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Critical Acclaim for Godchildren

‘This is a highly entertaining, fast-moving book . . . I remained utterly gripped until the last ghastly turn of events . . . The story builds to a remarkable well-structured and choreographed climax. It cannot fail to be a bestseller.’

Spectator


 


‘A big, pacy, ambitious and thoroughly entertaining book. Coleridge is brilliant on detail . . . He inspires the most gloriously waspish turns of phrase.’

Daily Mail


 


‘Big and juicy, with a bold, schematic plot. With its beady eye for social nuance, virtuoso comedy and its peculiar brand of languid charm, this novel is as hard to resist as superior chocolate. Once started, Godchildren has to be consumed in a single sitting.’

Sunday Telegraph


 


‘Wickedly enjoyable . . . Coleridge dissects the social mores with the precision of Tom Wolfe.’

New Yorker


 



‘Godchildren is a fast, funny, tinglingly pleasurable electric shock of a novel. Its characters convince, and its plot holds you tight until the last page. It also has a heart, and moves.’

Daily Telegraph


 


‘Smart, well constructed and well written with a sharp satirical eye.’

The Times


 



‘Godchildren is The Magus for our times . . . ambitious, with keen satire and pathos, in places quite heartbreaking.’

Daily Express


 



‘Godchildren is a glorious Class A read. Marcus Brand uses his godchildren as a human laboratory for hundreds of pages of corrupt and loathsome machinations which make utterly compulsive reading. The devil gets all the best tunes; he gets the best books as well.’

Big Issue


‘Godchildren carries you on a rollercoaster of a ride so compelling that, despite the increasing darkness of the story, you are unable to get off.’

Mail on Sunday


 


‘Coleridge’s latest epic will hold readers spellbound.’

Chicago Sun-Times


 


‘Coleridge layers his prose with flawless detail, wit and affection for his ever-expanding cast of characters.’

USA Today


 


‘Coleridge skilfully handles a small army of sharply drawn characters . . . He has a real talent for humour, delivered in deadpan fashion.’

Boston Globe

 




Critical Acclaim for A Much Married Man

‘Agonisingly pleasurable . . . A Much Married Man grips, insinuates and compromises the reader from start to finish. There are echoes of Iris Murdoch and the deceptively simple narrative style of Kazuo Ishiguro.’

Andrew Barrow, Observer



 


‘Irresistible . . . This extravagantly enjoyable novel wins credit on so many levels I hardly know where to begin. Nicholas Coleridge is not only a superb technician, skilfully manipulating an elaborate plot and enormous cast of characters, but he is extraordinarily observant, shows a flawless sense of pace and period, and is pitch-perfect in dialogue. Finely attuned to social nuance, he also has an unerring instinct for psychological truth; and on top of this, a deliciously sly and subtle sense of humour that runs through his book like quicksilver. If Mr Coleridge ever decided to retire as managing director of Condé Nast and teach a course on creative writing, I shall be the first to sign up.’

Selina Hastings, Sunday Telegraph



 


‘Perfectly pitched ... never a dull moment and very funny indeed.’

Cressida Connolly, Spectator


‘An absolute corker. Coleridge’s characterisations are rendered with an astringent urbanity.’

Evening Standard


 


‘Coleridge has a sure-fire hit on his hands with this addictive tale of dysfunction and devotion.’

Scottish Daily Record


 


‘Sparkling . . . Sit down, and tuck in your napkin, for a five-course meal with one delicious treat succeeding another.’

Country Life


 


‘When I finished A Much Married Man, I wanted to weep because I can never read it fresh again.’

Graydon Carter, Editor in Chief, Vanity Fair



 


‘Funny, touching and flawless in its detail. Nicholas Coleridge is the best sociologist of British upper-class life since Anthony Powell.’

Tina Brown


 


‘A highly engaging family blockbuster, full of humour and psychology . . . an unputdownable epic.’

Cotswold Life


 


‘This well-informed comedy of modern manners reads charmingly, as if sprung from a writerly union between Iris Murdoch at the high-end and Harold Robbins at the low.’


Publishers’ Weekly, USA
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Miles Straker, resplendent in his favourite lightweight summer suit and myopically patterned silk tie, stepped outside on to the terrace and surveyed the scene. He took it all in, noticing everything . . . the perfection of his herbaceous borders, the David Linley garden gate in finest limed oak which stood at the head of the yew walk, the view along the Test valley, surely the finest in all Hampshire. He drew a deep breath of satisfaction, knowing that he had created... all this, this English Arcadia . . . which only taste and energy, and advice from exactly the right people, and a very great deal of money constantly applied, could make possible.

For a moment he stood there amidst all the activity of the lunch-party preparations. Waiters and waitresses from the catering company were spreading tablecloths on the two-dozen round tables in the marquee and laying out cutlery and wine glasses; florists were arranging armfuls of flowers bought that morning at Covent Garden; two gardeners up ladders with lengths of twine, shears and a spirit level made final adjustments to the yew hedges; further glasses, for cocktails and champagne, were set up on tables outside the orangery for pre-lunch drinks.

He stared along the valley, spotted the cars parked on the horizon, and frowned. How very odd. They were parked up by old Silas’s cottage - a couple of jeeps and two other cars, it looked like - and Silas never had visitors. Miles hoped they would soon leave. He didn’t like the way the sunshine bounced off their bonnets.

Inside the tent he saw his wife, Davina, in conversation with the event organiser, examining some detail of the table setting. Miles wondered whether his wife looked quite her best in the summer dress she had put on, or whether he should send her inside to change.

Sensing they were being observed, Davina and the event organiser, Nico Ballantyne of Gourmand Solutions, spotted Miles on the terrace and hurried over to him. Miles often had that effect. People instinctively recognised that he was far too important and impatient to be kept waiting.

‘There you are, darling,’ said Davina anxiously. ‘Nico and I were discussing whether it would be better to have salt flakes or salt crystals on the table. The salt cellars are red glass.’

‘We rather felt crystals could be nicer,’ Nico said, in a tone that left the door open for dissent, Miles being the paymaster.

Miles considered the question. ‘I think flakes, actually.’ And so flakes it was.

Miles Straker was regarded, certainly by himself but by a good many others besides, as the most attractive and charismatic man in Hampshire. At the age of fifty-three, he was fit, handsome, socially confident, abominably smooth and, above all, rich. As chairman and chief executive of Straker Communications, the public relations consultancy he had founded twenty-five years earlier, he was also widely viewed as influential. You had only to look at the roster of his clients (and he mailed out an impressive glossy brochure every year, to as many as four thousand neighbours and opinion-formers, listing them all) to get the measure of his reach. His corporate clients included Britain’s third-largest supermarket group, second-largest airline, an international luxury hotels chain, an arms dealer, an energy conglomerate, a Spanish sherry marque and, pro bono, the Conservative Party. In addition he was privately retained by half a dozen FTSE 100 chairmen and CEOs, either to enhance their public profile or else keep them out of the newspapers altogether. It was rumoured that the Royal House of Saud paid Miles a stupendous annual retainer for reputation management, as did the Aga Khan Foundation. But Miles would never be drawn on these special arrangements, if they did in fact exist.

From Monday to Friday the Strakers lived in a tall, white stucco house on a garden square in Holland Park, which they had owned for eleven years. If there was a faintly corporate feel to the place, and particularly to the large taupe- and nutmeg-coloured drawing room with its many L-shaped sofas, this was because  Miles regularly used the house as somewhere in which to hold work-related receptions. This had the advantage of enabling him to write off most of the expensive decoration against tax. Each morning Miles was collected at six fifty a.m. precisely from the house to be driven to one of the three hotel dining rooms he used for breakfast meetings with the great and the good, before being dropped at the mews house behind Charles Street, Mayfair, which was his corporate headquarters. For as long as he had been able to afford it, Miles had made a rule of maintaining an independent office above the fray, private and secretive, rather than sitting himself in the same building as his nine hundred London-based employees. ‘I probably have the smallest office in London,’ was his boast. ‘There’s scarcely room for the seven of us to squeeze in together: that’s me, the three girls, two analysts and my driver.’ Needless to say, Miles’s own senatorial office within this toytown Regency townhouse occupied virtually all the available space.

