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CHAPTER ONE
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My job at Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe has just been classified as ‘nonessential.’ It’s really not as bad as it sounds. Not like ‘redundant,’ for instance, which I have also been made by the same firm a short while back over an unfortunate incident of misunderstanding. 

The new classification this time around only lasts for three weeks while our entire building undergoes a major spiff-up from bottom to top. The higher-ups have determined that anyone whose professional duties are primarily performed on a laptop can work from home while this Herculean remodeling effort is underway. 

I’ve personally always been an advocate of a remote workday. For one thing, you can slouch about in your old jammies, go without makeup and not stress over whether every hair on your head is perfect. If I were more technologically inclined—which I’m not—I could even invest in a nifty green screen and make it look like I’m at home even if I were at—oh, say, the nearest beach. 

Not that any English beaches in early February will be beckoning me but it’s nice to know the option exists if I wanted to take hooky to the next level.

I feel sorry that my friends Cybbie and Stuart won’t be able to take advantage of this short-term change-up in routine. Cybbie is the first-floor receptionist. Unlikely there will be many visitors beyond deliverymen and the daily post but it’s important a warm body be occupying the front desk for the sake of appearances. Cybbie doesn’t mind. As long as she can engage in her favorite guilty pleasures of reading a book, working on her knitting or looking at cat videos on her mobile, she’ll do just fine.

Stuart, in contrast, will probably be busy as ever. Stuart is the head of HR and not a day goes by that someone isn’t lamenting about lost paperwork, kvetching about a coworker, puzzling over whether it’s a GB345 or a D1470 to submit for maternity leave, or demanding to know why there’s not a Bring Your Daughters and Sons To Work Day. 

Did I mention Stuart has an unrequited crush on me? He knows I’m in a committed relationship but it doesn’t stop him from gazing at me with his puppy dog eyes and secretly wishing for more. In truth, Stuart is good-looking enough to cause major swoonage with any number of females at Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe but he seems resolute to wait it out, possibly forever.

Speaking of my committed relationship, I texted my beloved as soon as I got the memo about working remotely. Three whole weeks! Squee! Since it just happens to fall over Valentine’s Day, my hope was that he would decide to carry me off to someplace wildly romantic and, in doing so, finally pop The Big Question. 

I do respect, of course, that a proposal isn’t going to happen until I’ve been properly introduced to his mum and dad but I honestly have to wonder sometimes why it’s taking so long.

Jon leads somewhat of a double life. His day job—even though he really doesn’t have to have one at all—is in the fishing industry with his uncle. In fact, when I first met him in Lynmouth I mistakenly assumed he was just a lowly—albeit very buff and sexy—fishmonger and I couldn’t see having a future with him. 

Imagine my surprise when I learned he is actually the only son of Lord and Lady Tapping and he’ll one day inherit his father’s title. Along with Jon’s dog, Gladstone, his parentals divide their time between London and their ancestral home called Oars Rest. I have no idea what Oars Rest even looks like but I envision something out of Downtown Abbey where everyone formally dresses for dinner and knows which fork to use. I bought an etiquette book just to brush up. One can never be too prepared, right?

My hopes for an extended holiday quickly fall by the wayside when he texts back:

Sounds nice. What do you plan to do with yourself?

How is it possible that someone so smart can be so hopelessly dense?

*****
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Shopping, I’ve discovered, is always a reliable strategy for kicking myself out of a slump. Cybbie’s birthday is coming up and there’s a lovely floral fragrance she likes that I know I can find at Harrods.

I still remember the giddy, light-headed sensation I had the first time I walked through the doors of one of the most fashionable department stores in the world. I later figured out that it’s because I had to walk past the cosmetics counters where dozens of beautiful young women spritz you with clouds of perfume as if you are navigating a fragrance gauntlet. 

This actually proved useful, however, on those occasions I forgot to put on cologne at home or was running low on funds to buy some. The only downside is if a coworker asked me what divine scent I was wearing and I honestly had no idea.

Gone are the Christmas decorations from last month and in their place are all manner of hearts, balloons and floral displays to get everyone in the mood for February 14th. It used to be a holiday which sent me burrowing deep under blankets until it was over. Every smidge of advertising on the telly reinforces the message you’re somehow woefully incomplete if you’ve yet to meet your soulmate. 

