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			Chapter One 

			June 

			‘Whoa, Sultan, whoa, steady boy, steady.’ The rider astride the tall black stallion brought his nervous mount to a standstill as a car swept past them without slowing down on the country road that led out of the village of Summerstoke. 

			‘Ignorant bastard!’ Hugh Lester glared with disdainful superiority after the offending vehicle before urging his horse forward towards the bridge spanning the river. 

			It was a beautiful Sunday morning and Hugh, as was his wont, had been roaming the countryside around the village for a couple of hours. He was in a high good humour. Not only was he happiest – if a man like Hugh could ever be described as happy – when he was mounted on his horse or his wife, but he had seen enough of the shabby condition of the farm in the middle of the Summerstoke valley to convince him that it wouldn’t be long before its owners would succumb to pressure and accept his offer. 

			Hugh owned the other farm in the village – Summerstoke Farm – and he was rich and successful. From the very beginning he’d learned to play the subsidy game and ruthlessly milk his land for all it was worth. His first love was horses, and he and his wife Veronica had added to their wealth and prestige by running a livery stables. But ever restless, he wanted to expand and more than anything else, he wanted to open a stud. Studs attracted money and class and Hugh and Veronica were attracted to money and class, and the power that went with that combination. 

			However there was a slight snag to Hugh’s ambition – they needed more land, and land – available land – was in short supply. 

			The village of Summerstoke, where the Lesters lived, sat on the side of a hill leading down to the River Summer. Hugh’s land was on the village side, the Tucker family of Marsh farm owned the pastures on the other side, and the only other landowners of note were the Merfield sisters of Summerstoke Manor – a trio of elderly freaks, in Hugh’s opinion. Too old to farm themselves, they leased their juicy pastures to the Tuckers. 

			After his ride that morning, the way forward became clear to Hugh: if he could persuade the Merfields to sell their land, Marsh Farm would cease to be viable as a dairy farm and then, he was sure, he’d be able to get it for a song. 

			The church bells started to ring out as Sultan started up the High Street, and Hugh, sitting high above the rest of the world, felt very good indeed. 

			The odd passer-by, walking back from the village shop with Sunday newspapers tucked under their arms and swinging pints of milk, cast admiring glances in his direction. Hugh preened himself. He looked good and he knew it. On horseback the disadvantage of being only five foot six was hidden, and although he was nearly fifty, he had a good figure, a full head of wavy black hair, strong features and piercing blue eyes. 

			When he had reached the age of eighteen and realised he would not grow any taller, he had almost despaired. But then he discovered that on horseback he could look down on the rest of the world, and when he had made a sufficient packet of money, the world did not look down on him. 

			Nearing the lych-gate of St Stephen’s, his spirits lifted still further. It couldn’t be better. The small congregation was leaving the church and, walking down the path, he could see the Merfield crones, accompanied by a much younger man and by the tall, lugubrious figure of the vicar. 

			The ladies, all around eighty, were as tall as the vicar, elegant and thin. On the rare occasions he’d been in their company, he’d felt like a stunted dwarf who’d crawled out of a fairy tale. He knew he’d feel the same way if he went to call on them with his proposal. They’d never seen him on horseback. On Sultan, he was a force to be reckoned with – they’d take notice; of that he was supremely confident. 

			The group had just reached an old Daimler parked alongside the lych-gate, another elderly lady at the wheel, when Hugh reined in Sultan. At the sound of the horse they were sufficiently distracted from their conversation with the vicar to look up. 

			‘Good morning, ladies,’ Hugh attempted a light, jocular note. ‘And what a beautiful morning it is.’ 

			The three elderly ladies regarded him silently.  ‘Ah yes,’ the Vicar hastily filled the void, ‘isn’t it, Mr Lester. God’s in his heaven and all’s right with the world, eh? Fine animal you’ve got there...’ 

			Hugh ignored the vicar and addressed the eldest of the three whose arm rested lightly on that of the young man by her side. She was a formidable old lady, dressed from top to toe in black lace, with a cadaverous face and sunken, dark eyes. 

			‘This is a fortuitous encounter, Mrs Merfield...’ He smiled – an uncommon experience – till he thought his face would crack. 

			She did not respond with any warmth. ‘Is it?’ 

			‘Yes’ he ploughed on. ‘I was planning to call round to see you...’ 

			‘What on earth for?’ enquired one of the other sisters, dressed, Hugh observed with distaste, as if she was half her age, in some light, drifty material. 

			He fought off a scowl. ‘I’ve got a proposition to put to you...’ 

			‘A proposition. Whatever next?’ drawled the third sister. ‘I can’t imagine what that could be, can you, Elizabeth? Perhaps he wants to buy the manor. Shall we sell?’ 

			Hugh’s attempt at a smile was replaced by a flush. Handsome as his own place, Summerstoke House, was, it was not in the same class as Summerstoke Manor, and he dreamed of owning the manor. He forced a laugh. ‘No, of course not. But I wanted to discuss your pasture land with you...’ 

			‘Our pastures?’ 

			‘Yes,’ Hugh blundered on, refusing to be phased by her discouraging demeanour. ‘This is probably not the time or place to discuss it, but I thought, seeing you here, I would put the idea to you. I need more fields for our horses, and your pastures this side of the river, so close to Summerstoke Farm, would be ideal. I know you lease them to the Tuckers, but I could offer you more, substantially more, and would be more than happy to pay a good price if you were to think of selling...’ 

			His voice trailed away, and feeling hot and desperately uncomfortable, he tried another smile, looking for some sign of encouragement in at least one of the faces staring up at him. 

			There was none. 

			Mrs Merfield’s voice was icy. ‘You’re right, Mr Lester. This is neither the time nor the place. Today is Sunday, a day of rest according to the teachings of the bible and we have just come from church. If you wish to discuss business with us, then I suggest you make an appointment in the usual way. Good day.’ 

			He was dismissed. 

			The old lady was helped into the car by the young man, and all Hugh could do was control his increasingly restless horse and try to think of a good exit line. One of the other ladies glanced up at him just before she, too, took her place in the car. 

			‘I think you’re wasting your time, Mr Lester. It’s highly unlikely we’d take those fields away from the Tuckers. There are more important things in life than money, you know.’ 

			The car pulled away; the young man, who had remained behind, shook hands with the vicar, nodded at Hugh, then strolled up the road in the direction of the manor.

			The vicar, looking more uncomfortable than ever and poised for flight, glanced nervously in Hugh’s direction. ‘Well, er... good day to you, Mr Lester...’ 

			‘Who’s that?’ Hugh stared after the man. 

			‘That? Oh, he’s Mrs Merfield’s grandson. Oliver Merfield, um... a nice boy, very nice. He and his sister used to stay in the village during the school holidays. Their father is Sir Nicholas Merfield, you know, a diplomat...’ 

			Hugh snorted contemptuously. ‘Well he didn’t learn anything about the art of diplomacy from his mother, did he?’ 

			This criticism of his patroness was clearly painful to the vicar. ‘Er, well, yes... she can be a little abrasive. However, Oliver is quite... quite different. Er... hopefully, we’re going to see a whole lot more of him.’ 

			‘Why’s that?’ Hugh turned his cold stare on the vicar. 

			‘Did you not know...? He...er... he’s been chosen as the Conservative candidate for Mendip...er...in the by-election at the end of June. He... er... may well be our next MP...’ 

			‘Another Merfield to deal with – that’s all I need!’ seethed Hugh, slapping the rump of the horse with his crop and spurring him on, his face black with frustrated temper. He felt he had, quite undeservedly, lost the first round to the Merfields. 

			Hugh Lester was a very bad loser. 

			***

			Inside the Town Hall, the main council chamber had been turned into the election hall. It was a large, self-important room with yellow oak panels on which hung portraits of all the previous mayors of the town reduced by oils into a dull, pompous, assembly in robes and chains, staring out from their frames without interest or a glimmer of humour.

			In the centre of the chamber, rows of trestle tables had been erected, now littered with discarded paper cups, half-eaten sandwiches, crisp packets, empty bottles of water, pens and crumpled paper. 

			The air was stuffy and thick with the fetid smell of stale adrenalin and general fatigue, and groups of tellers, party workers and support staff sat around in various states of exhaustion. 

			Their faces were an unhealthy greenish hue – the elegant crystal chandeliers having been abandoned in favour of strip lights, usually only used by the maintenance staff. 

			The combination of the harsh blue light and the overwhelming yellowness of the room had caused the more discerning of the cameramen to sigh deeply. They sat in a small huddle on one side of the room: a selection of reporters and photographers too bored and tired to exchange more than the odd quip, and all wishing themselves on any other assignment but this one. Camera teams from all the major television stations, who probably felt the same way, kept aloof from the grumbling hacks and occupied a balcony at the back, where they yawned and dozed their way through the long night. 

			Of all the people in the chamber, only the six candidates continued to smile and chat and move with any animation, as if, until the result was declared, any sloth on their part would influence the outcome. 

			Oliver Merfield, Conservative, and much the youngest of the candidates, stopped to talk to a thin, middle-aged lady with large tinted spectacles and wearing a shiny purple blouse over tight, black, cropped trousers. 

			‘Rita, hello – how are you? I didn’t expect to see you here.’ 

			She beamed back, obviously very pleased to be recognised, and said, archly, ‘I don’t know that you should be talking to me, Oliver. I support the opposition.’ 

			He smiled. ‘I don’t suppose I’ll be shot. Which one?’

			‘Roy Green. He’s his own man, and that’s what we need out here in the sticks. No offence, Oliver, but he’s one of us. I know he hasn’t got a chance in hell, but we’re sick of being ignored. Those fat cats in London aren’t interested in the likes of us...’ 

			‘But your shop is doing well enough, isn’t it?’ 

			‘For the moment, Oliver, for the moment, but it’s a foolish virgin who sells her cow when milk is cheap, as they say.’ 

			Oliver blinked. ‘Er, yes, I suppose so...’ 

			‘And this government – they say one thing and do another. Trouble with them is they’re like fish...’ 

			‘Oh?’ Oliver gave up the struggle. 

			‘Fish always rot from the head down!’ Rita gave a loud crack of laughter and dug Oliver in the ribs. ‘You might remember that with your own leader, Oliver...’ 

