with proper meat and vegetables.

When Bill keeled over in the back garden while picking runner beans one sunny afternoon and died, the distraught and lonely Elsie was only too glad to have someone to lavish her affection on, so it wasn’t long before she allowed Mary back into her life and her home. It made the pain so much easier to bear, not waking up in a house that rang with emptiness. Angela was delighted to have a reprieve. At last she could have a social life again. Soon she was dropping Mary at Elsie’s on a Friday night and, still yawning from her weekend’s  revelry, collecting her on a Sunday afternoon. Half terms and holidays, Mary was there all the time, and was much happier riding her bike up and down the lanes of Honeycote and eating her granny’s home-cooked food than cooped up in a flat with an endless supply of chicken nuggets.

When Mary was eleven, Angela persuaded Elsie to let her use her address in Honeycote so she could apply for a place at the secondary school in Eldenbury. The school Mary was due to go to on the outskirts of Cheltenham was rough, with shocking exam results. Angela was no academic, but she knew she could use Mary’s education as a lever on her mother. Before Elsie knew it, Mary had been enrolled at Eldenbury High, and spent most of the week at her gran’s - the travelling got to her, explained Angela, and by the time she got home she was too tired to do her homework. Elsie knew she was being used, but she didn’t mind. And neither, which was more to the point, did Mary.

By the time she was fourteen Mary lived at her grandmother’s virtually full time, for she and her mother disagreed on everything. They were polar opposites. Mary was compassionate, always rooting for the underdog. Angela was ruthless and self-interested. As Mary became more opinionated and sure of herself, putting the two of them in a room was like slinging two pit bulls together. Angela bewailed her daughter’s behaviour, claiming she was out of control, rude, antagonistic. But Elsie found Mary perfectly obliging and sweet-natured. It was just that Angela brought out the worst in her, perhaps because she sensed her mother’s neglect of her when she was young. Perhaps she had felt her mother physically recoil when she held her? Perhaps she remembered Angela thrusting her tiny body at Elsie, shouting ‘Take her away from me. I can’t stand her!’

Perhaps babies weren’t quite as forgiving as one might think.

In some ways, it broke Elsie’s heart that the two of them didn’t get on. But in other ways it gave her a new lease of life. She loved having Mary around. She was lively, sparky, bright. A rebel with hundreds of causes. It didn’t worry Elsie that Mary dyed her hair any number of colours and wore outlandish clothes. She knew she had a reputation as a bit of a wild child. She had become a party animal, no doubt about that. Many times she’d waved the girl off on the back of some motorbike, dressed in leather and fishnet, her black hair back-combed and her eyes dark with kohl. But Mary had always phoned Elsie just before she went to bed at ten, to tell her she was all right, that she’d got a lift home arranged and if she wasn’t back not to worry. And she was always back home the next day, to help around the house, never seeming to suffer from a hangover or sleep deprivation. And when Elsie had rather timidly tried to talk to her about birth control, Mary had hugged her and said, ‘Don’t worry. I’m not going to make the same mistake as Mum.’

One day, Angela and Mary had the most terrible argument, during which Angela had slung the cruel fact that she’d hated her so much as a baby that she’d been given a temporary name.

‘I didn’t even want to give you a name. I didn’t choose Mary. Your grandmother called you Mary, because she didn’t want to call you “it” any longer. And I never bothered to change it because I didn’t care.’

Mary had spent the weekend in her room, trying to come to terms with the shock, and had emerged with a new identity. It was the spring bank holiday, and she took that as her inspiration.

‘This is the first day of the new me. I’m going to have  nothing more to do with that woman. If she couldn’t even be bothered to name me, I’ll name myself. From now on, I’m going to be known as Mayday. I like the rhythm. I like the way it rhymes. And May’s my favourite month. It smells of blossom and sunshine.’

Elsie thought it was a strange choice, and wondered about the wisdom of naming yourself after a distress signal. Nevertheless, the new pseudonym suited her grandaughter. Mayday was a strong individual with a dress sense designed to shock, no fear of authority and a well-developed sense of what was right and wrong, which often got her into trouble. She was no sheep. No one was ever going to tell her which way to go.

Not long after her mother’s brutal revelation, Mayday left school without bothering to do her exams. She’d been predicted good grades, especially in English, which she loved - she always had her nose buried in a book, whether it was Jackie Collins or Virginia Woolf. But, she told Elsie, she wanted to stand on her own two feet. She didn’t want to live with her mother, yet she didn’t want to be a burden to her grandmother, either. Mayday was proud, independent . . . and stubborn. Despite Elsie’s protests that she could stay with her as long as she liked, all the way through university if she wanted, because she was clever enough, Mayday had begun work as a barmaid at the Horse and Groom in Eldenbury. She became so popular that she was soon working nearly every shift and was given her own room at the top of the pub, becoming as much a part of the fixtures and fittings as the long, low oak bar and the inglenook fireplace.

Angela, in the meantime, without the encumbrance of her daughter, had calmed down, and met and married Roy, a market gardener from Evesham. Not long after, her two sons, Mason and then Ryan, were born. Perversely, Angela became a natural mother overnight, doting on the two boys and  tending to their every need. Elsie, rather bewildered by this volte-face, came to the conclusion that Angela simply didn’t like other females, viewing them as competition for the male attention she craved.

Now, looking back, Elsie felt in need of a large slug of Bill’s rhubarb wine. There were still half a dozen bottles lined up in the larder, the labels inscribed in his felt tip capitals. She didn’t have the heart to throw them away, and she knew the thick, syrupy sharp-sweetness would take the edge off her feelings, the regret, the guilt, the wondering if she should have done things another way.

Suddenly, she missed Bill more than ever. He’d been a man of few words and a creature of habit, but he had always had a way of reassuring her. Without Bill there to tell her she was being silly, Elsie didn’t feel quite so sure of her own mind. She couldn’t peel a potato, open a letter, put on a pair of tights. Simple everyday tasks. Maybe she should go into a home . . . ?

She felt tears spring to her eyes. She missed Bill so much. It had been over ten years, but the grief could still catch her breath and take it away completely. She missed him, with his silly flowerpotman hat, his thick brown jumper with the holes in the elbows, the armfuls of fresh vegetables . . . she rarely had fresh vegetables now. It was all she could do to get a bag of free-flowing frozen peas and carrots out of the freezer and pour them into the saucepan. She was useless.

One thing was certain. Rhubarb wine wasn’t the answer. Besides, she probably wouldn’t be able to get the cork out. She moved over to the range and shifted the kettle onto the hotplate by hooking her whole hand through the handle and lifting it with her wrist. Everyone was happy enough now, she told herself. Mayday and Angela kept out of each other’s way for the most part, only meeting occasionally and managing to be civil. Mayday was still ensconced at the Horse and Groom;  Angela doted on her boys. Elsie was the only real problem, and she would manage.

The next minute she sat down heavily at the kitchen table and put her head in her arms, sobbing. A new box of teabags sat on the side unopened. She had tried and tried to pick at the blue tape that would unravel the cellophane. But she couldn’t get at it, not with her useless crippled fingers. She’d meant to ask Angela to open it, but had been so upset by her suggestion that she had forgotten.

After five minutes’ sobbing, Elsie fell into an exhausted slumber. She’d slept badly the night before, because of the pain in her legs. As she slept, the kettle bubbled merrily away, not seeming to mind that no one had noticed that the water had come to the boil ages ago.

The doctors’ surgery in Eldenbury was always full to bursting on a Monday morning, harbouring all the gripes and complaints that had gone untended over the weekend, both real and imaginary, and providing a haven for all those who couldn’t face going into work. Elderly gentlemen and prune-faced spinsters sat alongside belligerent toddlers and weary pregnant mothers, everyone in their own bubble of self-absorption, totally uninterested in anyone else’s plight.

To look at him, Keith had no visible signs of complaint. He looked like a perfectly healthy man in his early fifties, with no running nose or hacking cough or weeping sores. Only the white of his knuckles gave a hint that anything was wrong, as he gripped the side of his orange padded seat and waited for his name to flash up on the screen overhead. This was a recent innovation, replacing the bored tones of the receptionist whose job it had been to announce the next patient. Somehow, seeing one’s name emblazoned in red letters seemed even less discreet than having it bellowed around the waiting room.  It was there for everyone to see and mull over until the consulting-room door was reached, when one’s name was replaced with an anodyne ‘Good morning - welcome to the Eldenbury Practice.’

Keith had seen six names flash up already. He was fifteen minutes early for his appointment, which he knew was totally pointless as the surgery always overran by at least five minutes, even if you were first in the queue. But somehow being in the waiting room represented positive action. He was trying to make up for the fact that initially he had been so negative. He was compensating. Or should that be over-compensating? He didn’t know. All he knew was that the situation was out of his control.

He tried to take his mind off things by gazing at the fish tank. There were four fish in there, gliding round in ever-increasing circles. Last week, he was sure there had been five. He clenched his hands. The last thing he needed reminding of was mortality, whether his own or that of a fish. He was just thinking that the practice manager might have been tactful enough to replace it, when he noticed that the fifth fish was there after all. It had been nestling amongst the pebbles at the bottom, just behind a rather garish plaster sunken ship. His heart gave a little skip. Maybe this was an omen; a reminder not to lose hope.

To be honest, all he really wanted was a straight answer. If he knew what he was dealing with, then he could take action. That was how he had always done business, after all. But somehow he suspected that it wasn’t going to be as straightforward as that. It wasn’t how health worked. In business, you could look at the figures, see them in black and white, and work out exactly how much trouble you were in. But he was already discovering that bodies were not bank balances. It took a frustrating amount of time to elicit information, and in the  meantime you had no idea whether you had a clean bill of health or were looking at choosing your funeral hymns.

He sighed heavily, earning himself glances from several other patients ranging from agitated to startled. It didn’t do to show emotion in the waiting room, as if anxiety was somehow contagious and might set off mass hysteria. But Keith had kept his emotions in check for long enough. His stomach was tied in knots. All night long, he had vacillated between calm and panic, playing over every possible scenario in his head. He imagined Dr Keller’s pleasant, round face as she imparted the diagnosis, wondering if she had a different expression for each degree of severity, or if she remained the same regardless. How did doctors do it? Was it part of their training, not to let their features give anything away? They couldn’t let it get to them. After all, it was common enough.

Cancer. Everyone knew about it. Loathed it. Feared it. But the mere sound of the word changed as soon as it became personal. Or even just a possibility. Keith wondered how exactly it was that you were singled out. There were all sorts of contributing factors, of course. Genetic predisposition. Diet. Lifestyle. Unwitting exposure to some deadly carcinogen. Or flagrant dicing with substances known to cause it. But why did some sixty-a-day smokers die peacefully at ninety, while seemingly clean-living innocents could be struck dead within days of their initial diagnosis? There must be some element of fate, some all-powerful finger flicking a little switch that set the cancerous cells multiplying regardless of how you lived your life. Had that switch been flicked in him, or was he suffering the intense paranoia that comes from any unexplained lump, bump, swelling, ailment or feeling of malaise when you reach a certain age?

It had taken him weeks to pluck up the courage to visit Dr Keller. And before that, it had been some time before it had  occurred to him that something might actually be seriously wrong. An increased need to pee in the middle of the night wasn’t instant cause for alarm, after all. He was getting on, and it was one of those things people joked about, middle-aged men bobbing up and down for a slash. But then there was the other symptom.

Erectile dysfunction. The butt of many a comedian’s joke, but actually, it couldn’t be less funny. Keith’s penis had been pretty obedient for most of his life. It popped up and down as and when he needed it, rising up obligingly when the moment was appropriate, and not rearing its head when it wasn’t wanted. But for the past few months there had been nada.

Not that he and Ginny were at it like newlyweds, exactly. But there was a soothing rhythm to their relaxed rather than frantic bedroom activity, when they demonstrated their affection for each other, both emerging satisfied. There was nothing experimental; they had both wordlessly accepted that they knew what worked for each other and they didn’t need to enter into forbidden territory, even though if you read the Sunday papers most couples donned rubber masks or wielded multi-headed dildos on a nightly basis.

Suddenly, however, Keith had found himself incapable. No matter how he tried, with internal fantasies or external manipulation, his knob was not interested. Keith was mortified, and agonized that Ginny would somehow think she was responsible for his inert member. But he couldn’t find the words to express how he was feeling. And so he withdrew, so to speak. After several weeks of surreptitiously trying to nudge himself into life under the sheets, he gave up. Perhaps if he stopped trying it would get bored of playing dead, and would leap up again triumphantly, as if to say ‘Ha ha. Fooled you!’

Ginny, being Ginny, didn’t say anything about the lack of bedroom activity. They had just sort of drifted into mere  companionship. Keith studiously avoided synchronizing bedtime, either scuttling up after the news and making sure he was fast asleep by the time Ginny slipped under the duvet, or waiting till she was slumbering before he climbed in. Then, of course, he lay there for hours, wondering if she was feeling rejected, but not quite able to say what was on his mind.

What he couldn’t decide was if he was in any pain or discomfort, because once you were trying to establish that the merest twinge became a searing pain. A full bladder became agonizing and disposing of it felt like white-hot needles, but Keith was sure it was all in his mind. Having a pee felt no different than it had done all of his life, he kept telling himself firmly.

In the end, he had to pluck up the courage to sit in front of his pretty little GP and mutter his ailments, as if speaking them quietly meant they didn’t exist. Her response, to Keith’s horror, was to slip on a pair of latex gloves and ask him, politely but firmly, to bend over.

Her verdict was neither reassuring nor an immediate cause for alarm. Yes, he had a slightly enlarged prostate gland, but that could mean a number of things. There followed a list of possible explanations, some of which Keith remembered from his tentative trawl around the internet. He’d gone online at the office, even though he knew that was the quickest way to self-diagnose a terminal disease and find several more you hadn’t thought of.

To pin it down, Dr Keller had explained at his first visit, he would need a PSA test. ‘PSA is a protein produced by the prostate, which gets released into the bloodstream. When there’s a problem with the prostate - for example, but not necessarily, prostate cancer - more and more of this protein is released. With a simple blood test, your PSA levels can be  easily detected. And we can decide where to take it from there.’

‘Let’s do it, then,’ Keith had said, with false jollity. He didn’t mention that he couldn’t stand needles, because he suspected that this was probably the beginning of a number of painful procedures, and a blood test was probably the least invasive. He’d stuck his arm out bravely, and Dr Keller proved to be extremely gentle.

He was here today to get the results. Keith heard the buzzer indicating it was time for the next patient, and looked up to see his name. His stomach lurched, and for a moment he wanted to turn and walk out of the surgery. Perhaps it was too late? He’d heard stories about people who were riddled with cancer, walking around completely oblivious until they’d gone in with an inconsequential symptom and discovered the awful truth.

He stood up, telling himself not to be neurotic. It might be nothing. Or it might just be the early signs, in which case something could be done. It was irresponsible to bolt. He threw back his shoulders and went to meet his fate.

Dr Keller was typing something into her computer as he walked into her room. She gave him a perfunctory welcoming smile as he sat down, then finished off whatever she was typing. He wondered what was going through her mind, if she had looked at his notes yet, if she was debating how to break the news or if she hadn’t yet had a chance to see what card fate had dealt him. Probably not, if you believed what you read in the papers about how overstretched the NHS was. She was probably used to picking up a patient’s results and giving it to them straight.

‘Hello, Mr Sherwyn.’ She smiled again, and Keith marvelled at how young she looked, with her blunt-cut bob and her pale freckled skin, her generous breasts under a turquoise  cheesecloth blouse which she probably didn’t realize showed the outline of her bra. There was an agonizing few moments as she scanned the letter. Was the frown that appeared on her forehead a result of concentration, or concern at the result, or her inability to comprehend what was written there?

‘Bad news?’ Keith managed to croak, desperate to prompt some sort of response. Anything was better than not knowing.

‘We spoke about PSA levels when we took your blood, if you remember. PSA levels under four are usually considered normal; anything over ten is high. Your level is nine.’ Keith swallowed nervously as she paused. ‘As I explained, a high level can indicate the presence of prostate cancer. Or it could have another cause, such as prostatisis. Nine isn’t alarming, but I wouldn’t be happy letting you walk out of here without some sort of further investigation.’

He felt his heart plummet. Not a death sentence, but not a reprieve either.

‘I think what we need to organize is a biopsy. It’s a question of removing some cells from the prostate and sending them off to the lab. It’s an outpatient’s appointment - you’ll just need a local anaesthetic. It shouldn’t hurt any more than my initial examination.’

The only thing that had been hurt then was his pride.

‘How soon can I have it done?’

‘I’ll write a letter straight away. You’ll hear from the hospital.’

Clickety click went the keys on her keyboard.

‘And then what?’

‘The biopsy will tell if there is any cancer present, and if so what grade it is. Whether it’s confined to the prostate, or if it’s spread.’

Keith put his face in his hands for a moment. ‘You mean  you won’t know . . . I won’t know . . . exactly what’s what . . . for a while yet?’

‘I’m afraid it takes time. I’m sorry. I know it’s frustrating.’

‘And if . . . ?’

Keith couldn’t bring himself to say the actual words. Any of the words relating to his fear. Cancer. Or tumour. Or malignant.

Dr Keller swung round in her chair, moving away from the computer screen to face him, her eyes flickering momentarily towards the clock, clearly inwardly assessing how much time she could afford to give him. Keith suspected she had decided to forfeit her eleven o’clock coffee break in order to allow him a few more precious minutes. Either that, or gallop through a couple of her other appointments, perhaps not give the conjunctivitis or tennis elbow quite as much consideration as she otherwise would have.

She spoke gently. ‘Have you spoken to your wife about this at all? I know it’s sensitive, but it is much better to have someone to talk things over with, especially in this period of uncertainty.’

Reconcile your differences, Keith felt sure she was saying. Make the most of your time together while you can.

‘My wife and I are divorced.’

Dr Keller’s face clouded over with confusion. Keith remembered he had revealed his more intimate secrets to her when he had initially come in. She must have assumed he was married. But he didn’t want to mention Ginny.

He didn’t want to bring Ginny into this scenario at all.

‘I see. Well, there are a number of excellent support groups who can put you in touch with other people who’ve been through the same experience.’

‘We don’t know I’ve got anything yet, though, do we?’ Keith spoke as heartily as he could manage.

‘Don’t be afraid to discuss it. That’s all I’m saying.’

She turned back to her screen. Dr Keller had clearly decided to claw back the extra time she had allocated. There might be someone else out there who needed it more than Keith.

He got to his feet. ‘I’ll wait to hear from the hospital, then.’

‘Yes.’

‘There’s no way of speeding things up?’

‘I’m afraid these things take as long as they take.’

Her smile was polite, but dismissive. Keith took the hint. He didn’t need her time today. There was no point in wasting it when they didn’t have a definite diagnosis.

He walked out into the car park, the bright spring light hitting him. He climbed into his Jaguar, breathing in the smell of leather, a smell that had once reminded him of his success, but which now taunted him. All you were ever interested in was money, it seemed to say, but now you realize how unimportant that is.

He felt disinclined to go back to the brewery just yet. They were meeting at three, he and Patrick and Mickey. It wasn’t quite a crisis meeting, but they had some serious issues to discuss, and decisions to make. He decided to go home and take stock for an hour or two.

Keeper’s Cottage looked idyllic as he swung into the drive. Keith tended the grounds himself at the weekend. He didn’t find it a chore, but a means of relaxation, taking pleasure in the results - the fresh paintwork, the hedges neatly clipped, the gravel evenly raked. The house wouldn’t be hard to sell if he died, he found himself thinking. He suddenly saw it through the eyes of its next inhabitant. How long before it was on the market? What if he had a galloping tumour that had spread through his lymphatic system? He could be dead by the end of the year.

Don’t be stupid, he told himself. Your result was borderline. Dr Keller is just being cautious. He went into the house, and went through the motions of making himself a cup of coffee, wondering if perhaps he should be avoiding caffeine. A lot of the websites he’d visited had stressed the benefits of a healthy diet in the battle against cancer - fresh fruit, whole-grains, super foods, whatever they were. And tomatoes - they were particularly good for you, apparently. They contained lycopene . . . or was that good for testicular cancer, and not prostate? Oh God, he should never have gone on the internet. It was all too confusing. His brain felt like mush. He hesitated before spooning the coarsely ground Columbian grains into the cafetiere, then went ahead. One more cup wasn’t going to make any difference, just while he got his head around things.

His overwhelming feeling was one of disappointment. He had expected to go into the surgery this morning and be given a definite diagnosis. Instead he was setting himself up for another agonizing wait. How long was this biopsy going to take? He knew the system was slow. You always heard horror stories about referrals being lost in the post, records being mixed up, people waiting weeks for an appointment until they realized they’d been lost in the system. And in the meantime, if it was cancer, it would be given a chance to spread, to creep from localized to terminal all because of someone’s inefficiency. Not that he thought Dr Keller inefficient - she was charming, but she couldn’t be expected to track his medical journey every step of the way. It was up to him to take charge, Keith realized. Time was of the essence. After all, he had more important things to focus on.

Mandy, for a start. He wanted all this done and dusted as quickly as possible, so it didn’t overshadow his daughter’s big day. Not that he had any intention of telling anyone what was going on, because no one could do anything about his plight  until he had the full picture, and so there was no point. Ginny had enough on her plate, what with running the business and keeping on top of the twins, who were delightful but high-maintenance emotionally, and took up a lot of time. He’d become very fond of Kitty and Sasha, and did his best to treat them if not exactly the same as Mandy then certainly not to make them feel second best. When Mandy had moved out, he’d had no hesitation in letting Sasha move into her room. Ginny had been touched by the gesture, but Keith didn’t see the point in letting the room sit empty when Kitty and Sasha were squashed in together, and they could always re-think if Mandy decided to come home for any reason. He secretly loved the energy they brought to the household, even if it did remind him how dull and restrained Mandy’s upbringing had been, largely because he had always been working and his wife Sandra had been - well, Keith didn’t like to dwell on it too much, because it left a sour taste in his mouth. But luckily Mandy didn’t seem to have been scarred by the lack of attention she’d had during her childhood. Besides, he had made up for it since they’d moved to the Cotswolds; he and Mandy were closer than ever. Which was why Keith was determined that nothing should overshadow her wedding day. He was going to deal with this on his own.

