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Chapter 1

Mary Longshott looked at herself in the mirror. It hung, bevel-edged and age-spotted, in its carved gilt frame, on the wall between two of the stately windows. The light through the long Georgian panes was bright yet subdued. It fell lovingly on Mary, giving the pale oval of her face a creamy glow and deepening the green of her thickly lashed, wide-apart eyes.

Her thick hair, tumbling about her shoulders and the dark brown of black coffee, shone too. Mary shook it, surprised at its shimmer considering it had not been brushed since this morning. Bed hair. Four-poster-bed hair in her case. Taking the scrunchie from her slim wrist, she pushed thick handfuls through it, tucking any further stray wisps behind her discreet white ears. She twitched her small, tip-tilted nose and smiled at herself, grateful for the still-fine cheekbones, the generous pink mouth and the lack of lines despite being over the threshold of thirty. She was still pretty. Very pretty, Monty said, but then he would, Mary thought indulgently. The green eyes in the mirror laughed back at her.

She was aware, as she stood, tall, slender and straight-backed before the row of windows, of the room extending behind her. The central salon was the house’s most important room, built to receive esteemed guests and reinforce the family’s status. Her predecessors as lady of the manor would have had their greatest successes here. Mary often imagined them at balls and parties, their diamonds winking in the candlelight, their pearls glowing, their silks rustling, their perfume trailing as they worked the ornate room, seemingly relaxed but with bright eyes everywhere, introducing this person to that person, tweaking that situation, supplying a rejoinder to this remark, laughing at that one and conducting, in the subtlest manner possible, the complex and demanding symphony of a brilliant social occasion.

There was no trace of such events now. The room was silent. The last notes of the orchestra had died out long ago, the candles blown out and the last guests had been gone for years.

Rather to Mary’s relief, it had to be said. She was gentle and timid and parties terrified her. She would have been happy in the kitchen, sending up the syllabubs, rarebits, champagne jellies and whatever else people at such parties expected. But being out in the spotlight, the social motor of a brilliant occasion; it made her feel queasy to think about it.

Mary gazed down the flight of wide, shallow steps which led from the mansion’s grey stone portico to the drive which, despite its patchy gravel and sprouting weeds, wound with a nonchalant magnificence between the trees in the park towards the far-distant gates and Weston Moor beyond them.

She imagined, without actually hearing it, the fizzing sound, faint but unmistakable, of a lark. There were lots of larks on the moor, singing away as if lacking a care in the world. They never failed to make her feel better, or to remind  her how beautiful it was up here. Even on a drizzly afternoon in early June, like this one.

But drizzle could be delicious; wetness on leaves, grass or flowers seemed to release all the pent-up scent within. A rose after rainfall had to be the sweetest smell in the world; the diamond raindrops on the petals cold to the nose, the sweet, powdery scent as if the whole of summer had been distilled into the tight twists of one pink flower.

She couldn’t just stand here, Mary knew. There were things to do, as there always were. But dragging herself away from the view was difficult. It was so familiar, and yet never the same. In the winter the landscape before the house brooded beneath skies that could be anything from palest duck-egg to deepest rose. The frosted oaks and chestnuts would hang with diamonds, frozen puddles would flash in the sun and snow would stipple the curving landscape, lying in the lee of dry-stone walls and revealing the contours of ancient ploughwork.

Early spring - in particular May, Mary’s favourite of all the months - was a dream of green and white; the hedgerows heavy with scented hawthorn blossom, the cherry boughs ebullient with flowers, the sides of the road foaming with the delicate greenish white of cow parsley.

Then came June and summer - brasher and less virginal than May; the fields a brilliant green galaxy blazing with yellow meteors of dandelions. Poppies flamed in the hedgerows, foxgloves sent up fleshy fireworks of magenta and, more rarely, white. On the horizon the purple ridges of hills, so still and distant in winter, seemed nearer now, alive with the movement of clouds passing quickly overhead through the warm blue.

Mary pulled her gaze from the park gates back to the  parterre below the portico. There was little to show that these had once been formal gardens, planted with box and roses, dotted with statues, glittering with the curved jets of fountains. Nothing apart from coarse grass grew at Weston Underwood now. She would have tried her hand at horticulture, but it had been explained to her soon after her arrival that all the Weston Underwood land was barren. Creeping lead poisoning from the spoil heaps the once-booming lead mining industry had left scattered about the moor was to blame, apparently.

Considering that lead was the source from which her husband’s ancestors had gained their wealth in the first place, the practical Mary had seen no point in bemoaning her gardening lot, or, rather, little. Had there not been lead mining, there would have been no Weston Underwood. And therefore no Monty, either. So, given all there was, the absence of a few courgettes and floribundas seemed a small price to pay.

Mary turned on her heel to return to her duties, but was instantly distracted again. Her eyes seemed pulled up by their own accord to another of her favourite views: the salon’s ceiling. She could not look at it for long; the awkward pose made her neck ache, but never a day went by without her admiring it. It was seventeenth century, depicting a vast and gaudy sunset upon whose billowing pink-and-gold-tinged clouds a number of mythic occurrences were playing themselves out. There were the Eumenides, the Furies, one of whom was brandishing the scissors with which she would cut the thread of a man’s life. There were the wild-eyed white horses and the golden chariot of the sun god, Apollo.

According to Monty, who had lived at Weston Underwood all his life, the characters on the ceiling had the  faces of people employed in the house while the painter was working. The serene countenance of the saffron-robed Venus at the centre was reputedly based on the chatelaine of the time, the beautiful Lady Amelia Longshott. She had, Mary knew, a reputation for being as capable as she was lovely. Mary’s glance flicked back to the mirror again to catch herself looking guilty. The thought of Lady Amelia always made her feel inadequate. When Mary thought of the balls in the central salon, it was Lady Amelia she most frequently imagined at the glittering centre.

She comforted herself by reflecting that Lady Amelia, for all her brilliance, had done considerably less well than Mary so far as husbands were concerned. The two men, however, shared the same name. Lady Amelia’s Montague, so family legend had it, preferred to spend his time and money adventuring round the world in search of treasure, wars, fame or other excitements, which very possibly had included other women. Lady Amelia, nothing daunted, had apparently occupied herself in his absences by running the house with brisk efficiency.

Mary looked down at the wooden floor, rising and falling like the waves thanks to the centuries of damp beneath it, rubbed her neck and then looked up at the ceiling again. The handsome, somewhat self-satisfied face of the Icarus on the ceiling, the deluded youth who took stupid risks in pursuit of personal glory, was said to be that of Lady Amelia’s frequently absent husband. He had been a big spender with it; his wife’s enormous dowry was promptly blown on building a new house - the one Mary now stood in - and in financing her husband’s exploits. Had Lady Amelia ever regretted marrying her Montague? Mary wondered.

Mary had never regretted marrying hers. Monty was very  far from being a normal sort of husband, admittedly, and their life together was, in the view of many, positively eccentric. But that was its attraction. Until she had met Monty, Mary’s life had been about as normal as her age, education and situation could possibly have made it. And until she had met him, Mary had had no idea that this was not what she wanted, or that there were alternatives.

A twenty-something secretary in a London auction house, she had been sitting, as usual, at her desk outside her boss’s shiny mahogany door, when the Head of Eighteenth-Century Paintings had suddenly demanded her presence. Smoothing her rather Sloaney printed skirt, and tweaking the pressed white collar of her blouse, Mary checked her black polished pumps and entered the presence.

Five minutes later she was looking, aghast, at the short, pink, prematurely bald, prematurely aged Head of Eighteenth-Century Paintings. He moved his florid neck uncomfortably in his pale blue and white checked shirt, set off by an unbecoming yellow tie. For someone who was supposed to be an art expert, he was, Mary had always thought, a terrible dresser.

‘I’m awfully sorry, Mary.’

Mary had fixed him with as steely a glare as she had dared. That some impoverished aristocrat called Montague de Vere Longshott, in some place called Weston Underwood, near some town called Mineford, somewhere in the Midlands, wanted to put some of his collection up for sale had, up until that moment, been of interest to her only in so far as it affected her boss. In other words, as far as she had to make arrangements for him to go and inspect the works, which she duly had done, as she had done for similar ‘go-sees’, as he called them, many times before.

But the Head of Eighteenth-Century Paintings’ wife had had other ideas about this particular go-see. She had demanded, on the same day he was expected at Weston Underwood, her husband’s presence at their daughter’s prep school’s annual fête, an event of apparent great prestige attended by celebrity parents. The Head’s wife, who even gentle Mary had realised was inordinantly socially ambitious, had apparently volunteered her husband’s services as a human fruit machine. ‘Mary, I’m sorry, but I’ve got no choice,’ the Head of Eighteenth-Century Paintings had admitted sheepishly through his fingers. ‘Be a love and go and see Longshott for me, would you?’