			Oliver was saved from comment by the arrival at his side of Keith Mann, his agent, who had picked up signals that a decision had been reached. 

			On the stage, a weary technician had started fiddling with the microphone. Gathering around him were various officials bursting with self-importance; for a brief moment they, alone, knew the result. 

			‘Looks like we have a decision, Oliver,’ muttered Keith, an election veteran. ‘Where’s Juliet?’ 

			Acknowledging his agent’s presence, Oliver smiled at the woman who had sold him sweets when he was a schoolboy. ‘I’ve got to go now, Rita. But I’ll come and have a chat after the election.’ 

			He turned to his agent, his face composed. ‘Right, I’m ready. Let’s go and face the music.’ 

			If he was nervous, it didn’t show, Keith thought, and not for the first time did he mentally applaud the selection board for choosing such an engaging and likeable candidate. 

			Oliver Merfield was a gift for any political agent. He was in his mid-thirties, tall, lean and strong, with an open, warm face and engaging grin. Not handsome, but with interesting features, clear grey eyes, a strong chin and a Roman nose, white even teeth, and thick hair, the colour of dark honey, very straight and floppy. 

			Women, Keith observed, flocked to him – the older ones wanted to mother him and the younger ones wanted to bed him. Oliver, Keith was sure, didn’t notice, and treated everyone – men and women, old and young – as if he was sincerely interested in their wellbeing and with respect for their opinions, however much they diverged from his own. 

			He was such a refreshing change from the die-hard Tory candidates Keith Mann had worked for in the past, and Keith, now nearing fifty and having grown tired and cynical in the job, could swear he had almost enjoyed this by-election – almost. 

			The vote was by no means in the bag. Out canvassing, it had been clear the electorate was tired of the present government and poised to vote tactically, which meant that the Liberal candidate was presenting a real challenge, for the first time ever, in this part of the country. 

			The knight who had represented the constituency for the past thirty years, and whose death had caused this by-election, had been an old-fashioned Conservative, and deeply loved by his constituents, although the records showed he had only spoken in parliament twice in his whole career – once in favour of fox-hunting, and once in favour of bringing back the death penalty. 

			Oliver, unlike the knight, had never lived in the country, and Keith knew that this, together with his youthfulness, were factors that weighed against him. They had played the family connections card for all it was worth – Oliver’s family originated from a village somewhere in the constituency. Oliver, with his wife and son, was planning to live in the area, so much had been made of his returning to his roots. 

			Rather him than me, thought Keith, who couldn’t bear either the country or country people and was desperate to return to London. And I can’t imagine Juliet being that keen to bury herself down here. 

			‘Juliet, where’s Juliet?’ Oliver repeated with increased urgency as more people appeared on the stage and the sound engineer fussed with the positioning of the microphone stand. 

			He looked around the hall for his wife. ‘She said she was going to do an interview for local TV. But that was ages ago. I’m surprised she’s not back...’ 

			Keith interrupted, put out. ‘Interview? What interview? Why wasn’t I told? I should be there. Juliet on her own is a loose cannon...’ 

			Oliver laughed and put his arm around the pudgy shoulders of his agent. ‘Don’t worry – she’s playing the role of the perfect wife tonight. She will give them twenty seconds of tasty soundbites on how important it is for me to be elected; her life as an MP’s wife; and how much she is looking forward to living in the country. Then, politics forgotten, she will go on for twenty minutes to talk about how she left Hunter’s Way because she felt she was being typecast; about the roles she has been offered and turned down; and about her planned debut in Hollywood...’ 

			Keith pouted. ‘Nevertheless, I should have been told...’ 

			Oliver shrugged, suddenly looking weary. ‘You know Juliet, Keith. We can count ourselves lucky she has played ball so far. Shall I go and fetch her? I think they went outside...’ 

			‘No, no. I think you’re going to be called to the stage any minute. I’ll go.’ 

			For a moment, Oliver looked nervous and much younger than his thirty-five years. ‘How do I look? Will I do?’ 

			Keith looked him over, critically. Very sensibly, given the claustrophobic heat, he had eschewed the ubiquitous suit and tie and wore a loose white linen shirt, with a blue rosette and a pair of dark blue linen trousers. He looked cool and elegant, and for a moment, Keith Mann felt short, fat and greasy, middle-aged and envious. His young charge had a future he had once aspired to, but for which he was not, he’d been forced to accept, the right material. 

			He patted Oliver on the arm. ‘You look fine. Good luck, Oliver. I’ll get Juliet to join you, pronto.’ 

			He hurried to the entrance, mentally cursing himself for having taken his eye off the ball as far as Juliet was concerned. He knew he was the subject of considerable envy for the time he was spending in her company, but he was not one of her fans and even went so far as to describe her, privately, as ‘a pain in the bloody backside!’ 

			As Oliver had predicted, Juliet Merfield, or Juliet Peters as she was known professionally, star of stage and screen, was twinkling for all she was worth into the lens of a television camera on the steps outside the Town Hall. 

			‘So, yes, in answer to your question, I’d love to work in the West Country if the opportunity presented itself. You have two wonderful theatres here.. but as I said, I’m auditioning for another television series, and if that happens...’ She smiled at her interviewer. ‘But I’d rather not say too much about that, just yet, obviously.’ 

			‘Juliet... There you are!’ Keith’s voice was irritable. ‘You really shouldn’t go off and do interviews without checking with me...’ 

			A shadow of annoyance passed over Juliet’s countenance and she tilted her chin. ‘Since we were talking about me and my career, Keith, I don’t really see that it is any business of yours...’ 

			Keith glared at her. ‘You’re new to this game, Juliet. These guys are professional. One unguarded comment, taken out of context, could do untold damage.’ 

			‘You forget I’m a professional too. ‘She turned to the reporter and smiled. ‘And I’m sure you’ll vouch for the fact that I’ve said nothing that could, in anyway, be construed as damaging, have I, David?’ 

			He was putty. ‘No, no, of course not. It was a great interview, Juliet...’ Keith cut him off. ‘We’ll talk about this later. Juliet, you’re wanted onstage. I think they’re about to announce the results.’ 

			The interviewer snapped into action. ‘I must be off. Juliet, it was lovely talking to you. Perhaps we could co something else with you in the near future...’ 

			And he sped off, his cameraman struggling after him. 

			Juliet trailed into the hall in the wake of Keith Mann and mounted the stage to join her husband. 

			‘Your rosette, Juliet. Where’s your rosette?’ Keith hissed. She had been issued with an outsize rosette earlier in the day, which she’d successfully managed to lose, so he’d already had to find her another one for the platform. 

			‘Silly man,’ she thought. ‘He shouldn’t have wasted his time.’ There was no way was she going to be seen by the media wearing such a thing. 

			She smiled at him, sweetly. ‘I’m so sorry, Keith, I must have left it in the Ladies. But I am wearing a blue dress. Won’t I do as I am, darling?’ she appealed to Oliver. 

			He looked down at her and smiled slightly. She was wearing a simple, short, sleeveless, silk sheath the colour of forget-me-nots. 

			‘You look lovely.’ She did. She was petite, with clear, creamy white skin, large, bright blue eyes fringed with dark lashes, and an abundance of long, curly, red-gold hair. Her face was heart-shaped and she had dimples, which had melted his heart the first time he’d seen them, cupid lips, a straight little nose and a small, determined chin. 

			Oliver glanced at his agent, his eyebrow lifting slightly. 

			Defeated, muttering under his breath, Keith took his place at the back of the stage, and Juliet, smiling, took Oliver’s hand, and for the first time since he had been selected as the Conservative candidate for the Mendips, whispered, ‘Good luck, darling.’ 

			A hundred miles away, lying on his bed in the dark, his face illuminated by the flickering screen of the television, Jamie Merfield watched Juliet take her place on the platform by his father’s side. The camera cut to a close shot of her smiling up at his dad, and Jamie caught his breath, as he always did when he spotted his mother unexpectedly. 

			When he was a small boy living with his grandparents, he remembered how it felt as if his whole being gasped whenever she appeared. For him, then, she was the most beautiful person in the world and she was his mother. His. For that, he forgave her everything – forgave her the times when she said she was coming but didn’t; forgave her when she didn’t take him on holiday when she’d promised; even forgave her when she came one evening after he’d fallen asleep and went again before he’d woken. (For weeks after that he’d forced himself to keep awake till after his grandparents had gone to bed and there would be no chance of her coming.) She was the centre of his universe and when, one day when he was about five, she had told him that he was going to live with her, he thought he’d die with happiness. 

			He hadn’t seen that much more of her after the move, but the nanny brought in to look after him was much younger and more fun than his gran, and his dad was there, too, so he hardly missed his gran and grandpa at all. 

			His dad used to visit him at Gran and Grandpa’s – much more than his mum, in fact, and Jamie thought he was nice. But, as his gran used to say, he wasn’t special like she was – no, not like her. And at school, Jamie knew she was special the way the other kids stared and would say, ‘Is that your mum?’ and wanted to be friends with him. 

			Throughout his childhood he’d have imaginary adventures in which, invariably, he’d rescue her from some terrible disaster and she would fold him in her arms, weeping soft tears, telling him she was so proud of him and she could never love anyone as much as her brave little boy.

			Then he had graduated to secondary school and Mum became Juliet. 

			‘We’re friends, as well as mother and son, aren’t we darling? We’ve grown up together. You’re my best friend. You should call me Juliet. Mum sounds so... so ordinary.’ 

			Sometimes, particularly over the last nine months since he had turned fifteen and seemed to be struggling with so many different things, he found himself wishing that she was more Mum and less Juliet. But then the treasonous thought would be buried, and he revelled in the fact his friends envied him his relationship with the beautiful and famous Juliet Peters. 

			He hadn’t told anyone at school about his father standing for election. He sort of thought the Head might know because of what he’d said to Jamie that afternoon. Jamie shivered at the memory. 

			‘You know this is an expulsion offence, don’t you Jamie? The rules are quite clear. How’s this going to affect your father? Eh? What happens when the press get hold of it?’ He shook his head. ‘You’ve put me in an impossible position. You’ve got your GCSEs starting the day after tomorrow so we shall expect to see you in for those, and then you must come in, before the end of term, with your parents, to talk to me about your future here. But I warn you, Jamie, if you’re caught on the school premises, either smoking cannabis or with it in your possession, press or no press, I will have to expel you.’ 