But it was the country house in Hampshire that he felt best reflected his stature and gravitas. Seven years after buying the place from the Heathcote-Palmers, whose ancestors had built the house almost three hundred years earlier, Miles liked to imply that his own family had been settled there for rather longer than they had. This was put across in many subtle ways, such as the leather-framed black-and-white photographs of Chawbury Manor dotted about the Holland Park house, and in the Charles Mews South office; a tasteful engraving of Chawbury on the letterhead of the country writing paper; and the substantial conversation pieces hanging in both the country and London entrance halls, showing Miles and Davina and the four Straker children painted in oils on the terrace, with the trophy house looming ostentatiously behind them.

It was generally agreed that Chawbury Manor was one of the loveliest setups in the county; not only the house itself, with its Georgian proportions and knapped-flint-and-brick Hampshire architecture, but for its crowning glory, its views. It stood at the head of a steep private valley almost a mile long, bounded its entire length on one side by mature woodland, and on the other by rolling downland. The floor of the valley, through which the river Test meandered, was overlooked by the several raked and  balustraded terraces of Chawbury Manor, and grazed by a flock of rare Portland sheep.

From the wide top terrace, which opened out from French windows in the drawing room, the television room and from Miles’s own wood-panelled study, you could see the full pitch of the valley, and it was here, when the Strakers entertained, that guests gathered for drinks before lunch or dinner, exclaiming at the view.

‘Is this all you?’ people would ask, staring into the distance.

And Miles replied, ‘Actually it is, yes. Our predecessors used to finish at the fence just before the far wood, but fortunately the wood came up a few years ago and we were able to buy it. Which makes one feel much more secure, with all these alarming changes in planning regulations from the ghastly Michael Meacher.’

‘Now tell us about that pretty little cottage. What’s that all about?’

The cottage was a tiny flint-and-lathe labourer’s hovel on the horizon, surrounded by a tumbledown barn and several other semi-derelict outbuildings, including an ancient pigeonnier. At such a distance from the manor it was impossible to see the cluster of buildings very clearly, because they melded into the fold of the hill. And yet you could never look down the valley without being aware of them. The cottage acted as a picturesque eye-catcher in landscaped parkland.

‘Well, as a matter of fact that’s the one and only thing that isn’t us. I hope it will be one day. I have an understanding with the old boy who lives there that he’ll offer it to me first and to no one else.’

‘So it is still lived in? It looks rather abandoned.’

‘I think only about two rooms are habitable. He’s a strange old character; the place is collapsing around his ears. Silas Trow his name is - looks about a hundred and ten. It’s reached by an unmade track from the Micheldever road. God knows how he manages out there. Collects his weekly giro and that’s about it, I think.’

‘What’ll you do with the cottage when you get it?’ people often enquired. ‘It has so much potential.’

Then Miles would shrug. ‘Well, Davina always says she wants  it for her painting studio. We’ll see. There’s any number of uses we might put it to.’

In the back of Miles’s mind was the prospect of one day installing one of his mistresses there, once it had been repaired, as a weekend trysting place. Too risky, too reckless, too close to home? Perhaps. But he thrived on risk. He assumed Davina had known for years about the existence of other women and long ago accepted it, but perhaps she didn’t; it wasn’t exactly something he could ask her.
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The Straker summer lunch party was held on the second Sunday in June for the sixth year running. Strictly speaking it was a corporate event, and certainly every last penny of the cost was written off against tax, including several disputable elements, such as the entire annual upkeep of the garden, which would have raised questions from the Inland Revenue had it been presented to them in quite that way. Certainly the raison d’être of the party was to entertain clients and would-be clients of Straker Communications, and the invitation list bristled with the chairmen and chief executives of the largest accounts and their wives, as well as more favoured and presentable marketing directors.

As Miles reviewed the guest list for the final time, he saw that four senior representatives from Pendletons, the supermarket chain, were coming, including his neighbours Lord and Lady Pendleton of Longparish. James Pendleton was one of the four Pendleton brothers, family shareholders of Strakers’ biggest client. Also on the guest list were the managing directors of British Regional Airways, Trent Valley Power 4 U, Eaziprint - the photocopy to digital services conglomerate - and several strategically useful executives from Unilever, Allied Domecq and Compaq. Miles doubted some of these guests would be a social asset at the party, and they were to be seated as unobtrusively as possible at the extreme edge of the tent; he was confident they would already be sufficiently flattered to be invited down to his private house, given his reputation and profile. Miles nevertheless made a point of memorising all their names, for it was a matter of pride that he should acknowledge every guest personally, and he would not tolerate name badges at Chawbury Manor.

The client side taken care of, the Strakers liked to embellish their lunch parties with as many of their more glamorous neighbours as possible, as well as acquaintances from further  afield who would raise the game. So the local Conservative MP Ridley Nairn was there with his wife, Suzie, as were half a dozen senior Tories from Central Office for whom Miles was one of three favoured advisors. A deputy chairman of the party, Paul Tanner, with whom he breakfasted every six weeks at the Ritz, had been invited with his third wife, Brigitte, and would sit at the top table with James and Laetitia Pendleton, along with several of their jollier and more prominent neighbours. In the interest of political balance (for Miles could never allow his company to be exclusively associated with the Conservatives, given the way things stood), a couple of known Labour donors were invited, including the home-micro-curry tycoon Sir Vishandas Gupta, whom Miles anticipated would soon become a client.

Shortly before the arrival of the first guests, when he had satisfied himself that everything was perfectly ready, Miles mustered his wife and family in the hall for a final pep-talk. Whenever they gave a large party he insisted all four children be present and prepared to pull their weight entertaining the guests. Today he ran his eyes over them and grimaced. Davina at least now looked more appropriate, having changed into something pretty and flowery, and Samantha was undeniably attractive, despite the four inches of midriff on display and a sulky expression. Six foot tall, with straight blonde hair and the best legs at Heathfield, Samantha at seventeen was a source of mild anxiety. Stunningly pretty, spoilt and petulant, she was also Miles’s favourite child. Today she made no secret of the fact she’d rather be up in London at her friend Hattie’s party than doing her bit at the Chawbury lunch.

‘For heaven’s sake, Peter, can’t you put a tie on? And those chinos are grubby. You can’t possibly wear them for lunch.’ Miles glared at his eldest child.

Peter, at twenty-three, was the only one to be working for his father at Straker Communications. Not for the first time, Miles wondered whether his son was cut out for the business of public relations. But, then again, there seemed to be nothing else he had any aptitude for, so they had created a job for him in research, which kept him out of mischief.

‘Surely I don’t need to wear a tie, Dad? No one wears ties.’

‘Nonsense. Look at Archie; he’s got a tie on. In fact, one of  mine if I’m not mistaken. Did you take that from my dressing room?’

‘Just borrowed it, Dad. I’ll put it back.’

‘You’d better.’ But Miles looked approvingly at the son who reminded him most of himself. Archie was quick, bright and extremely attractive to girls. He was also glib and unscrupulous but, unlike his father, had not yet learned to conceal these attributes behind a carapace of sincerity.

‘As for you, Mollie, haven’t you got something less funereal to put on?’ He stared critically at his plump younger daughter, with her plain, serious face and droopy brown skirt and top. ‘I thought you said you’d buy something new for today?’

‘I did. This is new.’ Mollie had travelled into Basingstoke especially, but found the shops in the High Street scarily trendy and hard-edged, and bought the first thing that looked neither obtrusive nor sexed-up, without trying it on.

‘Sam, haven’t you got something you can lend Mollie? There must be something buried in that heap of clothes on your bedroom floor.’

‘Da-ad,’ replied Samantha. ‘Get real. As if she’d fit into anything of mine.’

The discussion was cut short by the crunching of tyres on gravel outside, and the arrival of the first guests.

 



One of Miles’s great skills as a host - in fact, great skills in life - lay in his ability to greet newcomers with an overwhelming show of warmth and enthusiasm. He was a grasper of hands, a hugger of both men and women. When he shook hands with a client, he gripped their palm and held on to it for longer than was quite comfortable, while maintaining a glittering eye contact. His pleasure at meeting and re-meeting people of importance - and people of only tangential importance to his life - was remarkable, something he had first learned, then assiduously practised over many years. Not naturally tactile, even with his family, he had exerted himself, realising that if he could establish this first impression with conviction, it would carry him more than half the distance. The advice he gave in his professional life, for which he billed so handsomely, was strategic and clinical, but he  understood the importance of ‘connecting’ with the world, and these extravagant greetings were the outward manifestation.