‘Me?’ Mary had exclaimed. ‘But I don’t know the first thing about paintings.’ It occurred to her that perhaps, actually, she ought to; she had been working in the department for six years.

From behind the safety of his large mahogany desk, the Head had looked at her dolefully with his protuberant blue eyes. ‘Well I don’t know the first thing about being a human fruit machine,’ he had riposted. ‘It rather worries me, to be frank. Where exactly does the money come out? Not to mention go in?’

Mary had no idea. Nor did she care. The point so far as she was concerned was that that night, that upcoming evening, had been a red-letter day for some time. It was the night she was doing dinner for six at the house of Richard, a rich if disdainful stockbroker she had met at the wedding of a mutual friend and embarked on a tentative relationship with.

He was a definite upgrade on the standard of looks and success she had thus far been used to. Despite her beauty, she was too shy to assert herself with men, and most of her  previous liaisons had been with the predatory types who preyed on gentle girls. Chief among these had been a fattish, pompous, forty-something captain from Knightsbridge Barracks and an unsuccessful property developer who pretended to potential investors that the smart flat Mary’s wealthy consultant neurosurgeon father had bought as a home for his only daughter was in fact his own. Both captain and developer had used the same tactics: portrayed themselves as lost causes in order to appeal to the shy, sensitive and motherly side they sensed was there, and then, having won her affections, bullied and exploited her.

Love and relationships had not turned out quite as Mary imagined them. The handsome prince whom, fuelled by her storybooks, she had imagined marrying in her earliest childhood had miserably failed to materialise. But Mary had never failed to hope that he might. ‘Oh, Mary. Get real,’ her friends would tell her, impatient and indulgent in equal measures.

Mary had tried her best. She had got real to the extent of accepting she was not clever enough to be the doctor or vet that had been her other great dream in childhood and trained as a secretary instead. But she had never stopped helping any vulnerable creature she happened to come across, whether it was a beggar outside the tube station, a child with a scraped knee, a cat with a cut paw. And her dream of a prince remained alive, too.

Was Richard that prince? Mary hoped he was. Given her chequered romantic history and advancing age - she was now twenty-five - it was, she knew, her stern if well-meaning parents’ dearest wish to see her happily settled with a rich and handsome husband in a chintzy Chelsea townhouse. She was conscious that the dinner at Richard’s house - which was both in Chelsea and abounded with chintz and striped  wallpaper, not to mention bins festooned with hunting scenes - was her big chance to impress both parties. As well as Richard’s friends, who all seemed as smart, successful and intimidating as he was and somewhat reluctant to accept her into their circle.

But Mary had a trump card which she planned to play that evening. However good Richard and his friends may be at assessing whether General Electrics would go up or down, or how Rio Tinto Zinc was doing, they could not, Mary knew, cook like she could.

Food was her one real skill. After school she had wondered about going into catering, but her father, who Mary was terrified of, told her it was a crowded market with low profit margins and she would almost certainly fail. Even though secretarial work, which he had recommended and which she had subsequently obediently trained in, didn’t strike Mary as being exactly uncrowded nor particularly profitable. But she had kept up her interest in cooking, and delighted in giving dinner parties for work acquaintances she got on particularly well with, or her few schoolfriends who remained in London and had not yet married and disappeared to the country, the suburbs or abroad.

For Richard’s dinner she had devised a menu of chicken in grapes and cream sauce followed by summer pudding. The combination had that rather eighties feel that always went down well with Richard’s sort of City person. While Mary had made the summer pudding the night before - it was in a plastic lidded bowl in her bag - the rest had yet to be bought and she had planned to nip to Sainsbury’s on the King’s Road on the way round.

But now, to judge from the way the Head of Eighteenth-Century Paintings was looking at her, she was expected to  drop everything for work reasons. Richard, of course, often had to do so - they had been together a mere four weeks and he had blown her out three times already: ‘the bloody office, I’m afraid’. But he clearly would not expect it of her.

Mary felt panic rise. It was now mid-afternoon. If she had to take the train to the Midlands, do whatever it was she was expected to do and get back to London, she wasn’t likely to return before the cheese course. Which at this stage had not yet been bought. Mary felt like bursting into tears. It was an unexpected blow to what had seemed a certain evening of triumph. She raised miserable, watery eyes to the Head of Eighteenth-Century Paintings.

‘But I don’t know anything about paintings,’ she repeated.

‘Don’t worry,’ her boss assured her. ‘You don’t have to.’

Mary stared back, almost jolted out of her misery by amazement. What was he saying? That he himself was a fraud? That, despite his billing, he didn’t know anything about paintings either?

Guessing her thoughts, the blue protuberant eyes grew alarmed. ‘No, hang on a minute, Mary, you’ve got the wrong end of the stick. I’m saying you don’t have to know about paintings because I do. All I want you to do is go up and take pictures of them. That’ll do for starters. Then I’ll follow myself as soon as the diary permits. But for now, just take the train ticket and get up there,’ the Head of Eighteenth-Century Paintings instructed. ‘I don’t want us to miss out on a Poussin or whatever. You never know with these provincial stately homes. They can be full of surprises.’




Chapter 2

Following a phone call to Richard who had been, predictably, incandescently angry; moreover, had used language no fairytale prince would ever employ, a dejected Mary had taken the Tube to St Pancras and the next train north. Dressed in her work clothes and with a summer pudding in a plastic bowl in her handbag.

She had not been expecting, given her agitated state of mind, to be soothed by, of all things, the scenery from the train windows on the way up. She had always imagined the Midlands to mean Birmingham and the Black Country; mile upon mile of tower block, chimney and cooling tower. Instead it was a lush landscape lolling in the heat of late summer, rolling green pasture stretching away to the horizon, beautiful trees, a flash of river here and there. And the Head of Eighteenth-Century Paintings had not been joking about these provincial stately homes being full of surprises.

By the time the taxi had taken her up into the lime-green hill country, through a pretty village called Allsop and along a moorland road with peerless views, before turning through a pair of urn-topped gates and starting the glide up a long and  winding drive, Mary had revised her preconceptions. She gasped at the beauty of the house’s classical façade, standing proudly in its park in the slanting shadows of the summer evening. It was one of the loveliest places she had ever seen. The atmosphere of unhurried peace took her breath away. As the car had got nearer, she had spotted a figure on the steps.

And this was the second surprise. Through the car window as it approached she could see a tall, spare, broad-shouldered figure bound down the wide portico steps as excitedly as a Labrador.

He opened the taxi door and looked surprised. ‘Oh. I was expecting a middle-aged man.’

‘So was I,’ Mary stammered in reply. She had imagined Montague de Vere Longshott as some crusty old buffer in tweeds. Never had she pictured him as the handsomest man ever born.

Up close, his face was long, very pale, delicate and unmistakably aristocratic; a straight downward line of nose and, either side of the narrow bridge, large, extraordinarily luminous eyes of a pale Wedgwood blue. Far from having the distant, superior expression Mary was expecting as typical of a stately-home-dweller, they seemed warm, obliging and interested as they surveyed her from beneath pale blond brows. His messy mop of hair, which looked rather as if he cut it himself, was as blond as a toddler’s.

Monty grinned. He had a wide, sweet, good-natured smile that sent Mary’s stomach into a sudden somersault. Sternly, she tried to collect herself. She was here to take a few photographs. Then she would return to London and try and pick up the pieces of her relationship.

‘They sent me,’ she apologised. ‘We tried to ring you to let you know, but the phone seems to be out of order.’

‘Cut off, more like,’ Monty sighed ruefully, as he helped her out.

She laughed as if this was a joke.

‘I’m serious,’ he said. There was a pause. ‘Come on,’ he added jauntily, recovering his good mood instantly. ‘It’s a lovely day. I’ll show you round.’

Mary followed him as he bounded up the stairs to the portico, observing him greedily. He wore a battered tweed jacket and, over his immensely long legs, navy moleskin trousers with tears in the knees. His brown brogues, while disgracefully scuffed, had a Jermyn Street hand-made look about them that Mary, schooled in these matters, immediately recognised.

Now his features were becoming more familiar, she could register the details: his hair contained more shades of blond than she had known existed, his eyes were even more extraordinarily large, bright, blue and friendly than they seemed at first; the lashes thick and with a golden sheen. Nor was his skin as deathly pale as it had first appeared: his cheeks had two rather fetching smudges of rose towards the top and the straight, slim nose had an engaging spatter of freckles. He was almost as beautiful as his home, Mary thought, even if he didn’t look as if he ate much.

As he ushered her into the house, she was horribly aware of her unbrushed hair and the make-up she had put on sketchily that morning. She had planned to re-make-up later, go the full lip-and-eyeliner as she rarely did, to mark the important occasion of Richard’s dinner party. But the dinner party was almost certainly not happening, and here was some perspective on Richard himself, in addition. Mary had thought him extremely handsome - almost as fetching as Richard himself thought he was - but compared to Monty  Longshott, he was like a torch trying to compete with the sun.