The coffee brewed, Keith poured himself a cup carefully and sat down at the kitchen table. It was strange being in the house when it was quiet. He was rarely on his own, and it was unusual not to hear music blaring, or hairdryers going, or the telly on. But he found the silence disconcerting. He couldn’t think straight, couldn’t focus at all, and he had so much to think about. He had to put his life in order and make some decisions. But how could he, when he didn’t have a definite prognosis? He was still no clearer as to whether he was  absolutely fine or destined for months of gruelling operations and chemotherapy.

It was no good. He wasn’t going to be able to bear this waiting and uncertainty. He put down his coffee, went out to his car and headed back to the surgery. He managed to persuade the receptionist to let him back in to see Dr Keller just as morning surgery came to an end.

‘Dr Keller?’

She looked up as he walked in, her smile polite but puzzled.

‘I know it’s not right, just because I’ve got the cash,’ Keith said firmly, ‘but I want to go private. There’s a clinic up near Birmingham. I’ve seen it on the internet. I want the best man, and I want him tomorrow.’

Dr Keller nodded wearily. ‘I’ll do you a referral,’ she said, without protest. Private clinics existed for people to whom time meant money, and who had money to buy time. She could see his Jag in the car park. She wasn’t going to get an attack of the guilts or show him any disapproval. Besides, if Keith Sherwyn went private it freed up space for someone else.

Mayday looked over at the last couple in the dining room, and estimated that as they were on their second pot of coffee, it wouldn’t be rude to present them with the bill before they asked for it. Once they’d settled up, she would be able to go. She never liked to leave the hotel until she was happy that all her lunchtime customers were satisfied. They had been unexpectedly busy for a Monday, which was great, except that she wanted to get away early to go and see her grandmother.

She always liked to take Monday afternoons off, after the chaos of the weekend. The Horse and Groom now did a roaring trade for Sunday lunch, since Mayday had introduced a magnificent carvery boasting ten different vegetables, all you can eat and children free. It was always packed to the gills, and  by the time the lunchtime crowd had faded away, people began to trickle into the bar for the Sunday evening pub quiz. Mayday compiled, compered and judged the quiz each week, brooked no arguments as her decision was final, and presented the winning team with a much-coveted trophy. Competition was cut-throat and alcohol-fuelled, the competitors sustained by plates of free sandwiches and bowls of crisps. As a result, Mayday was always exhausted by Monday and longing for an afternoon away from the hotel.

The bill paid, Mayday went into the kitchen and plated up three portions of leftovers that Elsie could pop in the microwave. Then she ransacked the fridge for the remains of the puddings from Sunday lunch, which the chef always kept for her.

‘There’s nothing wrong with any of it,’ he said, ‘but I can’t serve it up again, so you might as well make use of it.’

She appropriated half a bowl of sherry trifle, sticking it in the cool box she had bought specially to transport her Red Cross parcels. It was the best way she knew to help Elsie, for Mayday couldn’t cook to save her life. And she knew her grandmother loved traditional food - roast dinners and proper puddings. There was no point in stocking up on ready meals from the supermarket. Elsie was suspicious of anything pre-prepared. Mayday looked upon it as one of the perks of being the manager. It wasn’t pilfering, because it would all go in the bin if she didn’t have it.

She lugged the box out to her old 2CV. Bright green with a striped roof, it scraped through its MOT year after year, but she adored it. Today was cold but bright, and she needed no encouragement to fling the roof back and let the sky in. She drove off, singing along to the B-52s at the top of her voice, earning herself bemused glances as she bowled along  Eldenbury high street out of the town and onto the road to Honeycote.

She loved going to her grandmother’s house. When she wanted comfort, or reassurance or advice - which wasn’t very often, for if Mayday knew anything it was her own mind, but she was only human - then she slipped into the kitchen by the side door and hugged the little figure who would usually be sitting by the old range. The kettle would be lifted off its hotplate, and the stout brown teapot filled. Mayday’s special cup - pink flowers with a gold rim - would be plucked down from its shelf on the dresser, and two custard creams placed ceremoniously on the saucer.

Her grandmother’s face was incredibly lined now, her bones frail, her hair thin and white. Mayday knew this deterioration had come about because of the pain. Elsie had aged ten years in two, and seemed to become smaller and more wizened each time she came to visit. But in defiance of her suffering shone a pair of sparkling eyes that held within them such love and wisdom that Mayday felt sure her gran would be there for ever.

She parked on the road outside and walked up the path, noticing with pleasure the joyous ranks of daffodils. She’d have to see about a gardener soon. Elsie had kept on Bill’s legacy as best she could, but there was no way she would be able to maintain a full-to-bursting cottage garden in her condition. Mayday was sure there would be someone at the brewery who would be glad of some extra cash, either one of the young lads or one of the old codgers who’d been at Honeycote Ales since the dawn of time. She’d get Patrick to ask around, maybe stick a notice up in the staff room.

In the kitchen, her grandmother was sitting at the table, looking rather dazed, and there was a strong smell of burning. Mayday rushed over to the Aga, where the kettle had boiled  itself dry. She stuck her hand in an oven glove and pulled it off.

‘Gran! What happened?’

‘I must have fallen asleep.’ Elsie blinked. Her eyes were unnaturally pink. Mayday peered at her.

‘Have you been crying?’

‘No, no. It’s . . .’ Elsie cast round for an excuse, but was still too groggy to think of one. Mayday pressed her lips together.

‘Mum’s been here, hasn’t she?’ Her mother was the only person on the planet who could upset Elsie. And who chose to upset her. ‘What did she say?’

For a moment, Elsie considered saying nothing. She didn’t like stirring up trouble between her daughter and granddaughter. But she wanted reassurance that Angela’s suggestion was outrageous, because the more she thought about it the more sense it seemed to make. After all, how could she carry on the way she was? At Coppice House, she would be fed and waited on, there would be somebody on hand to help if she couldn’t reach something, or open something. Even now, she had to resort to shapeless tops and elasticated skirts to avoid fiddly zips and buttons. Elsie was no fashion plate, but she liked a nice crisp cotton blouse. And shoelaces - who would have thought that shoe laces would become a luxury? She suddenly loathed the cushioned slip-on shoes she’d bought from Marks and Spencer.

She decided she would retain as neutral a tone as possible when mooting Angela’s idea to Mayday.

‘Your mother thinks I should move into Coppice House.’

Mayday’s response was immediate, as she dumped the cool box on the table and put her hands on her hips, tossing back her black hair in a gesture of indignation.

‘What? Is she mad?’

Elsie immediately felt mollified. The idea was preposterous.

‘That dump?’ Mayday went on. ‘You’d be better off in one of Mum’s dog kennels, which is really saying something. Joyce Hardiment is only interested in one thing and that’s profit. Not the welfare of her patients. If it was up to her they would lie on a plastic mattress wallowing in their own wee all day, being fed on a drip so she didn’t have to pay any staff. They’ve had E-coli there three times, it’s so filthy.’ Mayday pulled off the lid of the cool box and took out a plate of chicken casserole, going over to the range and sliding it into the top oven to reheat. ‘No, Gran. If you want to go into a home, we’ll find you somewhere nice. Not somewhere run by a money-grabbing old cow.’

Elsie looked down at her hands folded in her lap. So it was Coppice House that Mayday objected to, not the idea of a home. She blinked hard to stop the tears of self-pity betraying her. For the first time since he died she thought perhaps Bill had had a lucky, if premature, escape. At least he hadn’t undergone the indignity of being a crippled nuisance, packed off to an institution for the elderly and infirm. That’s what she was: elderly and infirm.

‘I expect Joyce is short of takers or something.’ Mayday was busying herself round the kitchen, refilling the kettle. ‘I hope you told Mum where to shove it.’

She picked up the teabag box, and Elsie watched in envy as she peeled away the cellophane in one easy movement, then lifted down the brown teapot from its place on the shelf.

‘Tell you what.’ Mayday lifted the kettle, which had by now reboiled, and poured the hot water in a steady stream. ‘Why don’t I do your hair? You deserve a bit of pampering. Have your tea, then we’ll give you a shampoo and set. You won’t know yourself.’

‘Lovely,’ said Elsie, and obediently ate her chicken.

She couldn’t quite pluck up the courage to ask Mayday to help her with her bed. Mayday had only changed the sheets on Friday. But last night Elsie had woken in the early hours desperate for a wee. The pain in her knees had been so excruciating, she couldn’t face getting up. She’d tried to ignore the persistence in her bladder, and had eventually succeeded, falling back to sleep. But when she woke that morning she realized that she hadn’t conquered her need at all. She’d wet the bed. If she admitted that, even to Mayday, then the search for a home would definitely be on. She’d have a go at changing the bed herself, she decided, later on tonight. Even if she just got the bottom sheet off, and slept on the bare mattress . . . she’d just have to pray there wasn’t a repeat performance. Or perhaps she should try not drinking so much during the day.

So when Mayday passed her a cup of tea, Elsie waited until her back was turned and poured it quietly down the sink.




Four


That afternoon’s meeting at Honeycote Ales wasn’t exactly official. But all the board members were going, and Elspeth, the brewery receptionist, had laid out proper cups and saucers for tea and a plate of shortbread, which lent an air of formality to the proceedings.

Patrick arrived first. The afternoon sun was slanting in through the windows, making the wood of the mahogany table gleam. The whiteboard had been wiped clean from the last sales meeting. Patrick put his notes down on the table in front of the space he had chosen for himself, and wondered whether to write his bullet points up on the board. No, he decided. He’d wait and see where everyone else lay before he showed his cards.

He looked through the typewritten notes Elspeth had printed out for each board member: the balance sheets, the quotes and the projected sales figures, a gloomy collation of pie charts and graphs that showed their profits were plummeting. His stomach churned slightly. The writing might not actually be on the wall yet, but they weren’t far off it. It seemed as if they continually took one step forward and three back. No sooner had the Honeycote Arms won Gastropub of the Year in one of the Sunday papers, than they were hit with an industrial tribunal from one of their staff for unfair dismissal. The case had clearly been a set-up, but times being what they were, and employers evidently being evil and  exploitational, they lost the case and had to pay a hideous amount of compensation to the silly cow.

Then they had won a contract with a new chain of pizzerias to supply their bottled beer, only to discover that the Peacock Inn was subsiding and threatening to slide down its own beer garden and into the river - they’d had to close it immediately, and lost its comparatively substantial income. Added to that, there was absolutely no doubt that a lot of the machinery in the brewery was tired and worn; they had reached the point where it was counterproductive to keep repairing it. They needed a complete refit, and goodness knows what would be uncovered in the process - the brewery was held together by years of dust and cobwebs, and to disturb it was asking for trouble. And, of course, they were still trying to recover from the ghastly incident with Roger Sandbach, landlord at the Horse and Groom.

He should have listened to Mayday, thought Patrick. She had phoned him any number of times with dark warnings about Roger’s drinking and gambling habits. But every time Patrick had called in to see him, Roger had been perfectly steady on his pins, and the books had been in order.

‘You think I’m crying wolf.’ Mayday’s dark eyes had been accusing. ‘But why would I? People talk, Patrick, and you’d do well to listen. He cashes up, takes the money down to the bookies on the way to the bank, sticks a load of bets on, collects his winnings, puts back what he borrowed, takes our money to the bank and keeps the rest. OK, so he’s got some great tips, and nine times out of ten he cleans up. But it’s going to go wrong, Patrick. There’s no way he can keep it up. And you know gamblers. They get greedy. One day he’s going to make a bet he can’t afford to lose.’

It wasn’t that he didn’t believe Mayday, who he knew had her ear to the ground and was privy to the secrets of most of  the great and the good of Eldenbury, as well as the not so great and the downright bad. It was just that he didn’t want the landlord of his biggest establishment to be putting the hotel takings on the three-thirty at Cheltenham. So he had ignored her warnings, until the day Roger had received a tip for a dead cert and put two weeks’ takings on a horse that fell at the first fence. Roger promptly blew his brains out in the back office, not simply because he’d lost the money, but because everyone would know that he’d been on the fiddle as he hadn’t kept back enough to cover his losses.

Mayday was astonishing. She’d found the body, poor girl, but hadn’t batted an eyelid. As she said afterwards, she’d been waiting for disaster to strike for so long, it was almost a relief when it happened. She’d dealt with the situation with incredible calm. She had contacts with the local police, who arrived as discreetly as they could so that the hotel guests were oblivious to the tragedy. The ambulance had slipped quietly around the back without all sirens blazing and removed the body. Then she’d called the staff into the dining room and quietly informed them that Roger had shot himself. By the time Mickey and Patrick arrived, it was as if nothing had happened. The hotel was preparing for evening service with an air of serenity that was almost unnatural. Mayday, it seemed, had put it to them straight, pointing out that everyone’s livelihoods would be in jeopardy unless as little fuss as possible was made.

It was Patrick who suggested that Mayday take Roger’s place. The staff clearly respected her, and if anyone knew how the hotel worked it was Mayday who, it emerged, had been troubleshooting for Roger almost since the day he arrived. Keith and Mickey had both been wary and unsure. The Horse and Groom was one of their biggest earners - when its staff weren’t gambling with the profits, at any rate - and they were  reluctant to put it into the hands of a young girl with a less than conventional sense of dress. But, as Patrick pointed out, most of the customers came in to see what Mayday was - or sometimes wasn’t - wearing, and she was pretty astute. He finally persuaded them to appoint an assistant manager who had qualifications and a quiet taste in clothing, and hand over the reins to Mayday. They’d given her a three-month trial period.

That had been eighteen months ago, and the takings had nearly doubled since Roger’s demise, which went some way towards recouping the substantial loss he’d made on their behalf. Ironically, the Horse and Groom became the place to stay for Cheltenham racegoers - Mayday had organized a courtesy bus to and from the racecourse for the key meetings. The amount her guests drank in the hotel before and after more than covered the cost. At other times the hotel was packed with city dwellers arriving for her Cotswold Experience weekends, which included a hot air balloon ride over the breath-taking countryside. And she didn’t forget the locals: she had devised a special loyalty card for commuters who got off the Paddington train. Between six and seven the lounge bar was stuffed to the gills with suited executives enjoying a glass of her ‘Wine of the Week’ together with a selection of nibbles, before going home to their lovingly prepared suppers. Lunch on market days was booked for weeks ahead, and she’d introduced a special high tea for children at five o’clock, as she had noticed many harassed mothers en route from Brownies or ballet or swimming who were only too glad not to have to cook for their overtired offspring and brought them in for organic sesame-coated chicken goujons, sweet potato wedges and stir-fried broccoli spears.

Patrick was relieved that his gamble had paid off. He would have been more concerned about his loyalty to Mayday than  his loyalty to the brewery if things had gone awry. For she was his rock, his sounding board. It was Mayday Patrick turned to if he had a dilemma, or a brainwave, or if he needed a second opinion, for she gave him a totally objective point of view, and she had a great gut for what was right and wrong. Sometimes he felt guilty, and thought it should be Mandy he turned to for advice, but he rather thought Mandy told him what she thought he wanted to hear when it came to business. Besides, with Keith being her father he sometimes had to be careful what he said. He didn’t have to pull his punches with Mayday. They were always honest and upfront with each other. They always had been, since the day they’d first met.

He’d been fifteen, home from boarding school one hot June weekend. The fair was in town, sprawling all over the market place in Eldenbury, which usually harboured nothing more exotic than Volvos and pick-ups. The air was hot and heavy, filled with promise and the smell of frying onions. Patrick was bored. He’d come here with his best mate Ned, who’d promptly run off with some rabbity-faced girl he’d met at a Pony Club Disco.

He was idly taking pot shots at the rifle range when he felt sure someone was staring at him: the hairs on the back of his neck rippled. He turned, and saw an extraordinary creature with a mane of teased black hair, eyes ringed with kohl, and the fullest, plumpest lips he had ever seen, painted deep purple. She wore a black velvet bodice, ripped jeans and staggeringly high stiletto boots.

‘I’ve always wanted a giant giraffe.’ The voice trickled from between her lips like honey falling from a spoon. Patrick swallowed hard, and attempted a laconic smile.

‘Whatever the lady wants . . .’

He turned to take aim. The star prize, the giraffe in question, stood lopsidedly against the stand, mocking him. His  hand shook. He could feel her beside him, imagined he felt the warmth of her breath on his neck. Her perfume was as sweet and alluring as the candy floss from the next stall. It made Patrick feel quite giddy as he squeezed the trigger. The pellet whistled past the tin and missed.

‘I thought that’s all you posh boys were good for. Shooting things. And killing foxes.’

Oh God, thought Patrick. Not a bloody animal rights fanatic. She probably knew his dad was a stalwart member of the Eldenbury hunt. He really couldn’t be bothered to get into an argument about it.

‘Who says I’m posh?’ he asked, trying desperately not to sound it.

As an answer she smiled, reached out a finger, and brushed the tell-tale long fringe out of his eyes. He jerked his head away and brushed his hair back with an impatient gesture, not liking this invasion of his personal space, but suddenly wanting more.

‘And so what if I am?’ he demanded.

‘Quite,’ she answered, not taking her eyes off him. ‘So what if you are?’

He could feel himself going red under her scrutiny, until eventually she dragged her gaze from him and cast a longing glance at the giraffe.

‘Shame,’ she commented wistfully. ‘I could just do with him to cuddle up with at night.’

Before he knew it, she had gone, gliding like a ghost amongst the crowds. Vainly he tried to catch a glimpse of her as she moved through the fair, but she had vanished without a trace. He wondered for a mad moment if he had imagined her.

He turned back to the shooting range. He had one chance.  If he could get the giraffe . . . But he was a lousy shot. He always had been. He beckoned the stallholder.

‘Listen, mate.’ The stallholder curled his lip at Patrick’s attempt to come down to his level. ‘How much for the giraffe?’

The bloke looked him up and down, chewing thoughtfully on his gum. ‘Cost me fifteen,’ he said finally. ‘So call it twenty.’

Twenty quid! Patrick knew it was bullshit, that he’d probably got his entire menagerie of acrylic stuffed animals for half that, but it was a small price to pay. He dug in his wallet. Thirteen. That was all he could manage. He thrust it at the man.

‘Take this as a deposit. I’m going to find my friend. Please - don’t let anyone win it.’

Patrick pushed his way through the crowds, desperately searching for Ned. He always had wads of cash, because his dad paid him to do the milking on their farm and Ned never parted with a penny for months, then blew it all in one night by getting totally bladdered. He had to get to him before he spent it.

He found him on the dodgems with his Pony Club partner, who was looking rather green.

‘Lend me seven quid,’ begged Patrick. ‘It’s a matter of life and death. Actually, no, make it a tenner.’ He’d need a bit over if he found her. Enough to buy her a drink.

Ned didn’t quibble. He knew his mate wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t urgent. He thrust a hand into his jeans and pulled out a wad of crumpled notes. Patrick extricated two fivers, then went for a third. He didn’t want to look a cheapskate.

‘Make it fifteen. I’ll pay you back tomorrow.’

Stuffing the money into his own pocket, he ran back to the rifle range.

The giraffe was gone. As was the stallholder. Bastard. Patrick steeled himself for a row. He bet he wouldn’t get his money back. Gypsies, tramps and bloody thieves, the lot of them.

Suddenly the stallholder popped up from behind the barrier, brandishing the giraffe. ‘Didn’t want anyone else taking a fancy and winning him.’ He grinned. ‘There’s some good shots round here.’

Patrick settled up as quickly as he could, then grabbed the giraffe. It was nearly as big as he was. He pushed through the throngs, looking right and left, every song that blasted out seeming to mock him: ‘She’s Gone’, ‘Who’s That Girl?’, ‘Beware the Devil Woman’ . . .

She was there, sitting on the bonnet of a truck, swigging scrumpy out of a bottle, surrounded by a crowd of youths Patrick suspected were dropouts from Eldenbury High, an unsavoury bunch who wouldn’t take kindly to a posh git stepping forward with a giant cuddly giraffe and stealing one of their own.

She saw him. He raised one corner of his mouth in a rueful grin and leaned his head against his newfound companion’s. She nodded her head in recognition, a slight smile playing on her lips, then jumped down off the bonnet. Patrick prayed he wouldn’t be spotted by the others, but she said something to them, some muttered excuse that they seemed to accept, then made her way over to him.

‘Is that for me?’ she asked.

‘Well,’ said Patrick, ‘to be absolutely honest with you, I’ve already got an elephant and a rhino. There just wouldn’t be room for us all in one bed.’

Her lips twitched, and he looked longingly at her mouth. He thought to kiss her would be like eating the first blackberries of autumn.

The evening passed in a blaze of colour and sound and incredible sensations. Whirling merry-go-rounds, pounding bass, the stench of diesel and the roar of the generators. The feeling of her fingers on his lips as she pulled off tufts of candy floss from a pink cloud and fed him, the sugar melting almost immediately on his tongue. Patrick felt elated as she pulled him from one experience to the next. They didn’t pay for a thing all night, as Mayday seemed to know all the swarthy, earringed youths that ran the rides. Patrick was soon to learn that Mayday rarely paid for anything, that she could get things done, that she had a network of contacts starting from the local chief of police downwards, who were willing to bend over backwards for her. And it wasn’t hard to see why. She had a natural but enigmatic charm, and she treated everybody the same. She was disarmingly honest and frank, but never unkind.

Patrick found himself utterly bewitched. He’d had dalliances before, girls with thick blond hair and names like Suzi, Tash and Harriet - usually daughters of friends of his parents. Next to Mayday, they seemed interchangeable and incredibly dull. Mayday promised danger, excitement - and the one thing Patrick hadn’t quite plucked up the courage to do before now.

As the fair came to a close, he found himself with her in the back of a pick-up being driven out of town, the ridiculous giraffe between them. A small part of him niggled that he should have told Ned where he was going, but then Ned hadn’t bothered worrying about him earlier. He didn’t know where the pick-up was going, but he didn’t care. He was with Mayday.