The same with Christmas. Nary a fictional family gathered around a well-appointed dining table twinkling with fairy lights and produce from Borough Market is ever the least bit dysfunctional or lobbing insults and mashed potatoes at one another.

As peeved as I currently am with Jon’s indifference about my upcoming time off, I’m the first to admit my circumstances have changed for the better from what they were a year ago. We’ve entered that stage of our relationship where I’m often leaving some of my belongings at his flat in Shoreditch and not having to worry he’ll say, “Did you forget to take this home?” He’s even encouraging it, as evidenced by the huge Charlotte Tilbury makeup vault he gifted me with last month and which would never have found accommodating counter space in the small bathroom at my place.

Trying my best not to overdo it but it is helpful insofar as being spontaneous about spending the night and not worrying about having to wear the same clothes the next day.

I’ve just finished buying Cybbie’s cologne when I hear a familiar voice call my name.

“What a pleasant surprise,” Harry exclaims as he closes the distance between us and gives me a hug. 

Harry is our friend Clive’s son who’s a master tailor in the Menswear Department upstairs. If I weren’t in a committed relationship (which I am) and if I fancied older men (which I don’t), Harry could certainly top the list. He’s tall, wears expensive suits extremely well and looks just like Cary Grant. The touch of silver at his temples and that rakish cleft chin make him all the more charming and swoonworthy. Just ask those other customers at the perfume counter who are now craning their necks to get a better look at him.

He casually refers to his best clients by their first names—Idris, Daniel, Jude. Even when he only uses initials like ‘RDJ’ and ‘CF,’ I can always figure out who they are. Clive says he’s even on speed-dial with Windsor Palace in case one of the royals needs a Christian Lacroix tie or a designer tuxedo.

“I was about to grab some lunch,” he says. “Want to come with?”

For anyone else, ‘grabbing lunch’ refers to a kiosk pasty or greasy fish and chips wrapped in newspaper. Both Harry and his father are old school when it comes to meals. It’s just not proper unless one is sitting down with a starched linen napkin, an amusing glass of wine and Vivaldi playing softly in the background. Harrods has no shortage of such venues and my mouth is already watering at where he might plan for us to dine.

I do know it will take longer than the time I’m allotted for lunch but with the buzz of construction activity going on at Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe in anticipation of the renovations, I’m pretty sure I won’t be missed. Except maybe by Stuart. In a prior life, Stuart must have been a dog, given the effusive way he always greets me even if I last saw him in the break room an hour ago.

A few minutes later, Harry and I are sliding into a booth at Pasta Evangelists. Although this new eatery is crowded, Harry is one of those people who never seems to need a reservation wherever he goes. He simply shows up and everyone immediately fawns all over him. Our waiter, Guilliani, enthusiastically addresses him by name.

“Ah, Signore Tweed. Welcome back!”

Guilliani gallantly kisses my hand. “And welcome to you, Signorina!”

Signorina. I’m immediately reminded of our time at St. Andrews last summer and how I was ardently pursued by a certain cello-playing golfer named Rocco.

Guilliani starts us out with a chilled bottle of Harrods Premier Cru. “And might I recommend our special today, the Spicy Lobster Spaghettoni.”

Harry notices my slight shudder and asks if everything is all right.

“Just having issues with lobster lately. But everything else looks lovely.”

Even the aromas make me feel as if I have just gained five pounds.

Harry recommends I can’t go wrong with the Paccheri with Spicy Chicken. In deference to my aversion to lobster, he himself orders Salmon Carbonara.

“So some exciting news,” he says after Guilliani has poured our bubbly. “I may have told you that one of my actor clients has recently gone into directing. Quite good at it, too. His latest project is a reimagined version of King Arthur. They start shooting early next week at Tintagel.”

“Won’t be a bit cold?”

“Important to be bleak and atmospheric,” he replies. “Besides, the actors involved in those scenes will be in their trailers and not coming out until they’re needed.”

“So how does one ‘reimagine’ King Arthur?” I, for one, abhor it when authors and filmmakers feel the need to redo something which was already epic to begin with.

Harry confesses he doesn’t know all the details as yet but this obviously isn’t the most exciting part of the news he wants to tell me. “You’ll never guess who he has cast as Merlin.”