			He would’ve loved a joint now, but the bastard had confiscated his stash and he’d finished his last fag hours ago. He’d promised his mother he wouldn’t smoke in his aunt’s house, but he reasoned that leaning out of the window and flicking the dog-ends onto the adjacent roof was a reasonable compromise. 

			While his parents were on the election trail, he’d been sent to stay with his Aunt Polly, his father’s twin sister, who was unmarried and lived in a Victorian terrace near Shepherd’s Bush. He’d stayed with her so often in the past – Juliet’s career frequently took her away, as did his dad’s, being an international broker – he had his own room at the top of her house. He liked his Aunt Polly, who was elegant and bright, but not in the same league as his mum in the looks department. 

			She’d commented that he looked off-colour when she’d got back from work, but assumed he was suffering from a mixture of exam nerves and election excitement. He didn’t disabuse her. 

			‘I’ve got some friends coming over to watch the election on News 24, Jamie,’ she said. ‘I know it’s school tomorrow, but in the circumstances, they’ll be understanding... Are you going to stay up and watch it with us?’ 

			Jamie was torn about his father’s new career. He was sufficiently fond of his father to want him to succeed at whatever he chose to do, but the only thing of interest about winning the election, for him, was the kudos it might carry. However, he thought, it was more likely he would be mocked for being the son of a Conservative MP, and worse, a rural one at that. Mendip – Christ, where the hell was Mendip? 

			His mother had told him if his dad won, it might mean they would have to go and live in the country – a fate worse than death as far as she was concerned, and so, as he always followed where she led, he agreed. Now with the threat of expulsion also hanging over him, he hadn’t had the heart for partying. 

			So Jamie had smiled wanly at his aunt. ‘No, thanks. My exams start the day after tomorrow. I think I’ll have an early night.’ And excusing himself, he climbed the steep staircase to his attic room. 

			It was hot and stuffy under the eaves, so he pushed open the window, took off his shirt and shoes and flung his long, pale, body on the bed. He lay there, absently twisting his thumb ring and staring up at the ceiling, till the daylight turned to night – a city night of dark navy stained with a gauze of orange – and the sound of the metropolis, drifting in through the dormer window, had dulled to a muted, distant roar. 

			Around midnight he had roused, put the television on with the sound off, changed out of his jeans, and lain back on the bed, defying the tedium of the television pictures to work on his overactive brain and put him to sleep. 

			It had nearly worked, when suddenly, there she was – his mother, Juliet. He caught his breath. 

			There was a knock on his door. Jamie jumped and zapped the television off. 

			‘Yes?’ 

			His aunt’s voice whispered, ‘Sorry to disturb you, darling, but I think you’d kick yourself if you miss this moment. They’re about to announce the result. Come and join us downstairs.’ 

			For a moment, Jamie hesitated. Then an unexpected excitement took hold of him, banishing the awful grey lethargy that had held him in its grip for the last twelve hours. ‘Right, OK, Aunt Polly. Thanks. I’ll just grab a T shirt...’ 

			Inside the hall, Dave, the reporter, had made contact with the broadcast van outside, who, in turn, had alerted London. He then turned his attention to the candidates lining up on the stage. 

			Juliet was standing by Oliver Merfield’s side, and one or two cameras had already started flashing in their direction. 

			‘If he gets elected,’ Dave muttered to the cameraman at his side, ‘I reckon there’s going to be some fun and games ahead...’ 

			In the well of the hall, the small army of photographers and journalists had muscled their way forward to form a line in front of everyone else, and on the balcony the three rival camera crews were poised, ready for action. 

			‘No prizes for guessing who would win the beauty prize,’ a voice murmured in the reporter’s earpiece. ‘You ready with your piece to camera, Dave, as soon as we get the result? London don’t want to hang about.’ 

			‘No more do I,’ Dave muttered back. ‘I’ve got to get this little lot edited for the early morning news bulletin. Ah, we have lift off.’ 

			A small middle-aged man in a dark grey suit, his thinning hair stretched over his scalp, a chain of office hanging round his neck and nervously clutching a paper, came to the microphone and tapped it. He cleared his throat, pulled himself up, and, puffing out his chest, proceeded to thank the assembly for their hard work and patience. 

			Then he drew a deep breath. ‘In the parliamentary by-election for Mendip, I, Peter James Spencer, being the returning officer for the constituency above mentioned, hereby give notice that the total number of votes given for each candidate at the election, was as follows: ‘Robin Atkins, United Kingdom Independence Party, eight hundred and fifty-seven; Penny Dunford, Labour, three thousand, two hundred and thirty-nine...’ 

			A ripple went round the room. Labour hadn’t expected to do very well here, but this was a vote considerably down on the last election. Oliver swallowed and tried very hard to look impassive, but he felt for Juliet’s hand. 

			‘...Elliot Flowers, Liberal Democrat, twenty thousand, nine hundred and ninety–two...’ 

			There was an audible gasp, one or two cheers from the floor and some applause. Oliver felt weak. It depended on the turnout, but the size of that vote was going to be very hard to beat. Had he failed to hold Mendip for the Conservatives? Would they find him another seat if he lost them one of the safest in this part of the country? 

			‘Roy Green, Independent, eight hundred and fifty-seven...’ 

			The farmer’s supporters cheered, and he grinned and waved back, cheerful in defeat. 

			‘Oliver Merfield, Conservative...’ 

			Oliver froze. He had been working for this election for months, had thought of little else, had pinned so much on it, and now it was upon him, the stress of the moment engulfed him; his ears and eyes played tricks and he could not hear, could not see. But everyone else could. 

			‘Twenty-one thousand, seven hundred and seventy-one...’ His supporters went wild, cheering, shouting and stamping. Oliver stared at them, his heart thumping. Had he done it? Had he really done it? By his side he heard Juliet shriek with excitement, something she rarely did... 

			The Election Officer held up his hand for silence, his job not quite completed. ‘Camilla Upton-Scudamore, the Green Party, two thousand, eight hundred and thirty-seven. I declare that the under-mentioned person has been duly elected to serve as member for the said constituency: Oliver Merfield...’ 

			His declaration about the number of spoilt papers, was drowned by shouts and cheers from all round the council chamber. 

			On the balcony, the reporter was already on camera ‘...So there you have it, Oliver Merfield has been elected with the Conservative majority slashed dramatically by the Liberal Democrats. Labour just held onto their deposit and UKIP lost theirs. The electorate are sending the main parties a message and Oliver Merfield is going to have to listen to them very carefully if he is to keep his seat in the General Election next year. But he’s definitely going to be a politician to watch: he’s now the youngest Conservative MP in the House, and for you TV soap fans, he’s married to the actress, Juliet Peters, who recently left the cast of Hunter’s Way...’ 

			Juliet stood at Oliver’s side, graciously smiling and shaking hands with her husband’s supporters and well-wishers. Her thoughts, however, were not so gracious. She was pleased for Oliver. He was her husband and his success reflected on her, but she was used to being the centre of attention and although she acknowledged that Oliver had earned that right this evening, she was starting to feel increasingly disgruntled and could hardly bring herself to be civil when, for the hundredth time, someone pressed her hand and said, ‘You must be so thrilled...’ 

			For Juliet was not thrilled. 

			Most of her life Juliet had been single-minded in the pursuit of her ambition: to become a star, a real star, of stage and screen, and nothing was going to stop her. Her determination and dimples had meant she had been luckier than most other aspiring actors, eventually landing her a regular part in a TV soap, Hunter’s Way. Not quite the level of stardom she wanted but a good step in that direction, so she was devastated when, less than a year ago, they told her as audience ratings were dropping, they planned the dramatic demise of a much-loved character – she was to be the sacrificial lamb... Apart from a number of interviews with Hollywood casting agents, there had been no work since. 

			So, in the circumstances the last thing Juliet wanted was to be buried in the country. 

			She wanted Oliver to succeed, she really did – it’s just that she didn’t want to have to put herself out, in any way. Preoccupied with her own life, she’d been content for him to dabble in politics if it kept him happy. When he told her he’d been selected as a candidate in a rural by-election, she’d been horrified and threw up all sorts of objections, but Oliver was firm. 

			On the campaign trail she hadn’t let him down, playing the candidate’s wife to perfection, triumphantly recording the number of times she was recognised as Juliet Peters and not just as Oliver Merfield’s wife. 

			But Oliver was under no illusions about Juliet. He appreciated how much her presence had helped him to victory but was well aware, standing on the stage receiving the congratulations of the other candidates, that there were going to be some very sticky times ahead and, whatever else, the role of MP’s wife was not on Juliet’s agenda. 

			‘Oliver’ – it was Rita. ‘I just wanted to say that if Roy wasn’t to win, I’m really glad it was you.’ She shook him vigorously by the hand, setting her dangly, brightly coloured earrings dancing. ‘There’s no loss without gain, as they say... Who’d have thought it – young Oliver Merfield, our MP... Well, well! We’ll look forward to seeing you back in the village – you and Juliet. She must be over the moon!’ 

			Oliver laughed at Rita’s excitement. He glanced across at Juliet. She was smiling serenely at a noisy cluster gathered around her. From the enchanting girl he had met when she was sixteen, she had grown into a very lovely woman, but he could tell, from the little tuck in the corner of that lovely woman’s mouth, she was building up a storm. 

			Detaching himself from Rita and the group surging around him, he beckoned to Keith. 

			‘Any chance of us getting out of here, pretty soon?’ he whispered. ‘I think Juliet’s had enough of the Town Hall.’ 

			‘I’ll get the car round.’ Keith needed no prompting; he knew that a discontented Juliet could be dangerous, and although the election was in the pocket, the last thing his party would thank him for would be any unwelcome publicity at the moment of triumph. ‘Don’t forget, though, Oliver, you’re expected back at Party headquarters. The night’s not over yet.’ 

			Oliver manoeuvered his way to Juliet’s side and said in an undertone, ‘The car’s outside when you’re ready to go, darling.’ 

			She flashed him a look. ‘Need you ask?’ she hissed, ‘I was ready half an hour ago!’ 