Eventually they pulled up at a tumbledown farm, where an impromptu party threatened to carry on well into the early hours. Mayday was obviously familiar with her surroundings.  She took him by the hand and led him to a barn filled with sweet-scented bales of the summer’s first cut. Talk about a roll in the hay, thought Patrick, as she pulled him towards her.

When he finally kissed her, she tasted of apples and vanilla, as the cider she’d been drinking mingled with the perfume she wore. He wasn’t going to tell her he was a virgin, no way. Besides, he felt all-powerful, more sure of this shot than the one he had attempted earlier. Her clothes seemed to melt away as if by magic; she lay naked beneath him, her skin pale and glowing like opalescent moonlight, her black hair cascading over her shoulders. She pulled him out of his jeans and into her, locking her legs around him, pulling him deeper and deeper inside. And when, moments later, he found himself crying, she kissed away his tears and made him taste them on her blackberry lips.

‘I won’t have crying,’ she whispered to him. ‘Save your tears for when there’s something to cry about.’

Later, they lay entwined in each other’s arms. As Patrick drifted off, Mayday began to sing, in a soft husky croak that was only just in tune but all the sweeter for it:

My young love said to me, my mother won’t mind 
And my father won’t slight you for your lack of kind, 
And she stepped away from me and this she did say, 
It will not be long love ’til our wedding day.

The tune was haunting; the lyrics made him shiver. Patrick could see the stars through a hole in the roof. He’d only known her a few hours, but he felt as if he had found his soulmate. In just the short space of time they had spent together, he knew he wanted it to last for ever. He turned to her.

‘Shall we?’

‘What?’

‘Get married?’

She gave him a gentle shove.

‘Don’t be daft. We’d never work. You’re from the big house, and I’m a worthless bint born the wrong side of the blanket—’

‘So was I,’ said Patrick eagerly. ‘Born the wrong side of the blanket. Well, almost. My dad only married my mother because she threw up her pill after a dodgy curry and got pregnant.’

This confession caused him a moment of guilt. His father had warned him often enough about getting carried away. ‘Look where it got me,’ Mickey had said, then added hastily, ‘Not that I would be without you, of course.’ His marriage to Patrick’s mother hadn’t seen out a year.

Mayday was shaking her head. ‘We’re poles apart, you and me. Your family practically own the village I grew up in.’

Patrick frowned.

‘You grew up in Honeycote?’

‘My nan lives in the council houses. She brought me up. Or as good as.’

Patrick looked surprised. Mayday gave a twisted little smile.

‘You see? You never even noticed me. Why would the likes of you notice the riff-raff from the bottom of the village?’

‘You’re not riff-raff—’

‘I watched you drive past in your big car. Ride past on your horses. But you never saw me.’

‘So you knew who I was all along?’ Patrick suddenly felt set up. As if he’d fallen into some trap. Had she deliberately seduced him, just to prove she could? He felt sick. ‘You did this on purpose,’ he said angrily.

Mayday bit her lip. The dark purple had long been kissed away.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘I admit it. I dared myself. I wanted you to want me, to get you back for all those times you drove past without noticing me.’

For the second time that evening Patrick wanted to cry. So his seduction had been a trick, a little diversion for Mayday’s amusement. He’d just been a pawn in her game, her pathetic attempt to redress the class barrier, because everyone was the same lying down. And to think he’d felt this was the most important thing that had ever happened to him. He clenched his jaw, not sure whether to walk off into the night. This was a first for Patrick, being made to feel awkward, foolish, unsure. He usually had the upper hand in his relationships, and he knew he could be thoughtless and possibly a little bit selfish. But not premeditatedly cruel.

‘Well, I hope it’s made you feel good,’ he said in a strangled voice.

She cupped his face in her hands, stroking his cheekbones with her thumbs.

‘I was wrong,’ she said softly. ‘You’re not what I thought you were going to be at all. And I’m sorry. Will you forgive me?’

She drew her face towards his and kissed him again. And how could he resist? He had tasted pleasure and he wanted more, even if it brought with it the pain of humiliation and rejection.

Some time later she looked up at him, eyes glazed with satisfaction.

‘I guess that means we’re friends again?’

Patrick propped himself up on one elbow, smiling.

‘More than friends, surely?’

Her face clouded. She shook her head.

‘No. That would spoil it.’

‘Spoil it?’ He sat up in alarm. ‘We can’t do what we’ve just  done and walk away from each other. It was . . . amazing. How can you not want this to go on for ever?’

Mayday signed. ‘Sweetheart,’ she said. ‘That’s sex for you. It’s not me that’s made you feel like that, I promise you. You’ll feel like that with the next person. And the next.’

Patrick felt himself blush. She’d known it was his first time.

‘Trust me,’ she went on. ‘It would end in tears. And I don’t want to hate you, Patrick. I want you as my friend. For ever.’

Ten years on, and they were still firm friends. Patrick was no longer in awe of Mayday and her sultry allure. And he was no longer the embarrassed schoolboy she had seduced; far from it. He’d gone on to learn that she was right, that sex was pretty bloody amazing whoever it was with, unless you were very unlucky. And their relationship had endured the test of time; their loyalty to each other knew no bounds. They could trust each other with secrets, share their misgivings and give their honest opinions. And occasionally, very occasionally, if they found themselves alone together and the mood took them, then they went back to rediscover that magical night, because there had been a chemistry that was hard to forget . . .

Patrick snapped out of his reverie as the others filed in. First his uncle, James, in a beautifully cut tweed suit and a lilac shirt, his features so much more chiselled than his brother Mickey’s so he always looked rather arrogant and haughty. Which he was a lot of the time, though Patrick was very fond of James, who was his godfather. He’d given him sound advice on several occasions.

Then Mickey, in a Honeycote Ales polo shirt and a pair of jeans. His dark hair was dishevelled and he was badly in need of a shave. He always spent Mondays with the men, checking over the brewery and seeing what maintenance needed doing. Mickey loved being hands on, and as the master brewer, the keeper of the secret recipes which gave Honeycote Ale its  reputation, he liked to keep things clockwork. For someone who couldn’t organize a piss-up in his own brewery, he was surprisingly meticulous about the machinery, and spent hours ensconced with Eric the handyman, who was familiar with its workings down to every last nut and bolt.

Then Keith, in the v-neck and cords that had become his uniform. His face was usually cheery and smiling, but Patrick noticed immediately that Keith didn’t look himself. There was a set to his jaw and a dullness in his eyes, and his face looked drawn. Was he unhappy about the engagement? His congratulations had seemed sincere the day before, but perhaps now he’d slept on it he didn’t think Patrick was good enough for his daughter? Keith doted on Mandy, after all. And Patrick was banking on his approval of the marriage to ensure his continued support of the brewery. If he was against the wedding . . .

The next moment, Patrick felt mollified. Keith patted him on the shoulder on his way past, in a gesture that was both fond and reassuring. If he looked tense, it was probably because he knew this meeting was going to be awkward; that they were all going to have to face facts.

Mickey called the meeting to attention.

‘Basically, we’re up shit-strasse. Again,’ Mickey said, surprisingly cheerfully. But perhaps he was used to it by now - staring disaster in the face and being dragged back from the brink. ‘Due to a number of factors that we are all aware of.’

Everyone nodded, looking rather gloomily at the balance sheets that Elspeth had printed out for them.

‘The question is - what is our priority? A temporary overdraft, to prop up the Peacock and get that going again? Every week it’s shut we’re losing money. Or do we cut our losses and sell it? Even in the state it’s in, it’s a prime piece of riverside real estate. There’s a lot we could do with the cash.’

‘Once we start selling off pubs—’ Patrick began to object, but Mickey held up his hand to stop him.

‘Just hear me out. Let’s run through our options. That’s option one. Option two is a whopping great loan, which means we’ll have to find the money to cover the interest every month and we’re struggling as it is. Option three, find another white knight . . .’

His eyes flickered over to Keith, who had come to their rescue before. Keith was running a hand over his face wearily.

‘And we all know what option four is,’ Mickey finished heavily. ‘I took the liberty of getting a valuation. We’d all do quite nicely.’

He passed a copy of the valuation to each person. Everyone stared at the figures, doing the mental arithmetic.

James whistled softly. ‘Tempting.’

‘That is assuming we find a buyer. But I’m pretty confident we would. There have been enough breweries knocking on the door over the years.’

Patrick chucked the paper on the table in disgust.

‘It might sound like a lot of money,’ he said. ‘But when it’s gone, it’s gone. There’s nothing to fall back on. No bricks and mortar, no income stream.’

Keith spoke up. ‘Patrick’s right. He’s the next generation, after all. It’s OK for us, with our mortgages paid off—’

‘Speak for yourself,’ snorted James.

‘OK,’ demurred Keith. ‘But we have got to think about the younger ones. Patrick and Mandy are about to get married. They need to know they are secure.’

‘I wouldn’t have minded starting married life with a million quid in the bank,’ James observed drily.

‘A million quid doesn’t go far these days.’

‘Try me.’

Keith frowned. James was being irritatingly flippant.

‘Patrick and Mandy have got to be our priority. We have to safeguard their future as well as our own.’

Patrick cheered inwardly, delighted that his strategy had worked. Keith was definitely on his side.

James sat back in his chair, tapping his fountain pen on the table. ‘Just remind me - when is the wedding? I thought we were tightening our belts.’

Mickey shot his brother a warning glance. Why the hell was James being so mealy mouthed?

‘Second Saturday in May, didn’t we decide, Patrick?’ he said heartily. ‘We should get some decent weather by then.’

‘Listen, the wedding doesn’t have to be a big deal,’ said Patrick. ‘In fact, I’m beginning to wish I’d never said anything. We should just have nipped off and tied the knot somewhere quietly.’

‘Bollocks to that,’ said Mickey. ‘We need a reason for a party. And I can’t think of a better one.’

Patrick smothered a smile. Good old Dad, running true to form. Focus on something entirely irrelevant; find an excuse to spend money rather than saving it. Though actually, the last thing Patrick wanted was a fuss, and he was sure Mandy felt the same.

‘I think we should just do a picnic in the garden and get everyone to bring a bottle of champagne instead of a present. I mean, Mandy and I don’t need anything for the house.’

‘No way. I’m going to put my foot down. You’re having the full works whether you like it or not. Don’t you think, Keith?’

‘I think they should have whatever they want.’ In his mild-mannered way, Keith was gently reminding Mickey that this was not his gig.

‘Aren’t we straying off the subject?’ asked James  impatiently. ‘Much as I would love to discuss the order of service and whether to have matching hymn sheets, Caroline will have my balls for bath plugs if I’m not home to help with the children’s tea.’

‘I thought you’d rather like the excuse not to go home.’ Mickey’s tone was loaded.

Keith looked around the table, worried. The Liddiards always seemed to collapse under pressure. They should be pulling together, not sniping at each other. He sighed. He was going to have to take control. He rapped on the table.

‘Enough of this back-biting. I know we’re all under pressure and we all have our own issues.’ Fucking prostate cancer, in my case, he thought, a trifle bitterly. ‘But if we’re going to come up with a strategy we need to pull together. Let’s get all the cards on the table, air all our grievances. James, you seem particularly rattled.’

James had the grace to look a little shamefaced. ‘OK. I’ll be honest. I was rather hoping one of you lot would buy me out.’

There was a stunned silence. James had always been a valued member of the board. Not interfering, but a steady head who often had a valuable opinion, when he wasn’t bitching. Not being directly involved with the brewery, his objectivity could be incredibly useful.

‘I’m rather up shit-strasse myself.’ He smiled wryly. ‘I’m the first to admit I’ve overstretched myself with this new house.’ The house adjoining James’s antiques shop in Eldenbury wasn’t big enough for a family of five, so he’d rented it out and bought a rather nice coach house on the road to Honeycote. At huge expense. ‘And business is . . . well, frankly, I don’t understand why anyone wants to go to Ikea. But it seems they all do.’

‘Because most people can’t afford eighteen grand for a dining table?’ ventured Patrick.

‘I don’t just do the real McCoy,’ snapped James. ‘I’ve got plenty of stripped pine - for them wot want it.’

‘Perhaps if you weren’t so snotty?’ Mickey always found the way his brother was so precious very irritating.

‘Look, I don’t know. All I know is I’m bloody strapped for cash, with Caroline whelping all over the place and too much competition in Eldenbury and Henry starting school, so that’s another ten grand a year to find.’

‘What’s wrong with the state system?’

‘For Christ’s sake, do you even have to ask?’

‘I was speaking to Guy Portias the other day. From Eversleigh Manor? His wife swears by the local primary.’ Mickey could never resist the chance to wind James up. ‘Wouldn’t take her son out when Guy married her, even when his mother offered to pay the fees for Hazlehurst. If it’s good enough for the Portiases . . .’

‘Let’s see what happens when they have one of their own, shall we? Anyway, we digress.’

‘Keith, you’re very quiet. Any views?’

Keith had indeed been keeping his counsel, which he had learnt to do whenever the Liddiards were sparring with each other. But now all eyes were upon him. He chose his words carefully.

‘I think perhaps we all need to have a good think about where we want to go. Individually. And what Honeycote Ales means to us. Whether . . .’

As he hesitated, all three of them stared at him in horror.

‘You’re saying sell.’ Mickey’s tone was incredulous. ‘A minute ago you were saying hang on.’

‘That was before I realized James wanted out. I can’t afford to buy his share.’

There was a small silence.

‘Nor can I,’ admitted Mickey.

Patrick heaved a big sigh. ‘You don’t even have to ask me.’

Before all hell broke loose, Elspeth ventured in.

‘Mickey, there’s a phone call for you, from your dentist. She says it’s urgent.’

Mickey looked up, frowning. ‘What?’

‘She says she’s had the X-rays back and she needs to talk to you.’

Mickey was about to say that the last time he’d looked his dentist was a bloke, and he hadn’t had an X-ray for over two years. But suddenly an image popped into his mind, of a pair of wicked green eyes and a mouth curved into a smile. And he heard a voice. ‘If ever I need to speak to you at the office,’ it said, ‘I’ll pretend to be your dentist. I’ll say I’ve had your X-rays back and you need urgent attention.’

‘She says it’s urgent.’ Elspeth was insistent.

‘Of course. If you’ll excuse me. I won’t be a moment.’

Mickey got to his feet and left the room.

Kay Oakley. Kay bloody Oakley. What the hell did she want? He hoped it was just a quick fuck because she happened to be in the area, but somehow he had a gut feeling that there was more to it. It had been that sort of day.

Mandy sat in her office chewing the side of her finger, wondering what was going on in the board room. After the euphoria of yesterday, the atmosphere today seemed rather chilled. Both her father and Patrick had been distracted this morning. Keith had whizzed off somewhere and Patrick had spent all morning on the computer, swearing softly as he tried to get the printer to work. It was almost as if the wedding had been forgotten already. She knew she was being a brat, but she felt a bit miffed. But then, that was men for you. They probably wouldn’t give the proceedings another thought  between now and the time they had to turn up at the church. But Mandy was longing to plot and plan and scheme and dream.

She decided to phone her mother.

Mandy was very fond of Ginny, but discussing your wedding plans with your father’s girlfriend wasn’t quite the same. Besides, Kitty and Sasha always got involved, and they did tend to be a bit overpowering, especially Sasha, who was a devotee of every celeb magazine going and had all sorts of over-the-top ideas. No, this was a time when a girl needed her mum.

Somehow, the fact that Sandra was in Puerto Banus and she hadn’t seen her for over nine months had made Mandy forget Sandra’s shortcomings. She rarely popped back from her sun-drenched villa, so busy was she with setting up her beauty clinics up and down the coast, offering brow-smoothing injections, thread-vein removal and lip-plumping. Absence, as they say, makes the heart grow fonder, and Mandy had conveniently put to the back of her mind that every time she saw Sandra, she set her teeth on edge and couldn’t wait for her to go. She longed for the sort of camaraderie the twins had with Ginny, who had a knack of communicating with her daughters on a girly level, but also provided the comfort and reassurance that only a mother can give. As she picked up the phone and dialled, Mandy felt filled with a warm glow at the prospect of a cosy chat.

Moments later, she held the phone away from her ear as her mother gave a blood-curdling shriek of excitement.

‘That’s it!’ shrieked Sandra. ‘I’m coming right over.’

‘It’s OK, Mum. It’s all under control. We’re not having a big wedding. Just close friends and family. We don’t want to go over the top—’ Mandy was too discreet to say that actually  they were all pretty strapped for cash. There were certain things you didn’t reveal to Sandra.

‘Amanda. This is what I have been waiting for since the day you were born. Have you any idea how important a daughter’s wedding is to a mother? And you’re far too busy to organize everything. You need help.’

Mandy gulped. She hadn’t anticipated this level of excitement. But then, you never knew with Sandra. Her reactions usually depended on how bored she was. Clearly, she had nothing else to distract her at the moment. On another day, she might have been utterly dismissive, leaving Mandy feeling lucky to have extracted a promise to attend the wedding.

‘This is a stroke of luck! I’ve just sold off two of the clinics. I was wondering what to do with the cash. Fantastic. This is going to be the wedding of the year. No, the century. No!’ Mandy didn’t think her mother’s voice could go any higher. ‘The millennium!’

‘Listen, Mum. Honestly. We want to keep it low key.’ Why had she opened her mouth?

‘There is no point in a low-key wedding. It’s a celebration of two people’s love for each other. It’s a statement!’

Mandy could hear Sandra’s nails clicking away on her computer keyboard as she spoke.

‘Right. I’ve found a flight. I’m coming over Friday. Is there a decent hotel near you?’

Mandy knew from experience that absolutely nothing was going to stand in Sandra’s way now that the cat was out of the bag. She sighed.

‘I can book you into the Honeycote Arms.’

‘Has it got a spa?’

‘No, Mum. It’s the village pub. But it’s very comfortable. And the food’s fantastic.’

Sandra sounded doubtful.

‘Don’t worry. I’ll find myself somewhere on the internet. And darling, I’m so utterly thrilled. I’m going to make this a wedding to remember.’

That, thought Mandy ruefully as she hung up, was what she was afraid of.

As he walked down the corridor to take the phone call from Kay in his office, Mickey ran through all the possible reasons she could be calling.

He could hardly remember her contacting him at all when they were having an affair. It was usually he who had picked up the phone and suggested an assignation. As a mistress, she had been pretty undemanding, wanting nothing from him but sex. That Mickey could handle; it was when women got emotionally attached that he started to panic. Kay had been positively detached. Occasionally he had felt almost used. Not that he minded. It had been fun.

Until it had all gone wrong, of course. You couldn’t keep an affair quiet for ever in a place like Honeycote. Word had got out, ironically after they had decided to call it a day, and the shit had hit the fan. Lucy had gone running to James for comfort. Mickey, who had been a heavy drinker in those days, had lost the plot completely. Not only had he jeopardized his seemingly perfect marriage, but the bank was threatening to call in the brewery’s not insubstantial overdraft. Feeling the pressure, he had hit upon the idea of burning down the brewery and collecting the insurance. Luckily for him - or not so luckily, depending how you looked at it - he’d been so sloshed that he’d crashed into a wall en route to the brewery to carry out his dastardly deed, and had ended up in hospital for weeks. Even now he limped very slightly; and still got blinding headaches when he was tired or stressed.  But everything had been all right in the end. There was nothing like being at death’s door for bringing out people’s forgiveness. There had been touching bedside reconciliations. Mickey had milked his invalidism for all it was worth, hoping that his misdemeanours would be overlooked in the light of his misfortune.

The tactic had worked. Lucy had forgiven him. While he was recuperating, Keith had come to the brewery’s rescue. And as far as he knew, Kay had emerged from the scandal unscathed, and had gone to live in Portugal with her husband, Lawrence. Mickey hadn’t heard from her from that day to this, and had barely given her a thought. She had been his last dalliance. The accident had frightened him, and made him realize just how special Lucy was. He’d been faithful to her ever since.

So he rather hoped it wasn’t sex Kay was after.

He picked up his telephone.

‘Mickey Liddiard.’

‘Mickey. It’s Kay.’ He remembered her voice. So clear and concise. And definite. Kay had always known exactly what she wanted. ‘I need to see you.’

‘Jesus, Kay. This is out of the blue. It’s been, what? Nearly five years?’

‘Give or take a couple of months,’ answered Kay. ‘Come to the Honeycote Arms at six o’clock.’

‘I don’t know if I can. I’ll have to check—’

‘I’ll be expecting you.’

The phone went dead. Mickey couldn’t help smiling. That was Kay. Everything always had been non-negotiable. He felt the tiniest little flicker of excitement, then spoke to himself sternly. He wasn’t going down that road again, not even if she was lying stretched out on the bed naked with a rose between her teeth.

He worked out he’d just have time for a shower and a change of clothes, if he wound the meeting up and put his skates on. After all, he didn’t want her thinking he’d gone to seed.




Five


Later that afternoon, Mayday barged into her mother’s kitchen through the back door without knocking, eyes blazing. Mason and Ryan watched in amazement, their forks loaded with turkey escalopes, grilled beef tomatoes and potato croquettes, as she laid into Angela, who was unloading the dishwasher.

‘How dare you tell Gran she should go into a home?’

Angela stood up, a floral mug in each hand.

‘Because I think it’s the right thing to do.’

‘You just want to shove her in there so you don’t have to worry. As if it’s you that worries anyway.’

‘Don’t speak to me like that. I’ve got your grandmother’s best interests at heart.’ Angela opened a heavily leaded glass cabinet and replaced her china carefully.

‘No, you haven’t. Gran would go mad in a home. She’d hate it.’

‘Rubbish,’ said Angela briskly. ‘Everyone thinks that. But after two weeks she’d be acclimatized.’

‘Brainwashed, you mean. They give them tablets.’

‘You’re always full of conspiracy theories.’

‘I’ve got friends that have worked in Coppice House. Trust me. They’re doped up to the eyeballs.’

‘I can’t leave her to look after herself. I’m worried sick about her.’

‘Out of sight, out of mind.’