Today he positioned himself outside on the terrace, just beyond the open drawing-room door, through which the guests were being directed, having first collected a glass of champagne from the line of waitresses standing with outstretched trays. So they had already passed through the flagstoned hall with its sweeping staircase and family group portrait above the fireplace, and through the drawing room with its many sofas and paint finishes, and then out again on to the terrace where the picture-perfect Straker family awaited, the six of them formed up in their ties and pretty dresses, marred only by Peter’s grubby chinos, and behind them the famous long view of the valley.

It was shortly after they had all sat down for lunch, and the many waitresses from Gourmand Solutions were bringing out the first course of langoustines and scallops on multi-coloured glass plates, that Miles again became aware of activity on the horizon. Unmistakably, next to Silas Trow’s cottage and the derelict barn, he could see three parked cars. Even at this distance he could tell they were four-by-fours, Land Cruisers or Cherokee Jeeps by the size of them. And there were several people poking about in the outbuildings. Miles found it perplexing. Who were they?

As lunch progressed and the waitresses served a main course of guinea fowl in a wild mushroom sauce with tiny broad beans, he found himself glancing again and again towards the cottage. Each time it was more troubling. He thought he could see two figures measuring out distances with a tape. One of the four-by-fours drove off and later returned followed by a truck from which several men clambered down and strode about purposefully. As soon as lunch was over and everyone had left, he would go over and discover what was going on.

Another of Miles’s skills was being able to conduct several conversations simultaneously, so he kept up a lively discussion with Laetitia Pendleton about the English National Ballet’s forthcoming programme (Laetitia was a trustee), and with her husband about the impact of Wal-Mart’s recent acquisition of the Asda supermarket group, while tuning in to Paul Tanner’s confident broadcast to the table that, in William Hague, the party  had a leader with the ability to instil sufficient party discipline to win, and how their latest private doorstep polls were consistently registering a six per cent uplift over Mori and YouGov. But even as Miles flattered and eavesdropped upon his neighbours and clients, he peered at the cottage on the horizon.

It wasn’t until well after five o’clock that they were shot of the final guests. Every year, it was the ones you were least happy to have in your house who lingered the longest and wanted to engage Miles in conversation, often about work-related issues, which made it difficult to cut them short. The partner of the marketing boss of Trent Valley Power 4 U - a shocking bottle-blonde with a wedge haircut and evidently the worse for drink - had mislaid her handbag in the garden and couldn’t remember where, and then, having eventually located it, asked, ‘Can I use your toilet?’ and wandered about the house for ages, instead of using the Portaloos behind the orangery, until they worried she might have passed out in the cloakroom. Meanwhile, an adhesive couple from BRA - British Regional Airways - stood by the open door of their BMW making fatuous conversation instead of leaving, and thanking the Strakers ‘for the lovely meal and we must get you over to us one day soon; I’ll give you a bell next week and make a plan.’ Miles shuddered. The downside of these lunches was that there were always people who didn’t understand the ground rules and wanted to reciprocate. Obviously they’d be stonewalled by the girls at the office, for ever if necessary, but it was still an imposition.

Free at last of guests, and leaving the caterers dismantling tables and stacking chairs, Miles strode over to the stable yard. Although he had never so much as sat on a horse until his thirty-sixth birthday, he had recently become a keen rider. The Strakers kept half a dozen thoroughbreds at Chawbury, looked after by a pair of girl grooms from New Zealand. One of their duties was to keep the horses permanently tacked-up at weekends, in case the family should decide on a whim to go riding.

As he approached the stables he saw Samantha, already changed into jodhpurs and riding boots, preparing to set out.

‘Hang on, Sam, I’ll join you. I want to ride over to Silas’s cottage. There’s something going on up there.’

Soon, father and daughter were clattering across the cobblestones on their chestnut and bay mounts, heading past the wall of beech hedges that lined the path to the valley floor. They crossed an ornamental bridge over the Test and entered a wide, springy meadow, more than half a mile long, which Miles had decreed be kept perpetually free of nettles, thistles and ragwort. To this end, the two Chawbury groundsmen spent hours every month circling the field on quad bikes, zapping the smallest growth with noxious chemicals.

They were riding parallel to the river and powered up first into a canter, then a gallop. Miles experienced the near-exhilaration he always felt when crossing his own land at full pelt on his own horse, hooves thundering across his immaculate nettle-free acres. At the midpoint of the valley, he slowed and turned to catch sight of Chawbury Manor from the prospect he knew to be its finest. Ten yards ahead, Samantha’s blonde hair flowed behind her in the breeze as she pushed her horse faster and faster. He felt a surge of pride that his eldest daughter was so indisputably attractive and classy. He felt it reflected well upon him. As a man who had built his reputation and fortune on his ability to enhance the surface of every situation, Miles instinctively understood his own life in the same way. He saw himself riding his thoroughbred horse with his thoroughbred daughter, and the distant prospect of his thoroughbred house, and knew his life must be as near-perfect as it was possible for talent, money and hard work to secure.

The ground now rose towards a bun-shaped knoll which overlooked Silas’s cottage, and Miles and Samantha slowed to a halt. From here they could see the whole decrepit property with its subsiding tithe barn and pigeonnier missing half its roof slates, and a fetid, slime-green pond filled with the rotting branches of dead trees. The cottage itself had cascades of bramble clinging to the roof, the garden choked with bindweed. Parked across the track between cottage and barn were two four-by-fours and a builder’s lorry, and men with clipboards could be seen with surveying equipment.

Miles rode down the hill, trailed by Samantha, and stopped in front of a small group of workmen. ‘Mind telling me what’s going on here?’ He spoke peremptorily, glaring down from his horse.

‘And who’s asking?’ replied one of the men. He was a wiry character in his late-forties, with a Midlands accent and suede jacket.

‘Miles Straker,’ replied Miles. He announced his name in a tone that implied it should mean something. ‘I happen to own this valley, and I’m asking what you’re all doing up here. This is private property. And where’s Silas Trow?’

The wiry man replied, ‘The old fellow who used to live here? Passed away several months ago, I believe.’

‘Silas has died? No one told me that.’ Miles felt wrong-footed, disliking the sensation of being under-informed; one of his principles in life was that he should always be better briefed than everyone else. ‘And what are you doing here anyway? Isn’t there a foreman or someone in charge?’

‘There’s no foreman, because I haven’t appointed contractors yet,’ replied the wiry man. ‘But you can talk to me. I recently bought this place. Ross Clegg.’ He shot out a palm towards Miles, who found his fingers crushed by the force of the handshake.

Now Miles was seriously confused. Was this bloke in the suede jacket really telling him he’d bought Silas’s cottage, the cottage Silas had as good as promised him, more than once? Why the hell hadn’t anyone informed him about this? Why hadn’t he known Silas was dead? He hadn’t even realised he’d been ill. As for the cottage being on the market, he hadn’t heard a damn thing about it, when he was the obvious purchaser. It was true he’d been travelling a lot recently, in the States, in the Emirates, Tokyo, but that was no excuse. There were such things as faxes and telephones. His furious mind searched for scapegoats: his secretaries, his housekeeper and, above all, Davina. For heaven’s sake, she spent four whole days a week down at Chawbury, didn’t she? She had the whole of Monday and Friday there, as well as weekends. Why hadn’t Davina known?

Ross Clegg was approaching Samantha to introduce himself. He walked with a slight limp, one leg dragging behind the other as he crossed the ground. Miles also saw Ross was a more confident man than he’d initially realised; physically he wasn’t much to speak about, but there was an unmistakeable presence.

Ross stuck his hand up to Samantha, towering above him on  her horse, and said, ‘Ross . . . Ross Clegg. And you’re a very lovely sight, if you don’t mind my saying so. Do you often ride by this way?’

Samantha replied in a brittle voice, ‘Actually we live at Chawbury Manor. And I do often ride through our woods, when I’m home from school.’

‘Looks like we’re going to be neighbours, then,’ Ross said. ‘We’ve got kids more or less your age, so we’ll have to get you all together once we’re in and settled. But that won’t be for the best part of a year probably, when the builders are done and dusted.’

Miles felt a second shock of the afternoon. ‘You’re not building on, are you?’ he asked Ross. He had a sudden vision of a hideous extension on the side of Silas’s hovel, with additional bedrooms and bathrooms.