			So, making their apologies to the mass of people who still pushed to press flesh, he steered her through the hall and out onto the steps, accompanied by the jubilant cheers of seemingly indefatigable party workers. The cameras flashed and Juliet smiled and waved as enchantingly as anyone could have wished. 

			‘We must phone Jamie,’ Oliver murmured as they made their way to the car. 

			‘Not now, for goodness sake,’ Juliet snapped. ‘It’s nearly three in the morning. He’ll be fast asleep. I’ll call him before he goes off to school.’ 

			‘I’d quite like to tell him, myself,’ Oliver replied, mildly, as they climbed into the car, still smiling for the few remaining photographers. 

			‘Suit yourself. Are we going back to the hotel, now? I’m absolutely exhausted.’ 

			‘If you want me to drop you off, I will, but we did promise we would go and have a glass of champagne at the Conservative club and I can’t let them down...’ 

			The outside broadcast vans had already packed up and gone but Juliet caught sight of the TV reporter hurrying down the steps. She wound her window down as he drew alongside the car. 

			‘Juliet, I’m so glad I caught you. I wanted to congratulate you. I thought you’d be staying around for a drink.’ 

			‘We’re going on to the Conservative Club; why don’t you join us there?’ 

			‘I’d love to, but I’m not a paid-up member...’ 

			Juliet laughed engagingly. ‘I’m sure, as my guest, you’d be most welcome. I’ll leave your name on the door. That would be all right, wouldn’t it, darling?’ She turned to Oliver, but he was talking on his mobile and giving his full attention to the call. 

			‘Jamie, hi.... How did you?– Oh, of course, Aunt Polly would... Thanks very much... Yes, I am excited. It was close. Did you watch all of it? Oh, I see, Pol woke you... How do you feel...? No, I’m back home tomorrow... Yes, we’ll talk, then...’

			Having finished the conversation with his son, Oliver spoke to his sister, Polly, causing Juliet to sink back into her seat, sighing with exasperation. 

			‘...And how’s Juliet taking it?’ his sister asked. 

			Oliver glanced at his wife, sunk in the shadows, staring out of the car window. 

			‘Oh,’ he said, lightly. ‘Like me, really, Pol, a bit overwhelmed with it all. We’ve got a lot to discuss. Anyway, thanks for being so supportive. I’ll give you a ring when we’re on our way back to London.’ 

			The car drew up outside the Conservative club as he finished speaking. The door was opened for them and they were ushered into the building by a small, cheering crowd. 

			In spite of herself, Juliet brightened when, after having a glass of champagne pressed into her hand, she was asked for her autograph by one person, and then another, and then another. She found the reporter at her elbow, glass in one hand, bottle of champagne in the other. 

			‘Looks like you’ve got quite a fan club, here,’ he grinned. ‘May I top you up?’ 

			Oliver, glancing across at Juliet, smiled to himself. The centre of attraction, she was sparkling and wouldn’t demand to be extricated before he was ready to leave. He himself was being slowly processed around the room by the branch chairman, a rotund gentleman in his early sixties, with a red, round, beaming face that belied a pair of shrewd blue eyes. 

			He was introduced to so many people and shook so many hands, his head began to spin and his facial muscles hurt. 

			‘Now,’ said the chairman, in an undertone, ‘I want you to meet a chap by the name of Hugh Lester. He’s not a member, but he’s indicated that he is interested in making us a handsome donation. I don’t have to tell you, Oliver, that after this election our coffers are somewhat empty, so I’ve invited him along tonight as my guest. Hugh...’ he advanced on two men, standing slightly apart, deep in conversation. 

			Without horse or riding hat, it was the name Oliver recognised, rather than the man. Hugh Lester was immaculately dressed, with crisp, black, curly hair, clear brown skin, high cheekbones and a strong jaw, and the coldest blue eyes Oliver thought he’d ever seen. His companion was a thin, dark-haired man, in his mid-twenties, who looked vaguely familiar. As the chairman converged on them, the latter stepped away with a self-deprecating smile. 

			‘Hugh, old chap, I’d like to introduce our new member for Mendip. Oliver Merfield, Hugh Lester...’ 

			Hugh Lester’s handshake was hard and dry, as was his small talk. 

			‘Congratulations. We met briefly once before. You’re related to the Merfields of Summerstoke, aren’t you?’ 

			‘Yes, my grandmother and my two aunts. You know them, of course?’ 

			‘As neighbours. They have some land I want to buy. I haven’t given up.’ 

			He didn’t look like the sort of person who gave up on anything easily, Oliver reflected. But that, of course, would make his grandmother dig her heels in all the more. He smiled and made some polite reply. 

			Hugh Lester nodded at him and turned to the chairman. ‘I’m going to have to shoot off in a minute, Andrew. Mind if I have a quiet word with you first?’ 

			‘Not at all,’ replied the chairman, smoothly. ‘Would you excuse me, for a moment, Oliver? I’ll be right back.’ 

			As soon as the two men moved off, Oliver found his hand being pumped by the young man, who was hovering nearby. 

			‘Congratulations, Oliver. Wonderful news.’ In spite of the heat in the room, the man was wearing a jacket and tie. Dark patches were just visible under his armpits, and an aura of body odour mingled with a liberal application of after-shave. His face was bony, pale and sweaty, and his dark hair was short and spiked with gel. 

			‘Thanks. Er...I’m sorry, I’ve met so many people over this campaign, I can’t remember...’ 

			‘Mark. Mark Smith. I work for Alberry Harris. The Estate Agents. You called us a few weeks back.’ 

			‘Oh yes.’ Oliver smiled. ‘Well, the need to find somewhere has become all the more urgent...’ 

			‘It certainly has, Oliver. And I think we’ve got just the property for you. The owner came into our office only this morning. Very nice it is, too. Could be right up your street. It was a vicarage, so it’s nice and spacious, lots of character and in a village just inside your constituency. Couldn’t be better.’ 

			‘I’ll call tomorrow for the details. Sounds very promising. Thank you, Mark. What’s the name of the village?’ 

			‘Summerstoke.’ 

			***

			‘I am not,’ said Juliet, stepping out of her blue silk dress, which had slipped unheeded to the floor, and unhitching her bra, ‘going to live in sodding Summerstoke. Not in a million years. Next to those witches! You can’t make me, Oliver – I won’t!’ 

			She removed the last of her underwear and tossing her copper-gold curls over her naked shoulders, she pushed past Oliver, and went into the shower. 

			So beautiful, so desirable – and such a brat! thought Oliver, not for the first time, as he towelled himself dry. He felt exhausted. It had been a tactical error on his part – he realised that – saying anything about the house to Juliet before they were back in London. Particularly mentioning Summerstoke. He hadn’t been thinking straight. It was going to be hard enough to persuade her to sell their London home and move to the West Country, but they had discussed it when he’d been selected and he knew she realised, when he won, the move would be inevitable. 

			He’d had no intention of trying to find a place in Summerstoke, however much he would have liked to move there. He had fond memories of holidays in his grandmother’s house; his ancestors had lived in the village for nearly two hundred years, so it felt very natural to him that that was where he should settle. 

			But Juliet did not view his family with any warmth. In awe of both his parents, she disliked Polly, his twin, and positively loathed the old ladies who inhabited Summerstoke Manor. 

			He was dozing when Juliet climbed into the bed beside him. He reached out to her, running his hand gently down the curvature of her body. She responded, turning to him and returning his kisses, moved her fingers gently down his chest to his groin. 

			He shivered. 

			She gave a little giggle. ‘I’ve never made love to an MP before. I wonder if it will be any different...’ 

			‘The MP and the actress – shall we find out?’ he whispered, kissing first one small plump breast and then the other... 

			He thought she was fast asleep, her head nestling on his shoulder, when he reached out an arm to turn off the light. 

			‘Oliver.’ He turned to find a pair of brilliant blue eyes fixed on him. ‘Promise me we’ll not move anywhere within spitting distance of the old harpies.’ 

			He groaned. ‘Juliet...’ 

			That was it. 

			‘Goodnight, Oliver,’ she said coldly, and turning her back on him, rolled over to the far side of the bed. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two 

			August 

			Thwaak! With an indecent speed the ball whizzed across the court, barely skimming the net and, landing just inside the line with a slight puff of red dust, bounced away into the back of the net. 

			‘Forty-thirty. Match point.’ 

			Richard Garnett wiped the perspiration out of his eyes, smeared the palms of his hands on his crisp white shorts, gripped his racquet, and with his knees slightly bent, danced on the balls of his feet watching his opponent. 

			In spite of the fact that he was overheated and so whacked he didn’t think he could run another length of the court, he felt an inner glow of satisfaction. He might be unfit but he’d played a good game, and in front of a pleasing number of onlookers who always collected around Number One court when the club’s top seeds were playing. 

			He cut a dashing figure and he knew it. He might be forty-nine – how would he cope with admitting fifty? – but he was tall, well-built, had a pleasing tan that came quite naturally with the summer, thick hair, strong features without being fleshy, all his own teeth – although they were a bit too yellow for perfection – and dark, mocking eyes. Both men and women admired him, and his easy-going manner and fund of good stories made him a welcome guest at many tables, quite apart from the fact that being the editor of the only local daily newspaper in the region gave him a kudos he relished. 

			Thwaak! 

			The ball hurtled over the net with such speed it was barely visible. He just got there – thwaak. 

			Thwaak. 

			Feeling every sinew in his body stretch to breaking point, he got there again – thwaak. 

			Thwaak. The ball shot past him far to his left, and he turned just in time to see the tiny, tell-tale dust cloud. ‘Game, set and match, I think,’ shouted his opponent triumphantly, and ran towards the net to shake his hand. He grinned at her. ‘Well done, Vee. You’re some player.’ It was just unfortunate she managed to look so smug, he reflected, as they left the court to a smattering of applause. He’d known Veronica Lester and her husband, Hugh, ever since he’d moved to Bath after the collapse of his first marriage, ten years ago. Richard had been introduced to Hugh as ‘someone it would be useful to get on your side, old chap.’ And his adviser had been right. 

			Hugh Lester knew everyone who was anyone and could open doors normally closed to members of Richard’s profession. 

			Richard had cultivated the friendship and it gave him a valuable finger on the pulse of the region. If, on occasion, he buried a story that might have made headlines, he was more than compensated for the favour by inside information he could use. 