‘If she’s too stubborn to do the right thing, then it’s up to her. I’m not putting my life on hold to look after her.’

‘No. Heaven forbid that you might have to do something for someone else.’

‘I don’t like your tone.’

‘I don’t like your attitude.’

Mother and daughter glared at each other.

‘You look after her, then. I’m quite happy to pay her nursing home fees. But I’m not running over there every two minutes. I’ve got my own life to get on with. Mason and Ryan need me.’

Mayday rolled her eyes. Her mother said it as if she was hovering over two babies in a pram. Mason and Ryan towered over her already, and they weren’t even fully grown.

‘Fine,’ she replied wearily. ‘I can visit Gran every afternoon, when the pub’s quiet. And I’ll see if I can arrange some home help. And maybe talk her into having Meals on Wheels.’

‘Good luck.’ Angela deliberately hadn’t gone down this route, knowing it was an option, but not the one she wanted.

‘How long will it be, I wonder?’ Mayday carried on. ‘Before you get bored with Mason and Ryan? Because you’re really not very good at looking after people when they really need you. First me, and now Gran. I hope for your sake that there isn’t such a thing as karma.’

And with that, she was gone. Angela looked over at her two sons, who were gawping at her.

‘Don’t listen to her,’ she told them. ‘It’s all the drugs she takes. It gives her a warped view of life.’

‘Mayday takes drugs? Cool! Can she get me some?’ said Mason, who was getting to a tricky age.

Angela scowled, then cleared away her sons’ empty plates, scraped clean except for blobs of superfluous brown sauce, and started stacking the empty dishwasher.

Elsie sat down in the Parker Knoll chair that Angela and Roy had bought her for Christmas. She couldn’t put it into the reclining position, as she would never be able to get up again - her fingers weren’t strong enough to manage the handle - but the chair was comfy nevertheless. She kept her head as still as she could so as not to disturb her hairdo. Mayday had spent hours rolling her hair round the curlers, then drying it and taking them out again. Elsie hadn’t wanted to tell her there was no point in her having her hair done, not even for her own self-esteem. She didn’t even look in the mirror any more. But she didn’t want to hurt Mayday’s feelings.

It was her dearest wish to see her granddaughter settled and happy. Mayday might have a wild streak, but Elsie couldn’t help feeling that she would take to family life like a duck to water. If only she could find a decent man. What she needed was someone like Bill. A gentleman to the end. But not dull. Strength, that was what you looked for in a partner. Silent strength. She chuckled. They’d have to be strong to manage Mayday. She’d had a string of suitors over the years, whom she treated with equal disregard. Of all of them, there was only one who Elsie thought deserved the time of day. Although he hadn’t been a boyfriend, but a friend, and the two of them were close even now. Patrick Liddiard had stood by Mayday through thick and thin, and Elsie thought he was wonderful. So good looking, with that glossy black hair and those blue eyes, like one of the matinee idols of her youth. And incredible manners. Always helping her to her chair, standing up if she came into the room - not like Mason and Ryan. They had no manners at all. They just scoffed the contents of her biscuit tin in front of the telly when they came round, only just about acknowledging her when she took out her purse to give them a bit of pocket money. Patrick was a gentleman. But he  belonged to another class. Mixed marriages rarely worked, even in this day and age. Elsie sighed, wishing there was something she could do to iron out this injustice for her beloved granddaughter. She knew there was a bond between Patrick and Mayday; she sensed it whenever she saw them together. But they were almost too close to see it for themselves. Mayday would only tell her not to be so soft if she pointed it out. ‘Patrick’s my mate,’ she would say. ‘He’s my best friend. You don’t marry your best friend.’

But you should, thought Elsie. Bill had been her best friend, after all.

She picked up the remote and pointed it at the television. It was a large one, with outsize buttons, which she prodded until she found the lottery numbers on Teletext. She’d forgotten to check them the day before. She scrabbled about on the glass-topped coffee table for her ticket, then scrutinized the numbers. She often wondered why she bothered, given the odds, but then people did win. Every week. And, as they said, you’ve got to be in it to win it. Her numbers were a combination of her wedding anniversary, house number and her date of birth. Nothing startlingly original. The trouble was, once you’d started, you couldn’t stop, because what if your numbers came up and you hadn’t bought a ticket? So once a week Mayday bought her ticket from the post office, together with a copy of Woman’s Own, and if Elsie didn’t check her numbers regularly it was because she didn’t really believe she’d ever win.

Moments later she scrabbled again on her coffee table for her glasses. Was she going mad? Arthritis she could cope with, but not insanity.

When Keith arrived home from the board meeting, Kitty and Mandy were sitting at the kitchen table in front of an enormous pile of wedding magazines, a pair of scissors at the ready.  Sasha was swigging from a can of Diet Coke, giving her opinion. Ginny was slicing chicken breasts, grating ginger and chopping garlic in preparation for her easy Thai curry, a blue and white striped apron over her jeans. She came over to give Keith a kiss, holding her mucky hands in the air.

‘Supper in half an hour. Bad day, good day?’

‘Pass.’ Keith gave her a wry grin. Where would he start?

Mandy pulled out a picture and added it to her pile of possibles.

‘Um, Dad? You’d better steel yourself for some bad news.’

Keith’s heart started pumping. Had the surgery phoned? Or the hospital?

‘What?’ he asked nervously.

‘Mum’s coming over for the wedding.’

Keith breathed out a heavy sigh of relief. ‘That’s all right, love. She is your mother.’

Mandy made a face that Keith recognized meant trouble. ‘On Friday.’

‘Friday?’

Mandy nodded. ‘Someone’s got to pick her up from the airport. She wants to be part of the preparations, she said. As the mother of the bride.’

‘Well, in that case, thank goodness you’re getting married in six weeks, not six months.’

Ginny looked at Keith askance. It wasn’t like him to be so acerbic. But then, Ginny hadn’t actually met Sandra.

It was only now he had been separated from his wife for nearly five years that Keith wondered how he’d actually put up with her for so long. Of course, with the benefit of hindsight, he realized that Sandra had probably been bored rigid throughout their marriage. He had been brought up to believe that a woman should look after the house and home and the children, and in return he would bring home the bacon. It was  a very simple equation that should have worked. Looking back, he had been completely misguided. It wasn’t his fault if that was what had been drummed into him. Perhaps the fact they’d only had one child had been partly to blame. There simply hadn’t been enough for Sandra to do. No wonder she had looked elsewhere for her amusement in the end. Keith had come home one day to find her disappearing out the front door with a raft of suitcases, accusing him of not paying her enough attention. He’d been aggrieved at first, then relieved. Not long afterwards, he had met Ginny, and the difference was astonishing. If Sandra was a bulldozer, Ginny was an old-fashioned bicycle with a basket on the front. At the thought of Sandra’s reappearance, he wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead. He felt a bit peculiar. Was it stress? Or something more sinister?

‘Would you like a drink?’ Ginny was looking at him anxiously.

The threat of prostate cancer, a brewery teetering on the verge of bankruptcy, and the imminent arrival of his ex-wife?

‘I rather think I would,’ said Keith faintly.

Kay spent a long time deciding what to wear for her meeting with Mickey. She knew the value of first impressions, but she wasn’t quite sure, on this occasion, what image she was trying to project, if any. In the end, she decided on jeans. She put on enough make-up to hide the shadows under her eyes and liven up her complexion. Her tan had faded pretty quickly. Her hair was a disaster. She hadn’t had it cut or coloured since Lawrence died; it was nearly past her shoulders. So she brushed it out and twisted it up into a knot. She looked at her hands ruefully. No nail varnish. She really couldn’t be bothered. Her hands had become dry and chapped from the  unaccustomed cold weather. She squirted a dollop of hand cream into one palm and smoothed in the soothing lotion.

Her stomach was churning. What the hell was the matter with her? She usually had nerves of steel, but the forest mushrooms on brioche she’d had for lunch felt as if they were about to reappear. It wasn’t too late to back out. She and Flora could climb back into her Micra and go back up the motorway to Slough. Her parents had told her repeatedly that they always had a place with them. But how could she spend the next few years in their spare room, on that soulless estate, looking for a way out?

She looked outside. Flora was playing with Poppy, Barney and Suzanna’s daughter. They were having a whale of a time on the pub’s wooden climbing frame, bossing each other around as only little girls can. As her daughter swung upside down, laughing, Kay saw a vision of the future she wanted for her. A happy English village existence, with a garden, and friends, and if not a pony then at least a puppy or a kitten. That wasn’t too much to ask, surely?

Get a grip, Kay told herself firmly. She knew her rights, after all. This was the right thing to do. The only thing to do.

She heard a knock on the bedroom door. She took a deep breath, then strode across the room to open it.

Her stomach turned over when she saw him. He’d got older, of course he had, because at their time of life the years started showing. But age hadn’t made him any less handsome. His hair was slightly greyer at the temples, and there were a few more lines around his eyes. But those eyes still shone brilliantly, and the laughter hadn’t gone out of them.

‘Hello, Kay,’ said Mickey, and his voice sounded so warm, so familiar. It was a long time since anyone had been on her side, apart from her parents. Everyone she had come into contact with had been cold and detached, either bristling with  officialdom or trying to disown her. Kay put her face in her hands and breathed in deeply to calm herself. She wanted nothing more than to throw herself into Mickey’s arms, feel his strength around her and breathe in the Eau Sauvage she had once teased him for wearing because it was old-fashioned.

For heaven’s sake, she told herself crossly. It wasn’t as if she’d ever been in love with him. Their affair had been strictly physical; intermittent sex they had both got off on because they both had low boredom thresholds. They’d suited each other perfectly, because in each other they had found a means of getting the thrills they needed whilst knowing the affair would never spiral out of control, because neither of them were romantics. They were never going to invest any real emotion in their relationship and demand anything of each other. If it hadn’t been for the fact that Kay had been labouring under one tiny little misapprehension, she wouldn’t be here now.

‘Am I that hideous to look at?’ Mickey joked. ‘I haven’t aged that much, surely?’

She took her hands away from her face. ‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Sorry. It’s just . . . strange seeing you after all this time. Come on in.’

And she stepped aside to let him past.

Mickey hadn’t been sure what to expect when he saw Kay. He might have had an affair with her for . . . how long? A year? Eighteen months? In all that time he hadn’t kidded himself that he cared about her, or she him. They’d been in it for the frisson that only clandestine sex can give you.

So he was surprised, when he saw her, to feel shock. She looked tiny, vulnerable, her green eyes huge in her face. Kay had always seemed so tough. She was usually done up to the nines, chic and perfectly made-up. Today she had on jeans,  loafers and a white shirt; none of her trademark gold jewellery, only a trace of mascara. Her blond hair was loosely pinned up in a slide, dark roots evident.

He followed her into the room. She smiled at him rather wanly.

‘I’m not sure how to tell you this. It’s probably going to come as a shock.’

Oh no, thought Mickey. AIDS. That was why she was so thin. And he definitely hadn’t ever used a condom with her. He knew that, because he’d never used a condom in his life. He thought quickly. If she’d infected him, surely he’d be ill by now?

‘Don’t worry,’ she was saying softly. ‘It’s actually quite a nice surprise. At least, I think so.’

She beckoned him over to the window. Outside, Suzanna’s daughter Poppy was playing on the pub climbing frame with another little girl.

‘That’s Flora,’ said Kay simply. ‘The one in the denim dress.’

‘Yours?’ asked Mickey.

‘And yours.’

There was a stunned silence. Then Mickey began to laugh. ‘Don’t wind me up.’

The expression on Kay’s face stopped him in his tracks. She wasn’t joking.

‘Do the maths, Mickey. We were never very careful, were we? I thought I couldn’t have children, remember? So I told you not to worry.’

Mickey nodded. Even he, with his tendency to be swept away by the occasion, had queried the wisdom of unprotected sex, but Kay had assured him, with rather a wry smile, that there was no chance she could get pregnant. He’d believed her. Why wouldn’t he?

‘It turned out not to be me who was infertile,’ she informed him. ‘It was Lawrence all along.’

Mickey swallowed, thinking of all the times he had ravished her with gay abandon. Talk about Russian bloody roulette.

‘I found out soon enough, when I told him I was pregnant. He showed me the piece of paper from the consultant that told him he would never father a child in a million years.’ A trace of bitterness crept into her voice. ‘Something he omitted to tell me during our marriage. It seemed he was happy to let me take the blame for the fact we couldn’t have children.’

Mickey was struggling to take it all in. Even now, he remembered Lawrence, drunk at the Liddiard dinner table that Christmas, crowing that his wife was having an abortion. Mickey had never forgotten the shocked expression on Lucy’s face, and his own sneaking suspicion that the child might be his. But Lawrence had been adamant that Kay had got rid of it, so he’d thought he’d got away with it. And if he’d heard a rumour that Kay had gone on to have a baby, he’d pushed the thought to the back of his mind.

‘So it was obvious that the baby wasn’t his. He kicked me out on the spot. I was going to get rid of it.’ Kay looked defiant for a moment. ‘But I couldn’t. It was too late. By the time I got to a doctor, I was twenty-four weeks gone. Thank God . . .’

She looked out of the window at Flora, her defiance subsiding.

‘So what did you do?’ Mickey asked softly. He felt sick. Sick that he hadn’t tried to contact her at the time. Sick that all he had felt was relief that she had allegedly dealt with the inconvenience. He was a selfish bastard, he told himself.

‘I went to my parents in Slough. Bless them. I couldn’t tell them all the sordid details. They just looked after me, unconditionally. Like parents are supposed to.’ Her smile was  bleak. ‘Mum came with me to the hospital while I had Flora. Then they helped me buy a little house, made sure we had everything we needed . . .’

‘Kay. I had no idea.’

She looked at him evenly and he squirmed. Had he suspected, he wondered now? He couldn’t be sure. It had been all too easy to put Kay to the back of his mind, with everything else that had happened.

‘No,’ she said with a sigh. ‘Of course you didn’t. Nobody did.’

‘But . . . you and Lawrence? You got back together?’

She nodded. Mickey realized she was struggling to finish her story. Tough, defiant Kay was crumbling in front of him.

‘He felt so guilty. About lying to me all those years. I’d never bothered to go and see a specialist because I’d just assumed . . . and to be honest, back then I wasn’t all that worried. Kids didn’t seem important. I can’t believe I thought it didn’t matter.’

Her gaze wandered outside to Flora for a moment.

‘Anyway, Lawrence tracked me down, eventually. He told me he . . . couldn’t live without me, even though I’d been unfaithful. He fell in love with Flora at first sight. He brought her up as his own.’

Kay found her eyes were filling up with tears. She’d been determined not to cry. This was supposed to be a business meeting, not emotional blackmail. But repeating the story to Mickey made her remember just how special Lawrence had been in the end. She turned away for a moment, blinking hard, until she’d composed herself.

‘So where is he now?’ asked Mickey.

‘He . . . died.’

‘Jesus.’

‘Or, to put it more precisely, he was killed. In a car accident. At least, that’s what it was made to look like.’

Mickey looked at her sharply. Kay shrugged.

‘I can’t prove anything. But it looked rather suspicious to me. He was in with some pretty ruthless people. He didn’t like the way they were doing business. Anyway, whether they actually bumped him off or not, they came out of the whole thing quids-in and I was left without a penny.’

‘Kay . . . this all sounds like madness. Like some crazy film.’

‘Tell me about it. And I’m not holding out for a happy ending. I’m widowed. Penniless. Homeless. With a child to look after. But . . . it’s up to me to do the best I can for me and Flora.’

She met his gaze directly. ‘Which is where you come in.’

‘Ah.’ Mickey suddenly felt foolish. How could he have flattered himself that she might be after his body? ‘You want money.’

She winced. She had come here determined to be businesslike. Yet when Mickey put it so baldly it sounded awful.

‘What I want is a stable, happy life for my little girl. But my hands are tied, Mickey. I don’t know where to begin, what to do, how the hell to get us out of this mess. And I absolutely promise you, if it wasn’t for Flora . . .’

She trailed away, realizing that a tone of desperation had crept into her voice. She hadn’t meant to make this an emotional plea. She’d thought about it long and hard, and decided that tugging on Mickey’s heart strings was a cheap trick. She’d wanted to make this a straightforward transaction. She had to pull herself together. She wouldn’t get through this if she fell victim to self-pity. She hated people who whinged and moaned about their circumstances.

‘I’ve worked it out,’ said Kay, producing a piece of paper. ‘I  thought a lump sum would probably be easiest. Then I wouldn’t have to keep bothering you. I haven’t been greedy. I’ve rounded it off to make it easier.’

Mickey looked at the sum, written in black letters. The figures swam in front of his eyes.

‘Half a million quid?’

‘I’m sure if I went through the Child Support Agency, or got a lawyer, they’d ask you for more.’

‘Half a million?’

‘I won’t ask you for anything else. That’s it.’

Mickey raised an eyebrow. It was all he could manage. He was quite literally speechless. Kay couldn’t help smothering a smile. She remembered now that Mickey never was really in touch with the real world.

‘I’ve worked it out on a rough payment of three hundred pounds a week, for eighteen years. Plus quarter of a million for a roof over our heads and school fees.’

‘Kay . . . I just haven’t got this kind of money.’

‘Not cash, no. I can’t imagine you have. But you’ve got plenty of assets.’

Mickey let out a heavy sigh. He knew Kay was no fool. She was a businesswoman. She knew what was what. That he might not have liquid cash, but on paper he was minted.

‘If it was just me I can assure you I wouldn’t humiliate myself like this. But I’ve got to look after Flora’s best interests.’

She looked Mickey in the eye. ‘All I’ve got is the clothes we are standing up in. And the car my father bought me. That’s it.’

‘What are you living on?’

‘At the moment? The proceeds from my engagement ring.’

Mickey felt sick. His knee-jerk reaction was that he wanted a drink.

‘Why didn’t you tell me before? I mean, why tell me now? She’s how old? Nearly five?’

‘Yes. So obviously I need to get things sorted as quickly as I can. Work out where we are going to live, so I can get her into a good school.’

Mickey’s heart sank. He knew Kay’s idea of a good school wouldn’t be the local primary.

‘I really need to think things over. This has come as a huge shock.’

Kay managed a rather mirthless smile. ‘Don’t worry - I wasn’t expecting you to hand over a cheque straight away . . .’

Their eyes met.

‘And I’ll be very discreet. I know you wouldn’t want Lucy to know any of this.’

Mickey narrowed his eyes. That sounded like an ill-disguised threat.

‘I hope you’re not going to use that as a bargaining tool.’

‘I don’t need to bargain, Mickey. I know my rights. And I know that deep down you’re an honourable person. You wouldn’t see your own flesh and blood go without.’

Here it comes, thought Mickey. The tight, agonizing steel band round his skull that materialised whenever he was stressed. The one that stopped him being able to think, talk, drive. He groped for the back of a chair and sat down heavily.

‘Mickey?’

Kay was surprised to see him quite so affected. He had gone deathly pale. She prayed he wasn’t going to keel over completely. That was the last thing she needed - another corpse on her hands. She rushed to fetch him a glass of water.

‘Sorry,’ she gasped, flustered. ‘There wasn’t really any way of breaking it to you gently. I mean, you can’t half tell someone they’ve fathered your child.’

Mickey gulped at the water greedily.

Shit, he thought. Another set of school fees. He’d only been ribbing his own brother about school fees earlier. And clothes - he was certain Kay wasn’t the type to rush to Peacocks or Primark. Though hang on . . . he was pretty certain Lucy had kept most of Sophie and Georgina’s stuff. He remembered her packing it up during her recent clear out—

What was he thinking? He could hardly go home and ask his wife to look out some old clothes for the illegitimate daughter she didn’t know he had. Mickey put down the glass of water with a trembling hand.

‘How long are you here?’ he asked.

Kay shrugged. ‘I can’t afford to stay much longer,’ she replied.

‘Don’t worry about the bill,’ he told her. ‘I’ll settle that with Barney. Stay as long as you like.’

He shouldn’t be saying that. He should be trying to get rid of her as quickly as he could. But Mickey was surprised, very surprised, to find that his overriding emotion was a desire to protect the two of them. His former mistress and his fourth - fourth! - child.

His eyes were drawn to the window, where the light was fading fast. The two little girls had disappeared.

‘Suzanna’s giving them tea together. Poppy was thrilled to have someone to play with.’

Mickey looked searchingly at Kay. She seemed an entirely different person from the woman he remembered. Less brittle. Softer. Almost . . . fragile. But then, she was a mother now. And a widow. And the way she had spoken about Lawrence, it seemed they had found true love together in the end. All of which combined to give her another dimension, which was rather intriguing.

For a moment he felt the urge to take her in his arms, and tell her it was going to be all right. But he warned himself to  keep her at a distance. She’d just asked him for half a million quid, after all, so there must be plenty of the old resilient Kay in there. He mustn’t get swept away on a tide of emotion, seduced by the romance of the situation. He must let his head make the decisions, not his heart. Which meant suppressing the overwhelming desire he had to meet Flora. Once he did that, then he knew all reason would go out of the window. He was pretty sure Kay wasn’t lying, or acting, or exaggerating any of the facts she had presented him with. But she knew damn well she had the ultimate weapon.

He forced a businesslike briskness into his tone that he wasn’t feeling, fighting all his instincts, because his duty was to protect his wife, his family and his business, not his former lover and their illegitimate daughter. Who might, after all, not be his.




Six


When Mickey got home that evening, he really had meant to tell Lucy everything.

Five years ago, when his affair with Kay had come out, he’d had a major wake-up call about the way he was leading his life. He’d realized that he was a lucky bastard who didn’t deserve his family or his legacy, and had resolved to be a dutiful father and husband from there on in. And he’d done pretty well, considering. Gone was the dissolute philandering booze hound. Now he worked hard, was thoroughly attentive to and grateful for Lucy, and had cut back hugely on his drinking, so it was merely social rather than something on which he depended to get him through the day. He’d learnt to open bills when they arrived, and even pay them. And he had to admit, life was easier for it, if a little predictable.