‘No way, mate,’ Ross replied. ‘We’re doing the job right and bulldozing the place. No good trying to patch up a mess like this; better to start over. That way, at least you end up with something that works for you. This will be our second newbuild in five years. Dawn and I built our present property in Droitwich and learned a lot of hard lessons in the process.’
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Miles spent much of the following week in the air, but this did not deter him from his mission. By Monday lunchtime he had confirmed the intolerable news that Silas’s cottage had indeed been sold from under his nose. It seemed that Silas had keeled over while buying a lottery ticket in Micheldever, been rushed to Basingstoke and North Hampshire General Hospital and never been discharged. His niece, Paula, had given the cottage to First Countryside estate agents to sell, who had stuck up a photograph in the window of their local branch at the laughably low asking price of sixty-five thousand pounds. Miles’s exasperation reached new heights. If the ruddy niece had only gone to Knight Frank or Savills, he’d have heard about it for sure.

His next priority was to learn everything he could about Ross Clegg. By now, half his office was devoted to the task, his PAs Googling Clegg on the internet and searching the numerous syndicated databases to which Straker Communications subscribed. When Miles landed at JFK, his first act was to call the office for an update. To his dismay, Ross turned out to be chief executive and founder of Freeza Mart, a cash-and-carry grocery enterprise in the West Midlands. Before long, Miles’s driver, Makepiece, had been dispatched to collect the statutory accounts from Companies House, which was brought back to Charles Mews South and faxed, page by page, to Miles’s suite at the Four Seasons Hotel on Madison and 57th Street, along with an investment report the girls had tracked down. Sitting at his desk before setting out to dinner, Miles studied every page, learning about the twenty-three edge-of-conurbation freezer centres from Coventry to Telford that Ross had established over the past twenty-odd years, and his plans to expand the business into the south-east with new outlets from Southampton to Basingstoke. This, presumably, was his reason for wanting a home in Hampshire. It irritated Miles  that the balance sheet was so clean, with an admirably low debt ratio, and impressive annual growth in revenue and profits. The company had been listed on the AIM small-cap market two years ago. On the evidence of this report, Ross was a resourceful businessman.

By Tuesday afternoon, Miles’s office had got hold of Ross’s planning application, which arrived with the devastating information that it had already been approved by the local planning authority. When this was nervously explained by his senior PA, Sara White, Miles became agitated. But this was nothing to his annoyance when the details of the application, and supporting plans and elevations, disgorged from the fax. The proposed new house was grotesque - there was no other word for it - simply the naffest, least appropriate dwelling imaginable. It reminded him of an overgrown Bovis home, with a pretentious double-height pillared entrance with balcony on top, with plate-glass, double-glazed French windows leading from the master bedroom suite. In front of the house was an in-and-out drop-off point around a circle of lawn like a corporation roundabout, and a pitched roof with dormer windows set into fancy Dutch tiles.

The longer Miles scrutinised the plans, the angrier he became. It was simply unbelievable planning permission had been granted. The house was a monstrosity that would blemish the entire valley. Over his dead body would it get built.

He immediately launched a campaign to lobby every person and organisation of influence he could think of. The Lord Lieutenant of Hampshire was written to (Miles’s letter was simultaneously posted, faxed and couriered for maximum effect), as was the high sheriff, the chairman of the local authority and six local county councillors who owed him favours. Each of these blistering missives was copied to the local MP, Ridley Nairn, who received a long letter of his own for good measure, as did Paul Tanner at Conservative Central Office.

A second wave of letters was dispatched the next day, this time to English Heritage, making them aware that a historic tithe barn was in jeopardy, with copies to SAVE Britain’s Heritage and the Architectural Conservancy Trust. All these letters were worded with great cunning, and did not fail to mention Miles’s  connection to several public companies that supported the work of these bodies, or sponsored their awards.

 



By the next weekend, back at Chawbury from his trip to the States, Miles felt confident the situation could be retrieved from the jaws of disaster. At lunch, he lectured Davina and the children on the importance of cultivating relationships with well-placed individuals, and that through a judicious balance of hard work and discreet networking it was generally possible to achieve everything you wanted. ‘Call it a life lesson,’ Miles declared, as his family sat around the mahogany dining-room table.

But Mollie, who was listening to her father’s speech with a disapproving frown, said, ‘I don’t really get what’s so bad about this new house. Other people have to live somewhere. And it’s quite a long way from us in any case; it wouldn’t matter that much.’

Miles regarded Mollie sternly. ‘Have you given any thought to this at all? Have you considered what it would do to the value of our house, having a hideous modern mansion - and that’s doubtless what Mr Clegg calls it, a “mansion” - directly across the valley? It would halve the value; that’s if we could sell it at all. Do you think the kind of people in the market to buy Chawbury would choose to live somewhere with an overgrown council house plonked on the horizon? It would be virtually un-sellable. Blighted. We’d effectively be trapped here for life.’

‘But you aren’t going to move house anyway,’ persisted Mollie. ‘I’m just saying it wouldn’t be such a big thing. I mean, the cottage is there already, and I hardly notice it. That’s all I’m saying.’

Miles shook his head. ‘Peter, what about you? I assume you can see what a total ruddy disaster it would be.’

‘Actually, Dad, I agree with Mollie. You’re really overreacting. You always said you’d modernise the cottage yourself, if you bought it.’

‘I’m beginning to think my entire family is half-witted. Archie, what about you? And Samantha? You’ve actually met this Ross Clegg, the Midlands freeza King. Does he strike you as a welcome addition to the Chawbury “community”, as Mollie would no doubt phrase it?’

‘No way,’ said Samantha. ‘He’s, like, this really geeky, naff  guy? Like someone working in a . . . garage or somewhere? And he’s, like, disabled or something?’ Samantha had developed a tick of ending every sentence on a rising inflection, which Miles hated and thought she’d picked up from too much watching of  Neighbours. ‘He’s got this club foot thing?’

‘You’ve got to stop him, Dad,’ Archie said. ‘It’ll be such an eyesore if he gets away with it. I reckon it would knock two million off the value of our house.’

‘Thank you, Archie,’ said Miles. ‘Thank God one of my children has a clear brain. As for you, Peter, I want you to conduct some research at the office. In fact, get the whole department on to it. I need a list of every campaigning group for rare mammals, wildflowers . . . all of them . . . bats, frogs, newts, I don’t know, anything that might be infesting Silas’s cottage. And, for heaven’s sake, don’t hang about. I need it on my desk by Monday afternoon.’

 



On Monday morning, Miles received the first batch of replies to his letters, none of which reassured him. All were respectful, all sympathetic, all promised to do whatever could be done within the parameters of what was possible. The Lord Lieutenant, who regularly dined with the Strakers at Chawbury, said he was instinctively on Miles’s side, and so was Philippa, who joined him in sending best wishes to them both, but it must be appreciated that planning regulations did not fall under his remit - ‘more is the pity!’ - but he would do his best to whisper a word into the right ears. Several county councillors replied regretting that Chawbury Manor did not fall inside their wards, and the local councillor inside whose ward Chawbury did fall wrote that if only he had known about all this in advance of the planning decision, he would surely have been able to bring his influence to bear upon the committee. It was generally agreed to be more difficult to overturn planning consent after the event than it would have been before.

To Miles’s irritation even Ridley Nairn, his constituency MP, whose electoral brochures and quarterly newsletters were designed free of charge by Straker Communications, and then actually posted through Straker Communications’ mailroom, replied that he would do what he could, but hoped Miles would  understand he could not openly campaign on behalf of his constituents over every individual planning dispute, especially since Miles’s particular area was the least built-up in the constituency. ‘We all need to be wary of NIMBYism,’ he added self-righteously. At a meeting with his lawyers, Miles explored overturning the planning consent on the grounds that he had never been officially informed about the application, but it turned out Chawbury Manor was slightly too great a distance from Silas’s cottage for this to be statutorily required.

A second legal challenge against Silas’s niece, Paula, for failing to extract the best price for Silas’s family by using an inferior estate agent, was also a non-starter, since Paula was the sole beneficiary of her uncle’s will.