Monty must, Mary calculated, have every heiress in the Midlands, if not further afield, hell-bent on rushing him up the aisle. Who wouldn’t want to live here?

‘This way,’ Monty instructed, leading her into the entrance hall. After the balmy evening outside it was, Mary thought, like leaving a sauna to go into a fridge. The entrance hall was gloomy in the extreme; the only illumination that of its marble surfaces reflecting the tall, curtainless windows. The restricted light made Monty’s large and shining eyes positively blaze.

‘You live on your own? There’s no one else here?’ she asked him, with some surprise, half expecting some blonde fiancée with ancestral pearls and Boden cardigan to appear from a doorway.

‘Well, apart from Mrs Shuffle.’

Mary raised an eyebrow. ‘Who’s that?’ So she was right. There was a woman. A divorcee, by the sound of it. She pictured an experienced-looking brunette with a deep tan, a cracking figure and a holiday home in the south of France.

‘The cleaner,’ Monty smiled. ‘She’s very sweet. Looked after us for years.’

Mary glanced at the dusty surfaces, the grubby windows. Mrs Shuffle didn’t seem to have made much of an impact. ‘Oh, she only does the bits where I actually live,’ Monty snorted, guessing her thoughts.

Mary regarded him wonderingly. He lived alone, with no one to look after him. She stifled a sudden, overwhelming desire to care for him, to shroud him in blankets, to cook him an enormous meal.

‘You don’t even have any dogs?’ she asked. Aristocrats always had dogs, surely?

Monty shrugged. ‘My father was allergic to them. He died last year. I suppose I could have got one, but it just seemed like another thing to look after. The house is quite demanding enough.’

‘And your mother?’ Mary was aware of being unusually inquisitive considering she had never met Monty before. But he was friendly and unthreatening and seemed glad of the chance to talk.

‘Died five years ago. They were quite old parents,’ Monty added, rather wistfully. ‘They loved this place, though.’

‘And you didn’t want to leave?’ Mary breathed, caught up in the romance of it all. The young, fair man with luminous eyes, solitary in this great dark box of a place. It was like Rapunzel. The Sleeping Beauty. Although there was nothing somnolent about Monty. He seemed very much awake; restless in fact.

Monty looked appalled. ‘Leave? I couldn’t. I mean, I went away to school and university, obviously, but I’m back for good now. Longshotts have lived at Weston Underwood for five hundred years. It’s my home. Where else would I live?’

‘Oh, absolutely,’ Mary agreed quickly. ‘It’s spectacular,’ she enthused, looking around. Then she remembered the reason for her coming. ‘Expensive, too, I imagine,’ she added. It was evident from the niches on the walls that the room had once been peopled with statues.

‘They went to auction some time ago,’ Monty confessed. ‘I can’t remember what the money went on. The rest of the death duties, probably. Or else putting about four square feet of new tiles on one of the roofs somewhere. Tiling’s  unbelievably expensive. Or perhaps some new buckets for the drips.’

Mary nodded. She had noticed on entry the several green plastic buckets standing around on the marble. She imagined the cleaner had left them.

‘Here’s the salon,’ Monty said next, going ahead into a huge sitting room that had obviously once been magnificent. Beneath the grey, dusty glass of four enormous chandeliers, hanging on faded silk ropes from a riotously painted ceiling, groups of striped-silk-covered chairs and sofas on delicate curved legs stood companionably about. But mice had evidently made inroads into many of them. Her gaze lingered on the dark blue oblongs on the otherwise pale blue walls where pictures once had hung. A few were left: big hunting scenes in heavy gold frames; presumably the ones she was to photograph.

The sitting room led through to a room with a tatty billiard table, over which a broken lightshade hung askew. It was dusty and sad, Mary thought, and yet still retained something of the spirit of the cheerful evenings when Edwardian gentlemen with pointy beards and tweed waistcoats had repaired for sport and port after fifteen-course dinners. Which most certainly must have taken place; the entire house, after all, stood testament to an era when there was money enough to keep it going in some style. Her surprise at the house’s dilapidation was fading; something of its character, and the happy times that it had witnessed, was replacing it. Strange though it seemed, she was beginning to see what kept Monty Longshott here.

The billiard room led out into another hall from which a huge staircase rose into the chill dark of the upper floors. Mary clacked after Monty up the shallow marble treads.

Upstairs was a sequence of bedrooms with dusty four-posters and damp-stained walls. Monty’s own bedroom - which she rather blushed to be shown; it seemed private somehow - was extraordinarily messy, probably the messiest room Mary had ever seen. Clothes, books, bulging plastic bags and huge, flapping maps were strewn everywhere, but behind all the clutter was a really wonderful mullioned bay window and, rising out of the mess like a fantastical island, a Gibraltar hung with shabby red curtains, was a once magnificent four-poster bed, its four corners topped with dusty ostrich plumes.

Mary turned to Monty. ‘I thought you said you had a cleaner,’ she grinned, feeling somehow able to tease him.

He shrugged his big, broad shoulders guiltily. ‘She comes tomorrow. Rescues me from being buried alive.’

She nodded indulgently, as she imagined Mrs Shuffle did too. Besides his angelic looks, Monty had an irrepressible boyish quality that was endearing.

‘What are all the maps?’ They were huge, Mary could see. Big, yellow and old-looking.

He looked gratified by her interest. ‘Oh, they’re fascinating. Absolutely fascinating. My great-great-uncle Hengist’s maps of the North and South Poles. He was an explorer, you see,’ Monty added, anticipating Mary’s next question. She could hear the pride in his voice. ‘I’ve always been rather interested in his voyages,’ Monty told her. It looked like it, Mary thought. You could hardly see the bed for them. ‘And they make quite a good extra layer on particularly cold nights,’ he added with a grin. She grinned back, not entirely sure he was joking. The sun was shining outside, but in here she could see her breath.

Adjoining the bedroom was a bathroom; the last word in  Victorian plumbing technology, Mary guessed, admiring the mosaic walls above the colossal claw-foot bathtub and the massive, shallow square sink on its pedestal. The lavatory, shaped like a shell, had an enamelled pattern of flowers within it. All this, admittedly, was barely visible beneath piles of crumpled clothes and ancient newspaper supplements strewn about the base of the loo.

Another room, rather poignantly, contained rotting toys and a woodwormed rocking horse. ‘The nursery,’ Monty beamed, and Mary felt suddenly, powerfully and utterly unreasonably a rush in her chest and a tightening in her throat. Presumably this was where Monty had spent his earliest years and where he hoped the future of the line would be brought up. But she no longer felt convinced that every girl in the county was queuing up to mother it. Who, after all, she wondered, her eyes travelling the wrecked ceilings and slipped panes of glass in the window, would want to take all this on?

But as she followed Monty round, hearing him enthuse about something in every nook and cranny, Mary felt something in her respond. Was it because he was so charming? Or because the house had seen better days? It had been something magnificent and beautiful, but was now down on its luck, needing special care and attention. Infants, animals and hopeless cases, Mary reminded herself, had always had special appeal for her.

Over his shoulder, as he paced ahead of her down the shadowy corridors, Monty was telling her that special care for this house was unforthcoming. The heritage bodies only had so much and they had to spread it thinly. Tax breaks were out of the question as there was no capital around to fund projects on which tax could be claimed back. The only hope for a place like this, Monty sighed, were committed owners  who spent their every waking moment raising money to keep it going. But it was an uphill struggle.

The straight-line formality of the house’s Georgian frontage had now given way to a series of bendy corridors with uneven floors and windows of all sizes and periods. The view out of them was not across the drive and the park any more, but over what Mary supposed had once been the gardens at the back of the house.

She could make out what seemed to be the remains of two walled areas; one, with shattered fountains and formal paths, had obviously once been intended to be walked in, while beneath the rampant grass and rubbish of the other, a number of large, sloping beds could vaguely be discerned. A vegetable garden? Mary made out a shattered heap of glass festooned with broken pieces of wood that could once, conceivably, have been a greenhouse. And, actually, had been, as Monty went on to explain about the lead poisoning.

Back downstairs, he led her to the handful of paintings on the shabby grey-blue silk walls of the salon. ‘They’re the last ones,’ he lamented. ‘I’m having to sell everything that doesn’t move.’

‘Doesn’t move?’ Mary queried, puzzled. What did he mean?

‘Anything that does move,’ chortled Monty, ‘probably has woodworm in it.’

Mary laughed, delighted by his irrepressible humour and absolute lack of pompousness, as well as touched by his obvious pride in the shabby but still impressive remnants of family glory. Living alone in his enormous, echoing mansion, determined to somehow restore the family home to its original splendour, he seemed to her not an eccentric figure as much as a romantic one. He captured her imagination  completely. She longed to be able to help him in his enormous, daunting and impossibly glamorous task.