So when Kay dropped her bombshell, Mickey resolved to bring it out into the open. Marriage was about sharing, after all. And as he drove back the short distance from the Honeycote Arms, still reeling with shock, he came to the conclusion that he wasn’t actually guilty of anything. Just because Kay had got pregnant as a result of their affair it didn’t make his original misdemeanour any greater. A shag was a shag was a shag, whatever the outcome, and he’d already been hung for that. And forgiven. So in theory he should be able to come clean to Lucy about Flora’s existence without any reprisal. As  he drove through the pillars and up the drive, he decided they would get through this by sticking together.

There was, however, another car at the front of the house as he pulled up, a sleek navy blue sports car that was coiled like a panther ready to spring. Shit. Bertie Meredith. Fond as Mickey was of Bertie, he wanted his wife to himself. And Bertie meant several glasses of wine and supper. There was no chance of getting rid of him before ten o’clock at the earliest. Since Bertie’s girlfriend Erica had gone back to Zimbabwe to run her father’s game reserve - less dangerous than living with Bertie - he had been in need of constant entertaining.

Mickey climbed wearily out of his car. His head was still throbbing, and his bad leg felt stiff, making him feel his age. Actually, no, older. He wasn’t even fifty yet, but as he limped to the front door he felt positively geriatric. It was astonishing how quickly middle age came upon you when in your head you were still a young buck with the sap rising. He pushed open the door, smelt the delicious waft of Lucy’s cooking from the kitchen, heard the sound of carefree chatter and James Blunt droning out of the new speakers. He stood for a moment, wishing desperately that he could saunter into the kitchen and enjoy his simple surroundings with a clear conscience. But somehow he suspected life was never going to be quite the same again.

Just as he guessed, Bertie was lolling at the head of the table, impossibly long legs stuck out in front of him, glass in hand, while Lucy stood chopping flat-leaf parsley with a mezzaluna. She looked up as Mickey came in.

‘Darling. I’ve asked Bertie to stay for supper. You look shattered. Was the meeting bloody?’

‘Worse than you can ever imagine.’ Mickey’s tone was dry, although only he was privy to the joke.

‘Oh dear.’ Lucy looked anxious.

‘Have a glass of wine.’ Bertie waggled the bottle at him. ‘It’s only Viognier, but quite a good one. As recommended by Matthew Jukes in the Mail on Sunday.’

For a moment, Mickey hesitated. He didn’t want to have the conversation later with a drink inside him. But if he had nothing, they would think it was odd. He’d just have one. He got himself a glass from the cupboard.

‘Top up?’ He proffered the bottle to Bertie, who nodded.

‘Thanks. I was just admiring your wife’s new kitchen. Oh, and by the way. I hear congratulations are in order.’ Bertie looked at him meaningfully.

Mickey started. Had word got out already? He was under the impression that Kay hadn’t told anyone else. But perhaps he’d been seen at the pub, and someone had put two and two together. Barney, perhaps? Though he was usually pretty discreet.

‘What?’ he asked nervously.

‘Patrick and Mandy. Wedding bells?’ Bertie waved his glass around in an expansive gesture.

‘Oh. Yes, of course! Fabulous news, isn’t it?’ Mickey poured himself a hefty slug of Viognier and took a gulp. ‘We’re really looking forward to it. Aren’t we, Lucy?’

Lucy turned from the chopping board, her eyes sparkling.

‘Bertie’s been an absolute star. He’s going to lend me loads of stuff for the garden. Furniture, and statues, and pots.’

‘Great.’

‘And he can get all the accessories at trade prices. Candles. And lights. And extra plants.’

‘That’s very kind of you, Bertie. Thanks.’

‘No problem. I’ve told Lucy to come over and choose whatever she wants and I’ll get the lads to bring it over in the truck.’

Bertie had a reclamation yard, dealing in antique garden  furniture and statuary, but times being what they were, had to resort to a bit of retail as well, just to keep the cash-flow going. He wasn’t as much of a snob as James about the antiques trade, which meant he did rather better. Mickey often thought James could take a leaf out of Bertie’s book. Where business was concerned, anyway. Not in his personal life. Bertie was nicknamed Tall, Dark and Hands, because of his looks and inability to keep his mitts off anything female, whether she was spoken for or not. Mickey was just about sure that he’d stopped making passes at Lucy after all these years - she kept a special wooden spoon in a pot by the Aga for thwacking him when he got out of hand.

‘You do realize that this will be the twenty-seventh wedding I’ve been to in my life. Not counting my own aborted attempt.’ Bertie sounded rueful. ‘I’m beginning to wonder if I’ll ever make it up the aisle. Is there someone out there for me, Lucy?’

‘You’ll have to change your ways.’ Lucy was always firm with him. Firm but kind. Dealing with Bertie was like dealing with a recalcitrant horse.

‘Come on. What’s wrong with me? I’m not bad looking.’ This was an understatement. But you only had to look at him to know he was a rogue. ‘I’ve got plenty of dosh, and a nice house.’

‘Actually, your house is the best thing about you.’

Bertie looked hurt. ‘I’m kind. And generous.’

Lucy laughed. ‘And modest?’

‘I’m just pointing out my attributes. I wouldn’t say it to anyone. Only you.’

‘Bertie, you don’t want to get married. Otherwise you would be.’

‘To tell you the truth, I’ve been giving it a lot of thought  lately.’ Bertie adopted a rather pained expression. ‘I don’t want to die a lonely old man. I want a wife. And a family.’

Lucy’s eyes widened.

‘Steady on.’

‘It’s what it’s all about though, isn’t it? Don’t you think, Mickey?’

‘What? Sorry, I was drifting.’

‘Bertie’s having a moment. He thinks he’s missing out,’ Lucy explained.

‘Children. Life is nothing without children.’

‘Um . . . No. Yes. No.’ Mickey floundered, not sure what he was supposed to say.

‘Actually, you’re right. Life’s bloody awful without them in the house. I can’t stand it without Patrick and Sophie and Georgina. It’s horrible,’ said Lucy.

‘Ah, well,’ said Bertie. ‘It’s up to me, then. To get myself a pretty little wife and have a clutch of children I can dump on you. So I can take her off to Capri or Sardinia or Cap Ferrat for a long weekend.’

Lucy clapped her hands in delight. ‘I’d love that!’ she cried. ‘I wanted another baby but Mickey said I was mad.’

‘Did you?’ Mickey looked at her, horrified. ‘Did I?’

‘Yes. Remember? Just before you went off for the snip. You couldn’t get to the clinic fast enough.’ She turned to Bertie, eyes shining. ‘I’ll look after all your babies for you, darling. So hurry up.’

As Lucy drained the pasta in the sink, Mickey busied himself finding plates and cutlery so he wouldn’t have to speak as he digested this latest piece of information. Lucy had wanted another baby? Somehow he’d missed that. Obviously they’d talked when he’d decided to go for the vasectomy, and although she had been a bit wistful, he hadn’t appreciated that she’d expressed a real desire. Though perhaps she hadn’t.  Perhaps she was just rewriting history. People did that, didn’t they? But then, he wouldn’t have put it past himself to ignore what she’d been saying. He did that all the time. Shut his ears to things he didn’t want to hear.

He hadn’t been able to shut his ears to Kay. He couldn’t gloss over that bombshell. A long-lost daughter wasn’t like a bill that you could shove to the back of the drawer. And the implications were far, far greater. If Flora was five, that was another thirteen years of responsibility. Well, more than that, because you didn’t cut kids off at eighteen, not if Sophie and Georgina were anything to go by. Patrick was pretty self-sufficient and paid his own way, but the girls were always tapping him up for funds. And could he resist them? No . . .

Another daughter. Another little girl. Never mind what Lucy was going to say. What about Sophie and Georgina? Sophie would be a walkover, but Georgie could be very judgemental and unforgiving. And she was a bit of a daddy’s girl. How would she take to a half-sister being dropped like a cuckoo into the nest? And Patrick! Mickey had always worried that he felt a bit of an outsider, because he was only a half-brother to Sophie and Georgina, and a stepson to Lucy. Even though Lucy had been absolutely wonderful to Patrick, treating him as her own, and far better than bloody Carola, his real mother. When Mickey had wrestled Patrick from Carola’s clutches and fought her tooth and claw for custody, the little boy had barely any clothes and no toys at all, because Carola didn’t believe in them. Lucy had soon rectified that.

Darling Lucy. The angel he didn’t deserve. Mickey slid another shot of wine into his glass. She didn’t deserve to have another of his spawn dumped on her this late in life, especially when she’d just expressed a desire for one of her own. It would rub salt into the wound, to have Kay flaunting Flora. Not that she’d do that deliberately, Mickey felt sure. Kay had changed;  there had been a softness and vulnerability to her that had shocked him. The tough, ruthless, rather self-centred Kay had gone. Her only motive was to do what was best for her child. She wouldn’t use Flora as a weapon, or rub Lucy’s nose in it.

But there was the nasty question of half a million quid that wasn’t going to go away. Mickey knew Kay had been serious about that. His stomach churned as the full implication hit him. Where the fuck was he going to get that amount from? He’d been so absorbed in the mere fact of Flora’s presence on this planet that he’d overlooked this minor detail. Could he remortgage the house? Honeycote House must be worth over a million. But no building society in their right mind would give him a half-million-pound mortgage at his age.

‘Mickey!’ Lucy was calling him, holding a vast bowl of steaming seafood linguine. ‘Can you get something to put this on?’

‘Sorry. I was miles away.’

As they sat down to eat, Mickey eyed his supper with distaste. Usually it was his favourite: big fat juicy tiger prawns in a creamy sauce livened up with a slug of Limoncello. But his appetite, not entirely surprisingly, had vanished. He managed to pick through it, sustained by several more glasses of wine. By the time Bertie left, Mickey was half cut. The Viognier had done the trick, blotting out the finer details of his meeting earlier and numbing his emotions. He couldn’t bring it up with Lucy now. He’d be slurring his words, getting everything muddled. Anyway, he reasoned through the fug, it was probably best to sleep on it. See how an illegitimate daughter and a demand for a king’s ransom seemed in the morning.

Kay lay in the middle of the bed in the Honeycote Arms, knowing that she should be grateful for the luxury of goose down after her mother’s stretchy brushed cotton sheets, but  completely unable to sleep. She thought about burrowing in her handbag for the sleeping tablets the doctor had given her, but she didn’t want to be a zombie when Flora woke up the next morning. The little girl was snuggled up beside her, her curls spread out on the pillow. She always slept like a top, even with the bedside lamp still on and the telly burbling away in the background.

Kay thought she’d reached rock bottom just after Lawrence’s funeral. But now she felt lower than ever. Coming back was a huge mistake. The Honeycote Arms, with its chic-but-low-key designer comfort, its almost tangible Englishness, made her feel homesick - but the irony was she didn’t have a home. This was just a temporary haven. She’d be out on her ear in just a few days’ time, if her bank balance was anything to go by.

Having Mickey in her room, so solid, so real, so normal, had brought home to her just how desperate her situation was. How on earth could she have thought that throwing herself on his mercy was going to be an easy way out? She could picture Mickey now, sitting with Lucy in the kitchen at Honeycote House. She and Lawrence had been there a few times, for drinks parties and post-hunt suppers, because the Liddiards were madly social and seemed to invite all and sundry back to their house at the drop of a hat. At the time, Kay had felt no envy. She, after all, had lived at Barton Court, which was practically a stately home, and was pristine, perfect, almost like a museum. But now she realized Honeycote House was perfection. A warm, slightly shambolic family home, bursting with life and love and laughter. Kay had almost looked down on it - everything covered in dog hairs and the cupboard doors falling off. Now, she’d give anything for a place like that.

She remembered thinking nothing of her affair with  Mickey. As far as she had been concerned, it was insignificant, just a bit of titillation for the two of them. She’d never considered Lucy’s finer feelings either; after all, if Lucy was so bloody perfect, Mickey wouldn’t be so horny all the time. She had not considered the truth: that the more sex men had, the more they wanted. She had felt all-powerful, knowing she was fucking him, knowing that if she crooked her finger, he would come running. Now, looking back, she just felt cheap. Worse than a hooker, because she hadn’t even been paid. She despised herself for it. And she despised Mickey. How could he have sacrificed everything that he had? Everything that Kay realized now was important.

Everything that she was never going to have. She had no husband, no house, no money. Though she hoped she had gone some way towards rectifying the last two. Kay knew she had pulled out the pin and lobbed a live grenade into Mickey’s life but actually, she didn’t care. He deserved to face the consequences of his actions. Even if Lucy didn’t. But Kay wasn’t going to analyse that too closely. If it was a toss-up between protecting Lucy and protecting her daughter, Flora won hands down.

For a moment, she wondered what Lawrence would say if he knew what she was doing. He’d probably be furious that she had gone back to the past and got herself embroiled with the Liddiards again. Was it betraying him, to revert to the biological father for support, when Lawrence had loved Flora so unconditionally? He’d never thought much of Mickey, primarily because he was a lousy businessman. Lawrence had always said Honeycote Ales was a potential gold-mine, and that Mickey was a fool. So Kay doubted that he would be impressed by her actions.

But then, he was the one who’d got himself killed and left them with no money. What the hell was she supposed to do?  Kay felt the tears rising, and before she could stop them she was sobbing uncontrollably. Seeing Mickey had brought the past rushing back and reminded her of all her mistakes. It was all her fault that they were here now. And she still didn’t know if what she was doing was for the best. Should she have kept Pandora’s box shut, stayed with her parents, relied on state handouts, got some pathetic little job in Slough and scratted around for the rest of her life?

It was too late now.

Flora sat up next to her.

‘What is it, Mummy? Is it Daddy?’ She felt the little girl’s arms go round her neck, and her soft cheek on hers. ‘It’s OK. He’s with the angels, remember?’

‘Thank you, sweetheart.’

Kay swallowed down her sobs, hoping Flora was right. She really did. At least if that was the case, one of them was being looked after.




Seven


Mayday was used to PC Robert Dunne popping in for a coffee every now and again. Patrolling the streets of Eldenbury wasn’t an unduly stressful beat, except for the odd spate of shoplifting and the occasional drunk, so he quite often came in for a chat and a gossip, giving her useful snippets of local information: who’d been banged up in the cells overnight for being over the limit, who was going to be up before the beak for petty theft or driving without insurance, and who’d been having a domestic.

So when Rob came into the hotel lobby at midday on Tuesday and asked to see her in private, Mayday was puzzled by his formality. Perhaps one of the staff had been up to no good. Pilfering from the bedrooms? Or dealing drugs?

She led him into her office and shut the door. He stood in the centre of the room, feeling awkward. He was tall, Rob, as tall as you wanted a policeman to be, but with a gentle manner that belied his toughness. He looked at her solemnly, his brown eyes with their unexpectedly long lashes filled with concern.

‘I’m very sorry, Mayday. It’s your gran.’

Mayday gave a half smile. ‘What on earth’s she done?’ She couldn’t imagine what Elsie would get up to that would involve the police.

Rob gave an awkward cough. ‘I’m afraid she’s . . . passed away.’

He was used to being the bearer of bad tidings. It was one of the downsides of the job. But he particularly hated it when he knew the person he was informing. Especially when it was someone he liked. And he had a lot of time for Mayday. She always made him feel important, even though he was just a lowly PC. And it wasn’t because she was sucking up to him because he was a copper. Mayday was the genuine article.

All the colour had drained from her face and Rob rushed to get her a chair. He hadn’t told her the bad bit yet.

‘What happened? Who found her? I only saw her last night. She was fine.’ Mayday sank into the chair.

‘I’m really sorry, Mayday.’ Why couldn’t he think of something more original to say? ‘It looks as if she took her own life.’

‘Gran? She can’t have. She wouldn’t . . .’

Rob cleared his throat to make way for his explanation.

‘There was an empty bottle of pills by her chair.’

‘Who found her?’

‘The neighbour was worried because she didn’t pull her curtains or take in her milk. She called us out.’

Mayday seemed to shrink before his eyes. She went from being the larger-than-life extrovert character that he so admired to a helpless young girl. Mayday, who could stop a bar brawl with a single bellow, who threw out difficult customers without batting an eyelid and who he had seen shamelessly pinching his chief inspector’s bottom at the station’s Christmas party, slumped in her chair and began to sob quietly. Somehow Rob had expected her to take it in her stride. He waited awkwardly, knowing from experience it was best to allow people to have a few moments to let bad news sink in.

‘I suppose my mother’s been told,’ she finally managed, through gritted teeth. ‘I suppose she’s already rifling through her drawers looking for bundles of hidden cash.’

Rob’s eyes widened in shock. Angela had indeed been informed, and was at the scene.

‘Yes. Your mother’s at the house now. She’s called the undertaker.’

Mayday stood up, gathering herself together and wiping away her tears.

‘Would you mind driving me out there, Rob?’ she asked. ‘I’ve got to make sure everything’s done properly for Gran. My mother won’t have the first idea what she’d want.’

Rob readily agreed. He would gladly have driven Mayday to the ends of the earth if she’d asked him. ‘The patrol car’s outside.’

Mayday managed a smile. ‘That’ll give everyone something to talk about.’

Rob stood aside to let her through the door, touching her arm in sympathy as she went past. She had spirit, Mayday. Cracking jokes even in her darkest hour. You had to admire her.

When Rob and Mayday arrived at Elsie’s house, they found Angela in the kitchen. She looked dreadful. She’d been working at the kennels when she was informed, and was wearing a rather tight baby-pink velour tracksuit that had originally been expensive but had been relegated when she spilt bleach down the zip-up top, which didn’t quite cover her stomach. Rob was shocked to see she had a pierced belly button, rather inappropriate for a woman of her age, he thought. Tears and mascara were tracking through the thick foundation on her face; her hair was dishevelled, and the glue where her extensions were attached was showing in several places.

As soon as she saw her daughter, she went for her.

‘I blame you for this, you know that!’ Angela shrieked at Mayday, her eyes wild.

Mayday gazed at her coolly. ‘Why?’ she asked. ‘It wasn’t me who tried to force her into a home.’

‘You came round here last night. You must have said something that tipped her over the edge.’

‘What? Like “Don’t worry, Gran, you don’t have to go into a home. I’ll look after you.” That sort of thing?’ Mayday’s voice was level but deadly.

‘She was quite happy when I left her.’

‘I brought her some food. And did her hair for her. I left her watching Emmerdale—’

‘So why did she swallow a bottle of painkillers?’ Angela’s voice went up an octave.

‘Now let’s just calm down,’ said Rob nervously. ‘I don’t think there’s any point in trying to apportion blame at this stage.’

Angela gave him an evil glare.

‘At what stage do you suggest, then?’ she demanded.

Rob stepped back. He knew Angela’s type. Nasty. Best to stay out of arm’s reach.

‘Can I see her?’ Mayday asked with a quiet dignity that made him feel proud.

‘Yes. Might as well have a look at your handiwork,’ snapped her mother.

‘She’s in the lounge,’ said Rob. ‘We’re just waiting for the undertaker to arrive.’

He put a protective hand on Mayday’s shoulder as she walked towards the living room. Angela followed, her diamanté flip-flops slapping on the quarry tiles, and he resisted the urge to tell her to keep her nose out. He wanted Mayday to have peace and quiet when she paid her respects, but he didn’t want to antagonize her mother, so he said nothing. He was on hand to intervene if things got out of control.

Elsie looked as if she was sleeping. Sat back in her chair  with her eyes closed, her hair still in the curls Mayday had set less than twenty-four hours ago. The most remarkable thing was that her face seemed ten years younger, presumably because she was no longer in pain.

Mayday swallowed down a lump that rose in her throat. She couldn’t have done any more for her. She knew that. She’d left no stone unturned in her quest to alleviate her agony. She’d been to the GP with her on countless occasions, and raged about the futility of it. She’d tried to arrange for a home help, but had been rebuffed - and she couldn’t blame her grandmother for not wanting the indignity of a stranger in her house. She’d tried to get her to try acupuncture, but Elsie didn’t hold with it. She’d looked at diet, but to no avail. Elsie was matter of fact about her fate.

‘Look, love, I’m crippled with it and that’s the end of it. You can’t fight Mother Nature when she’s made up her mind.’

All that was left was to be able to make her life as comfortable as possible. She’d bought her an electric blanket, to warm her aching bones. Twice a week she brought her food from the hotel. On a Friday afternoon she cleaned the house from top to bottom, changed the bed linen (she suspected that Elsie had been having accidents at night, unable to face the arduous journey to the bathroom, but she never mentioned it). She’d bought her the remote for the television with extra large buttons, so she could negotiate the channels. And a walkabout phone so she could clip it to her belt, instead of having to try and rush to answer it.

‘After everything we did,’ Angela’s voice wavered. ‘You can’t do enough for some people. It’s a wicked thing to do, take your own life. What about the people you leave behind? I don’t think I’ll ever get over this.’

‘I’m sure you will, when you get the cheque.’ Mayday knew  she shouldn’t have said it, but she couldn’t bear the pantomime.

Angela’s head whipped round, her face a mask of fury.

‘Have some respect, can’t you?’ she snarled. ‘And rest assured there’s nothing in the will for you. So all that dancing attendance on your grandmother was a total waste of time.’

Mayday looked at her evenly. ‘Funnily enough,’ she replied, ‘I didn’t do it for the money. I did it because Gran looked after me when I needed her.’ Despite herself she found her voice rising, furious at her mother’s implications. ‘I did it because I loved her!’

‘Are you saying I didn’t love my own mother?’ Angela’s voice was even more shrill.

‘Ladies. Please.’ Rob, who’d seen a few spats in his time, was appalled by their behaviour.

Mayday scolded herself silently. The expression on Rob’s face was warning enough.

‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.’

Angela pressed her lips together. The last thing she wanted was an apology from Mayday, because it meant that she had to accept it graciously. Her instinct was always to carry on an argument to the bitter end, like a war of attrition, until the other party was worn into the ground.

‘We’re all upset,’ she conceded reluctantly.

Mayday looked at her grandmother again. The baggy blue top and elasticated trousers she was wearing made her want to howl.