 



By the following weekend, Miles was seriously put out. Having arrived at Chawbury in the dark on Friday night, he drew back his bedroom curtains the next morning to see a yellow JCB digger on the horizon, and a team of builders laying a temporary access road to the cottage. Later, he thought he spotted a cement mixer and, shortly before lunch, a crane appeared on site.

After lunch, Miles drove Peter and Samantha across the fields in his John Deere Gator, the green six-wheeled open-topped vehicle he used for buzzing about the estate. ‘We’ll go over for a recce,’ Miles said. ‘I need to know what’s going on up there. I don’t trust that man an inch.’

Arriving at the crest of the hill, Miles looked down in dismay. In addition to the JCB, there was a demolition vehicle on site with wrecking ball and chain, clearly intent on flattening the cottage. Several workmen in hard hats were sitting about with mugs of tea, and Miles spotted Ross studying the new house plans. A woman in her early forties hung on to Ross’s arm, wearing a beige coat which almost exactly matched her coloured razor-cut hair. Even at this distance, Miles could see her face was suntanned to a shade that didn’t look quite natural, and caked in make-up. She looked ridiculously over-groomed to be standing about in a building site, he reckoned.

‘Miles! Miles! Over here, mate. There’s someone I want you to meet.’ Ross was beckoning to catch his attention.

Reluctantly, Miles restarted the Gator and edged it down the bank to the cottage. Damn it. He hadn’t wanted to speak to Ross. ‘Let’s get this over with and get out,’ he said to Peter and Samantha under his breath.

This time Ross was wearing a chocolate-brown leather jacket, with Levis and a pair of Texas-style rodeo boots. Miles now knew his age was forty-seven, though he looked older: a craggy, lined face, short black hair and the limp when he walked. Jangling at his wrist was a narrow copper bracelet, which made Miles shudder. He disliked all jewellery on men, other than a discreet wristwatch and gold cufflinks.

‘I’d like you to meet my better half, Dawn,’ Ross said, introducing the woman in the beige coat. ‘Dawn, this is Miles, our next-door neighbour. Well, I say next door - our neighbour from the big place up the valley there. And this is Sam,’ he said, turning to Samantha. ‘Remember I told you I met a beautiful lady out horseriding? Well, here she is.’ Then, beaming at Peter and grasping his hand, he said, ‘Ross . . . Ross and Dawn Clegg . . . We’re the crazy idiots trying to turn this heap of old stones into a home. That’s if it doesn’t bankrupt us first.’

‘Peter Straker,’ Peter replied. Instinctively warming to Ross’s friendly manner, he shook hands with the Cleggs. He sensed his father’s disapproval behind him.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ Dawn said. Her face, beneath the suntan and make-up, was eager and perky. Like her husband, she had a strong Midlands accent. On her fingers was a multitude of gold rings, and her lips were covered with tan-coloured lipstick outlined with brown pencil. She said, ‘I do love your house, Peter. One of the reasons we bought this plot, actually, was the thought of waking up to that view every morning. Ross and I saw round a few old places ourselves before buying here, but decided they weren’t really for us. Too much upkeep. But a treat to look at.’

Miles considered some caustic put-down about views being a two-way matter, but Ross was saying, ‘I know all about you now, Miles. I’ve been looking you up. When we met the other day, I thought, I know that name, but couldn’t place it; it was driving me mad, so I did my researches. I’m well impressed too. You’re in with all the movers and shakers, so they say.’

Miles experienced several emotions in quick succession. The first was affront that Ross Clegg had been checking up on him, snooping behind his back like a private detective; the second, fleeting disappointment Ross hadn’t instantly known who he was in the first place; third, satisfaction Ross now recognised his elevated status.

‘I wouldn’t believe everything you read in the newspapers,’ Miles replied, in a superior voice.

‘You’re really quite famous,’ Ross went on. ‘When I mention your name to people, they’ve very often heard of you. I’ve been telling folk you’re going to be just across the fields from us. And the kids were very excited when I said you’ve got kids their age. You know what kids are like about moving to a new place. Our lot don’t want to move down here at all. They think southerners are all snobs.’

‘Gemma’s the worst,’ Dawn said. ‘She loves it in Droitwich. She turned sixteen last week. Her friends and her school are her world.’

‘I’d be the same,’ Peter said. ‘You don’t want to start making new friends at her age.’

‘It’s all Dad’s fault,’ Ross said cheerily. ‘I’m not the most popular bloke in our house at the minute, not with Gemma anyhow. We wouldn’t be relocating if it wasn’t for my job, so Dad’s the bogeyman.’

Feeling he’d heard more than enough already about the Clegg family and their foibles, Miles revved the Gator and began to edge away.

‘Cheerio, then, Miles,’ Ross called out.

‘See ya later, Miles,’ said Dawn.

Miles shuddered as he sped off.

Various new strategies were formulating in his head. But first it was time for Plan B.

 



It was remarkable how many conservation groups there were in Britain, Miles thought, especially in the area of animal and flora preservation, and how sweeping were their powers. Having carefully studied the document compiled by Peter and the research department, he knew exactly what to do next.

Ensconced at his computer, he composed emails to the Woodland Trust, to the Wildflowers Conservancy Trust, the Bat Conservation Trust and the Invertebrate Conservation Trust. Each of these organisations received a different tip-off that a unique habitat of exceptional scientific and environmental importance was about to be destroyed by developers, threatening a host of endangered species. In one email, it was the horseshoe bat and soprano pipistrelle bat that took centre stage. In another, the red-tipped cudweed - Filago lutescens - and adder’s-tongue spearwort. In his message to the Invertebrate Conservation Trust, Miles warned about palmate newts and salamanders that would disappear were the pond at Silas’s cottage drained and filled in. The tithe barn was a favoured roosting place not only of the horseshoe and pipistrelle bat, but of serotine bats, all protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act of 1981, and liable to a fine of five thousand pounds per bat or six months’ imprisonment for anyone who displaced them. The meadow around the cottage was the habitat of rare wildflowers and grasses.

By the following Tuesday, Miles was gratified to learn that all work at Silas’s cottage had come to an abrupt halt under a blizzard of compulsory inspection orders. Bat experts and pondlife experts arrived at the hamlet in hordes and were setting up hides and observation posts, and wildflower conservationists had successfully served desist orders on both Ross and his workmen.

That evening in London, at a small dinner he was hosting in honour of the finance minister of Abu Dhabi in a private dining room at the Lanesborough Hotel, Miles chuckled to himself. He’d like to see the Freeza King get out of that one. There were no two ways about it: if you wanted to take on Miles Straker in his own back yard, you’d better know what you were coming up against.
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Sitting on the back seat of his dark-blue Bristol Continental, Miles speed-read the briefing notes about his biggest and highest-yielding client. His driver, Makepiece, was ploughing through heavy traffic towards the Barbican, where Pendletons plc was headquartered.

Although the Pendletons business was handled day to day by a large team of Straker Communications executives comprising more than forty people, Miles nevertheless made a point of attending quarterly meetings there himself. He knew the importance of giving ‘face time’ to top clients, and these sessions, which were known as strategic meetings to distinguish them from the weekly update and monthly review meetings, were by long tradition attended by all four Pendleton brothers, James, Nick, Michael and Otto, who between them controlled thirty-four per cent of the stock.

Miles did not anticipate any great issues at today’s meeting. The supermarket group was performing well with a rising market share, which put it within catch-up distance of Sainsbury’s, and only Tesco was outperforming them in growth and EBITDA. In recent months they had put further blue water between themselves and Asda, with Morrisons, Safeway and Waitrose ranked behind that.

Glancing at the agenda, Miles saw that only item seven - Any Other Business - was liable to be controversial. He consulted the slim aide-mémoire he had prepared for that particular item, and which he intended to spring on the meeting as a surprise. He hoped to God the Pendleton brothers would go for the idea, because matters were becoming tedious at Chawbury.

Makepiece pulled up outside Pendleton Plaza, the steel-and-glass building on Long Wall with its lime-green logo in the Pendleton corporate branding. Inside the atrium lobby, Miles  spotted an advance party of Straker Communications executives watching out for him, including his managing director, Rick Partington, and the various Straker account directors, managers, researchers and coordinators who serviced the Pendletons business. As he entered the lobby the Strakers team danced attendance, offering extra sets of briefing notes and agendas in case he hadn’t brought his own, and handing him the plastic name badge they had obtained in advance from security. Miles thrust the badge into a suit pocket. As chairman of Straker Communications, he felt he was slightly beyond pinning plastic badges all over himself.