			Richard was well aware that Hugh Lester was formidable in his ruthlessness, certainly not the sort of person to cross, and he was equally aware that while he might flirt with Veronica (which she encouraged), anything more would be fatal. 

			Not that he was tempted. Veronica was younger than him by a few years, and while she was tall and slim, her hair thick and blond, and there was a latent sensuality about her, she wasn’t at all pretty – he found her nose rather long, her teeth slightly prominent and her chin a bit too under hung. Also, he noticed as he walked off the court with her, her skin was starting to look a bit lined and weathered. Probably, he reflected, as a consequence of the time she spent with her horses. 

			But he liked her; she was as strong and as ruthless as her husband, but unlike Hugh she had a sense of fun, and their friendship had flourished. All in all he was glad he didn’t find Veronica more attractive (although, of course, he gave her no inkling of that) because it meant that their relationship remained on a refreshingly platonic level – something quite rare for Richard. 

			Showered and changed, they met for the obligatory G ’n T in the club bar. 

			‘God, I’m unfit!’ Richard groaned, stretching out his long limbs. 

			‘Well thank goodness you are, darling. I might not have beaten you otherwise. So far,’ she said, preening, ‘I’ve had a good summer. I’ve not lost a singles yet.’ 

			‘You set me to shame. I need to get up here more.’ He took a long, appreciative sip of gin. ‘It’s such a pity Isabelle’s no interest in tennis.’ 

			Veronica eyed him curiously. ‘Do you know, Richard, in the ten years I’ve known you, eight of which you’ve been married to Issy, I’ve never been able to work out what drives you as far as women are concerned. I mean, I’m sorry if I’m speaking out of turn, but I like to think we’re the best of friends ...’ 

			‘I like to think so, too.’ 

			‘Well then, darling, you’ll forgive me if I say I just don’t understand why you married her.’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘I know I’ve said this before, countless times... You’re an attractive man; you came down here footloose and fancy-free – the sort of man who’d never be short of a girlfriend, or a mistress if you prefer – then, out of the blue, you marry a girl eighteen years your junior...’ 

			‘Seventeen.’ 

			‘Who’s pretty and arty, I grant you that, but hardly says a word, looks out at the world with those huge eyes of hers as if she’s going to burst into tears any minute, and in whose company, quite frankly, I die of boredom after five minutes. And you can’t deny you aren’t bored too, Richard? I’m not blind.’ 

			‘Oh?’ Richard lifted his eyebrows, a slight smile playing over his lips. 

			‘I know you’ve had affairs.’ Veronica paused and studied the slice of lemon stuck on the ice at the bottom of her glass. ‘Rosalind Harris, for example.’ 

			Richard looked surprised. ‘That was four, five years ago...’ 

			‘But it wasn’t the first, was it, and I don’t suppose it’ll be the last.’ 

			‘No,’ he said candidly. ‘I don’t suppose it will be. What’s this, Vee, an expression of outrage at my immoral behaviour? I wouldn’t have expected this from you.’ 

			‘No, of course it’s not,’ she replied, testily. ‘Far from it. Having saddled yourself with Issy, I’m not at all surprised. But why did you do it in the first place? You’ve never given me a satisfactory explanation, and I think you owe me one.’ 

			‘Why’s that?’ 

			‘Because,’ Veronica breathed in deeply, ‘whenever I have a dinner party, like the one next Saturday – small, select and important – I choose my guests carefully. You’d always be one of the first to be invited...’ 

			‘Why, thank you.’ 

			‘Except that then we’re stuck with Issy!’ There was a moment’s silence. Richard got to his feet and held out his hand. For a moment Veronica thought maybe she had gone too far, but before she had time to apologise, or tick him off for taking offence, he smiled. ‘Another gin, Vee?’ 

			She watched him walk across to the bar, greeting other members with an easy bonhomie as he went. She meant what she had said. He really was an attractive man, both physically and temperamentally. If it wasn’t for Issy... They couldn’t even go out in a foursome any more because Hugh would be stuck with her and after the last occasion, he had refused, point blank, to do it again. Now if she even suggested including them on her guest list, he pulled a face or made a fuss. 

			Richard was thoughtful as he made his way to the bar. He was well aware his marriage to Isabelle puzzled his friends. 

			She had been such an independent spirit when they first met. There was something wild and elusive about her, and she had a fragility that he found utterly enchanting – Richard had never wanted anyone so much and pulled out all the stops to make it happen. An inexperienced twenty-two-year-old, she hadn’t been able to resist him, but with marriage and babies she’d become a pale shadow of herself, lost those qualities he’d found so alluring, and yes, Vee was right, become a bit of a liability. 

			When he returned with the drinks, he smiled his most rueful smile and leant towards Vee, confidingly. ‘I’m sorry, Vee. Issy is never at her best in company, and since the girls were born, she’s become even more introverted. Truth to tell, the girl I met is chalk and cheese with the one I’m married to now. Believe me, she really was something – and so different from Clare, my first wife, who was an organisational freak.’ He sipped his gin, reflecting. ‘I met her in an art gallery, in the company of some tiresome gay friend, as I recall. It was her first exhibition – she was wearing this fiery red dress and looked wild and, well, bloody sexy. I found her paintings remarkably odd. Great splashes of colour – a load of bollocks, I thought, but everyone was raving about them, said she had great talent...’ He shrugged and continued, dryly. ‘I was lonely after Clare booted me out; I suppose I was vulnerable; I fell head over heels...’ 

			‘But why did you marry her – why couldn’t you have done what any sensible person would’ve done and had an affair till passion had run its course?’ 

			Richard grimaced. ‘You’re right. But I did marry her, and I’ve two lovely little girls...’ 

			‘And a washed-up artist for a wife. Does she do any painting now?’ 

			‘Nothing since Becky was born. Six years it’s been. But I’ve not given up. And I reckon once she starts painting again, she’ll regain her old fire.’ 

			‘And in the meantime you, we, have to put up with a limp rag.’ 

			‘That’s the way it is, Vee,’ he smiled at her, twinkling. ‘But she’s not that bad. There are...compensations.’ 

			A twinge of jealousy caught Veronica unawares and swallowing too large a mouthful of gin, she choked. When she had caught her breath, she said acerbically, ‘Well, I am glad there are compensations for you Richard, I really am. What a pity we don’t get to share them.’ 

			Richard gave her a wicked look. ‘What? Are you suggesting four in a bed, Vee?’ 

			‘Oh shut up, you horrible man,’ Vee laughed, her good mood restored. ‘I certainly am not. There are limits to friendship.’ 

			‘So what are we to do? Are you uninviting us to your dinner party next weekend?’ 

			‘No, of course not. Don’t be silly, I need you. I’ve finally managed to get Country Homes and Gardens interested in our plans for Summerstoke House stud. That sort of publicity is priceless! Their chief feature writer, Harriet Flood, is coming to check us out. Une dame un peu formidable, I’m told, and I know I can rely on you to charm the spots off her.’ 

			‘Who else is coming?’ 

			‘A rather delicious young man I played tennis with last week by the name of Simon Weatherby – he’s only just joined the club so I don’t suppose you’d have met him, and Marion and Gavin Croucher. I know Gavin will wield that old-school charm, but he really only has one line of conversation...’ 

			‘Horses.’ Richard laughed.

			‘Exactly.’ 

			‘Then, my dearest Vee,’ Richard lifted her hand and kissed it. ‘I am yours to command. And as for my poor little Isabelle,’ he shook his head. ‘She doesn’t always have to accompany me, you know. I suspect she’d much rather stay at home with the children. Actually, Vee,’ suddenly he looked serious and his voice deepened, and not for the first time, Veronica Lester entertained thoughts of infidelity. ‘I was going to consult you – I’m thinking of moving her and the children out of Bath altogether. She doesn’t like living there, I know. It’s too... too precious for her. I think she’d be far happier in a village environment. What do you think?’ 

			*** 

			As Hugh Lester entered the hall of Summerstoke House, he could hear his wife’s voice floating out from the kitchen. Hanging up his crop, he sat on a large oak settle to remove his riding boots, half-listening to his wife’s conversation through the open door. 

			‘Yes, I’m sure. Absolutely... I’ll check with Hugh, but I can’t imagine he’ll put up any opposition. Fine... see you both this evening... Oh, the usual, seven–thirty for eight – see you then. Bye.’ 

			His second boot came off with a clatter on the highly polished tiled floor and Veronica Lester appeared at the kitchen door. ‘Hello darling. I was thinking of making some iced coffee. D’ye want some? It’s too hot for anything else.’ 

			‘Thanks.’ 

			He padded across the floor, his sweaty feet leaving damp prints in his wake, and followed her into the light, airy kitchen, in which all the surfaces gleamed and all the pots and pans knew their place. Hugh would never come in here during the week, when their daily was in residence, but it was the weekend, so he slumped down at the long oak table. 

			‘I’ve never known August so hot. The ground is like concrete. The horses are miserable.’ 

			She placed a tall glass of black coffee and cracked ice in front of him. ‘You should try taking Sultan out just before dawn. I had a great ride this morning.’ 

			He looked up at her. Tall, shapely, not a hair out of place, immaculately turned out even though she was in the middle of cooking for a dinner party, she defied her forty-odd years. He raised his brows. ‘Your stamina is an example to us all. Either of our useless offspring up?’ 

			Veronica brought her coffee over to the table. ‘Not yet. Anthony didn’t get back till really late last night – I heard his bike in the yard sometime after one o’clock – and you really don’t expect Cordelia to be up before midday, do you? She’s a teenager!’ 

			Hugh snorted and sipped his coffee. ‘Who were you talking to on the phone, just now?’ 

			‘Marion, Marion Croucher.’ 

			‘What did she want?’ 

			‘We were discussing a business proposition.’ Marion, an interior designer, was the wife of a crony of Hugh’s, and Veronica’s closest friend. Hugh had the highest opinion of his wife’s business acumen, but this morning he was too hot, he hadn’t much enjoyed his ride, and he was not looking forward to having to entertain Harriet Flood, due to arrive later that afternoon, so he snapped, rather aggressively, ‘What sort of business proposition?’ 

			Veronica raised her eyebrows and surveyed her husband, coolly. ‘She wants to open a shop.’ 