By the time it came for Mary to leave, it was with a sense of extraordinary calm that she recognised her entire romantic, gentle and simple soul had been lost, immediately and for ever, to this dashing - but unintentionally dashing - creature. And now she had to go back to London.

‘Oh. Must you go?’ Monty had commiserated. ‘I was hoping we could have dinner together, although’ - he waved a long, slim, hopeless hand about him - ‘I don’t have much food in at the moment.’

Mary considered. An idea had occurred to her, a spontaneous and crazy one, admittedly. ‘I’ve got a summer pudding. In here.’ She patted her large, capable secretary’s bag.

‘Wow.’ In the dim light of the salon, the pale blue eyes lit excitedly. ‘Now you’re talking. I’ll go and get some plates. And some wine, if I can find it.’




Chapter 3

Monty was as good as his word, returning with two Meissen bowls tucked nonchalantly under one arm, two glasses under the other, two tarnished spoons poking out of his pocket and grasping a bottle of Pol Roger.

‘It says 1965 on here,’ Mary gasped, spotting the label.

Monty looked perturbed. ‘Oh. That not old enough for you? The only other bottle down there’s a 1947. But 1965’s supposed to be a good year.’

‘I’m sure it is,’ Mary spluttered, as the golden wine boiled over into the crystal glasses Monty arranged on a rickety, gold-painted side table he now dragged over. They sat alongside each other on the least raddled of the striped-silk sofas and watched a brilliant sunset through the row of great windows. In the magnificent high room with its painted ceiling, darkness fell.

They began to eat in a silence that felt companionable rather than awkward. Here they were, Mary thought, two people who had never met before but who were now sharing a most unorthodox supper in eccentric circumstances. And yet it felt entirely natural, not odd at all. She thought of the  braying Chelsea dinner party that she should have been at and felt profoundly thankful she was not.

‘This is a jolly good pudding, by the way.’ He waved his silver spoon.

‘Tell me more about the explorers,’ Mary said, wanting to please Monty and remembering how he had waxed lyrical in the bedroom on this topic.

He beamed, his teeth white in the fading light. ‘Oh, I’m so glad you’re interested. Most people think it’s boring, but I think it’s fascinating.’

Mary nodded, wondering who ‘most people’ were. Most women? She felt a stab of jealousy.

She had now had a good look at Monty and could believe he came from exploring stock. For all his delicate beauty, there was a wiry strength and outdoorsiness to his tall, thin figure. She found her glance dwelling on the muscular length of his thigh, swallowed and found herself blushing again.

Monty pushed his pale hair back. ‘Yes,’ he said with obvious pride. ‘My great-great-uncle Hengist de Vere Longshott went to both the North and South Poles and was the first man,’ he added with a disarming grin, ‘to mix a champagne cocktail at both ends.’ He paused. ‘And the last, actually. I’m not sure anyone’s done it since.’

‘Gosh.’ Mary took another sip of the vintage Pol Roger. ‘I expect it was nice and cold.’ It was, she had noticed, rather cold in the house. She hoped Monty could not see her shivering; it seemed rude somehow, a rebuke of sorts. But the room was full of shadows. Monty’s pale hair shone intensely in the dying light. Now the extent of decay could not be seen, the gleam of the mirrors, the glint of gilt and the pale glow of marble gave the vast, still and silent chamber something of its old magnificence. Mary felt rather awed.

‘Forty-five degrees below, most of the time,’ Monty said briskly. ‘Oh, the cocktails, you mean? Yes, I expect they were. Uncle Hengist had to carry the bottles in his suit on the way there to make sure they didn’t freeze altogether.’

Mary eyed him admiringly over the crystal rim of her glass. ‘This may sound like a stupid question,’ she smiled, emboldened by the wine, ‘but is there actually a pole at the North Pole?’

Monty guffawed and slapped his long, moleskinned thigh. ‘No, if they put one there it would just float away on the ice. There’s no land there, you see. Just ice. It’s the size of the United States in the winter and half of it melts in the summer - more now of course, with global warming and all that.’

Mary nodded soberly. Global warming seemed a world away in the centre of this chilly house.

‘You’re obviously very interested,’ she observed. ‘Have you ever thought of exploring yourself ?’

Monty’s eager face took on a rueful look. ‘Well, I must admit I’ve always fancied having a go. But the only exploring I do at the moment is try to find money to keep this place standing.’ The grin flashed again. ‘And, actually, that’s probably harder.’ The Wedgwood-blue eyes rolled upwards to the ceiling of the salon. ‘Grants, tax rebates, that sort of thing. It’s very confusing.’ He rubbed his eyes and, for a second, looked defeated. Mary found herself longing with all her obliging soul that she could help him. She was good with paperwork, typing letters and so on, after all.

‘Well I’m glad you’re not exploring,’ she smiled at him. ‘I’m sure it’s dangerous.’

His eyes glittered in the last of the light. ‘Oh it’s that all right. You’re navigating a moving and unstable ice pack,  which is at the mercy of ocean currents below and winds above. You’re enduring extreme weather conditions with sudden storms and temperatures down to minus forty degrees Centigrade. There are frequent “white-outs” - zero visibility - and if you’re not in danger of plunging through the ice and dying of hypothermia, there’s always the risk a polar bear might get you. Modern explorers travel with guns of course, but the question is whether they can get them quick enough if a bear attacks.’

He paused. Mary was clutching his wrist. ‘Stop,’ she pleaded. ‘It sounds awful.’ As he placed his free hand over hers to reassure her, Mary felt a violent jolt in her breasts, stomach and lower pelvic region all at the same time. She swallowed and looked down, her face stinging with heat.

‘No point you going back now,’ Monty said to Mary when the pudding was finished.

She shook her head. It was too dark for him to see her blush now, or, thankfully, for him to see in her eyes what she longed for him to do next. The champagne seemed to have concentrated all its force into her erogenous zones. Her lips burned to be kissed, her nipples seemed to be fizzing and the electricity between her legs, she felt, could probably have powered the house. It needed something to power it, certainly; the few lamps Monty now switched on were weak, flickering and incapable of lighting more than a radius of a few feet around them.

She watched, sipping more champagne - the 1947 bottle was open now - as Monty built a huge fire in the carved marble fireplace that could have held a motorbike. He piled up cushions on the carpet before it and they sat for a while staring at the flames. Then, in unison, they turned to each other. ‘I hope you don’t think this is a bit forward,’ Monty  muttered as his long mouth closed on hers. She shook her head as she pulled him down.

She had never gone back to London. Waking, that first morning, amid the heaps and mess of Monty’s four-poster, Mary felt entirely happy for the first time in her life and realised she had never really liked the city. At the auction house, her heart had always been less with the Chanel-suited sophisticates who crowded in for the big sales than it was with the red-faced country landowners in battered tweed covered in dog hairs who occasionally appeared to have a Landseer valued or to sell a bit more silver plate.

As they left the auction house to get the bus to Paddington, Euston or whatever terminus chugged them back to their sprawling homes, Mary’s heart would go with them. She would imagine the dogs rushing to meet them as they arrived, the fire leaping over the apple logs in the ancestral fireplace, the darkening acres outside the mullioned windows, the defiant chirrup of the last chaffinch. And now here she was, in just such acres. And there were plenty of chaffinches outside that morning.

She and Monty had married three weeks later in a register office in Derby. Mary had worn a pink sundress from Next. The witnesses had been two passers-by. Mary’s parents, imagining themselves mere months away from a City financier son-in-law, had been appalled to discover their only daughter planned to marry an impoverished aristocrat whose house was apparently falling down about his ears. ‘You need your head examining,’ barked her neurosurgeon father. Her friends were equally suspicious, as well as offended at not being invited. ‘You married after three weeks?’ gasped one, who had been engaged to her stolid solicitor husband for three years. ‘You had no engagement?’

‘No.’ What were engagements for, after all? For waiting while beads were hand-sewn on to the wedding dress and the hand-selected lilies to wind round the marquee posts were grown?

None of her friends had said in so many words that she was mad, but they had clearly thought it. However, ten years later, she and Monty were still married and most of the friends, long engagements notwithstanding, divorced.

And she and Monty were happy, for all their eccentric situation. Except for one thing, Mary knew. They never spoke about it and she was uncertain as to the extent that he still thought about it, but for her part, the children they had never had were a lingering sadness. She would have loved some; as, she knew, would Monty. He had never said so directly, but she sensed that filling the old, rotten, deserted nursery upstairs with a few white-blond heads of his own would be a dream come true on a par with saving the house itself. But the months had gone by, each with its relentless red smear appearing at the expected time, and then the years. The doctor had been able to find nothing wrong with either of them. In her more fancifully miserable moments, however, Mary wondered if the lead that had poisoned the land around Weston Underwood had not somehow entered her system too. God only knew what was in some of those pipes that fed the water tank.