‘I don’t know how long the undertaker’s going to be, but I’d like to choose what Gran’s going to wear. If nobody minds.’

Angela frowned. This practicality hadn’t occurred to her.

‘In the coffin, you mean? Won’t she just wear what she’s got on?’

‘No. Gran hated these clothes. She should wear something pretty. Maybe we should get her something new, from one of the department stores in Cheltenham?’

‘Are you mad?’ Angela looked totally bewildered. ‘Mum was never interested in what she wore.’

‘How do you know?’ demanded Mayday. ‘You never took any notice of what she thought of anything. She often pointed things out in magazines that she thought were nice.’

‘If it makes you happy.’ Angela threw up her hands in despair. ‘I’m more worried about where to have the funeral tea. This place isn’t big enough.’

‘We could have it at the hotel. We can do sandwiches and cakes in the lounge bar. Then everyone can have a drink.’

Angela surveyed her daughter beadily for a moment. The temptation not to be bothered with any of the catering was great, but not as great as the fear that public sympathy might swing towards Mayday if they used the Horse and Groom. She didn’t want to be upstaged.

‘No. We’ll have it at Pantiles.’ This was the name of Angela and Roy’s ranch-style bungalow. Mayday had pissed herself laughing when someone had once added an extra ‘s’ to the sign on the gates. Although it was quite clear that Angela wasn’t pantiless today, as her black g-string was poking out of the top of her tracksuit bottoms. Rob’s eyes had goggled when he’d spotted it. ‘Roy will do us a bar. The boys can hand round sandwiches.’ She clapped a hand to her mouth. ‘Mason and Ryan. What do I do about them? Should they go to the funeral? I don’t think they should. They’re too young to be subjected to a trauma like that.’

Mayday didn’t like to say that it would take more than that to traumatize Mason and Ryan. The last time she’d been round, they’d been watching a pirate DVD called Electric Blue  Asian Babes. But it wasn’t up to her. She looked out of the window and saw the undertaker pull up outside.

‘I’ll go upstairs and have a look in her wardrobe. See what there is.’

‘No,’ said Angela quickly. ‘You’re right. We should get her something new.’ She burrowed in her bag, pulling out her purse. ‘You pop into House of Fraser. Get her something nice. Their spring sale’s just started.’

She thrust a wad of cash at Mayday. She didn’t want her going upstairs until she’d had a chance to root through Elsie’s drawers herself. She was pretty sure there wasn’t anything of any great value, but she wanted to be sure.

By lunchtime on Tuesday, Mickey decided that he couldn’t get through this latest fracas on his own.

He had had nightmares all night. The worst one being coming last in the Father’s Sack Race at sports day, and everyone laughing because he was so old. Lucy woke him at one point, asking what on earth it was he was moaning about in his sleep. He told her it was too much rich seafood, even though he had barely touched his supper.

By the time he and Lucy had got rid of Bertie the night before, it had been too late to start bringing up the ghastly events of the day. Besides, Lucy had been so happy. As they lay in bed she’d burbled on about the wedding, and the email she’d had back from Sophie saying she and Ned would be back from Oz just in time. He couldn’t bring himself to burst her bubble.

Come the morning, he was knackered. He scrambled out of bed and into his clothes of the day before, making his escape as quickly as he could, just about managing a cup of tea. He was at the brewery by eight o’clock. He sat in the car park for a while, looking at the familiar buildings clustered around the  millpond. It was hard to believe in an hour’s time it would spring into life. Sacks of grain would be upended and liquor poured into the huge vat ready for another day’s brew, and the air would soon fill with the rich scent of hops and malt. Lorries bearing the Honeycote Ales logo would whiz in and out, ready to take on board their cargo of silver barrels and wend their way across the Cotswold countryside. The walls would ring with shouts and laughter and the sound of the local radio.

Mickey’s life had followed this soothing rhythm nearly every day for over thirty years. There were men who had been working here over fifty years, since they’d left school at fourteen or fifteen and were now hovering on the brink of retirement. He had as much responsibility to them as he did to Flora. More, in fact. For most of them, the brewery was their life. Their income, their social structure. It might be a bit of a cliché, but Honeycote Ales was like a big extended family.

He remembered the last time he had faced a similar dilemma, when Graham Cowley from the bank had called him in and told him in no uncertain terms what would happen if he didn’t get his act together. He had been so determined to make sure that didn’t happen again. He hadn’t blotted his copybook at all; his behaviour had been beyond reproach. Although Mickey knew deep down that it was Keith who was in the driving seat, making the important decisions, it was still him who was perceived as the figurehead. He was a Liddiard, after all. It was his great grandfather who had brewed the first drop of Honeycote Ale over a hundred and fifty years ago. The men still looked to him for guidance, advice and reassurance. It was Mickey who was down amongst them, remembering birthdays, enquiring after poorly spouses, sending flowers to the hospital when one of the young lads’ wives gave birth,  organizing the annual football match between the brewery and the pubs. His role was vital, as it was that sense of camaraderie, of pulling together, of knowing you were being looked after, that made the brewery such a special place. Its employees took huge pride in their work, which was rare enough these days. Mickey had a long list of people waiting for jobs, but as people rarely left voluntarily there were few vacancies.

And that, Mickey knew, was down to him. Keith was good at figures, at deals, at spin. At getting good terms from their suppliers, and good contracts from their customers, and spotting a PR opportunity. But he still didn’t know the name of everyone on the floor. The workers liked him and respected him, but he wasn’t as approachable as Mickey. He didn’t really get his hands dirty - not like Mickey, who jumped in immediately when someone was off sick and took their place without question.

Sitting there, looking at the golden stone of the buildings, he realized he had let them all down. He’d been asked for more money than most of them would see in a lifetime. And he couldn’t help feeling aggrieved. This was a crime he had already been hung for, but he couldn’t ignore it and walk away. But that, Mickey knew, was life. You could keep your nose to the grindstone and your conscience clear, but you never knew quite what was round the corner. He shut his eyes, which were suddenly heavy with the sleep that had eluded him most of the night.

The next thing he knew, Elspeth was banging on his window, looking concerned. He wound down the window sheepishly.

‘Are you all right, Mr Liddiard?’ she asked him anxiously, her eyes darting around as if looking for a hosepipe attached to the exhaust.

‘Just dropped off for a second,’ he replied cheerfully. ‘Didn’t sleep too well last night. Dodgy prawn.’

He felt guilty blaming Lucy’s faultless cooking, but Elspeth was a great one for making mountains out of molehills, and he didn’t want her getting any hint that anything was amiss. He followed her, in her prissy floral dress and navy court shoes, into the brewery and promptly shut himself away in his office. He looked at his computer, wondering if the internet might give him some guidance. There must be blokes like him all over the country being hit with requests for money for children they didn’t know they had. What should he type in to the search engine? He knew there were a couple of lads at the brewery who’d been stung and were shelling out maintenance, because it was docked from their pay packets. He felt for them, because the mothers were always so difficult, happy to take their money but not so amenable when it came to visiting rights and access. But he couldn’t exactly go and ask them for advice.

By lunchtime, after hours of staring at a blank screen, his head was splitting. Kay hadn’t rung to say it was all right, that she’d discovered a secret bank account of Lawrence’s and he didn’t have to worry. Not that it was just the money. Mickey couldn’t get the image of Flora hanging upside down on the climbing frame out of his head - her long brown curls hanging down, the curls that he knew held traces of his DNA.

There was only one person in the world he could share his secret with.

He found Patrick in the main brewery office, which contrasted starkly with the tradition of his own. The walls were painted a bright white, the lights were modern, and there were colourful prints on the walls, glass-topped desks, flat-screen computers and green leafy plants in stainless-steel tubs. This was the hub, where his son kept track of all their tied houses,  where Mandy worked on PR and where Elspeth controlled operations.

‘Can I have a word?’

‘Sure.’ Patrick logged off his computer with a click of his mouse and pushed his chair back, looking up at his dad expectantly.

Mickey cleared his throat, looking round the office. As it was lunchtime, there was no one else in, but either Mandy or Elspeth could appear at any moment.

‘Do you want to . . . come into my office? It’s a bit . . .’ Mickey made a face to indicate that the matter was delicate.

‘OK.’

Patrick got to his feet, and Mickey felt his heart sink, even though he didn’t think it could sink any further. Patrick looked so young. He’d worked his arse off for the brewery over the past few years. Here he was, about to marry his childhood sweetheart, a happy event that should be filling everyone with hope and optimism for the future. But no, along comes his father and pisses all over his strawberry patch. If Mickey could have found someone else to burden with his problem, he would have.

Patrick followed Mickey into his office. Mickey promptly shut the door firmly.

‘Must be serious,’ observed Patrick. Mickey wasn’t usually a closer of doors. He was usually only too eager for any passing distraction.

‘That phone call in the middle of our meeting yesterday? It was Kay. Oakley.’

‘Bloody hell. Long time no . . .’ The look on his father’s face made Patrick realize it wasn’t a social call. ‘What did she want?’

‘In a word? Money.’

‘Surely she’s not blackmailing you? You and Kay were finished, what - five years ago? She’s got no hold over you.’

Mickey sighed.

‘Tell me she didn’t take pictures?’ Bloody Kay, thought Patrick. He thought there was more to her than that.

‘There’s no easy way to tell you this. There’s a child involved. A little girl. Who is, apparently . . .’ Mickey paused, not for effect, but because he couldn’t quite spit the words out. ‘Mine,’ he managed at last.

Patrick wasn’t easily shocked. In any other circumstances, Mickey would have chuckled to see him so totally floored.

‘She was pregnant. That Christmas. If you remember . . . ?’

‘Yes. I know. But I thought . . . well, we all thought, didn’t we? That it must have been Lawrence’s in the end. Even though he denied it at first.’ Patrick was struggling to remember the chain of events. Largely because so much had happened, so quickly, that Kay’s predicament had taken rather a back seat. She’d left the scene, after all. She and Lawrence had buggered off to Portugal. Out of sight, out of mind. ‘So why come running back to you now? I suppose she’s up to her old tricks and Lawrence has kicked her out.’

‘Lawrence is dead.’

‘What?’

‘Car crash, apparently. On one of those treacherous cliff roads. She implied it wasn’t an accident. That he was involved with some dodgy types.’

‘It wouldn’t surprise me. He was a bit of a tough nut.’

‘A bankrupt tough nut. Apparently.’

Patrick whistled softly. ‘That does surprise me.’

‘Leaving Kay a penniless widow.’

‘Fuck,’ said Patrick, getting the picture. ‘Fuck.’

‘I’m beginning to rather wish I hadn’t.’ Mickey made a dry attempt at humour.

Patrick didn’t need anything spelling out to him. Adrenalin surged through his veins, and he felt his heart start to pound as the instinct to protect his family kicked in straight away.

‘You’re sure it’s yours?’ he demanded. ‘It seems bloody convenient. You’re sure she’s not just trying it on?’

‘Christ. I don’t know. If she says it is, I suppose it is. I can’t work it out. You know I’m crap at maths.’

‘Well, me too. How old is the kid, exactly?’

‘Flora,’ said Mickey. ‘Her name’s Flora.’

Patrick frowned. ‘Don’t go getting emotionally attached.’

‘We’re talking about a child here! Possibly mine.’

‘You’re an idiot. Didn’t you use anything? You used to warn me often enough—’

‘She told me she couldn’t get pregnant!’

Patrick could feel panic claw at his gut. ‘You’re still supposed to use protection. Haven’t you heard of safe sex? Hasn’t the message got through to your generation?’

‘It would seem not,’ Mickey snapped. ‘Anyway, I don’t think Kay was exactly a high-risk category.’

‘That depends on what risk you’re taking.’

‘There’s no need to be a smart arse. I came to you for advice. Not a lecture.’

The two of them fell silent for a moment.

‘What have you said to her?’

‘Not much. I was too gobsmacked. She told me she’d give me some time to think about it—’

‘That’s kind of her. Considering she’d kept it quiet for so long.’

‘I don’t think . . .’ Mickey started, not sure what he was trying to say. ‘I don’t think she enjoyed telling me. I think she’s desperate. I think this is a last resort.’

Patrick looked at his father pityingly. For all his worldly ways, Mickey had a naïvety that made Patrick want to throttle him sometimes.

‘So this is just about money, is it?’

‘Child support,’ said Mickey. ‘Not blackmail. It’s money she is entitled to.’

‘We’ll see,’ said Patrick. ‘What’s she asking for?’

It was such a simple sum. Time and again he’d gone over the calculations in his head and come to the conclusion that, outrageous though it sounded, it wasn’t.

‘Half . . . five . . . um . . .’ No matter which way he said it, it was a small fortune. ‘Five hundred grand.’

There was the tiniest twitch in his son’s cheek muscle. ‘Quite a reasonable opening gambit,’ he observed. ‘She’s obviously not taking the piss completely.’

‘Shit. Do you really think she’d get that? In a court of law?’

‘Funnily enough, it’s not something I’ve given a lot of thought to. But the papers are always banging on about how much it costs to bring up a child. And we’re not exactly paupers, are we? I mean, I know the brewery’s struggling. But on paper . . . if our assets were liquid . . . which is what they’d look at . . . I guess. I don’t know,’ he finished finally. ‘But I’m sure Kay does. She’ll have done her research.’

Patrick wasn’t saying what Mickey wanted to hear. He’d wanted instant reassurance that her claim was ridiculous. That there was some clause saying that you couldn’t just go back to the natural father five years later bleating for money, that there was a time limit and Kay had missed it. By turning to Patrick he’d hoped for some temporary respite, a straw to clutch at. But instead, Patrick was making the situation seem even worse.

‘What’s Lucy going to say?’

Mickey groaned. ‘I don’t know. And that’s the thing that  really worries me, to be honest. She hasn’t been herself lately, with Sophie and Georgina gone. She was just starting to perk up, because of the wedding. I just . . . don’t know how to break it to her. She’ll be devastated.’

Poor Lucy, thought Patrick. Of everyone, she was the one who was going to suffer for this. It was humiliating, everyone knowing your husband had fathered a child by someone else. She didn’t deserve the inevitable gossip and speculation. Everyone had always known that Mickey was a bit of a lad and had an eye for the ladies. But living, breathing biological proof of infidelity wasn’t funny.

He strode up and down Mickey’s office, chewing his knuckle, deep in thought. He cast his mind back to that Christmas, which had brought about so many changes for them all. Some good. Most of them good. Like him getting together with Mandy, and Keith buying into the brewery. And Sophie and Ned finally admitting that they fancied each other like mad. And James proposing to Caroline, though they were looking a bit rocky at the moment. Well, more than a bit, if he was absolutely honest.

Most vividly of all, however, he remembered his own brief fling with Kay. How he’d offered himself up to her as a replacement lover, on condition that she gave up Mickey. She’d been only too eager to accept the deal. And if he said so himself, he wasn’t a bad consolation prize. Patrick took pride in his skills; if he remembered rightly, she’d been pretty appreciative. He’d blown her mind on more than one occasion. And although it hadn’t exactly been a chore, for Kay was very attractive, he thought he’d done a pretty noble thing. For he’d felt sure Kay and Mickey’s affair was going to end in disaster, and the one person he’d wanted to protect out of all of them was Lucy.

Just as he did now.

‘Right,’ he said decisively. ‘This is what we do. If Kay wants the dosh, she’ll have to agree to tell everyone the baby’s mine.’

Mickey looked thunderstruck. ‘What?’

Patrick shrugged matter-of-factly. ‘It’s the only solution. It doesn’t make me look bad, because if Flora is nearly five the date of conception was obviously before I started going out with Mandy. So the only thing I’m guilty of is having sex with a married woman. I wasn’t actually unfaithful to anyone.’

‘You would really do that for me?’ asked Mickey, incredulous.

‘Nope.’ Patrick was quite firm. ‘But I’d do it for Lucy.’

Mickey tried to take in what his son was suggesting. ‘What if Kay doesn’t agree?’

‘I’m sure Kay won’t mind what the story is, as long as she gets the money.’

‘I think you’re misjudging her.’

Patrick gave a bark of laughter. ‘We are talking about the same Kay Oakley?’

‘She’s changed. You haven’t seen her. She’s a different person. Almost a shadow of her former self.’

‘Dad - she’s on her uppers. She’s going to pull every trick in the book to get your sympathy.’

‘You’re very cynical for one so young. I’m surprised you want to get married.’

Patrick strode over to the window and looked out at the millpond. The shadow of the brewery tower fell across the dappled water. He wasn’t going to say that he was getting married to safeguard all of this. That his impending nuptials were the only means he knew to clinch their security. And even then, their future wasn’t certain, because he wasn’t sure Keith had the wherewithal to steer them all to safety.

Anyway, it wasn’t the only reason. He was getting married because he loved Mandy. Cementing the bond between the  Sherwyns and the Liddiards was just the icing on the wedding cake. It was ensuring her security as much as his.

Either way, he didn’t want to talk about that now. Kay was the pressing issue.

‘Leave Kay to me. I don’t trust her not to manipulate you. I’ll drive a harder bargain.’

‘Patrick. Don’t forget. She’s our flesh and blood now.’

Patrick rolled his eyes. ‘Only now it suits Mrs Oakley. She was quite happy to forget that fact while she was living it up in Portugal, remember? Anyway, we don’t actually have proof yet, do we? We’ve only got her word that it’s yours. And if she was bonking you and me and Lawrence around the same time, who’s to say there wasn’t someone else?’

‘She’s not stupid. She knows it would only take a simple test to prove it wasn’t mine. So it must be mine.’ Even Mickey had worked that one out. ‘Let’s not go down that road. It would be too tacky for words.’

‘I’m just thinking of delaying tactics.’

‘Look, Patrick. Forget it. If you’re going to be so hard-nosed—’

‘Absolutely too right I am. Someone’s got to protect our interests. Half a million fucking quid?’

The words rang like a death knell around the office walls. Mickey grimaced.

‘Yeah. Never mind who we say the father is. Where are we going to get the money?’

Patrick fell silent. That was the one answer he didn’t have. It was all very well playing tough and calling the shots. There was no doubt they were going to have to come up with some sort of cash. And whether it was five hundred thousand, or fifty, or even five, none of them had it.

‘I’ll go and talk to her,’ he said. ‘We’ve got to play for time. I’ll ask her if she’d mind waiting until after the wedding. It’s  only six weeks away. We can give her some money in the meantime. I’ve got a bit of cash saved up.’

Mickey felt a sudden urge to hug his son. His brave, loyal, unquestioning son, who had done so much for him. Who he didn’t deserve. He put his arms round him.

‘I’ve hardly got a thing. Lucy blew a fortune on that bloody kitchen, not that I begrudge it. I’ve just put a massive deposit on a place for Georgie to rent in Gloucester. And I’ve promised to pay for Sophie’s flight home from Australia—’

What a loser. Expecting his own son to fork out for his indiscretions.

‘We’ve got to think carefully about this, Dad. This is fucking serious. It could affect our decisions about where to go with the brewery. We might not have to give her the whole lot at once, but we’re not talking petty cash here.’

And with that, Patrick left the room, leaving Mickey wishing he had never opened his mouth.

Patrick walked back into the main office with his head reeling. But before he’d had time to really absorb the finer details of what his father had told him, Mandy bounced in brandishing a print-out of their wedding invitation. She’d been fiddling with it all morning on the computer.

‘What do you think?’ she asked. ‘I thought we could print it on cream parchment with a sort of rusty brown ink. To make it look old.’

Patrick gave it a cursory glance.

‘Fantastic,’ he replied, though at this point he couldn’t have cared less about the bloody wedding invitations.

‘No, really.’

‘Really.’

‘There must be something you’ve got to say about it,’ Mandy persisted.

‘It’s perfect. It says everything we need it to say.’

‘Do you think it would be naff to have our initials entwined at the top?’

Patrick froze in panic. What was the right answer? He did actually think it would be incredibly naff, for he was all for things being as plain as possible. But he thought Mandy probably wanted him to say it was a lovely idea.

‘Sounds a lovely idea,’ he said carefully.

Mandy put the invitation down with a sigh. ‘You’re not interested, are you?’

Oh God. Was this what the next six weeks were going to be like? He might as well be honest.

‘If I’m honest, I’m not interested in the invitations. No.’

Mandy looked as if she was about to burst into tears. He took her face in his hands and kissed her gently.

‘All I really care about is you and me becoming Mr and Mrs Liddiard. That’s what it’s about for me. How we do it is . . . almost irrelevant. I’m happy to do it barefoot and go for a McDonald’s afterwards.’ Mandy opened her mouth to protest in outrage. ‘I’m only joking. And I know it’s important to you. I completely trust you, Mandy. I know whatever you organize will be fantastic. But I just want to say . . . things are a bit tricky at the brewery at the moment.’ Understatement of the century. ‘It’s not going to make any difference to the wedding, but I have got to concentrate on business for the next couple of weeks. And I’m sorry. But nobody else is going to do it.’

Mandy frowned. ‘So don’t bother you with the details? Is that what you’re saying?’

‘Have fun with it. Do whatever you like. And rest assured that I trust you, and I will love whatever you decide. That’s why I’m marrying you. Because I trust you!’

He looked at her beseechingly, but could see that his words had done little to placate her.

‘But this is the fun bit,’ she said. ‘I want you to help me. I want us to decide on things together. It’s our big day.’

‘Let’s go out for dinner on Friday,’ he offered. ‘We’ll go through everything. I’ll give you my undivided attention. I promise.’

‘Mum’s arriving on Friday. We’re all having dinner at Keeper’s Cottage.’

‘Oh.’ Patrick tried not to look too disgruntled. He found Mandy’s mother absolutely terrifying. Ever since the night she had crept into his room and tried to get into bed with him. It took a lot to embarrass Patrick, but the memory of grappling with a drunken Sandra in her slippery satin nightdress still made his cheeks burn.

‘What about the guest list?’ Mandy persisted. ‘We need to get the invitations sent out by the end of the week, so we’ve got to decide who we’re having. And the vicar wants to see us.’

‘Let’s go to church on Sunday. Have a chat to him then. And we can fine-tune the guest list on Sunday afternoon. Surely the invitations can wait till Monday morning?’