‘Morning, Miles,’ said Rick. ‘As you can see, we’re fully represented today. It’s going to be eleven of us and nine of them.’ As a matter of policy, Strakers always preferred to outnumber their clients at meetings, believing it made them seem serious and committed. Miles noticed Peter was on the team today, and wished his son in the baggy army-surplus coat was as smartly turned out as the rest of the delegation. He had hoped that, over time, the Strakers culture would rub off on him, and he’d start presenting himself better, but it didn’t seem to be happening.

They crossed the atrium with its reflecting steel waterfall and concrete tubs trailing with ivy and arrived at a bank of elevators. A pair of enormous paintings by Rothko, comprising squares of maroons and reds, hung opposite the elevator doors with a notice saying they had been loaned by the Pendleton Foundation, part of the extensive collection of contemporary art built up by this generation of Pendletons. In the centre of the atrium was a sculpture of a pregnant woman by Henry Moore.

In the mirror-lined lift, Miles assessed his reflection from every conceivable angle, concluding he looked gratifyingly good for a man of his age, the grey strands in his otherwise jet-black hair adding distinction. He was reflecting, quite literally, on how much better-looking he was than the rest of his senior management team when his eyes settled on Peter, and he winced; for here, multiplied to infinity by the mirrored walls, was the tall, lanky, tousled image of his son, tuned in to a Walkman. For a moment Miles stared in disbelief, hoping he might be mistaken. Was it actually possible any representative of Straker Communications  - let alone his own son - could be listening to a Sony Walkman in the lift, in a client’s lift, on the way up to an important meeting with the company’s biggest account?

Incredulously, he regarded Peter and the plastic headset clamped over his ears. He glared, but the boy was in another world, gazing into space, lips moving with the lyrics. To his father, he appeared so laidback as to be virtually retarded, his head and shoulders swaying to some internalised beat. Miles glanced about the elevator car, to see which of his subordinates had noticed Peter. If they had, they gave no indication. The other nine Strakers executives were silently watching the digital panel as it charted their progress to the penthouse floor, where the Pendleton family’s suites of offices were located.

As the lift doors opened with a ping Miles strode forward, yanked the headphones from his son’s ears and thrust them into his pocket. ‘Don’t you ever do that again,’ he snapped, before stepping out on to the executive carpet with a swagger.

The twenty-fifth floor of Pendleton Plaza more closely resembled a gallery of contemporary art than the headquarters of a chain of supermarkets. Ninety years after their grandfather, Wilfred Pendleton, had opened a penny store on the Holloway Road selling everything from pumice stones to scouring powder from a trestle stall, the Pendleton family had reinvented itself as passionate supporters of the visual arts in all their forms. Not only had they amassed extensive private collections of post-war paintings and sculpture, but they endowed public collections, sponsored exhibitions, funded scholarships and purchased pictures for the nation. Miles took vicarious pride in all these benevolent activities, having first suggested them himself, two decades earlier, as a means of burnishing the Pendleton image. It was Miles who had first introduced Jim Pendleton, as he still was in those days, to the idea of buying Hockney and Bridget Riley, and later to upgrade to Bacon and Freud, and sculpture by Giacometti and Moore. It was Miles who encouraged him to fund the renovation of the foyer of the English National Ballet, as well as their rehearsal space in Hammersmith, renamed the Pendleton Studios. It was Miles who prompted Nick Pendleton, at the time the supermarket became the first retailer to open an  aisle devoted to Indian cookery ingredients, to underwrite the Rajput gallery at the Victoria and Albert Museum, and later to commission Richard Rogers to design the Pendleton Gallery of Contemporary Indian and Asian Art in Bradford. When Michael Pendleton, group innovations director (who introduced chlorine gas preservatives to bags of watercress and mixed-leaf salads, thus extending their shelf life by three months) began looking for an appropriate project for his philanthropy, Miles advised him to endow the Michael Pendleton Chair of Biotechnology at Cambridge University. And when Otto Pendleton, youngest and hippest of the clan, developed a passion for experimental theatre and mime, it was Miles and Straker Communications that paved the way for the Otto Centre for the Performing Arts in Camden, to showcase the best of Eastern European improvised drama.

James Pendleton’s PA met the Strakers group at the lifts, explaining that ‘Lord Pendleton is just finishing up a conference call and will join you in a few minutes. He sends his apologies for keeping you waiting.’ They were shown into a large white conference room with steel and white leather chairs; bottles of Pendletons English natural spring mineral water were arranged down the centre of a bevelled-glass conference table, and platters of Pendletons vol-au-vents and mini sandwiches from the chill cabinet range. Mounted on one wall in lime-green branding was the new Pendletons slogan, developed through nationwide focus groups by Straker Communications: ‘Making every day just a little more special.’

Already assembled around the conference table were all the Pendletons team bar James, including Nick, Michael and Otto in shirtsleeves and ties, James’s son, Hugh, who had recently entered the business, and a full roster of marketing, logistics, PR and communications executives. Miles bearhugged his way round the family members, complimented Michael on his tortoiseshell spectacles (‘Very Maurice Saatchi, very elegant’) and sat himself next to the empty chair he knew would be James’s. One of Miles’s maxims was that, at presentations, he should always sit directly at the right hand of the senior client, giving the subliminal impression that they were, in all senses, joined at the hip. It was a Straker Communications policy that, whenever possible, staff  should distribute themselves amongst the clients at meetings, and not allow a confrontational ‘us and them’ configuration on two sides of a table.

Miles stretched out in his chair and stared critically at the Pendletons slogan, screwing up his eyes as though seeing it for the first time. ‘You know something, Nick,’ he said eventually to Nick Pendleton. ‘I think that’s a very fine slogan we came up with for you. I congratulate you, really I do. It was the brave choice and the right choice.’ He tilted his head, as if to appraise it afresh from a different angle, then nodded agreement with his earlier judgement. ‘Making every day just a little more special . . . it says it all, really, doesn’t it? Eight short words encapsulating the Pendletons lifestyle promise.’

Peter, still smarting from his father’s outburst in the lift, felt his stomach clench. If there was one thing he couldn’t stand, one thing that made him flush crimson with embarrassment, it was the sight of Miles in full insincere work mode, mouthing platitudes in a room full of people. Gingerly, he looked up from the table at the faces of the others, to gauge their expressions, but none appeared to be grimacing. In fact, they were nodding at everything Miles was saying, plainly delighted to be in the presence of the legendary image guru.

‘Well, people seem to quite like it,’ Nick Pendleton concurred. ‘We’ve had positive feedback from staff.’

‘It tested brilliantly,’ Miles went on. ‘One of the highest approval ratings we’ve ever experienced in research.’

Peter rolled his eyes, knowing that last bit wasn’t remotely true.

Miles directed his next remark to Michael Pendleton, while still addressing the whole table. ‘It was a particularly challenging slogan to get right, actually, which is why I insisted we research it exhaustively in all the regions. It was essential to have every word perfect.’

Peter thought of the endless, pointless focus groups and debriefing sessions he’d attended, none of which Miles had come along to, in which they’d debated ad nauseam whether the word ‘just’, as in ‘Making every day just a little more special’, should be included or not, or whether, as an alternative, the words ‘for you’  should be added on the end - ‘Making every day a little more special for you’. The Pendletons marketing team favoured the ‘for you’ option, arguing that it personalised the proposition, while incorporating a call to action, placing the emphasis on you - the all-important shopper. But forty focus groups from Newcastle to Bristol, conducted with loyal and occasional Pendletons customers, declared otherwise, so the decision was made. Peter felt a wave of depression, remembering the days he’d squandered criss-crossing Britain with the Strakers research department, tuning in to the arbitrary opinions of people who really didn’t give a toss either way.

Lord Pendleton joined the meeting, which meant it could now begin in earnest. The eldest of the four brothers, he was the group’s chairman who had driven the rush for growth, transforming Pendletons from a high-class family grocer with fifteen shops to the nationwide behemoth it had become today. Remorseless expansion through acquisition and store openings had put a Pendletons in virtually every high street and retail park in the country. Miles knew it was James he had to win over today, if his scheme was to stand a prayer.