It was hard sometimes, Mary thought, to see what she had actually achieved at all during the years of her marriage to Monty. No children, and, for all her hopes she would be able to help him with her secretarial skills, for all the letters to various grant bodies, all the research into tax breaks and heritage-related finance initiatives that formed her full-time,  if unpaid employment, nothing of any significance had really resulted.

Even her early determination to tidy the place up a bit more soon faded in the face of the enormity of the task. It went against the grain of her domestic and orderly soul to admit defeat, but what Mary eventually had to admit was that Hercules’s challenge in the Augean stables seemed peanuts - or perhaps horsenuts - compared to the job of bringing order to what were apparently over a hundred chaotic rooms. It was easier, Mary found, to hide her head in the sand - or the dust - and after a while she ceased to explore beyond the handful of rooms she and Monty normally used.

‘Underpants’ll survive,’ Monty would declare cheerily. It was a traditional family joke to shorten Weston Underwood to ‘Vest and Underpants’ and from there to simply ‘Underpants’. ‘After all, it’s survived for five hundred years,’ he would add breezily, his pale blue eyes gleaming hopefully.

He was trying to rally her, she knew. And she appreciated his efforts, loved him for his unquenchable flow of enthusiasm and energy. But even so there was no question that, at the moment, things were dire. The direst they had ever been.




Chapter 4

Morag Archbutt-Pesk stood in her kitchen, hands on the hips of her lilac cotton drawstring trousers. The setting sun flamed through her tumbled aubergine bob, giving her the appearance of some vengeful purple goddess. And vengeful was what Morag, not unusually, was feeling.

Her thick brown brows were drawn in anger and she stared balefully with her protuberant brown eyes out of the kitchen window in the direction of the neighbours’ house just above. ‘I don’t know what they’re complaining about,’ she snapped to her partner Gid. ‘I mean, don’t they want to save the human race? Don’t they care about their fellow man and their mother planet?’

Gid shook his head in supportive bewilderment. The flesh of his face wobbled with the movement. He had once been handsome but was now beginning to soften and plump at the edges, his once pronounced cheekbones to fill in. ‘Yeah, it’s ridiculous. It’s not our fault that our new low-eco-impact loo hasn’t arrived from Reykjavik yet and we need to use theirs for the time being.’

The nostrils of Morag’s sharp nose flared. ‘It certainly isn’t.  The Waterhouses should be delighted to assist us as we move towards a more sustainable lifestyle.’

‘Absolutely,’ Gid nodded. He always agreed with Morag. Partly because it was the safest and most convenient route, but mainly because he genuinely concurred. Morag with her high principles, endless energy and fearless approach to controversy was, so far as he was concerned, a modern Boadicea beside whom all other women paled. ‘It’s not very helpful,’ he mused of his neighbours, ‘for them to point out that us using their facilities quadruples the amount of flushed water in their house and negates in advance all the good our new system will do.’

Morag pressed her fleshy, unpainted lips together in fury. How dare Sally Waterhouse criticise the fact that the Archbutt-Pesks used the lavatory more frequently than the Waterhouses did themselves? It was obvious to anyone that this was because the Waterhouses ate far too much processed food and the Archbutt-Pesks had the more efficient diet. ‘Typical of that selfish, loadsamoney incomer mentality,’ she snarled.

Gid did not reply. While Morag was entirely correct in saying that the Waterhouses were incomers, i.e. people who had not been born in the village of Allsop, so too were he and Morag. Moreover, the Waterhouses had been in residence for a good few months before the Archbutt-Pesks had moved in; Gid to set up his biosustainable-lifestyle website selling minimum-impact existence solutions and Morag to be a full-time Woman, as she liked to shorthand her twin roles as partner to himself and mother to their daughter Merlin.

The sun shone through the small cottage window over Gid’s left shoulder and caught the tips of his pointy ears and fleshy chin with its halo of stubble. Morag screwed her long  thin face up harder against the rays. ‘Oh well,’ she shrugged. ‘If people are too dim to see the obvious, so be it. You can lead a horse to water . . .’

‘Although increasingly not, as sustainable land-water sources are drained through profligacy and overuse,’ Gid slipped in.

Morag glanced at the kitchen clock. ‘We’d better get moving, anyway. We’re due at the Town Hall to protest.’

‘Are we?’ asked Gid.

Morag glared at him. ‘Don’t say you’ve forgotten!’

Gid looked sheepish. He hadn’t forgotten that they were protesting; they protested most evenings after all and it was rare they did anything else. The detail of what they were protesting about had escaped him, however.

‘The county council want to raise the remote-villages bus-service from once a week to twice for the crumblies to get to the supermarket.’ Morag’s voice was full of impatience, both with Gid and the crumblies. And, of course, the county council who wished to raise fossil fuel emissions in this way.

‘Oh yes,’ said Gid hurriedly.

‘Oh yes. It’s all very well for pensioners to want to get out more but they need to be reminded that their shopping trips have consequences for the universe,’ Morag pronounced.

Gid nodded earnestly.

‘And it’s more than fuel emissions,’ Morag warned.

‘Oh, absolutely.’ Gid waited to be told what else it was.

‘They shouldn’t be shopping in supermarkets. They should be sourcing their needs locally, at small artisanal bakeries and greengrocers selling organically grown vegetables. Not pouring the pensions given to them by taxpayers into the pockets of multinational food corporations.’

Gid nodded. The question of whether small artisanal  bakeries and organic greengrocers actually existed in out-of-the-way villages flitted vaguely across his mind. In their infrequent trips to the real back of beyond he had never seen anything apart from the occasional Spar. He dismissed this treasonous thought, however.

Morag, meanwhile, had turned her strafing gaze on the thin strip of their own garden. Instantly her forehead creased again with frowns.

‘Merlin’s put that blasted princess tent your mother gave her up in front of the creature tower again,’ she snarled. That their five-year-old daughter was far more interested in a mass-produced erection of bright pink nylon than in the admittedly rickety chimney-like construction of bark, twigs, sticks and other random natural materials Gid had built to encourage beetles, earwigs and other biodiversity to live in the garden was another source of annoyance.

Perhaps, Morag thought, she should have followed her heart and educated her daughter at home. She had been a fool to allow Gid to persuade her, last year, to send Merlin to that instrument of state repression, the local primary school.

‘I’m still breastfeeding her,’ Morag had objected at the time. ‘And what about her raw-food diet? They’ll try and vaccinate her as well.’

She had been mollified only when Gid had pointed out they could always send Merlin to school with a packed lunch of chopped organic carrots and home-made houmous. And that Merlin’s introduction to formal education meant Morag’s introduction to any number of parent committees and groups that needed someone with energy, commitment and strong, sensible ideas. This argument had eventually carried the day.

She continued to stare at the garden. Once, she had  planned to grow vegetables here to the highest biosustainable standards. But the creature tower and the princess tent now took up all available space. Morag flicked an angry eye up to the house above, where the Waterhouses’ garden spread out from the back of their cottage like a floral cloak. Bloody flowers, Morag thought furiously. What was the point of them? Criminal waste of good vegetable-growing soil was what they were. That was the problem with bloody incomers. They just didn’t get the country life at all. Didn’t understand it. Hadn’t a clue.

Take that new couple further down the lane. The Ferraros, or whatever they were called. Worse even than the Waterhouses, with their window boxes filled with twee miniature roses and their dustbin painted pale pink. Pink! And the woman - Beth - had got a painter and decorator to paint it too. ‘A professionally painted pink dustbin!’ Morag had spat at Gid, who had rolled his eyes obediently. ‘But what else do you expect from Americans?’ she had added.

‘Capitalist imperialists,’ Gid ventured.

‘What are they doing in our village?’ Morag stormed. ‘They should bloody well go home. Back to where they came from. No one wants them here.’

Yet the Ferraros’ worst crime, in Morag’s eyes, was one they had not actually committed. And because they hadn’t committed it, more to the point. Ever since the obviously wealthy American couple had first appeared in the lane, Morag had been watching their cottage like a hawk - from every window of her own house and every available vantage point outside - in the hope of spotting blatant floutings of building regulations. That the Ferraros should add Velux windows in a conservation area, dig a swimming pool in the back, wrench out some Jacobean beams or impose non-heritage roof lights was her dearest wish. Then she could unleash with full, targeted and legally justified force the entire extent of the loathing she felt for them.

Morag gave frequent, passionate and sometimes deafening airings to her longing for world peace, the end of poverty and the saving of the planet. But almost more than she longed for these, she longed for the appearance of the tell-tale pale blue paper in its protective plastic covering, tied to the Ferraros’ drainpipe and advising all interested parties that under the terms of the Town and Country Planning Act, the couple sought approval for their intention to demolish the current property, dated 1659, and erect a futuristic glass-fronted split-level villa in its place. Anyone objecting should contact the council planning office.