I’m not really as up on older actors as I am on younger ones. The few which do come to mind are probably even dead by now.

“I don’t know. I’ll bite.”

“Well, the backstory is that my client came in for a fitting on the same day Dad stopped by to see if I wanted to go to a late lunch. So he took one look and said, ‘My God! This could be absolutely brill!’”

My glazed expression communicates I have no idea what he’s talking about.

Harry looks pleased as punch. “He’s casting Dad as Merlin.”

What??? Did I just hear that right? “I didn’t know your father had any acting experience.”

“That’s the beauty of it. He doesn’t have to. He just needs to have the right look for the scenes they’re shooting.” He proudly points out that with a wig and a long-flowing, wizardy cloak, he could certainly pull it off with aplomb.

I really don’t want to burst his bubble but I’m sure there are any number of age-appropriate actors who could put on a wig and a wizardy cloak and achieve the same effect.

“The thing of it is,” he continues, “they’d really been hoping to get Grayson Knox. You’ve heard of him, I’m sure? Unfortunately, Knox is strictly West End theatre. Never does telly or film.”

Why is it that my life sometimes feels like a Möbius strip in which the same people keep circulating in and out of it? I’d never heard of Grayson Knox until last month in Paisley when he became a bit of a puzzle piece as Jon and I were trying to sort out a crime. Upon reflection at this moment, he’d have made a stellar Merlin and wouldn’t even have needed the wig.

“Suffice it to say, Dad is quite chuffed with the opportunity.”

“I daresay, yes.”

Harry relates that he’ll probably go down for a couple of days to watch the filming. “Sort of thing you’d probably like,” he adds, “if only you could get the time off from work...”

*****
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“So here’s an interesting thing,” I tell Jon as he’s fixing us dinner in his flat. “Clive’s to be playing Merlin in a new film about King Arthur.”

He’s as surprised as I was that this came about. “So who’s the director?’

“Not really sure.”

“Does he know who he’ll be acting with?”

“Not so much acting with but being a wizardy presence.”

“But who else is in the cast?”

“Don’t really know.”

He’s looking at me in amusement. “Are you sure it’s not a Lower 6th film class project?”

I bank on the argument it’s still in the hush-hush stages and Harry probably doesn’t know much about it, either. “He did ask me, though, if I’d like to go with for a couple days and watch the shoot.”

“Well, that sounds fun for you,” he nonchalantly remarks as he tops off my wine glass.

“Quite, yes.” Apparently my going off someplace interesting without him isn’t as big a deal as I’d like it to be.

“You know, here’s a thought,” he says a few minutes later as he’s plating our food. “What would you think of us having a sleepaway next Saturday?”

“A sleepaway where?”

That sexy, enigmatic smile which oh-so-often drives me crazy. “How about Oars Rest? You could meet my parents.”

*****
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For as many times as I’ve imagined him saying those very words, I’m now thrown for a complete loop and feeling as if there’s not nearly enough time between now and Saturday to review my knowledge of grape shears, mustard ladles and lemon forks. 

What if they serve crab that has to be cracked? How do I make sure I don’t end up with crab shrapnel in my hair? And don’t even get me started on whole fish with 83,000 tiny bones or artichokes or crispy bruschetta that breaks apart with your first bite.

In my mind I’m apparently still dwelling on this very loudly after we have gone to bed.

“Let it go, luv,” Jon murmurs.

“Hmm?”

“I can always tell when you’re overthinking.”

“Meeting your parents is a huge deal. I want it to be perfect.”

“How could it be anything less? Just be yourself.”

Obviously it would help if I knew what he had already told them about me. That I’m slender, that I have black hair I wear in a bob, that my eyes are deep green. They probably also know I work at Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe in a job which, whenever I explain it to anyone, probably sounds pretty uninspired. 

The most exciting aspects of my life coincidentally occurred when I first met Jon and we were suspects in the murder of my landlady in Lynmouth. Since then, murder and mayhem have uncanny ways of following wherever we go. I’m reminded of a friend whose holidays are always cut short by the unexpected arrival of hurricanes. We still tease her about where she is traveling next so as to know which places to avoid.