Mandy looked doubtful. ‘I know we said keep it small,’ she ventured, ‘but there’s over a hundred already.’

Patrick shrugged.

‘In for a penny,’ he said.

After all, in the grand scheme of things, a few extra sausage rolls wasn’t going to make that much difference.

Somehow he managed to get through the afternoon. Thankfully Keith was out at a meeting, because Patrick didn’t think he’d be able to look him in the eye. The information was so loaded, the implications so far-reaching.

If only he had kept quiet his proposal the day before.  Somehow it complicated everything. The stakes were so much higher with a wedding on the horizon. He knew it was impossible for Kay to have known about it, but he wouldn’t have put it past her to have chosen her moment. She was a tactician, with the ability to prey on weak spots. God knows the Liddiards between them had enough of those.

Try as he might, Patrick couldn’t envisage an outcome that wasn’t going to cause a lot of people a lot of hurt. He looked around for someone to blame, and every time he came back to himself. He’d done as much damage limitation as he could at the time of Kay’s affair with Mickey. He’d always known that it was a loaded gun. Admittedly Kay and Mickey were never going to fall in love and run off into the sunset together - there was nothing romantic about their encounters whatsoever - but their mutually selfish desire for illicit, up-against-the-wall, frantic sex was dangerous. Of all of them, only Patrick had realized at the time just how close they had come to ruin - financial, emotional, marital. And he had worked incredibly hard to deflect that. Not hard enough, it seemed. He should have done the job properly, made sure that the threat of Kay really had gone away, but he had been so relieved by the news that she and Lawrence had left the country that it had never occurred to him that she might reappear one day with the one weapon that no one could argue with.

It was going to be up to him again. Mickey was so clueless, and he had a tendency to panic. He had no idea how to handle the likes of Kay at all. And he was already allowing himself to get emotionally involved. Patrick knew he could trust himself to keep his heart hard. This was, after all, about money and nothing else.

At six o’clock, he managed to make his escape, promising Mandy faithfully that they would sit down later that evening  and go through all the wedding details. Then he jumped in his car and made his way up the road to the Honeycote Arms.

He had to get Kay out of the pub, for a start. It was far too close to home. Barney and Suzanna had arrived in the village long after Kay had left, but they might think it strange that Mickey and Patrick were both paying furtive visits to the mysterious blonde visitor. And Mickey had mentioned that Kay’s little girl, Flora - his own half sister, Patrick realized, as closely related to him as both Sophie and Georgina - was playing with Poppy. Friendships might be struck up, wine might be drunk, tongues loosened.

He pulled into the car park with its pristine Cotswold chippings, parking in front of a bollard from which swung a black-painted chain. Despite the circumstances he allowed himself a smile. The Honeycote Arms was his pride and joy, and it always gave him a kick when he pulled up outside. He had overseen its transformation from a nondescript village local to a renowned gastro-pub. And unlike many similar ventures, it hadn’t opened in a burst of glory and then gone downhill when the managers had lost interest. With Barney and Suzanna at the helm it had gone from strength to strength.

The pub was always buzzing, lunchtimes and evenings, and was popular with locals and tourists alike. They kept ahead of the game by changing the menu frequently but keeping the old favourites, like juicy Aberdeen Angus steak with bearnaise sauce, and fish pie. And so regulars didn’t tire of the decor, Suzanna rearranged the furniture to give the place a fresh feel every now and again, adding zebra skin cushions or huge colourful vases or some vibrant paintings to give them something new to look at. She changed the table linen and the floral displays to match the seasons, not in a twee way, but so  that every time you went in the atmosphere was slightly different.

Patrick slid in through the front door, quickly glancing into the bar on the way past and noting with pleasure that it was already starting to fill, although it was early. He went up the striped coir runner to the top of the stairs. He knew Kay was in room four. He stood for a moment looking at the door’s grey-green paintwork, and the pewter Roman numeral. How strange to think that both their past and their future lurked behind it.

He rapped on the door with a knock that meant business.

He gasped when he saw Kay. He thought Mickey had been exaggerating, but he scarcely recognized her. That brash outer layer had totally evaporated, the brittle glitz that despite himself he had once found attractive. There were lines at the corners of her mouth and eyes that may have been there before, but would have been covered in a careful application of age-defying foundation. Her hair, once immaculate, was long and tousled and unstreaked.

She looked . . . helpless. And startled to see him. He would have expected her hackles to go up immediately, and for her to go on the defensive. But she almost seemed to crumple.

‘Patrick.’

There was so much sorrow in her voice. He’d been meaning to lay it on the line straight away, having decided that the only way they were going to get through this was by playing it tough.

He couldn’t play it tough with this fragile creature.

‘Kay . . . Can I come in?’

She looked uncertainly behind her. ‘Flora’s just going off to sleep. Can I meet you down in the bar? In ten minutes?’

He was astonished that she was so unsure of herself. He nodded. She gave him a wan smile and shut the door.

Patrick went down to the bar and bought himself a large double Scotch, which he knocked back in one. Then he ordered a bottle of Cloudy Bay and a bowl of olives. He appropriated a pair of armchairs facing each other in a quiet corner. They were low and deep, covered in turquoise and coral striped velvet. He put the wine and nibbles on the low coffee table that separated them. The scene was perfectly set for a romantic assignation.

When Kay came down, she looked a little more like her old self, but not much. She’d put on some pink lipstick and some mascara, and brushed her hair. Patrick found it hard to believe that once he’d slid her out of a skin-tight sequined dress and ravished her in a gazebo. That she’d writhed with delight and dug her nails into him. He stood up politely as she came across to him.

‘She’s fast asleep,’ she said, then gave him an appraising glance. ‘You look well.’

He wasn’t about to say that she looked dreadful, so he poured her a glass of wine. The glass was so huge, and her wrists so tiny, she seemed barely able to lift it. Harden your heart, he told himself. Kay is perfectly capable of playing us all for fools. He drew an envelope from the inside pocket of his moleskin jacket and chucked it carelessly on the table.

‘There’s a cheque for five grand in there,’ he said curtly. ‘It’s going to have to last you three months. Because it’s going to take at least that long to sort things out. Legally. And financially. And it’s all the cash we’ve got. So take it or leave it.’

She picked it up. ‘Thank you,’ she said, and he was astonished by the gratitude in her voice. He’d expected a battle, a derisive laugh. But her features had been suffused with relief.

‘I hate doing this.’ Her voice was almost a whisper, and he  had to lean forward to hear what she was saying. ‘I would have done anything I could to avoid it. But I didn’t have any choice.’

She reached out and took a cigarette from his packet. He couldn’t remember now if she used to smoke. He thought not. Wordlessly, he held up his lighter and flicked it. The light from the flame lit up her hollow cheekbones.

‘Flora doesn’t deserve what’s happened to her.’ She spoke matter of factly. ‘Lawrence was a wonderful father to her. They were everything to each other. Now she’s got nothing. Except me. For whatever that’s worth.’

She gave a self-deprecating grimace. Patrick lit a cigarette of his own to hide his shock. Kay had never been one for selling herself short. She’d always been bursting with confidence, so incredibly sure of herself. It was one of the things that had made her so sexy. Now she was even less than a shadow of her former self: the bitten nails, that had once been long and shiny red; the flat loafers, when he couldn’t remember her in any other than three-inch heels. He’d definitely never seen her in jeans.

Yet there was still something appealing about her . . .

Don’t even go there, Patrick, he reminded himself.

‘Look,’ he said, trying to take an assertive stance, but being as gentle as he could. He didn’t want her breaking down in the middle of the pub. ‘This couldn’t come at a worse time for us. Mandy and I are getting married in six weeks—’

There was a flash of warmth in her smile. ‘Oh. Congratulations. I didn’t know you were still together.’

‘Yes. And I don’t want this to spoil the occasion. For Mandy or Lucy or Dad.’

‘No. I agree. I don’t want to spoil it either. Not at all.’ Kay looked distressed. ‘Patrick - just tell me what else I can do. What the hell else am I supposed to do?’

Her eyes were huge as she gulped her wine.

Shit, thought Patrick. He was losing control of the situation. He’d been so sure of what he was going to say, so clear in his mind that he wasn’t going to take any crap from Kay Oakley.

‘We can’t let anyone know this is Dad’s child,’ he said desperately. ‘It would be a disaster. You’ve got to agree to say that I’m the father. If you want the money without a fight.’

Kay looked at him in amazement. Then gradually a smile crept over her face.

‘My God, I’d forgotten what a bloody hero you are,’ she said. ‘Your father is an incredibly lucky man.’

She stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray.

‘As far as I’m concerned, the paternity issue is strictly between us. I’m never going to say a word to anyone. On paper, I’ll say the father is Ronald McDonald, if that’s what it takes. But from Flora’s point of view, her father is Lawrence, and that’s the end of it. She won’t ever know the truth.’

‘Some people will have to know,’ Patrick pointed out. ‘Because Dad and I can’t magic up the money between us without some sort of explanation. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned in my short little life, it’s that it’s usually easier to stick to something resembling the truth.’

She sat back, closing her eyes, and he saw dark shadows. A tiny bit of him wanted to scoop her up, put her into bed, smooth her hair . . .

‘As long as you understand that my first and only loyalty is to Flora. I’m not doing this so I can go and whoop it up at your expense. Whatever you give me is for her benefit, not mine.’

Somehow, he believed her. Whereas initially he’d had a vision in his head of her gleefully cackling and dashing off to a  BMW showroom with their money, now he saw a different picture.

She was getting up. ‘I must go and make sure Flora hasn’t woken up. She’d panic if I wasn’t there.’

Patrick jumped to his feet. ‘Kay—’ He stopped her as she walked past. He put a hand on each of her arms, feeling the very bones through her shirt. If he squeezed her, she’d snap. ‘I don’t know what else we can do to help. Can we find you a cottage, or—’ He sounded so bloody patronizing. He’d better just shut up.

‘I don’t know what I’m going to do yet. I’ll probably go back to my parents for a week or so while I think about things.’

‘How do we contact you?’

She looked a bit blank, as if she hadn’t given it much thought. ‘Don’t call Mum and Dad. I’ll get a mobile, I guess.’

‘Call me at the brewery. Leave your number.’ He pulled one of his business cards out of his pocket. ‘And don’t worry about the bill here. I’ll sort it out with Barney.’

She frowned. ‘Won’t he think it strange?’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll tell him that you’re a Michelin inspector in disguise.’

‘I didn’t think they were open to bribes. And I thought you believed in telling the truth.’ A playful smile. A flashback to the old Kay.

‘Not all the time.’ He managed an impish grin back.

They stood for a moment, no words between them. Former lovers, in a situation so complicated and alien that close physical contact was now almost impossible. Both of them felt the pull for a second, but both resisted. Patrick, because his loyalty was to his own family. And Kay, because she had to protect herself.

As he drove through the narrow back lanes to his cottage, Patrick decided he was going to have to shut his mind to everything that had just happened and focus on the wedding. It wasn’t fair to spoil it for Mandy. In fact, he decided, it would be good fun to discuss their plans over a bowl of pasta and a bottle of wine. He felt rotten about dismissing her earlier. She wasn’t to know about the can of worms that had just been opened, after all.

As he dropped his car down into second gear to get it up the steep hill that led to Little Orwell, his mobile rang. He glanced at the screen in irritation. It was Mayday, which was odd. She wasn’t in the habit of phoning him. Intrigued, he pulled over to the side of the road for a second, letting the engine tick over.

‘Hey!’

All he could hear on the other end was a choking sound.

‘Mayday?’

‘It’s Gran,’ Mayday sobbed. ‘She’s killed herself. Oh, Patrick. I just don’t know what to do.’

That, thought Patrick, was tonight’s plans out of the window.

‘Why didn’t she say something?’ There was desperation in her wail. ‘I’d have done anything for her. Anything!’

‘Of course you would,’ soothed Patrick. ‘Where are you?’

‘At the hotel. I couldn’t stand it at Gran’s any longer. My bloody mother’s milking it for everything she can get.’

Patrick could believe it. The few times he had run into Angela he couldn’t get away fast enough.

‘I’ll come over as quickly as I can.’

‘No. No. You don’t have to. I just wanted someone to talk to.’ There was a large sniff. ‘I think I’ll just go to bed.’

‘Why did she do it?’

‘The arthritis, I suppose. She couldn’t stand it any more.  She must have been in such pain. And she never complained. She took all her painkillers in one go.’

‘Maybe . . .’ Patrick trailed off. He hated platitudes.

‘Maybe it’s for the best, you mean?’ Mayday was always quick to pick up what he was thinking.

What was he supposed to say? ‘You know what your gran was like. She knew what she was doing.’

‘Yes, but . . .’ Mayday’s voice cracked. ‘Fuck it, Patrick. She was the only person in the world I really cared about.’

He couldn’t bear it. He couldn’t bear how small she sounded. Feisty, ballsy, crazy, one-off Mayday, who never let anything or anyone get to her.

‘Give me half an hour.’

He’d nip home, explain what had happened to Mandy. She’d understand.

‘Honestly. Don’t worry. I’m fine. I just wanted to ask you a huge favour.’

‘Anything.’

‘Will you come with me to the funeral?’

Patrick didn’t hesitate. ‘Of course!’

‘I don’t trust myself not to punch my mother. I know she’ll be weeping and wailing and gnashing her teeth all the way through the service. And she didn’t give a toss, Patrick. All the silly bitch will be worried about is getting her hands on the money. I need you with me to stop me throttling her. If you don’t mind.’

‘Mayday, of course I don’t. And any time off you want - don’t give the hotel a second thought. I can send someone over to sort it out.’

‘I’d rather work. It’ll give me something else to think about.’

Patrick could relate to that.

‘Well, if you change your mind . . .’

‘I probably won’t. But thanks. I know you mean it.’

She sounded calmer.

‘Go and have a bath and have a whopping brandy sent up from the bar,’ Patrick ordered. ‘Get a good night’s sleep.’

‘Yeah.’ There was a small pause. ‘Thanks, Patrick. You’re a real mate.’

Patrick tossed his phone onto the passenger seat and leant back for a moment. He thought about Mayday’s granny, who he usually met when he dropped Mayday off after a night out. He remembered eating delicious rhubarb pie in her back garden one Sunday, its crust crisp and glistening with sugar. He’d caught Elsie looking at him with a strange expression, a curious mixture of interest and perspicacity, and the smile she’d given him when he met her gaze had been meaningful. Almost as if she was giving him a clandestine sign of her approval.

It was horrible to think she was dead. He’d known she was poorly, and that Mayday worried about her incessantly. As usual, because it seemed to be his default setting at the moment, he felt guilty, but what more could he have done? Surely it was enough that it was he who had lobbied to make Mayday the manager of the Horse and Groom? That had given her a substantial salary, which in turn she’d been able to use to help her grandmother. How far did paternalism and duty extend? He couldn’t add finding a cure for arthritis to his to-do list.

Whatever he did, thought Patrick gloomily, he ended up feeling as if everything was his fault. And who, he wondered, ever worried about him?

Half an hour later, Mandy was waving a piece of paper under his nose to try and attract his attention.

‘Patrick! You’re not listening to a word. Lucy and I think  buffet, not sit down, so we don’t have to worry about nightmare seating plans. And we’re going to get Suzanna to do the food. What do you think?’

He stared back at her rather blankly.

‘Mandy, I’m really sorry. I’m going to have to go out.’

‘What?’

‘Something’s come up that I think I should have dealt with.’

‘What? What can be so urgent all of a sudden?’

Mandy wasn’t the volatile type. She was very even-tempered. But there was a definite flash of irritation in her voice.

‘Mayday’s granny killed herself last night,’ Patrick explained. ‘I ought to go and see if she’s all right.’

Mandy looked baffled.

‘Surely it’s too late? Surely she’s dead?’

‘Not her granny. Mayday.’

‘Oh.’ Mandy looked down at her lists, crestfallen. ‘That’s awful. Of course you’ve got to go.’

‘She hasn’t really got anybody else to look after her. You know what a total cow her mother is.’

‘It’s OK. I understand.’

She started tidying away her paperwork. Patrick couldn’t imagine how she could possibly have so much already, when he had only proposed to her on Sunday.

‘Look,’ he said gently. ‘I’ve already told you. Do whatever you think is best. Between you and Lucy, it will be wonderful.’

‘You don’t get it, do you?’ she said sadly. ‘It’s no fun if you don’t join in too.’

He gave her a hug. ‘Let me just drive over to the Horse and Groom. Make sure Mayday isn’t about to jump out of the window. I really should, as her mate. And her boss.’

‘I know you should. I’m not complaining. Honestly.’

He pulled her in close, pressing his lips against her soft,  shiny hair. She had every right to complain. Most women, he knew, would have a screaming fit if their fiancé had walked out of planning their wedding to console another woman. But there was more to Mandy than that. She wasn’t the clingy, possessive type, and he admired her for it.

‘I’ll be an hour. Max.’

‘No. Make sure she’s OK. The wedding’s not going anywhere. ’ She gave him a little mischievous smile. ‘I’ll save it all for you. Don’t think you’re going to get out of it that easily.’

‘You know I’ll be happy with whatever you decide. As long as I don’t have Henry stumping up the aisle in velvet knickerbockers with the ring on a tasselled cushion. Or anyone in a nasty shiny hired morning suit with an acrylic cravat. Or a hideous archway made out of balloons . . .’

Patrick had been to enough of Honeycote Ales’ employees’ weddings to know that all of these things were a possibility. Mandy giggled.

‘What about,’ she ventured, ‘personalised metallic confetti?’ Patrick clicked his fingers and pointed at her. ‘Spot on.’ He scooped up his car keys. ‘I’ll be as quick as I can.’

Outside, he got back into his car and gave a huge sigh before putting the keys in the ignition. He’d genuinely thought on Sunday that he was taking control of his life. Now, it seemed that every female he had ever come into contact with was clamouring for his attention. He saw Mandy waving to him from the kitchen window, then draw down the blind. He longed to be back inside with her, laughing over the hideous gimmicks in her wedding magazines. But for the second time that day, he steeled himself for an awkward encounter with a former lover. He was, he decided, coming back as a monk.




Eight


Friday morning dawned as grey and dreary as only England in late March can muster.

In the Horse and Groom, Mayday woke with a lump of grief in her throat. She’d arranged to have breakfast sent up to her room the night before, but when the knock came on the door, she couldn’t bring herself to answer it. She wouldn’t be able to speak. She certainly wouldn’t be able to eat. She lay there until room service went away, hoping that her staff would get the message that she wanted to be left alone, and that they wouldn’t pester her to make sure she was all right. They had been golden all week, all of them, running the hotel like clockwork, with none of the usual spats and quarrels and mini crises.

For several moments she debated not going to the funeral at all. Her grandmother wouldn’t know. For all that she pretended to dabble in the mystic arts - one of her party tricks was telling fortunes - Mayday was actually a confirmed atheist and didn’t believe in an afterlife. Death was death and that was it, so Elsie would be totally oblivious to her absence, and Mayday didn’t care what anyone else might think. She would have preferred to spend the day going for a long walk, alone with her memories. It was only the thought of Angela taking centre stage that forced her out of bed and into the shower.

At Keeper’s Cottage, Keith woke with a knot of worry in his stomach. Getting out his cheque book had brought about the desired speed, but now the day of judgement had arrived all too quickly. It seemed there was no perfect timescale where the threat of cancer was involved. On Monday he hadn’t been able to bear being at the mercy of the lumbering NHS with its endless waiting lists. Now he wasn’t sure if he could cope with the swift efficiency of going private. His biopsy was at midday, which meant by the end of next week he would know his fate. The prospect was so daunting that he hadn’t given any thought whatsoever to the fact that he was picking his ex-wife up from the airport afterwards.

Ginny came into the bedroom with a cup of tea. He felt a rush of fondness for her. As far as she knew, he was off to Warwickshire to meet his financial adviser, not to have a needle shoved up his rectum. When he knew that they had something to worry about, that’s when he would tell her. There was no need for Ginny to be on tenterhooks waiting for his test results. Besides, the very last person he wanted to find out that he might be ill was Mandy. It would only spoil the run-up to her big day. And Keith knew that the only way to keep a secret was not to burden anyone else with it. Not that he didn’t trust Ginny. But she might be tempted to tell Mandy, thinking she was doing the right thing. So he was going to save her from temptation.

He shot into the shower, then went over to his wardrobe. If he was pretending to go to his financial adviser, then he would have to wear a suit, though what he really wanted to wear was comfort clothing. Reassuring clothes that would tell him everything was going to be all right.

Oh God. What if it wasn’t? Keith had read all the leaflets. The cancer could be localized in the prostate. Or it could be starting to feel its way out, tentatively exploring the rest of his  body. Or it could have hitched a lift in his lymph nodes, or be settling in his bones. Metastasizing. That was the technical term. Could he feel the ache of metastasis?

Of course, it could be nothing . . . a mere plumbing problem. Unattractive as that diagnosis was, he would jump for joy to be told he merely had an uncooperative pecker.

‘What should I do for supper tonight?’

Ginny was looking at him anxiously. He tried to focus on what she was saying, but somehow the evening meal paled into insignificance.

‘Anything. Sandra isn’t interested in food.’

She never had been. All through their marriage, it had been all she could do to get a meal on the table. Sandra had always made it quite clear that she had better things to do than keep house. It was only since living with Ginny that Keith had discovered that food could be a shared pleasure. Not just the eating, but the purchasing and the preparation. But today, he couldn’t summon up so much as a flicker of enthusiasm. Usually he would be making all sorts of suggestions, looking up what was in season, in his Nigel Slater Kitchen Diaries, then trotting off to his cellar to find a decent wine to match.

Ginny’s face clouded over at his lack of response.

‘I wanted to do something special.’

‘Honestly. Don’t bother. Sandra will be too busy talking about herself to notice what’s on her plate.’

He forced himself to go and give Ginny a kiss. Just a perfunctory peck. He didn’t want to get too close. If he felt her warmth, her softness, he might be tempted to confess all, so great was his longing for reassurance. He had to keep his distance.