			‘Bloody hell! What sort of shop?’ ‘Interior Design, of course. That’s her business. She says there’s so much more she could do if she didn’t operate from home, and I see her point. The logical place to open a shop would be Bath, but premises there are expensive and it would be a long haul in every day, so she’s looking round the villages.’ 

			‘And?’ 

			‘And what, darling? You sound so cross.’ She got up, went to the fridge and got out a pitcher of black coffee. 

			‘I heard you say something about ‘checking with me’...that’s what.’ 

			She topped up his glass and trailed her fingers through his mane of black hair that even though he was nearly fifty, barely showed any sign of silver. Hugh was secretly very proud of his thick mop, seeing it as a statement of his virility. 

			‘You’re going to have to get your hair cut soon, my sweet. It’s amazing how quickly it grows.’ Veronica’s tone was light and teasing and she dropped a kiss on the top of his head, before continuing with her tale. ‘So I suggested she had a look at the village shop, here in Summerstoke.’ 

			‘It’s not for sale is it?’ Hugh ran his fingers through his hair, his irritability fading. 

			‘No. But you know how that dreadful Godwin woman is always complaining we don’t use it enough... as if we’d want to buy the things she stocks. I think the business is teetering, so I suggested Marion made a pre-emptive strike – you know, go in there, say she’s interested in buying if the woman was interested in selling; hint she’d give her a good price, but say she’s in no hurry for a decision.’ 

			‘But Marion hasn’t the kind of money to buy a place in Summerstoke... I know you say her business is doing well, but from what Gavin says, not so well that they can afford to fork out the sort of money the Godwins would ask for. The Godwins are not stupid – they’d have the place properly valued.’ 

			Veronica leaned forward in her chair, her long nose slightly twitching with excitement. ‘That’s where we come in, Hugh. We’d put up the capital to buy the building.’ 

			‘What!’ Hugh almost exploded with disbelief. ‘Vee, are you mad? What on earth would we want with a fucking shop?’ 

			Veronica smiled. ‘Listen, dearest – we can’t lose. As I see it, the scenario goes like this: we put up the money, Marion buys and she does all the alterations, etc – that’s her part of the deal. I tell you, darling, I’d give her no more than a year – that’s generous – before she folds. The building is then ours...’ 

			‘But what would we want...’ 

			Veronica held up her hand to silence him. ‘We buy the building as a shop. Now, as you know, retail premises are considerably cheaper than residential to buy. So the shop doesn’t work – it closes – we apply for planning permission for change of use – granted. Happens all the time and we’ve acquired a valuable property in Summerstoke that, with a minimum of effort, we sell on as a residential property in what is a very desirable part of the country.’ 

			Hugh was impressed, in spite of himself. ‘Does Marion know the whole of it?’ 

			Veronica gave a dismissive little laugh. ‘No, of course not. And don’t you say anything to Gavin. For this to work to our advantage, we must be the only signatories on the property.’ 

			‘I thought she was your best friend?’ 

			Veronica gave a little shrug. ‘She is. And I’m helping her get what she wants, aren’t I? I’m just using a little speculative sense.’ 

			‘So you are. You’re a clever thing, aren’t you? ‘Hugh looked at his wife with admiration. ‘Supposing the Godwin woman won’t sell?’ 

			Veronica gave a short laugh. ‘Then we lose nothing. But she will. That shop’s on its last legs, and if people are encouraged not to shop there... We could start a little rumour about Health and Safety. You know what this village is like – a tiny pebble tossed into a pond becomes a tidal wave.’ 

			‘My God, Vee,’ Hugh gave a short, harsh laugh. ‘You’d outclass Machiavelli with your machinations.’ He stretched out his arm and ran an immaculately manicured finger down his wife’s bare arm. ‘I’m going to take a shower. Fancy scrubbing the parts I can’t reach?’ 

			Veronica recognised the invitation for what it was and shook her head, smiling at him. ‘I don’t think I could risk it, Hugh. We might disturb the children.’ 

			‘For Chrissake, Vee, Anthony’s nineteen and if Cordelia’s not asleep, she’ll be plugged into her Ipod... Don’t you want to?’ 

			‘Of course I do, darling.’ Her lips brushed his hair and she slipped her hand inside his shirt. His chest hairs were slimy with perspiration. She gave a nipple a playful tweak and withdrew her hand as tactfully as she could. ‘But later. Go and have a shower now and we’ll have a rendezvous with a bottle of bubbly this afternoon, before our guests arrive. 

			‘What time’s this Harriet woman getting here?’ He drained his coffee and got up. 

			‘We arranged about six, so I can show her around. She wasn’t specific, so she’ll get a taxi from the station. The others are coming at seven-thirty.’ 

			‘Who are the others? I know the Crouchers are coming, but who else?’ 

			‘That guy I met at the country club, Simon Weatherby. He’s interesting – works as a business trouble-shooter. Very high-powered.’ 

			‘Good. Perhaps he can help us do some shooting of our own.’ 

			‘And the Garnetts. Richard will charm the socks off Harriet; he’s worth his weight in gold.’ Hugh groaned. ‘Pity you can’t say the same about his wife. Just don’t sit her anywhere near me.’ Veronica smiled at him. ‘I won’t. But I’m relying on you to work your own personal magic on Harriet Flood, darling, so don’t end up by talking horses with Gavin Croucher all evening.’ 

			***

			Isabelle Garnett stared at herself critically in the mirror. God, she looked washed out. 

			‘Thirty-two and already over the hill,’ she muttered, picking up a make-up palette. Selecting a silvery grey, she smeared the lids of her huge blue eyes, blackened her fair eyelashes with mascara, patted her cheeks with some rouge powder and sat back to look at the result. 

			A waif-like creature stared back at her, the eyes huge and tragic in a face, small and fine, framed by a halo of cropped blond hair. The make-up seemed to sit like paint and enhance the fine lines and the shadows of fatigue, rather than conceal them. 

			‘Oh sod it.’ 

			She rifled amongst the clutter on her dressing table, the surface of which was a chaotic jumble of make-up, ribbons, little porcelain dishes overflowing with myriad pins, earrings, slides, brooches and buttons, and found a crimson lipstick, which she creamed over her lips. She loved the colour and it matched her dress: layers of light drifting chiffon, a whirl of orange and red. 

			Having sprayed herself cautiously with Jo Malone, a present from her husband, but a bit fierce for her she thought, she adorned her bare arms with brightly coloured bangles and selected a pair of long, red coral and silver earrings that dangled from the thin metal arms of a miniature clothes dummy balanced on a box, a present from her eldest daughter. It immediately toppled over, dislodging a curled photograph from a small gilt letter rack stuffed with dusty cards and fading snapshots she’d not looked at for ages. 

			She glanced at her watch. Nearly seven. Richard was cutting it fine, even by his standards. 

			She stood up from her dressing table and, picking up the photograph from the floor, crossed the bedroom to the long glass that Richard had salvaged in the division of spoils when his first marriage collapsed. 

			Critically she examined herself. Yes, the espadrilles worked and she liked the fact they added a couple of inches to her five foot-five inches. Richard was over six foot and she hated having to crane her neck to talk to him. Not only that, but Hugh Lester, their host that evening, hated being the shortest person in the room. She disliked him enough to enjoy the prospect of looking down at him. Her outfit was faintly bohemian but, she reflected, that’s what people expected of her, even though she hadn’t produced a painting for years. 

			She glanced at the photograph in her hand, intending to stuff it back in the rack, but the picture caught her attention. 

			‘Joe,’ she said softly, and smiled. 

			It was a snapshot, taken eleven years ago, of her and Joe, her best mate at art school, at their final exhibition. She was holding aloft the Steel Cup, awarded to the most promising graduate of the year, and Joe, with a mop of ginger hair and a straggly beard, was pulling an appalling face, pretending to stab her in the back. 

			She sat on the edge of the bed, gazing at the picture. 

			She’d met Joe shortly after she’d joined the school, and he’d told her on their first encounter that he was going to become the most important sculptor of the century. 

			Life as an impoverished art student had been difficult, particularly as her parents were uncomprehending and unsympathetic. For three years, she and Joe had supported each other through the knocks and the low points of student life, and together they had celebrated the highs. 

			He had been there when she’d first met Richard. 

			It was in a small but prestigious gallery off London Bridge, where her works were being shown alongside a well-known painter, and the gallery was packed. Joe had come along to lend moral support. 

			They were standing together, clutching their wine glasses, watching the crowd and straining to catch any comments on Isabelle’s paintings when Joe had nudged her elbow. ‘Who’s that guy, over there, Isabelle? The tall one, dark, wavy hair – do you know him?’ 

			The man he pointed out to her was a good bit older than she was, but looked, she thought, very romantic. He was lean and tanned, with dark intense eyes, wearing a loose, linen, open-necked white shirt. And he was staring across the room at her. She’d caught his eye and blushed. 

			‘No,’ she said, and turned to Joe. ‘I don’t know him. I wonder why he’s staring at me – he’s a bit of all right, isn’t he?’ 

			Joe looked across at Richard. ‘He’s too old for you,’ he’d said, ‘and he looks as if he’s used to getting what he wants. He’ll eat you alive. I wouldn’t go near him, if I were you.’ 

			Joe was right. Richard was used to getting what he wanted. 

			She stroked the photograph. She’d insisted on Joe coming to the Registry Office as her witness, even though she knew he was unhappy about it. 

			When she left London to move into Richard’s house in Bath, she and Joe kept in touch, and shortly after the birth of Clemmie, her second daughter, he phoned to say he was coming to see her. 

			She was, she remembered, full of mixed feelings about his visit. She so wanted to see him again, but she was afraid he would shake his head at the way her life had worked out – a mother, a housewife, but no painting, nothing, her talent wasted. 

			She’d shown him round the house, they played with the children, and over lunch, sat and chatted about past times and old friends. 

			Then he’d taken her hand and gave her a searching look, ‘Do you belong here, Isabelle?’ 

			She made some prevaricating reply, but he was right. Even now, after eight years of it being her home, she still felt as if the house, a tall, four-storied Georgian terraced house, had not fully accepted her right to be there. 

			She looked up from the photograph and gazed about her. 