What I know of Jon’s parents are that they are Lord and Lady Tapping and that their manor house in the countryside was gifted to the Tapping family in the early 1800s for “services to the crown.” The crown in question belonged to William IV aka The Sailor King.

Like our late Queen Elizabeth’s father, he never thought he’d assume the throne and, thus, in his youth he pretty much did whatever he pleased without fear of consequences. A lot of this involved seafaring and taking ships out on the ocean without telling anyone where he was going. His fascination with the colonies led the young prince to a visit to British-occupied New York. 

As third in line to the throne, William would have been a prime candidate for kidnapping. George Washington, in fact, approved the plot until it was subsequently determined that not only was there no one to trade him for in an exchange but that it also might enrage the English and escalate the war.

Along with his adventures at sea, William had plenty to occupy himself at home; specifically, a comely Irish actress who was his mistress for 20 years and gave him a boatload of illegitimate children. The operative word being “illegitimate,” a panic might have ensued at the end of his seven-year reign if there was no heir apparent. Fortunately, there was...in the persona of a plucky teenager named Victoria.

All in all, I’d say it worked out rather well.

*****
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Cybbie is the only person to whom I’ve confided where we’re off to on Saturday. Her first piece of advice is to drop everything and go shopping for new clothes. She proposes making a day of it—lunch included—and hitting the latest sales at Fenwick and John Lewis. She also got a mailer from Bella’s about new arrivals in Trixie pants that will look smart for casual cocktails or playing lawn games.

“Lawn games? In winter?” I also point out we’ll be there for less than 24 hours and will mostly be getting acquainted with one another.

She insists I’ll need a change of threads for every meal. She bases this insider fashion knowledge on never having missed a single episode of Downton Abbey. “And lingerie,” she adds. “How are you doing in that department, hmm?”

Doubtful my lingerie will be on the Tappings’ radar. Jon is the only one who’s going to see me after dark and he has elevated divesting me of undergarments to a speedy art form.

“Plus the thing of it is,” I continue, “he’s going to be driving the McLaren.” I do believe he’s doing this on purpose so as to limit the amount of packing I’d otherwise be focusing on.

Cybbie, of course, has a savvy answer to this as well. “Maybe there are dress shops where you’re going to.”
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CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]




Massive iron gates with a crossed oars motif are flanked by heavy stone pillars. The house is set back from the main road quite a bit but affords a view of sloping lawns and magnificent trees. Am trying to imagine what it must have been like for Jon to grow up in such a place and—later—to be sent off to the best of the best private schools.

One might think that in a manor where staff outnumber the family and Sunday dinners are sometimes preempted by the demands of Parliament and charitable galas in London there could be some estrangement issues between Jon and his parents. Quite the opposite actually. From his father he gets a love of politics and engaging in debate. From his mother he gets a passion for cooking and the arts. 

And, of course, the world revolves the rest of the time around Gladstone, Jon’s lethargic bulldog who prefers the pastoral peace of Oars Rest to the noise and confusion of the city.

The stately Georgian architecture we’re now approaching on a circular drive replete with classical statuary is straight out of Jane Austen. Wisps of silver gray smoke are emanating from one of the chimneys. Amber lights beckon in the symmetrical sash windows on either side of the front door. The only thing which seems to be missing from this breathtaking landscape is a body of water which would justify the estate’s seafaring name.

Jon explains that the estate’s name it’s more symbolic than topographic. “There used to be a small river which ran along the back. Too shallow for anything remotely nautical. About a hundred years ago, it was diverted for irrigation.” All that remains, he adds, is a decorative footbridge.

Despite chilly temperatures and overcast skies, a gardener in bib overalls, floppy hat, work boots and an oversized sweater is kneeling by a bed of honeysuckle and snowdrops.

Jon affectionately squeezes my hand. “Ready?”

“Just a quick question.”

“Hmm?”

“What exactly have you told them about me?” I know, I know, this question should have come up long before we got here but there never seemed to be the right opportunity.

He muses a moment before replying that he told his parents I’m a goddess who emerged full-grown from the head of Zeus. “And considering the amount of armor you were wearing, you gave him one splitter of a headache.”

I smirk. “Sounds more interesting than the reality.”

“Reality, luv, is whatever you choose to make it.”