But no such paper had yet appeared. Indeed, all the Ferraros had done so far was paint their exterior woodwork pale pink which, considering all hers was purple, and a rather more assertive register of colour into the bargain, Morag could not reasonably object to.

Therefore the sight of the pink dustbin, representing as it did all the evils of the world, especially those not committed, filled Morag with bilious fury every time she saw it. But owing to its location inside the deep recess of the Ferraros’ cottage door, her efforts to hit it as she drove past had so far been thwarted.




Chapter 5

‘That was a nightmare awful drive up,’ Beth Ferraro exclaimed in her best English accent, flouncing into the cottage and dropping a flowery weekend bag on one of the many patterned sofas. As she bent to switch on the lamps her shining blond hair, caught up in a pink silk rose hair bobble, glowed; its pulled-back, Friday-night bunch revealing her thin and rather delicate face. Slipping her perfectly pedicured toes out of the jewelled flip-flops she liked to wear in the car, she wiggled them appreciatively against the simple, white-painted wooden floor, equipped below with the very latest underheating technology.

‘You weren’t even driving,’ grumped her husband Benny, following her in, two bottles of red wine clamped in his big brown paws. ‘You’d have something to complain about if you were.’

Benny, who habitually indulged his wife’s every whim, had been happy to comply when Beth said they must, they absolutely must, have a cottage in some fashionable county of England. According to her, no one in London stayed in the city at weekends. You could have fooled him, Benny thought.  Oxford Street on a Saturday was a seething mass of humanity.

But Beth insisted that no one worth knowing stuck around beyond Friday and that the happening thing to do in England was to have a rural second home. So he’d got her one; rather, a relocation agent had, according to Beth’s instructions that they required somewhere near lots of large country houses so they could make friends with dukes. Derbyshire, it turned out, was positively alive with such houses, although they were yet to make a single ducal acquaintance.

The village was pretty, admittedly. Totally English, on top of a hill, lots of cute, jumbly little grey-stone cottages with tiny flowery gardens all huddled together around an old church with a pointy tower. The cottages were of all ages - some hundreds of years old, others a mere fifty - all sizes and shapes and built at all angles, no one exactly like another. Their own cottage, on the block opposite the church, had 1659 on the date stone above the door, more or less before America existed, a thought which always rather struck Benny as he passed through the deep-walled doorway into the warreny cottage.

While the view out of the front was merely of the lane itself, that out of the back looked over steep green hills dotted with barns and sturdy, muscly cattle whose colour ranged from ginger to a kind of bluish grey, all new to Benny, who had imagined cows were black and white, period.

The view had obviously been the same for centuries. Some of the guys looking after the cows looked as if they had been here for centuries too. It was kind of hard, Benny thought, to imagine this sleepy, silent bunch of houses being here, being cute hundreds of years before the thrusting sheen and glare of Manhattan.

Yes, Allsop ticked every charming English country village box in the book. But there was no doubt the driving was a downer.

‘London to Derbyshire without stopping . . .’ He pronounced ‘shire’ to rhyme with ‘fire’. Beth, who had worked hard since arriving in England at eradicating her American drawl, had an idea that this wasn’t correct. But the ‘Derb’ in Derbyshire definitely rhymed with ‘herb’. Of that she was certain.

Beth didn’t drive. Beth didn’t do anything she didn’t want to. And that was the way he liked it, Benny reminded himself firmly as he uncorked the wine and slopped some into glasses. His beautiful, slender, golden-haired, clean-scented, delicate wife was his trophy. He earned the money and she spent it. It had been that way through the five years of their marriage, ever since, in a scenario worthy of High Society, or, as he secretly admitted was nearer the mark, of the video of  Uptown Girl, he, a stocky, dark, not-particularly-handsome-but-nonetheless-millionaire financier of Italian-American extraction had wooed and won her, the educated, stylish daughter of a wealthy East Coast family.

Beth’s part of the bargain was to look lovely, be amusing and make their home and social life reflect all that was currently tasteful and fashionable - with a unique twist all her own, of course. She had done this in various houses they had had in New York and Los Angeles already, and now, lured by new opportunities, Benny had crossed the herring pond and was living in London, she was doing it there too. And once she had decided that a cottage in the country was what all upmarket Brits had, she had done it in the country as well.

‘I do think my English decor looks nice,’ Beth remarked, looking round with satisfaction.

‘Well you didn’t actually do it yourself,’ Benny could not resist pointing out. An interior design consultant had, as usual, done the hard work.

‘No, but I did the difficult bit,’ Beth said, enunciating with care. She had, Benny knew, accepted wholesale the British premise that a smart voice meant a smart person. ‘I did the concept. The art direction. But it’s come out pretty well,’ she said, conscientiously pronouncing her T’s. ‘Take this room.’ She waved a slender, beringed hand around the sitting room. ‘I was going for that British look. Patterned chairs, wood piled in fireplace kinda thing, with distressed white cupboards and wooden floors.’

‘And you got it,’ grinned Benny, looking at the patterned chairs, the wood piled in the fireplace, the distressed white cupboards and the wooden floor. The sitting room, he felt, was actually the best room. The second best was the bathroom, where a big, generous roll-top Victorian tub had been installed.

He was less keen on the study she had made for him on the landing, with a sisal floor and some flowered wallpaper. He hated it - it gave him a migraine - but Beth countered his objections by insisting it was English country style. ‘Sophisticated homespun,’ she added.

Benny felt sophisticated homespun was making his head spin. Those stacks of violently colourful flowery cake tins in the kitchen even though Beth didn’t eat cake and did her utmost to discourage him from doing so. Benny had a sweet tooth and, being dark, stocky and short thanks to his Italian forebears, tended to run to fat. There were multicoloured polka-dot plates in the cupboard. And apparently purposeless pink tins covered with stars on the shelf.

Upstairs was similarly riotous. There was a floral  eiderdown on the brass-framed double bed while the white-painted wardrobe was full of rose-printed dresses. And more, Benny knew, was planned. Much more.

‘I saw some fabulous rose-printed cushions in the Cath Kidston catalogue,’ Beth mused now, staring critically at the sofa, which she had bought new before having it reupholstered at great expense in faded striped material so it looked old. ‘They’d look so cool there. So English.’

‘Er . . .’ Benny began to object.

His wife interrupted, face bright with excitement. ‘And, hey, guess what?’

‘What?’ Benny asked fearfully.

‘You know we still haven’t come up with a name for this place?’

Benny nodded, swallowing. But Beth had come up with plenty of suggestions. He blushed beneath his tan to remember some of them.

‘I hit on the perfect one this morning, when I was having a quick peek in Tiffany’s,’ Beth exulted, her blue eyes shining.

Benny fingered the collar of his weekend Armani polo shirt. ‘Don’t tell me. Holly Golightly cottage?’

‘Bijou Cottage!’ declared Beth, triumphantly. ‘Because it’s like a little jewel, don’t you think?’

Benny did think, but only in the sense that the place had cost as much as a whole box of them. ‘We-ell,’ he started doubtfully. But then a high-pitched wailing ripped through the silence of the cottage.

Beth’s large green eyes stretched wide. ‘It’s the car alarm!’

‘Shit. Someone’s fooling with it again.’ Benny strode to the door. Boy, did this piss him off. Their shiny black four-wheel drive sat all week without incident outside their four-floor stucco terrace in Notting Hill, slap bang in the middle  of central London. But the minute it got to Allsop, to the middle of bloody nowhere, it started going off like the fucking Fourth of July.

He flung open the ancient cottage door which was in two pieces, stable style. The bolt joining them had not been shot and so now the upper part of the door swung back and hit Benny in the face. He yelped with pain and irritation. Then, limping outside, he yelped with horror.

‘What’s up?’ Beth called from inside the cottage.

‘The fucking handbrake’s slipped,’ Benny muttered. ‘Somehow.’

Beth crowed. ‘Hey! Not the world’s best driver after all, are we then?’

Benny tried to ignore her. There were greater matters in hand. Instead of being where he expected, on the gently inclining narrow lane right outside the door of the cottage, their big, shiny black car was at the bottom of the lane, front buried in the stones of the churchyard wall and completely obstructing any traffic that might want to pass along the road at the bottom. And, as it happened, someone did want to.

‘Omigod!’ Beth breathed, now leaning over the half-door. An ambulance had stopped just before the side of the Discovery. ‘It can’t get past our car! It could be life or death!’ she declared dramatically.

‘Gee, I never woulda realised,’ Benny snapped, diving out of the door and heading down the lane. His heart was thundering. Was obstructing an ambulance actionable? Could the relatives of the deceased sue?