As Miles predicted, there was nothing on the agenda to detain anyone for long, and in well under an hour they reached Any Other Business. People were already zipping away their notes and laptops when Miles spoke. ‘Chairman, if I may, there is one thought I wanted to raise under this item. A potential small acquisition which might just merit having someone take a look at it.’ Miles’s delivery was intentionally nonchalant, almost disengaged. Nobody around the table could have had the slightest idea how important this was to him. ‘I don’t know how familiar you are with a frozen-foods group based in the West Midlands, Freeza Mart? Not one of the more exciting sectors at the moment, I agree, but quite an interesting small business nonetheless with definite growth potential if professionally managed, which I understand it isn’t at present. I thought it might be a good fit for the group, either rebranded as Pendletons Freeza Centres in competition with Iceland or merged into the parent brand.’

Lord Pendleton of Long parish asked several pertinent questions about the performance and status of Freeza Mart, all of which  Miles was well briefed to answer, and then Michael Pendleton and his logistics director, Colin Terry, had their own questions about warehousing and distribution hubs.

‘The central point about Freeza Mart,’ Miles declared, ‘is that it’s not a well-managed business. The founding partner has taken it to a certain level, but he’s way beyond his comfort zone now. They’re crying out for professional management, and I know his external investors feel the same. The institutions are sceptical about recent expansion ambitions, which they consider unsound. Now would be the perfect moment to strike. But you’ll need to move quickly. I hear Wal-Mart’s already sniffing about.’

Miles surveyed the table, knowing this was the critical moment. If James decided to pass, then the dreaded Clegg mansion would surely get built and Chawbury valley would be spoiled for ever. For three months the bat, newt and wildflower police had occupied Silas’s cottage, cordoning off the hamlet with yellow exclusion tape, but all their bossy efforts had failed to uncover a solitary cudweed, spearwort, bat or salamander, and investigations would shortly be suspended. Miles’s last hope lay in persuading the Pendletons to buy Ross’s business and chuck him out, terminating his expansion plans and the Clegg mansion in one brilliant stroke. If Pendletons took over Freeza Mart, Ross wouldn’t need a house down south and could go straight back to Droitwich with his tail between his legs.

He was passing his gaze from brother to brother, alert for signals, when he caught sight of Peter, staring darkly at him. He had an accusatory expression, as though he’d sussed out his father’s plan, and objected on moral grounds. Miles grunted crossly. He found his eldest son exasperating. He appeared to inhabit some parallel world of his own, utterly removed from real life, in which the normal human emotions of cunning, graft and a desire to better oneself played no part at all. He would gladly let him leave Strakers if he thought he had any prospect of finding a job anywhere else. Apart from strumming on an acoustic guitar, Miles couldn’t think of anything Peter enjoyed doing at all. The idea of Peter having scruples about his plan infuriated him. For heaven’s sake, did he care nothing for Chawbury? Did he have no idea what effort and expense it took, year after year, to maintain  the house and garden for the greater glory of the Straker family? Miles glanced over at James’s son, Hugh, a nicely presented young man with an intelligent air about him, and wished Peter was more like him.

‘My vote goes in favour of pursuing the opportunity,’ Lord Pendleton said at last. ‘We should do our homework and take it to the next stage, at least. My only reservation is the inevitable one: will we get clearance from the MMC to swallow another competitor? After the hurdles we faced last time, and the prevailing sentiment about monopolies generally, we have to expect a lot of opposition. Miles, this is your area. Is it realistic?’

Miles replied carefully. ‘As ever, James, you’ve gone straight to the heart of the matter. And you’re right to be cautious, because we’re going to need to handle this one very skilfully. But I do think it’s doable, yes. It’s just a question of presenting everything in the right way. Why not leave it to me, and we’ll see what we come up with?’

 



It was Miles’s point of pride that Straker Communications charged more for their services than any comparable communications agency. This was because, as he explained it, ‘we provide the complete package - public relations expertise, lobbying, corporate image enhancement and adjustment, high-level access, plus, of course, my personal intervention as required.’ Within a few hours of the strategic meeting at Pendletons, Miles had appointed a working party to develop media strategy for a hostile takeover of Freeza Mart, and an operations room was set up at Straker Communications’ headquarters in Golden Square. Miles did not attend any of the subsequent sessions to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the target. Instead, he did what he did best, which was to lunch a succession of investors, newspaper editors, business editors and politicians, anyone in fact who might be asked for their opinion on the takeover, and subtly remind them what an impressive, philanthropic, forward-thinking group Pendletons was, and how we must never reach a point in this country where entrepreneurship becomes stifled by business-phobic legislation and red tape. To a couple of the City editors from the most important Sunday newspapers, Miles casually  predicted further consolidation in the grocery sector. ‘There are still a few struggling independents, mostly rather poorly run, which I can’t see surviving in current form. They’ll have to line up with one of the big boys.’ All of these lunches took place at the same table at Mark’s Club in Charles Street beneath an oil painting of a King Charles spaniel, which was known to the staff as ‘Mr Straker’s table’ since he ate at it three times a week. One of the reasons Miles had chosen his office in Charles Mews South was its proximity to Mark’s Club, and the many potential clients among the high-powered membership of the private dining club.

It was exactly five weeks after Miles had embarked upon his softening-up campaign that Pendletons formally approached the Clegg board to take them over. As predicted, Ross duly rejected the offer, and shortly afterwards the approach went hostile. Pendletons plc wrote to all Clegg shareholders offering a premium of seventy pence per share on the price. With Miles’s skilful prompting, this was publicly welcomed by several of the larger institutions, and the business sections were suddenly filled with laudatory profiles of Pendletons.

 



Sitting at home in Droitwich, with the Sunday papers spread out on the pine kitchen table, Ross felt sickened as the tsunami of positive press for Pendletons swept over him. The Independent on Sunday carried a double-page analysis of the rise and rise of the Pendletons brand, full of graphs and graphics illustrating its immutable progress, and the Sunday Telegraph business section carried a rare interview with James Pendleton, pictured rather stiffly at his desk with a Calder mobile behind him.

‘Reading what it says here, love,’ Ross said to Dawn, ‘you’d think it was a done deal already. They’re writing about us like we’re history. We’re like a minnow with this bloody great carp.’

Dawn tried to console him. ‘I’m sure that won’t happen, Ross. All your investors know what a brilliant job you’ve done starting up the business. And you’re doing so well, opening all these new stores. They’re not just going to sell out.’

‘I wouldn’t bet on it,’ Ross replied wearily. ‘If the deal makes sense, they’ll sell us in ten seconds flat. It’s business. You’ve got  to be realistic.’ Then he said, ‘But I’ll still be bloody gutted if it does happen. And I’m not going down without a fight either, I can tell you that.’

It was more than twenty years since Ross had opened his first shop, followed by a second and then, more rapidly, by a further four. After that, he’d kept on expanding, leasing new sites, keeping tight control on overheads and costs. He was also a shrewd picker of staff and a good motivator. One of his boasts was that he seldom, if ever, lost senior managers to competitors. And he was obsessed by efficiencies, forever imposing tougher KPIs - key performance indicators - on to the business, and introducing new training programmes. He often said that the potential for Freeza Mart was exponential. ‘In five to ten years we’ll have upwards of a hundred shops; we’ve barely scratched the surface yet.’ And now, thanks to Pendletons, he risked losing the lot.

At that moment the two youngest Clegg children, Gemma and Debbie, came into the kitchen, asking if someone could drive them to Kingfisher retail park to go shopping. ‘I really need to go to Topshop and Miss Selfridge,’ Gemma said. At sixteen she was short and pretty, with a mousy bob and freckles, black micro-skirt and red plastic boots. She wandered over to the fridge, took out a raspberry yogurt and leaned against the pine counter to eat it. On the white melamine cupboard doors were Blu-tacked school photographs of the girls in their brown cardboard frames.

Ross looked up from the newspapers. ‘Are you wearing lipstick, young lady?’

Gemma’s hand shot up to cover her mouth. ‘Not really, Dad. We were just trying something.’

‘You can wash it off right now. Go on, over at the sink there. You’re still too young to be painting yourself with cosmetics.’

‘Dad, I’m going to be seventeen in a month. Everyone at school’s allowed to wear it at weekends.’

‘Well, not in this family you’re not.’

‘Mum wears make-up all the time. Even when she goes swimming. ’

‘Now don’t be silly, Gemma,’ said Dawn weakly.