He has stepped out of the McLaren and gallantly come around the passenger side to hand me out. To my surprise, the gardener is not only a female but has stepped forward to greet us. 

“I’d know you anywhere,” she happily exclaims before Jon can introduce us. “I’m Analise. Jon’s mum.”

She goes to hug her son but tells me my clothes are so pretty that my own hug will have to wait until she’s had a proper wash-up. “Do you prefer Rochelle,” she starts to ask, “or...”

I tell her my friends call me Rocky.

“Then I shall do the same!”

She’s a little shorter than I am with a heart-shaped face, perfect complexion, sparkling eyes and—when she removes the hat—a riot of thick auburn curls twisted into a topknot. It’s a style that probably took her all of five seconds to orchestrate. I’m sure if I tried it myself, an hour of intensive labor and copious amounts of hairspray couldn’t achieve the same carefree effect.

She starts pulling off the work gloves to reveal dainty, well-manicured hands. I know we’ve never met but there’s something familiar about her that I just can’t place.

Jon teases her about whether his dad is making her earn her keep.

She laughs at this and indicates the winter plantings. “With everyone off for the week, it was my only chance to come play in the dirt.”

He glances at the sky which seems to have darkened since our arrival. “It’ll be mud if those clouds have anything to say about it.”

“All the more fun then.”

She urges us to tuck the car in for the day and get ourselves unpacked before the light lunch she has prepared. 

“You’ll be in your old bedroom, of course,” she informs my beloved. In the next breath, she tells me that she thinks I’ll find everything to my liking in The Pineapple Room. “Jon can show you the way.”

*****
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The high-ceilinged foyer and my glimpse of the elegantly appointed rooms to either side serve up a dichotomy—a place which is posh for entertaining and yet warm and welcoming for staying at home. 

“So which do you want to see first?” he asks. “Your place or mine?”

Curiosity compels a peek at where young Jon Tapping spent his formative years. He teases that his mum has kept it a bit of a shrine since he was fifteen. “I remember lobbying at age twelve to go live in the groundskeeper’s cottage but she wouldn’t hear of it.”

“Probably didn’t want you sneaking girls in.”

“Which made me all the more adept at sneaking them upstairs.”

For a fleeting instant I wonder if his first crush—the one who got him expelled from Eton—was one of them. Just as quickly, I shrug it away. Past history. Water under the footbridge.

As we mount the staircase, I ask him why his mum looks so familiar to me.

He replies by indicating the multi-panel stained glass window on the landing. It’s Alphonse Mucha’s Times of the Day series depicting four beautiful and dreamy young women in diaphanous gowns. “Dad commissioned an artist to reproduce it because he always thought the one called ‘Evening Contemplation’ looked just like her.”

My mouth drops open at the striking resemblance to the artist’s model. Haunting, to be sure. Not to mention Mucha has always been one of my favorites. In fact, one of our early dates when I first moved back to London was to see the Art Nouveau exhibit at The Tate.

“Mum’s version,” he continues, “is that she’s a secret time traveler...”

He relates a story in which she was upset with him over something he did when he was five or six and told him that if he didn’t behave, she’d send him into another dimension like his older brother.

“You have an older brother?”

He chuckles. “That was my question, too. Mum just gave an enigmatic, witchy smile. It so terrified me that I never again did whatever had gotten me in trouble in the first place.”

I’m liking Analise more and more and am hoping the feeling will be mutual.

We’ve stopped outside a closed door. “Shut your eyes,” he instructs, “and give me your hand.”

The room he leads me into is nothing like what I would have pictured for him. Having always associated him with fishing boats, it’s a surprise to see the leanings of his youth were clearly of the aeronautical variety. At least a dozen remote-controlled model airplanes are suspended from the ceiling. Two more planes-in-progress occupy space on his desk along with paints, brushes and glue pots. 

“I think Dad’s guilty pleasure,” he says, “is to sneak in here when I’m away and tweak around with the trim tabs and ailerons.”

Photos of vintage aircraft adorn the walls, and there’s no shortage of history and art books filling the bookshelves. The rustic captain’s bed over by the windows is high enough off the ground to require a step stool which folds out of one of the under storage drawers. There’s also a row of well loved stuffies along the window sill and out of harm’s way from Gladstone who might mistake them for squeaky toys.