			Their bedroom, in particular, reflected that feeling. A large, airy room, with the evening sun pouring through long sash windows, picking up the dust on the cluttered dressing table. That was indubitably her, but the rest of the room, with its polished oak floor, large, deep-pile rugs, elegant iron bed and white furnishings, the white walls and white painted shutters at the windows, the much-coveted, original Lowry on the wall, the fitted wardrobes with polished brass handles – all that was Richard. 

			Richard was Georgian – neat, orderly, everything at right angles, everything in its place; whereas she was Victorian – spiral staircases, turrets and dark spidery corners. 

			‘What do you mean?’ she had said to Joe, not wanting to meet, head-on, the implication of his questioning. ‘What do you mean? I’ve a lovely house, two beautiful daughters and my husband loves me...’ 

			‘Does he? Or are you one of his possessions? Aren’t you completely subsumed by him? Where are you in all of this?’ 

			Joe was right, she mused, as she gathered her discarded clothing from off the floor with one hand, still holding the photograph in the other. He could see what I wouldn’t. 

			Even the friends they had – no, she corrected herself, especially the friends – were Richard’s. Following his lead, they insisted on calling her Issy. ‘That’s not my name – my name is Isabelle. I hate being called Issy; my friends call me Isabelle...’ But it didn’t matter how hard she tried to make herself heard, they called her Issy, infantilising her. 

			Defensive, she had grown angry with Joe. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about. Richard loves me for what I am, and I’m more than just my painting. I’ve two children, Joe, you might consider it a cliché, but they are part of me – don’t you see that as an achievement? If I do nothing else with my life, at least I’ve produced them, and that’s something you’ll never do.’ 

			And he had looked sad and said he had to go and that he’d come to say goodbye as he had been offered an artist’s residency in Australia. At that she’d burst into tears and the two had hugged each other, made promises about writing and seeing each other again, one day... then the taxi had come to take him to the station. 

			She looked closely at herself in the photo. She was wearing a short red dress and black net tights, her hair was streaming wild over her shoulders, her head was thrown back, her face full of laughter and... 

			She started, hearing the hall door slam, stuffed the photo back into the rack, and bundled the clothes she had recently discarded into the bottom of her half of the wardrobe. She had just managed to squeeze it shut when the bedroom door opened and Richard entered. 

			One quick glance told her he was in a filthy mood, a frown marring his features. She went to give him a kiss, but he brushed her away with a perfunctory ‘Not now, Issy, I’m late and I’m not in the mood. Start the shower for me, would you?’ 

			He started to remove his clothing. ‘Where’s the shirt I asked you to iron?’ 

			‘It’s hanging up in the bathroom.’ 

			In fact, Isabelle had only remembered about his shirt at the last minute, after the babysitter had arrived, and it was the babysitter who had pressed the shirt for her, making a far better job of it than Isabelle, who hated ironing. 

			‘What kept you?’ she asked, tentatively. ‘You know the Lesters are expecting us at seven-thirty?’ 

			‘Sodding meeting overran and then the bloody traffic had come to a standstill at Cleveland Bridge. On a Saturday evening – I ask you! Some fucking lorry had broken down. Go, get the car out. I’ll phone ahead when we’re on the road. If Vee’s making one of her fucking culinary masterpieces, she’ll need to know we’re late...’ 

			Isabelle followed him into the bathroom, a frisson of apprehension making her stutter slightly. 

			‘I’m afraid we’ll have to go in your car, tonight, Richard. Mine’s not back from its MOT. The garage phoned to say to collect it on Monday.’ 

			In fact, Isabelle had only taken the car in late that morning, knowing full well the chances of their being able to complete the MOT before lunchtime, when they knocked off for the weekend, were remote. 

			‘What?’ he shouted. ‘You’ve got to be joking! What a fucking useless bunch they are. I’ve had a fucking day and now I won’t be able to have a fucking drink!’ Richard’s car was a sleek, silver, classic Jaguar and he didn’t allow anyone else to drive it. 

			She left him to work out his fury under the shower and went downstairs into the playroom. It was a small room at the back of the house. Isabelle had decorated it herself and the walls were a cheerful deep yellow. On one she’d painted a mural of a fairy castle, unicorns, a dragon and other fantastical creatures. On the others, she’d pinned family photos, prints of favourite cartoon characters and all the drawings her daughters had produced. 

			The floor was covered with an assortment of brightly coloured, plastic toys (Clemmie’s); a large dolls’ house (Rebecca’s) stood in one corner, the front open to reveal every room neatly arranged and a family of miniature dolls sitting around a miniature dining table. 

			Her two little daughters, washed and ready for bed, were sat on the sofa cuddled up to Angela, the babysitter, watching a cartoon. 

			Rebecca looked at her anxiously. ‘Is Daddy cross with you, Mummy? We heard him shouting...’ 

			‘He swore. We heard Daddy swear,’ chimed Clemmie, with a certain satisfaction. 

			‘He’s had a bad day – he’s just a bit cross. Don’t worry, Becky, it’s nothing to do with me. Now, be good children for Angela, won’t you, and go to bed when she tells you to.’ 

			She collected the obligatory offering of a bottle of wine and a box of expensive-looking truffles they’d recently been given. (Isabelle sometimes fantasised about how many times a box of chocolates would be passed from dinner party to dinner party before someone actually took the plunge and opened them.) As a precaution, she checked the sell-by date – still OK, just. 

			‘Come on, Isabelle. What the hell are you doing? I thought you were ready.’ 

			She trailed out into the hall and arrived at the front door just in time to hear Richard explode with fury. 

			‘They’ve done it again – the bastards have done it again...I’ll kill ’em, just wait till I get my hands on them...’ 

			He was standing by his car, looking at his right hand, the fingers spread out, smeared, golden brown, sticky and dripping. 

			Isabelle sighed deeply. 

			Periodically, Richard insisted that his newspaper conduct ‘name and shame’ campaigns against things as diverse as drinking on the streets, traffic flow, litter louts, pigeon nuisance, Asbo terrors, Leylandii hedges, homelessness, and drink-drivers. Someone had taken offence at being pilloried, blamed Richard, and a number of times, Richard, who liked to drive his very distinctive car around town, had found honey liberally smeared all over his car door handle. 

			With an oath, he pushed passed her and headed for the downstairs cloakroom. 

			She wanted to laugh, but knew that would be a huge mistake. ‘Shall I call the police?’ She couldn’t think what else to say. 

			‘What fucking for? We’d waste a whole evening waiting for them to arrive, just to hear them say they wouldn’t be able to do anything unless I caught the bastards red-handed, and then they’d probably let them go because it would only be my word against theirs. Fucking useless. Go and wipe the rest of that shit off, would you, and then we’ll get going. My God, I am sick and tired of this fucking city...’ 

			This was a cry she was hearing on a regular basis these days, she reflected, as she went and collected rubber gloves, hot soapy water, and a wet cloth. 

			When Richard started a mantra like that, it usually meant that he was building up to doing something. She would not be directly included in the decision-making process but would be presented with the results as if she had been. 

			He had bought the family car on that basis, swapping her neat and dearly beloved elderly Morris Traveller for a second-hand Discovery; the old Aga had been ripped out and replaced by a huge gleaming gas range; a conservatory had been built in place of the terrace at the back of the house. (The terrace had been a suntrap and a wonderful place to sit in the evening; the conservatory was too hot for comfort.) 

			Even her short hair had been the result of a decision by Richard. After Clemmie had been born, she had been tired and depressed, and her long fair hair had gone thin and lank. After making a number of comments about how she might look better if she had it cut, he’d made her an appointment with his hairdresser without telling her, and delivered her up to the scissors. 

			And now this... 

			She didn’t want to move out of the city. She wouldn’t mind moving house, preferably to the southern side, where the architecture was more diverse and the countryside more accessible. But move out of the city altogether – the thought was appalling. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three 

			Richard and Isabelle were half an hour late when Richard drove the Jaguar through a pair of high, wrought-iron gates into the courtyard of Summerstoke House and parked it next to an ornamental fountain. 

			Summerstoke House, a self-important residence that had belonged to the Lester family since Hugh was six, was located on the outskirts of the village of Summerstoke at the end of the High Street. 

			The village had grown up on the steeper side of a river valley, which, in times gone by, flooded badly in the winter and became a breeding ground for mosquitoes in the summer. Inevitably the homes of the wealthier villagers were built on the higher ground and, needless to say, Summerstoke House was the highest of them all, looking down over village, river and water meadows. 

			Veronica, elegant in an expensive black silk shift, met them as they entered the hall. ‘Richard, at last! No, no excuses – you can tell me later, I’m in the middle of a culinary crisis. Issy, darling, you look lovely – so bohemian! Go and find Hugh in the drawing room. Everyone else is here...’ and so saying, she disappeared back into the kitchen. 

			This is the sort of house that Richard would like ours to look like, thought Isabelle, not for the first time. Victorian, it had been built with money and no taste and converted by the Lesters, who had plenty of both, into a stylish, beautiful home. 

			The drawing room, where the party was underway, had light cream walls adorned with gilt-framed oil paintings of horses. The carpet was the colour of old gold; in the window bays, expensive cream silk and linen drapes hung from ceiling to floor; even the lilies in the fireplace matched the décor of the room and added to the air of discreet elegance and wealth. 

			The assembled guests had formed into two loose groups. Isabelle recognised Gavin and Marion Croucher, whom she’d met before at similar gatherings. Gavin, tall, thin, slightly stooped, in his early fifties, was an ex-Olympic show jumper. Isabelle thought him an old bore with no conversation apart from his prowess with horses, how many he owned and how much he sold them for. 

			His wife, Marion, in her late forties, short and plump, wearing layers of chocolate, tan and cream silk, ran a very select, interior design company. With Isabelle her manner was invariably patronising. 

			‘Darling Issy, how nice to see you,’ she murmured. ‘What an interesting combination of colour – orange and crimson – very bohemian, but then you do have youth on your side...’ 

			She was talking to an unpleasant-looking woman, with artificially black hair, skin the colour and texture of china clay, and sharp, malicious eyes. 

			Isabelle was introduced to her, but their introduction was so perfunctory, she forgot her name immediately. The woman, displaying no interest or curiosity in Isabelle, resumed her conversation with Anthony, the Lesters’ son, who was nineteen and the only one of the Lester family Isabelle liked. 

			‘Hi, Anthony,’ Isabelle said, lightly. 