Chapter 6

A figure, Benny saw, was striding angrily up the road towards him. He noted its lack of the usual fluorescent green NHS boiler suit he thought all British ambulancemen wore. Or did on the TV soaps, anyhow. But this person, who appeared to be a woman, was wearing what looked, in the colour-flattening streetlight, to be purple trousers and a red waistcoat that seemed to be glittering with something.

Reassessing at speed, Benny concluded this must be the person who was with whoever was injured in the ambulance. He did not recognise them, but then he didn’t really know anyone in Allsop yet apart from the landlord of the pub.

‘Excuse me,’ Benny began, genuinely apologetic. This person was after all entitled to be irritated. ‘I’ll get out of the way,’ he assured her. ‘Then you can get to the hospital.’

‘Hospital?’ snarled the woman. ‘What do you mean, hospital?’

Benny stared at her in the swirling, misty gloom. ‘Well, you’ve got an ambulance.’ Although there wasn’t an ambulance driver, he saw now. The front of the vehicle was empty, meaning this madwoman wasn’t in the back with the  victim, she had actually been driving it. Was that allowed? And who, he asked falteringly, was in the back?

‘A lot of brown rice and mung beans from the health food shop, if you must know,’ barked the woman. ‘I’ve just been to pick up our monthly delivery which, I imagine, involves a great many fewer food miles than yours does.’

Benny rubbed his eyes. ‘You mean,’ he said, pointing at the vehicle, ‘that that’s what you actually drive about in? That ambulance is, like, your car?’ Now he came to look at it closely the ambulance looked pretty old. It was also pretty filthy. Neither of which exactly screamed National Health Service.

‘None of your business, but what if it is?’ snarled the woman, placing her hands aggressively on her hips. ‘It’s decommissioned. A recycled vehicle. Better for the environment than that planet-annihilating tank you’ve got there.’ She nodded contemptuously at the 4x4.

‘But people have probably, like, died in that ambulance,’ Benny could not stop himself blurting out.

‘So what. Death’s a natural process.’ The woman stabbed an accusing finger at the 4x 4. ‘You going to move this or what?’ she shouted.

‘Sure,’ muttered Benny, hurrying towards his car.

‘Excuse me, but what is all this yelling about?’ came Beth’s best British voice from the lane behind him. She sounded, as she thought all smart English people habitually did, mildly amused.

Benny realised with a stab of panic that his wife was unlikely to defuse the incendiary situation. He had a distinct feeling that Beth was exactly the kind of woman this mad purple harridan hated most.

However, it was too late to do anything about it. He  watched helplessly as Beth came sashaying down the street, hugging her pale pink pashmina round her narrow frame. Under the lamplight her pale hair glowed mistily and her toes in their sparkling flip-flops wiggled in the cold. She extended a hand to Morag as if they were at the most fashionable W11 cocktail party imaginable. The pick of the work of a fashionable Knightsbridge jeweller glittered on her fingers.

‘I’m Elizabeth Ferraro, how do you do?’ Her clipped voice was amplified by the cottage walls around. In which, Benny imagined, everyone now had their ears pressed hungrily to the windows. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you,’ Beth added graciously.

His wife’s words, as Benny had anticipated, had the effect on the purple-trousered woman that a lit match has on a drum of fuel.

‘Well it’s not a pleasure to meet you,’ she snarled. ‘We don’t want Yanks here. Capitalist oppressors. Empire-building  exploiters. With that bloody stupid pink dustbin,’ she added contemptuously.

Beth looked horrified. ‘Is it that obvious I’m American?’

Benny was torn. He could not decide which to be most offended by: the slights on the motherland or the disrespect to his dustbin, as people called ashcans here. Admittedly, he had been less than keen on Beth having the ashcan painted pale eggshell pink, but at the time he had decided it was the lesser of two evils. And Beth had at least held back from covering it with roses.

The woman glared. ‘You should be ashamed of yourselves,’ she ranted.

‘What for?’ Beth asked innocently. ‘For painting the ashcan pink?’

‘For taking cottages from local people and driving up property prices,’ thundered their accuser.

‘But we didn’t drive up anything, we paid what they asked,’ Beth protested with a winsome smile.

The other woman did not immediately reply. Benny had the sense of her taking in breaths, inflating, for some huge explosion. It came. ‘It’s people like you,’ she roared at Beth, ‘who are bringing the countryside to its knees. Flinging your filthy money about, thinking you can buy everything and everyone.’

Benny suddenly snapped out of his state of intimidated lethargy. This really was too much. In the course of the past five minutes he had been called a racist scumbag, a planet-wrecker, the representative of a repressive and immoral regime, and now he stood accused of single-handedly ruining the British rural economy. ‘Let me deal with this,’ he muttered.

But before Benny could challenge her on any of her remarks, the woman climbed back into the front of the ambulance and started it up with a series of splutters resolving into a terrifying, throaty roar. It may be decommissioned and recycled, Benny mused, but just how good for the planet was it?

Benny mounted the people carrier’s driving seat. The vehicle groaned and whined and the front end clanked and scraped. It did not, however, move. Somehow it had managed to jam itself into the churchyard wall. After revving harder and harder, more to relieve his feelings than anything else, Benny stabbed at the electric window button so furiously he hurt his index finger. When the pane had lowered itself to a level permitting, he thrust his large, rumpled head out. ‘Hey,’ he called towards the ambulance, as casually and collectedly  as he could manage. ‘I’m going to have to go make a phone call. I guess someone’s going to have to come and pull us out.’

 



 



Later, after the nice AA man had left and the purple-trousered harridan finally gone, they sat by the fire in the cottage and stared glumly into the flames it had, as usual, taken an unfeasible amount of time to light. Benny was halfway through a bottle of red wine and trying not to worry about having seen the red tail-lights of the ambulance - well, the one that worked, in any case - heading up their lane and round the bend at the top where, he knew but had not inspected, there were more cottages. If Purple Trouser Woman was one of their near neighbours, that was not good news. Not good news at all. The couple they had bought from had been vague about their precise reasons for selling up and leaving the village. Could he now, Benny thought, have stumbled on the reason why?

Beth was silent, partly from tiredness and partly from shock at the unpleasantness of the handbrake-slipping episode. The period between the AA man being called and him actually arriving had been filled by the woman in purple unburdening herself of further fervent views on the subject of second-home-owners, especially American ones, and their careless and feckless ways.

Benny had tried to make her see reason. ‘Don’t you think you’re prejudicing us with a bit of a negative stereotype?’ he had suggested in as relaxed a tone as he could summon.

‘Yeah, we just love English country style, as you can tell from the house,’ Beth had added brightly, gesturing at the cottage, where she stood inside the stable door and the others outside.

This had merely been a cue for the woman to stick her tousled aubergine head through the hole in the door, look blazingly round the cottage sitting room and spit that stereotypes was the word, the whole place was a pathetic fucking cliché and who did they think they were kidding. English style, her arse. This had cut Beth to the quick. ‘It’s just the thought of her arse and my decor,’ she had sighed afterwards.

There came now a sharp rap on the cottage door which caused both Beth and Benny to jump in terror off the sofa. ‘You go,’ hissed Beth, eyes wide with apprehension.

Benny crossed the white-painted wooden boards with their under-floor heating. He laid a shaking hand on the stable-door handle and gingerly opened it, trying to suppress visions of massed ranks of villagers waving pickaxes and baying for the blood of incomers.

A brilliant smile met him in the darkness. ‘Your curry!’ announced the man from the takeaway down in the valley. Neither of them had felt up to cooking, although the takeout choice around here was pretty limited. Beth had wanted sushi, but Indian was all that appeared to be on offer.

Benny gingerly took the brown paper bag, which featured a large grease patch on the side, and fumbled for his wallet. ‘Thanks,’ he muttered, handing over some notes. ‘Keep the change.’

‘There’s something else,’ the delivery man announced.

‘What?’ Benny asked jumpily.

Something hard and cold was suddenly thrust into his hands. Benny could not see what in the dark. ‘What the hell is this?’ he squealed, his much-strained nerves finally fraying as he imagined a Molotov cocktail primed to go off in his face.

‘Bottle of Liebfraumilch!’ beamed the man from the  takeaway as he slammed the stable door shut. ‘Free with all orders over twenty-five pounds!’

Benny stared at the bottle. What in hell’s name was Liebfraumilch? ‘Er, thanks,’ he said.

The man disappeared into the night. Once back in his van he continued to express his gratitude for their generous order with a series of loud honks Benny imagined would not exactly increase their popularity locally.

‘It’s pretty bad,’ he said to Beth as they spooned a pink creamy soup containing a few chicken bits over their rice.

She pulled a face. ‘I know. It must be five hundred per cent fat.’

‘Not the food!’ Benny exclaimed irritably, although he secretly felt a green polka-dot plate had not improved matters in that respect. ‘I mean . . .’ He waved a fork.