Tennis rackets and cricket bats are propped up in corners, and a glimpse of his open wardrobe reveals neat rows of crisp white shirts and navy blue blazers. 

“I keep telling Mum she should give all my school duds to charity but apparently old habits die hard.”

“Maybe she’s holding on to nostalgia.”

He gathers me into his arms and holds me snugly. “More likely she’s holding out for grandsons.”

His spontaneous embrace encompasses more than my waist. I tell him I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed we need to observe the protocols of separate sleeping quarters tonight.

His voice is low and purposely seductive. “You know you can always leave your door unlocked...”

*****
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The best way to describe the bedroom Analise has chosen for me is Paris Meets Tahiti. It’s blue, white and yellow and the walls are adorned with a mix of prints depicting French bistros and sandy beaches dotted with palm trees. 

The heavenly pineapple scent—and, thus, the room’s name—comes from large pedestal candles atop a French Provincial mirrored dresser and creamy white fireplace. 

The four poster bed has an eyelet canopy the color of custard and a sumptuous comforter in powder blue. There’s a trio of dolls in bonnets and floral leis propped up against the pillows. I’ve never been keen on dolls and am already scanning the room for where I might put them so they’ll be out of sight. The doors of the massive armoire are open and ready for far more clothes than I’ve packed. If the next time we visit it’s in the Bentaya, I’ll definitely be ready.

Jon promises to come and get me in fifteen. “Knowing Mum, her idea of a light lunch assumes we haven’t eaten in a week.”

It feels almost silly to unpack my lingerie and two jumpers into the pineapple scented drawers, put a few cosmetics on the dresser and to hang up the one dress I brought for dinner. Amongst the neatly ordered sachet hangers on either side, it looks very lonely. I’ve packed a pair of wool trousers and hang those up as well just to keep my dress company. 

I know we’re only going to be staying until tomorrow morning and yet even this modicum of settling in is my own private rite of passage into the world of Everything Tapping. 

I’m suddenly interrupted by a scuffling, snorty noise outside the door.

Gladstone’s big head with its thick folds of skin around his face and shoulders pushes inside without preamble. He steps on my foot, seemingly redistributing all fifty pounds of his girth to one spot involving my toes. It’s hard to tell from his slobbering lower jaw if he’s smiling but he appears to like the ear scratches I bend down to give him.

“I see you’ve met Gladstone,” says an unfamiliar male voice.

*****
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“Do a lot of people tell your dad he looks like Kenneth Branagh?” I ask Jon when he comes to collect me.

“Yes, and he hates it.” He arches a critical brow. “You didn’t tell him that, too, did you?”

“No, but I certainly thought it loudly.” 

Geoffrey Tapping’s boyish, sandy brown hair belies his actual age—eight years older than his wife—and the hint of five o’clock shadow shows he’s not the least bit apologetic about his appearance when he’s not working. The set of his squared chin suggests where Jon gets his own stubborn streak and although he doesn’t match his son’s height and physique, he’s nonetheless someone who is probably formidable in the House of Lords. It’s the touches of humor around his mouth and eyes, though, that make him instantly approachable.

Analise has made good on her promise of a welcome hug and since I saw her last she has changed into a drop-waist silk dress in pale mauve with matching pumps. The wild-child hair glimpsed earlier has been tamed into a stylish chignon at the nape of her neck. Between the rope of pearls she absently plays with and the matching ear bobs, I am feeling seriously underdressed.

As it’s explained to us over lunch, the decision to give their staff a week’s holiday was not only because they felt generous but because it’s just not that often they can putter around and do whatever they please. “You’ve seen Tonic’s garden, of course?”

Analise demurely laughs at the question her husband has just directed to me.

Puzzled, I mouth the word ‘Tonic’ to Jon.

“Mum and Dad’s nicknames for each other. Gin and Tonic.”

“Individually spirited,” Geoffrey fondly adds, “but better when blended.”

If he hadn’t found his calling in Parliament, I suspect he’d be a force to be reckoned with in advertising.

Over chilled flutes of Tattinger in the music room, we’re enjoying Scottish smoked salmon lox on toast points with dill sour cream. Although the afternoon has brought rain and blustery winds, the décor’s warm glow and thick Aubusson rugs make this easy to forget.
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