He remembered to grab his briefcase for authenticity.

‘Good luck,’ said Ginny.

‘What?’ He looked at her in alarm. Had she guessed? Had he given something away?

She stepped back slightly, startled by his reaction. ‘Everyone needs good luck, don’t they? When they go to see their financial adviser?’

He managed a grimace. ‘I suppose so,’ he replied carefully, hating the lie. But it was so much better than the truth. He bolted to the safety of his car, where he could stop the charade. He started up the engine, then wondered exactly what he was going to do for the next three hours. Even if he took the most scenic route possible, the hospital was only just over an hour away.

In Puerto Banus, the sun was out, and Sandra Sherwyn sang happily to herself in her wet room, letting the scalding water trickle over every inch of her body as she examined her precision bikini wax for stray tufts. There were none. Her girls knew better than to leave so much as a millimetre of stubble. Her bush was as well-tended as Wimbledon Centre Court in June. The same went for the rest of her body, which was faultless for a woman of her age. Not that you could rely on other people for maintenance. You had to put the spadework in yourself, which was why she had in front of her an array of loofahs, body brushes, pumice stones and salt scrubs.

An hour later she was exfoliated, moisturized, coiffed, made up and dressed to kill. As a final touch she stepped into a cloud of Marc Jacobs. The droplets settled reverentially upon her shoulders and nestled in her cleavage.

‘Alejandro,’ she purred at the inert figure in her bed. ‘I’m ready for you to take me to the airport. And I don’t want any funny business at the check-in. No lingering goodbyes. I know six weeks seems like a long time, but it will fly by, I promise you.’

As Alejandro turned and threw back the sheets, then stretched, for a moment she was tempted to undo all her handiwork, just for the pleasure of feeling that hard cock one more time. He put one hand on it and grinned.

‘What do I do with this?’

She raised an eyebrow and smiled. ‘Strap it to your leg,’ she suggested sweetly. ‘Now come on.’

She clapped her hands and he slid out of bed obediently. She swallowed as she watched him pull on his jeans, pushing his erection down as he did up the zip. It seemed a bit of a waste, but there wasn’t all that much time to spare. He sauntered across the room to pick up his shirt, and she felt her nipples stiffen as she smelt the sweat on him, sweeter than the most precious cologne. She’d tasted it on her tongue the night before. She’d definitely miss him, she decided, although she’d popped a few things into her suitcase that might make up for his absence.

She wasn’t going to miss him for his mind, that was for sure.

‘Alejandro!’ she reprimanded, as he stood in front of the mirrored wardrobes admiring himself, running his fingers through his shoulder-length hair. Typical Spaniard. He had absolutely no sense of urgency. ‘My flight’s at twelve. Chop chop.’

At eleven o’clock sharp, Patrick arrived at the Horse and Groom in a dark grey suit, a black tie and a cashmere overcoat, its pockets equipped with everything needed to get through a funeral - a hip-flask, a hefty spliff and a large white handkerchief. His car was pulled up outside on the double yellow lines.

Mayday ran down the main staircase. She was wearing a black mini-dress with a demure white Peter Pan collar, teamed  with high shiny black stiletto boots. Her mass of black hair was piled up on top of her head in an elegant beehive. She spotted him at once, and smiled gratefully as she wrapped herself in a floor-length astrakhan coat, pulling up the collar around her face.

He gave her a squeeze. She closed her eyes and allowed herself to enjoy his closeness for a moment.

‘Thank you,’ she whispered, suddenly wanting to cry. ‘I couldn’t face it on my own. You know what my family are like, making a drama out of a crisis. I don’t trust myself not to slap Mum. She’s being completely hysterical. But she hadn’t been to see Gran for weeks. Only on Monday, when she told her she should go into a home.’

‘It’s OK,’ Patrick reassured her. He wanted to tell her she looked stunning, but it didn’t seem appropriate. They were going to a funeral, not a ball. ‘Have you got everything?’

Mayday nodded. He took her arm and led her out to the car. On the front seat was an enormous bunch of daffodils. He picked them up and handed them to her.

‘I went to your grandmother’s house this morning and picked them from the garden. I thought she’d like them.’

Mayday took the flowers with a trembling hand.

‘What a wonderful idea.’ She looked at Patrick, her eyes huge with unshed tears. ‘Thank you.’

Mayday sat in the front seat, paler than ever, her eyelashes standing out like spiders, her full mouth painted a dark crimson. She looked astonishing. Emma Peel on the Trans-Siberian Express. Anna Karenina meets Edie Sedgwick. She was one on her own, thought Patrick fondly, and he wished he could take away a bit of her pain. As long as he’d known her, Mayday had never asked anything of him. She was a giver, not a taker. She didn’t have an ounce of neediness in her. Which was why he was so desperate to do everything he could to  support her today. She definitely wouldn’t have asked if she hadn’t needed him.

They drove through the outskirts of Eldenbury until they pulled up at the crematorium, a forbidding, uninspiring building on the edge of the municipal cemetery. Mayday stared at it.

‘I’ve never been to a funeral.’ She looked at him, stricken.

Patrick took the perfectly rolled joint out of his top pocket as reply. They sat for a few minutes, sharing the spliff in silence just as they had shared so many over the years, letting the marijuana soften the harsh edges of their surroundings. As the hearse pulled in through the crematorium gates Patrick stubbed it out discreetly.

Mayday’s eyes widened as the enormous black car drew closer with its cargo.

‘I don’t know if I can handle this,’ she said in panic.

‘Of course you can,’ Patrick reassured her. He picked up her hand, her tiny little white paw, and gave it a squeeze. She leant against him with a sigh.

‘What a horrible place to meet your end,’ she said sadly. ‘There’s just nothing about it that gives you any hope, is there?’

Patrick looked at the grey edifice outlined against the grey sky, and imagined the grey smoke that would emanate from the chimney before the morning was out.

‘No,’ he agreed. ‘It’s pretty grim.’

His own grandparents were in a pretty little corner of the churchyard in Honeycote, a far more preferable resting place. He’d never met them, for they had died some time before he was born. But he visited their grave nevertheless, when he wanted a moment of quiet contemplation, and sometimes imagined that they gave him advice and guidance from the  other side. He often ran his fingers over the raised lead of the Liddiard name. It gave him a sense of pride and comfort.

There was little comfort to be had in the cemetery car park, as they watched the undertakers climb out of the hearse and begin the ritual that provided them with their living. Someone’s got to do it, thought Patrick. Just as he provided beer, so they provided ceremony. Gradually the car park began to fill, and people emerged from their cars, dressed in sombre clothing.

‘There’s a lot of people,’ said Mayday in a small voice.

‘That’s good, isn’t it?’ said Patrick, rather relieved. He couldn’t think of anything worse than a mere half dozen pitching up.

Mayday nodded. ‘She had loads of friends. It’s only when you see them all together that you realize how many.’

A black Mercedes drew up. Inside Mayday could see her mother. She took in a sharp breath.

‘Let’s go,’ she said. ‘I want to get in before her.’

Patrick slipped his arm through hers and led her up the stone steps through the crematorium entrance. He felt Mayday stiffen as she saw the coffin.

‘You’re OK,’ he murmured, leading her past rows of already seated mourners to a row near the front. They sat down, and her hands trembled as she picked up the order of service. Elsie’s name and the dates of her birth and death were printed in bold black lettering on the front. She still couldn’t believe it, even now.

Heads turned as Angela swept in looking like an extra from a Lynda la Plante two-part special, in a tight black suit with diamanté buttons and a veiled pillbox hat, and flanked by Roy, Mason and Ryan. The undertakers ushered them reverentially to the front row.

Before taking her seat, Angela hesitated in front of the  coffin, allowing the church a good view of her profile as she bit her lip and reached out a hand to touch the shining wood. The congregation exchanged pitying glances.

Mayday clenched her jaw. ‘Bloody drama queen,’ she muttered.

Patrick gave her a warning nudge with his elbow, sensing the antagonism. But then he knew all about antagonistic mothers. He couldn’t bear to be in the same room as his own for more than ten minutes, with all her right-on, self-righteous vegan bloody waffle. What his father had ever seen in Carola he never knew. But it was an awful feeling to loathe your own mother, so he was determined to support Mayday and make sure Angela didn’t score any points off her.

‘Be gracious,’ he murmured. ‘Don’t let her see you’re rattled. We can rip her apart afterwards.’

There was something about this hospital, thought Keith, that immediately filled him with confidence. He didn’t know whether it was the calibre of the cars in the car park, the fact that he didn’t have to scrat around for change to pay and display like you did at the district hospital, or the fact that the reception area was more like a five-star hotel, but he felt reassured by his surroundings. Places like this didn’t make mistakes. There was an air of calm, a sense that the staff were in control and efficient, and were here to look after just you, not a million and one other people.

He knew it was morally wrong and that he wasn’t necessarily getting better treatment, only faster. But he wasn’t in charge of the country, and if he was it wouldn’t be in the state it was in, so he wasn’t going to apologize to anyone for his decision. At least now he knew, because he was paying, that the consultant wouldn’t have his mind on the previous patient, or be looking at the clock, but would give him his  undivided attention. He didn’t begrudge the money. At the end of the day, if someone was going to be jabbing about in your nether regions, you wanted them to have their mind on the job, and if cash was what it took . . .

He took his place in the waiting room, a copy of Country Life on his knee, looking at the tasteful watercolours on the pale yellow walls that a design consultant had chosen as both calming and cheering. Would he feel happier with Ginny at his side, he wondered? He thought not. Other people tended to articulate your fears just as you had managed to assuage them. Anxiety was contagious and put unnecessary strain on a relationship. He was determined to stick to his guns. He would call on Ginny when he knew he needed her.

He had barely had time to start flipping through the tantalizing property section at the beginning of his magazine before he was called through. This was more like it. No interminable waiting. No clock watching. In his GP surgery he had to plough through ancient copies of The People’s Friend. He jumped to his feet eagerly, and followed the secretary down the plush carpeted hall to Mr Jackson’s consulting room.

Mr Jackson himself was calm and matter of fact.

‘The most important thing,’ Keith told him, ‘is that I am on my feet for my daughter’s wedding at the beginning of May.’

Mr Jackson nodded gravely. ‘I can’t make the culture grow any more quickly,’ he told him. ‘But once we have the results we can act pretty sharpish. And if surgery is necessary . . .’

‘Do you think it will be?’

Keith knew it was pointless pushing for an answer, but his need for reassurance was becoming urgent.

‘You know I can’t answer that yet. But if there is, and it’s localized, we can do keyhole surgery. You could be out in a  matter of a couple of days. Obviously you’d have to take it easy.’

‘But I could walk her up the aisle?’

‘Oh yes,’ Mr Jackson smiled. ‘Now. Are you ready? We’ll start off with a little local anaesthetic.’

‘How about a lot?’ joked Keith, desperately trying to hide the fact that he was utterly terrified.

Sandra kicked off her Stephane Kélian mules, stretched her legs out in front of her and accepted a glass of champagne from the pretty stewardess. Some people might think going first class on a flight that barely lasted two hours was a waste of money, but not Sandra. She revelled in the luxury, got a kick out of turning left instead of right, loved the mystery that came from being behind the magic curtain, and relished walking off first to the envious glances of those in economy. She’d earned her extra centimetres of leg room, the undivided attention of the cabin crew and every last drop of champagne.

She tapped her manicured nails on the pile of wedding magazines in front of her. She’d bought five at the airport while she was waiting. Her mouth watered in anticipation. She’d dreamt of nothing else since Mandy had told her the fabulous news, and she was itching to get started on the plans. It was going to be the first chance that she’d had to express herself with her new-found wealth. She’d spent a bit of it on herself, of course, but there was nothing like splashing out on other people. She was going to enjoy it.

The past few years had been hard graft, running the three clinics that she spearheaded herself, then overseeing the franchises so they were run to her exacting standards and kept the customers happy. Sandra was obsessed with customer care. Every woman that walked out of one of her clinics was a living, breathing advert, whether she’d had a simple skin peel  or eyebrow pluck, or the full works. Getting them to walk back in through the door on a regular basis was a balancing act. You had to give value for money, make sure that the effect lasted a reasonable amount of time, but was addictive enough to ensure repeat business. Sandra had it down to a fine art. And although she wasn’t qualified to wield the needle herself, she knew every single client by name, knew their favourite treatments, their fears, their insecurities.

Four months ago she had taken the decision to sell two of her clinics, and stick to her original purchase. She’d fattened them up to maximum turnover, after all, and there was no improvement to be made that she hadn’t already thought of, so as far as Sandra was concerned there was no challenge left. If it was just on tick over, then she might as well stay in one place, kick back and relax. Enjoy life to the full. She was the wrong side of fifty, but looked forty. Even with her enhancements, that wasn’t going to last for ever, so she was determined to live it up for the next ten years.

She’d had no shortage of offers. She’d chosen the purchasers carefully, made sure they were serious, sound cash buyers, and the transactions had gone through smoothly. She’d spent the past two months advising them as she handed over the reins. And now she was going to have a much-needed holiday. Six weeks in England, while Marie-Claire held the fort.

Life was good. She was a respected figure, locally. The women were infinitely grateful to her for restoring their youthful good looks. The men were grateful to her for keeping their wives happy, quite content to foot her not insubstantial bills. She had many friends. Constant invitations to restaurants, parties, yachts. Her new villa was a dream. And of course, there was Alejandro. The memory of his burnished skin made her shiver slightly.

Yep. For a disgruntled suburban Solihull housewife with a midlife crisis, she had done pretty well for herself. Where her drive, her stamina, her determination, her guts, and her ability to take risks had come from, she didn’t know, for she’d been pretty lazy and unmotivated before she’d discovered her niche. Though to be fair, she’d always been competitive on the golf course. She smiled to herself as she thought of the trophy on the shelf over her enormous inglenook fireplace. That was what had drawn her to Spain in the first place. The golf. If she wasn’t so old, she might have thought of turning professional.

The stewardess offered to top up her champagne, and Sandra inclined her head graciously.

‘Ooh,’ said the stewardess, spying her cache of magazines. ‘Who’s getting married?’

‘My daughter,’ said Sandra proudly. ‘My little girl.’

‘I got married in October,’ the girl told her confidentially. ‘I got a copy of a Vera Wang dress made in Shanghai. I took them a picture and they made it up for a tenth of the price.’

Sandra just smiled politely. If Mandy wanted Vera Wang, she was going to have the real thing. There was going to be no room for fakes or copies at this wedding.

She opened the top magazine and gave a sigh of delight.

Ginny sat in the kitchen, surrounded by Nigella, Delia and Jamie. The problem was finding a recipe that was simple but nonetheless impressive, and didn’t make it look as if you had gone to too much effort. Of course, the person she should ask for advice was Lucy, who consistently produced fabulous meals without turning a hair. But then Lucy was the kind of person who knew exactly what she wanted when she went into the butcher, and had the best cuts brought out for her, while Ginny still wasn’t confident about asking the butcher to  butterfly a leg of lamb, in case he asked her what she meant. Frankly, she wouldn’t have a clue.

Not that she wasn’t a good cook, but the sort of cooking Ginny was good at wasn’t the sort of meal you served up to impress your husband’s ex-wife. Sausage casserole. Tuna bake. Cheesy jacket potatoes. Funnily enough it was Keith who had become the adventurous cook in their house, who came home with haunches of venison and braces of pheasant, and started crushing juniper berries and setting fire to Calvados all over the place. But she’d promised to cook tonight because he was off to see his stockbroker in Warwickshire. And Ginny was worried because he had looked worried.

Keith had been immensely furtive of late. This morning he had been jumpy. Almost snappy, which was very unlike him. Twice she had asked him if he wanted coffee and he had refused impatiently. He’d shot out of the house without touching his breakfast. Perhaps he was twitchy about seeing Sandra. Was it because he was dreading it, Ginny wondered, or was it because he was secretly looking forward to it and was trying to pretend he wasn’t?

They had never spoken much about Sandra. She and Mandy kept in touch, of course, but Sandra didn’t impinge on them from one year to the next. By comparison, Ginny’s ex-husband David had become almost a part of their lives. He often dropped the twins off after they stayed with him in Cheltenham. Inevitably he had his daughter Chelsea in tow, and popped in for coffee, because it killed another hour. Several times Sasha or Kitty had had charge of their little half-sister and brought her back to Keeper’s Cottage. Ginny couldn’t bring herself to object, because it certainly wasn’t Chelsea’s fault if her parents were both equally selfish and insensitive. Keith and David often chatted politely as he was  arriving or going. They hadn’t got to the point of going down to the pub together, but they were quite civil.

How would she get on with Sandra? Now her arrival was imminent, Ginny felt nervous. She had no idea what to expect. She’d once asked Lucy what Sandra was like, and Lucy had crossed her eyes and made a face, which rather indicated that she was hideous. In which case, why was she so intimidated? Sandra was the one who had walked out on Keith and started a new life for herself. Ginny didn’t have to impress her.

She slammed her cookery books shut. She’d buy some nibbles from the deli and do her easy Thai chicken curry. They’d already had it this week but everyone loved it and if she added proper fresh coriander and a squeeze of lime juice it would be almost authentic. And she’d go to the new boutique in Eldenbury and treat herself to something to give herself a confidence boost. She’d had a good month and it had been ages since she’d had a splurge. While she was at it she could start looking for an outfit for Mandy’s wedding.

As Elsie’s coffin slipped behind the red curtains, and a well-worn tape began an unrecognizable dirge, Patrick felt Mayday’s grip tighten on his fingers.

‘If you want to cry,’ he whispered, ‘then you should. It doesn’t matter.’

Mayday turned and buried her head in his chest. He held on to her tightly, not sure if she was crying or not. As the music ground to a sudden halt, she came up for air, breathing deeply to keep herself calm. A single track of tears had fallen from each eye. Patrick took out his hanky and wiped them gently away.

‘You’re OK,’ he whispered. ‘The worst bit’s over.’

Afterwards, they walked back to the car holding hands.  Mayday watched with narrowed eyes as Roy escorted Angela back to the Mercedes, Mason and Ryan shuffling along behind.

‘I don’t want to go back to my mum’s,’ said Mayday defiantly. ‘It’ll be all she can do not to crack open the champagne. I bet that house is worth the best part of two hundred and fifty thousand now.’

‘You’ve got to go, for your granny’s sake. If you don’t, your mother will have won.’

Mayday sighed. Patrick was right. Which was why she had asked him to come with her. Mayday knew she could trust him to keep her on the straight and narrow.

In the past couple of years, Eldenbury had gone from being a rather staid Cotswold market town with a plethora of antique shops to a veritable shopper’s paradise. There was a deli to rival Fortnum’s, a fantastic shoe shop stuffed with jewel-encrusted sandals and a mouth-watering array of pastel loafers, Twig, the to-die-for florist, a hairdresser who could change your life with a single snip of his scissors, and now a wonderful boutique that sold gorgeous clothes with not too terrifying prices.

Ginny stood in the middle of the cavernous changing room and sighed. First she’d tried on a pink linen dress that was far too long. Then a pair of cropped trousers that merely showed off the fact that her legs were like milk bottles. A washed-silk khaki skirt just looked boring even though it had zips and pockets in unusual places. She was on the verge of tears when the assistant held up a cherry-red dress in fine jersey.

‘I know it looks nothing on the hanger, but it takes off pounds. And years.’

Reluctantly, Ginny took it off the hanger and slipped it on. She was astonished to discover that the assistant was telling the  truth. The dress gave her a subtle cleavage, skimmed her tummy, and was just the right length to make her look a decent height if she wore her black suede boots. It was probably a little more dressy than she had meant to go for, but time was ticking by.

‘I’ll take it.’ She thrust it back at the assistant and went to get dressed again. Then she bought hummus and olives from the deli, a hefty bunch of freesias from Twig that smelt heavenly (she wouldn’t tell Sasha where she’d got them from), and a couple of tarts from the bakery. Ginny thought she’d got the amount of effort she was making just right. Enough to be polite, but she wasn’t going to stress herself out. Sandra was going to have to accept her as she was.

She was about to get back into her car when she remembered coconut milk. Shit. You couldn’t make a Thai chicken curry without it. She thundered back up the high street to the deli again, bursting in through the door with a red face.

‘Tell me you do coconut milk,’ she pleaded. She really should calm down for a second and make sure there wasn’t anything else she’d forgotten. Take a leaf out of Lucy’s book, she scolded herself.

‘Sorry,’ said the man behind the counter. ‘We don’t stock it, I’m afraid.’

The Spar shop up the road definitely wouldn’t. Bugger. She’d have to call in at the supermarket. That was going to take another twenty minutes out of her schedule. She was never going to get the house in order, prepare the meal and get herself ready in time to look languidly, casually welcoming when Sandra walked in through the door.

Keith did a double take when he saw his ex-wife striding through the arrivals gate at Birmingham Airport. When she’d walked out on him she’d been middle-aged, rather  brash, heavy on the make-up and in serious need of a colour consultant, favouring lurid corals, fuchsias and emerald greens.

Standing before him was a different story. Sandra’s hair was artfully streaked to ash blonde, in a graduated bob that was long in the front and short at the back with a wispy fringe that framed her face. Her skin was glowing, her eyes wide and bright. She seemed taller. Definitely thinner; much, much thinner. She was wearing a cream trouser suit with a soft lace camisole underneath. She even smelled different; her previous perfume had been cloying and unsubtle. It had stayed on the bedclothes and the furniture long after she had gone. Now she just smelled . . . expensive.

Keith wasn’t a fool. He knew that there had been expert hands at work on her transformation, and it hadn’t just been brought about through diet, exercise and a decent hairdresser. But he had to admit she looked fantastic.

She smiled. Her teeth had always been rather discoloured, and there had definitely been too many of them. Now they were white and even.

‘Hello, Keith.’

The one thing no one had been able to address was her voice. Strident and grating, it seemed at odds with the vision in front of him. It reminded him, no matter how buffed and polished she looked, this was still Sandra: the pushy, overbearing woman who had walked out on him five years ago because he was boring. Worse, who had walked out on Mandy at a vulnerable age.
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