			He gave her the glimmer of a smile, which faded on the approach of his mother, and the next time Isabelle turned in his direction, he’d vanished. 

			The champagne cocktail Hugh had pressed on her when they arrived quickly went and was followed by another, so by the time Veronica seated them round the dining table, she was starting to feel light-headed. 

			‘So, tell me, what boring old story kept you in the office on a Saturday, and made you so late, Richard?’ 

			Aware Veronica had cast him in the role of chief entertainment officer, Richard rose without hesitation to her challenge, and seeking to draw the attention of the whole table, slightly raised his voice in reply. ‘I’ll tell you if you want me to, Vee, but I should warn you, it’s not a subject for polite dinner parties, or for those of a squeamish disposition...’ 

			It worked. Immediately there was a general exhortation to tell them the worst. 

			Sipping her glass of wine, Isabelle didn’t join in; she was starting to feel a bit dizzy. 

			‘A nasty substance smeared on the handle of my car...’ 

			The delicate ambiguity of the words he had chosen, with just the right tone of light good humour, produced a gratifying reaction. Ignoring his wife’s gaze, Richard responded to the shrieks and requests for elucidation, turning his sticky encounter into a gripping, but entertaining story of being stalked by someone whom he suspected was out for revenge because, as editor of the local paper, he felt it was his duty to expose those who’d done wrong. 

			Social nicety meant that he was never actually asked to describe what the substance was – he just left it to the guests’ imaginations, and was well rewarded by their cries of horror. 

			The crabmeat ravioli, Vee’s triumphant offering as the first course, was replaced by champagne sorbet, and every last drop of the white wine Hugh was willing to part with was drunk before the discussion finally turned to other things. 

			Veronica excused herself and went to oversee the main course. 

			At her departure, smaller conversational groups formed. Marion talked to the other female guest about the use of colour in Victorian homes, very much a one-sided conversation, as the woman displayed more interest in the contents of her wine glass than in listening to Marion; and Hugh and Gavin became involved in a deep discussion about the merits of Hugh allowing a client from one of the oil-rich Arab states to invest in his proposed expansion. 

			Isabelle, realising that no-one would be interested in a more truthful version of Richard’s experiences, had remained silent while he had held centre-stage, but two glasses of very fine Chardonnay plus two champagne cocktails made her feel bold enough to sit back in her chair and say, lightly, to no-one in particular, ‘Well I, personally, think any self-appointed guardian of public morality deserves the shit they get thrown at them.’ 

			She was aware of a startled look from the man on her left – he’d been introduced to her earlier as Simon Weatherby and she had immediately liked him – and Richard, turning to join in the conversation with the two other ladies, looked back, sharply. 

			Unperturbed, she carried on. ‘The trouble is that newspapers, or rather their editors, have muddied the waters, don’t you think?’ 

			Simon, with a glance at Richard, gave a guarded reply. ‘How do you mean?’ 

			‘Yes, darling, what on earth do you mean?’ There was a warning note in Richard’s voice. 

			‘Newspapers should reflect the news – tell it how it is, as far as possible, and not indulge in ridiculing or pillorying individuals. That’s what I mean. What gives them the right to do that? And what defence do those people have against such a powerful and arbitrary exposure? It’s hardly surprising, in the end, that the worm turns.’ 

			They were interrupted by the return of Veronica, bearing outsize white plates on which was arranged elegantly sliced breast of duck nestling on a bed of puy lentils, accompanied by little parcels of fine green beans fastened with chives. As the guests were served, and Hugh substituted their glasses with substantial helpings of a fine Bordeaux, Richard leant across the table to his wife. 

			‘Your use of the epithet “worms” is very appropriate, darling. That’s what the majority of these people are: worms...’ 

			‘Some of them might be, but a lot of the time they are just ordinary people who’ve made a mistake, and their lives are made hell by the sort of campaigns you run against them.’ 

			Veronica, about to embark on a flirtatious exchange with Simon, at least ten years her junior, immediately tuned in to the tension growing between husband and wife. 

			She laughed gaily. ‘Come on, you two – you must try this duck. It’s the first time I’ve tried this recipe...’ 

			But her attempt to divert was in vain. 

			‘How do you mean: “ordinary people”?’ Richard scoffed. ‘We don’t target people who’ve done nothing wrong. You might sneer, sweetheart, but I’m proud of my paper’s record.’ 

			‘Well I hope you never get caught doing something wrong. Anyone can make a mistake, and I think the sort of ‘naming and shaming’ campaign run by your newspaper is horrid.’ 

			She drank deeply from her glass, aware that Veronica was looking at her coldly, aware of the quietness of the man on her left, aware that Richard was getting increasingly irritated with her. 

			He shook his head, dismissively. ‘Like it or not, we have a lot of support for it. Don’t you think people who drink and drive, for instance, ought to be identified, Issy darling? After all, they could easily kill someone...’ 

			‘The fact that they could is taken into account by the punishment they receive from the court.’ Isabelle was aware that her voice was getting louder and shriller, and that others round the table had stopped talking and were listening to their conversation, but she carried on, past caring. ‘Why should you take it upon yourself to punish them further? What you’re doing is little better than shoving them in the stocks, and the only reason you’re doing it is to sell newspapers.’ 

			‘And if we sell newspapers because of our campaign, doesn’t that mean we have public support?’ Richard’s voice was cold. 

			Isabelle felt a little bubble of anger grow inside her. He was so complacent – they were all so complacent. The alcohol made her bold. 

			‘You’re playing to the lowest common denominator, to the prurient spectator who gloats in the discomfiture of others while probably offending in the same way.’ She glared around at the rest of the table, all of whom were now listening. She knew she sounded pompous, but she didn’t care. ‘I bet there’s nobody here who could say, hand on heart, they haven’t driven under the influence of alcohol.’ 

			There was an uncomfortable silence. 

			Veronica was the first to speak. Her guests had been made to feel awkward: Isabelle had transgressed an unspoken rule. 

			‘Most of us are a good bit older than you, Isabelle. In our student days, attitudes were different; but I’m sure, now, no one round this table would dream of taking the risk. The ones who appear in court deserve everything they get. In irresponsible hands, the car is a lethal weapon. We magistrates, you know...’ – Veronica was a Justice of the Peace and liked being so – ‘...feel very strongly about it. Richard’s naming and shaming campaign has our support, one hundred per cent.’ 

			Richard sat back and sipped his wine as the party, with the exception of the bloke in between Isabelle and Vee, and of the Lester’s star guest, Harriet Flood (who, he noticed, leaned across Hugh to help herself to more wine, and quaffed it with evident enjoyment), joined in the demolition job on his wife. 

			Issy must have been pretty drunk to speak out like that in the first place, he thought. She rarely criticised him openly. Silly bitch. But his annoyance with her stemmed as much from the fact he’d have to drive them home and Hugh always produced the finest appellations. He’d allowed himself two glasses and was just about to finish the second. His resentment grew. The wine was bloody wasted on Issy; she might just have well got drunk on cider. He toyed with the idea of leaving the car overnight and getting a taxi back, but then he would have the drag of having to rescue it the next day. 

			When Isabelle was humiliated to the company’s satisfaction, the conversation shifted, and Richard was drawn in to entertain them with stories from his newspaper, which he did with aplomb, provoking much laughter. 

			He felt better, and draining the last of the wine in his glass, turned to Veronica, ‘Would you mind, very much, Vee, if I leave the car here tonight? We’ll get a cab back, then I can pick it up tomorrow.’ 

			She smiled. ‘I should have suggested that earlier, Richard, of course. Look, Harriet is staying till after lunch, why don’t you join us, then you could give her a lift to Bath station? Oh no, you can’t. Your car’s a two seater, isn’t it?’ 

			‘That’s no problem,’ he replied, smoothly. ‘Isabelle couldn’t come anyway – she’ll have to look after the girls.’ 

			Veronica looked delighted. ‘That’s great!’ and dropping her voice, she confided, ‘I could do with a bit of help with Harriet – she’s not the easiest customer in the world. You can use your charm on her.’ 

			‘Nothing would give me greater pleasure,’ he grinned, glancing across at the lady in question just in time to see her helping herself to another glass from the bottle in the middle of the table, and whispered to Veronica, ‘I say, she’s knocking it back a bit, isn’t she?’ 

			‘Yes, and it’s starting to get to Hugh. It’s a particularly fine red, from a small vineyard in the Bergerac region, and I don’t think he has much left. I’d better get you a glass before it all disappears down her gullet.’ And raising her voice, she asked Hugh to pass the wine so she could fill Richard’s glass. 

			Isabelle looked up, startled. ‘I thought you were going to drive back, Richard?’ 

			‘I was,’ he replied coldly, still wishing to punish her for her outburst at his expense, ‘but it seems daft to ruin the evening, so we’re getting a taxi.’ 

			She stared at him and flushed, humiliated, as he pointedly turned away to Veronica and toasted her. 

			‘Whereabouts in Bath do you live?’ Simon came to her rescue. ‘Is it one of those grand Georgian houses the city is famous for?’ 

			‘In a way. It’s one of the terraces on the northern side of the city. Very tall, with a long, thin walled garden...’ gratefully Isabelle turned to talk to him, shutting out the sight of Richard blatantly flirting with their hostess. 

			Vee looked particularly elegant this evening, Richard thought, in a little black number – backless and very flattering, with her thick blond hair – a little too blond for his taste – held back by a black silk band. He suspected that she’d invited this Simon fellow because she fancied an evening’s dalliance with him – he certainly was a good-looking bloke. Richard’s competitive spirit was roused and, exerting all his charm, he derived a huge amount of amused pleasure in keeping Vee’s attention focused on himself. 

			He glanced across at Hugh. With barely a rudimentary attempt to include the two women either side of him, he was deep in discussion with Gavin about local land prices. As far as Richard could tell, Hugh had only two loves in his life – horses, and Vee. Hugh knew what he wanted and he almost always seemed to get it. Richard admired that. He, himself, cared too much about what others thought to develop that ruthless streak; he got his way, instead, by exercising an engaging, easy charm. 

			‘So Richard, how’s the house-hunting going?’ Hugh had broken off his conversation to pour out a dark red dessert wine to accompany the chocolate marquise with strawberry coulis that was their dessert. 
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