‘Careful of the walls,’ Beth interrupted. ‘This stuff will stain.’

‘I mean the village,’ Benny pressed on exasperatedly. ‘The fact we’re not very popular.’

Beth shrugged. ‘That woman probably hates everybody. She’s got major anger issues.’

Unconvinced, Benny gazed glumly at the dining table, custom-made at vast expense in rustic style by a carpenter from Hoxton. Perhaps it would have been more diplomatic to source one locally. ‘Sure, she’s crazy. But there might be others who feel sort of the same way. I mean, we really haven’t been making much of an effort. We should - well - try and integrate ourselves more. Make some friends. Make people realise we’re not just dumb Yanks.’ It was, he was beginning to feel, his patriotic duty.

‘I guess so,’ Beth yawned.

‘Wouldn’t you like to meet people?’ Benny coaxed.

‘Depends what sort of people. I want to meet the local aristocrats,’ Beth said, eyes sparking with enthusiasm. ‘It would be cool to get into that country-house scene. Dinners at fifty-foot-long tables. Footmen everywhere. Meets on the lawn on Boxing Day . . .’

Benny stared. ‘Meets on the lawn - but they don’t hunt in England any more. Well, they’re allowed to chase after bits of paper, I think, but that’s about it.’

‘Shame,’ said Beth.

‘Not if you’re a fox, I guess.’

Benny got up and paced over to the front window. On its sill sat the junk mail delivered during the week. As he had placed the pile there on entering the cottage that evening, he had unconsciously registered something he now realised could be useful. ‘This has come,’ he said, waving the item concerned at Beth.

Still thinking about stately homes, she looked at it with apprehension. ‘What is it?’ The former owners had subscribed to some worrying publications, including a plastics catalogue whose star item squeezed old bits of soap together to make a new bar.

‘The village newsletter,’ Benny said, striding back to the dining table. He sat down and reached for the distressed-wood lamp with the striped pink cotton shade. The shade promptly slid off the bulb, which shone a bare, circular beam on to the white stapled A4 pamphlet.

Benny pushed his plate of food to one side and began running his tanned index finger carefully up and down the pages.

Beth moodily munched on some chicken and watched him.

‘There must be something here that we could join,’ Benny  muttered. He looked up eagerly. ‘Hey. There’s a film club. They’re showing Pride and Prejudice.’

‘We saw that a million years ago,’ sulked Beth.

‘Mothers’ Union?’ Benny teased. ‘Fancy a bit of jam-making? ’

Beth winced at the idea of sugary preserve on her expensively white teeth. And not only at that. ‘I’m not a mother, nor do I want to be, not yet, anyway.’ She looked searchingly at her husband for confirmation that this was, indeed, the position they had reached on this important question.

‘No,’ agreed Benny, hurriedly.

Beth, now thinking about bed, stood up and prepared to take the plates to the rose-transferred, special-limited-edition dishwasher.

Benny’s finger continued down the pages. ‘There’s a bell-ringing society . . .’>

‘Bell-ringing? ’

He looked up now. ‘Why not? What could be more English than the sound of bells across the meadows?’

‘I am not,’ Beth cut in crisply, leaning over the Hoxton dining table and fixing him with determined eyes, ‘spending my weekends pulling noisy things on ropes up and down. If I wanted to do that, I’d get a goddam dog.’




Chapter 7

Mary Longshott sat writing letters in the kitchen at Weston Underwood. Being both the warmest and the least rotten-looking room on account of all the stone surfaces and general lack of furniture, it served as her office, Monty’s office, dining room and sitting room.

From time to time Mary looked up, distracted by the silence. It was hard to imagine this silent, stone-floored chamber heaving, as it once had, with a team of twenty: pastry cooks, still-room maids, dairymaids and spit boys, with butlers, parlourmaids and footmen dashing in and out for the dishes. The massive fireplace still contained the spit once turned by the spit boy, and across one entire wall stretched a long, shallow stone sink with a wooden plate-rack hanging on by a whisker to the cracked wall above it.

Mary gazed around. Stone-framed doorways from the main kitchen led into a variety of other domestic offices: stillroom, storeroom, pastry room, butchery - with the rather grisly brick channel down the middle of the floor which had once run with the blood of pigs slaughtered on the premises.

There was also a laundry, empty now and with walls  scabbed with damp, but still with the enormous clothes-airer bolted to the ceiling and, in the corner, the curious flat-iron heater, a tall conical object some five feet tall, of black iron with ridged and faceted sides, which had once contained a fire and could heat fifty-six flat irons at once. The Weston laundry these days was an elderly twin-tub which threatened any day to give up the ghost, and the faithful Mrs Shuffle, who threatened nothing of the sort and seemed more sprightly with every passing year.

Mary looked up. The room was high to cope with the fierce heat that the great hearth had once generated. The only heat now came from the small electric radiator permanently affixed to the ancient Bakelite socket. The house as a whole, even in the summer, as now, never warmed up much inside. Sometimes Mary wondered what the enormous Victorian heating pipes were actually connected to. The fridge, probably.

This particular morning, however, even the fridge wasn’t working. The electricity supply was suffering one of its periodic hiccups. As she worked, Mary found her thoughts drifting irresistibly to another of the rooms off the kitchen: the lamp room, in which oil lamps and candles for every room in the house had once been stored, maintained and dispensed by a servant whose entire responsibility it was. What luxury. An entire person in charge of the lighting system rather than some anonymous utility eternally impossible to get through to.

The kitchen table at which she sat was a small pine island in the midst of a huge stone sea. Mary tapped her pen against her lip, mulling over exactly how best to ask English Heritage about grants for heritage gutters. Once she had written off confidently asking for help with entire roofs and  wings. She knew better now, but knowing better made her feel worse.

She knew the prospects even for gutter assistance were not good. A representative of the conservation body had assessed the house only the week before, and it had been heart-breaking to convey his verdict to Monty, who had been out buying Polyfilla at the time. The house’s need for Polyfilla was so frequent and so huge, Mary often thought, that a pipeline connecting Underpants to wherever Polyfilla was made would save a lot of effort.

There had been no way to break the news gently. ‘Monty,’ Mary had said. ‘This house is a wreck. Damp is an understatement. We have a family of resident toads. Underpants is so wet that it would need an eight-year restoration project just to plug the holes.’

‘Says who?’ Monty challenged.

‘The expert from English Heritage who came today to assess our chances of opening to the public.’

Monty’s lean, handsome face lit up. The glassy blue eyes glowed. ‘Fantastic.’

Mary shook her head. ‘That’s not what he thought. In fact, I’d rather not tell you what he thought.’ The heritage expert had expressed his amazement that they lived from day to day, and when Mary had agreed that money was tight he had said, ‘No, I’m amazed you don’t get killed by something falling on you.’

Monty’s expression radiated indignation and disappointment. ‘What?’

‘The roofs and windows all leak badly and the water has penetrated the mortar which holds Underpants together,’ Mary reported. These had been the headlines of the expert’s assessment. ‘It will take about five million pounds to stop it  deteriorating further, let alone repair it,’ she concluded miserably.

‘We have to think of something,’ Monty agreed.

Mary nodded. ‘But, darling, what?’

The future looked hopeless. She and Monty had no money of their own, no grants were forthcoming from anyone else, and the only other option, which was selling it, was obviously impossible. No developer would be allowed to buy, knock down and build anew on what was after all a Grade 1 listed building on green-belt land. Even if Monty was prepared to sell it, which he obviously never, ever would. Nor did Mary want him to. She had married him and Underpants for better or worse, and while, at the moment, worse rather had the upper hand, things would get better eventually.

There was one small compensation, if so it could be called. Given the fact the place was to all intents and purposes a death trap, it was, Mary mused, just as well they didn’t have any children.

‘Morning, Mrs Longshott.’

Mrs Shuffle had arrived. Mary, grateful for the distraction, leapt to her feet in welcome.

Over the years, she had grown extremely fond of the cleaner who had served the Longshott family for so long and, it had to be said, for so little money. Of late, as Monty said, Mrs Shuffle was probably spending more in petrol than she was earning, but still the cleaner kept coming.

Mrs Shuffle was plump, cheerful, briskly capable and believed in looking her best at all times. She wore large ginger-rimmed glasses, gold earrings, was never without a slick of pink lipstick, and her hair, which had turned from vaguely sandy to brightest brass over the years, was always  thoroughly tonged upwards to give an effect reminiscent of a chrysanthemum. She had a passion for clothes, specifically making and knitting her own, and the results could be mixed. This morning’s yellow polo-neck featuring a bright purple poppy pattern was unmistakably, Mary recognised, a Shuffle original, and one she had not seen before.

About to offer the customary cup of tea, Mary remembered why she could not. ‘Oh Mrs Shuffle, I’m so sorry. The electric’s off again and so you won’t be able to use the Hoover.’
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