‘Yes you do, Mum. Admit it. When we went to the leisure centre, you were putting on lipstick in the car. And mascara.’

Dawn laughed nervously. ‘I wasn’t applying it; I was repairing it. Anyway, don’t answer your father back. You’re getting very lippy, Gemma. I don’t like it.’ Then she said, ‘Give us a few minutes, love, and I’ll run you down to the mall. I’m just talking to your father about something important. Run along now. I won’t be long. And put some trousers on - I’m not taking you out looking like that, not in that skirt.’

Gemma groaned. ‘I’ll bet there won’t even be any good shops if we move to Hampshire. There won’t be anything to do.’

Debbie, aged fifteen, nodded her agreement. ‘Yeah, Gemma says they don’t have Topshops or New Looks or anything, not even pizzas, in Hampshire or wherever. She says it’s going to be  so boring.’

‘Of course they do,’ Dawn replied. ‘Really, you girls can be very silly sometimes. Anyway, Debbie, you don’t even like shopping; you’re always saying that. And you can have a pony in Hampshire, which you can’t here. Now, run along, both of you. I’m talking to your dad.’

After they’d gone Ross said, ‘Well, there’s someone who’ll be happy if we get taken over.’ He laughed. ‘Gemma and her ruddy Topshop.’

Dawn kissed the top of his head. ‘We’re not going to get taken over. No way is that going to happen. You haven’t spent the last twenty-plus years working your guts out to have it taken from you. You’re a fighter, Ross Clegg. Remember when we were just starting out, with that first little office behind Budgens?’

‘I liked that office,’ Ross replied, pecking her on the cheek. ‘Nice and cosy. Just the four of us in the one room, and you practically sitting on my lap.’

‘I was only about five years older then than Gemma is now. That’s a funny thought.’

‘The sexiest secretary in Droitwich. Remember the red platform boots? I wonder whatever became of them.’

‘Since you ask, Gemma’s wearing them right now.’ And they both roared with laughter.

Ross pushed away the newspapers and stood up. ‘Tell you what, if you’re running the girls to the shops, could you drop me at the gym on the way? I feel like working off a lot of aggression.’

‘You do that. And remember: you fight them, love. It’s your company; you started it. No way can Pendletons barge their way in and take it. I’m telling all my friends to boycott their supermarkets, starting tomorrow. I’m going to call them all up and tell them.’

Ross chuckled and patted her bottom. ‘You go ahead, girl. It won’t make a blind bit of difference, but it might make us all feel a bit better.’
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Pendletons’ decision to raise their offer for Cleggs by a further thirty pence was greeted by the press, carefully primed by Miles, as the knockout bid. ‘A premium of a pound over the original share price surely reflects full value and more,’ wrote The Times. ‘If Lord Pendleton paid any more for this Droitwich-based cash-and-carry enterprise, he’d have to forgo his expensive Lucian Freud habit for a week or two.’

‘I think the job’s as good as done,’ Miles reported on the telephone to James Pendleton. ‘We’ve pretty much covered all bases now, and there hasn’t been a single voice anywhere for Clegg’s side. Not one. You probably saw The Economist this morning.’  The Economist had published, in that week’s edition, a lengthy analysis of the European supermarket sector, in which Carrefour of France, Tesco and Pendletons of Britain and Auchan in Belgium had been named the four groups to watch. The article referred approvingly to the impending takeover of Freeza Mart.

‘And there’s an article coming out in Friday’s Evening Standard  business section I think you might enjoy,’ Miles added smugly. ‘Nice reading for us, I predict, but not for Ross Clegg.’ Some of the unattributable lines he’d fed to the journalist were witheringly rude.

That evening, for the first time in a long while, Miles gave Peter a lift home to Holland Park Square in his office car. Normally Peter found his own way on the Tube, but tonight Davina wanted her son back on time for a family dinner, so Miles sent Makepiece over to Golden Square to pick him up and then swing back via Charles Mews South to collect the chairman. Having asked his son rather cursorily how his day had been, Miles turned to his briefcase and a stash of reports.

As they rounded Marble Arch Peter said, ‘Dad, there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you.’

Miles reluctantly put down his papers. ‘What’s that, Peter?’

‘About Pendletons and the Freeza Mart takeover thing and all that.’

‘Yes?’

‘Are we really only doing it to stop Ross Clegg building his house where Silas’s cottage was?’

‘Absolutely not,’ Miles replied firmly. ‘We’re doing it because it makes sound business logic. Pendletons are seeking ways to expand through acquisition, which they’ve frequently done in the past, so it’s nothing new, and the Clegg properties fit that strategy. Our job is to assist the process, make sure it happens as smoothly as possible.’

‘But admit it, Dad, you never would have suggested it if it wasn’t for the cottage. You hadn’t even heard of Freeza Mart before Ross bought it. All this is just to stop him spoiling the view.’

‘Total nonsense. You’re right that Clegg first came on to my radar when he turned up on our doorstep, but that’s how business works. You spot an opportunity and seize it. It’s not personal. It isn’t about me, or about him, for that matter. It’s about helping Pendletons grow market share in a very competitive sector, by any means we can.’

Peter looked sceptical, which made Miles bristle. Objectively, he could see that his son was good-looking, even handsome, with his long face and floppy brown hair like a rock star. And Miles could appreciate his idealism too, in theory. Miles felt himself to be an idealist, working hard every day of his life to make everything around him more ideal. He wanted his company to be the ideal solution for every client; he wanted his house - his houses - to be ideally and enviably comfortable; he wanted his holidays to be ideal, taken in ideal places, and most of all he wanted his wife and children to be ideal, to be seen to be ideal, actually to be ideal. But the idealism of Peter was something else altogether, something disapproving and uncompromising, which introduced a nagging ethical dimension where none was required. Although Miles knew in his heart that Peter had a point, and the takeover had been entirely provoked by Ross’s monstrous house plans, he had already rewritten history until Pendletons’ expansion programme was the spur, the house merely a happy consequence.

So he said, ‘Peter, if I’ve learned one thing in life, it’s this: you make your own luck. Nobody comes along with a big basket of goodies and doles them out, with identical shares for every child in the playground. Things don’t work that way. So if you want to take the opportunities life presents you with, I recommend you don’t search for the negative in every situation. As for this Clegg business, I’d be grateful if you didn’t refer to the cottage like that ever again.’

 



Just before noon on Friday, when Miles knew the first edition of the Evening Standard - the City Prices edition - would be hitting the streets, he dispatched his number-three PA to the vendor on the corner of Berkeley Square to buy a copy. The article covering the centre pages of the business section was everything he had hoped for and more. From Ross Clegg’s point of view, it was devastating. Miles felt a surge of pure, gloating, professional satisfaction that he’d been able to pull it off so brilliantly. Every invented quote ‘from a friend’, ‘from an industry insider’, ‘from a source close to Clegg’s came from Miles himself.

To start with, there was a particularly unattractive photograph of Ross, making him look about seventy years old. He had been taken from above, climbing out of a car, evidently having a problem with his leg. He looked frail and incapacitated, far too old to be working, let alone running a public company. Miles was thrilled with the photograph, which his people had sourced from weeks of picture research and provided free of charge to the newspaper.

The article itself was sneering and defamatory. Reading it, you got the impression Freeza Mart was the worst-run business in the country. Anonymous shoppers were quoted on why they’d deserted the stores (‘It’s a horrible experience going in; the aisles are filthy and the deep freezes solid with stale ice’). Statistics had been corrupted to imply the business was falling through the floor. But the cruellest attacks were reserved for Ross personally. ‘Insiders’ dismissed him as a ‘busted flush’, difficult to work for, vacillating and without vision. An anonymous ‘close colleague’ complained Ross was seldom seen about the business because of his ‘mobility problems’. ‘He can’t even manage store visits.’

In his elation, Miles called for a glass of champagne and sat at his desk, toasting his sheer cleverness. Afterwards, as he set out for lunch, he asked his secretaries to make three hundred copies of the article and have them faxed or couriered to every investor and financial journalist, just in case they should miss it.

By the time he arrived home at Chawbury that night, Miles was in terrific spirits. At dinner in the dining room, he bet his family two things. The first: Freeza Mart would fall to Pendletons before Wednesday of the coming week. The second: Silas’s cottage (or what was still left standing of it) would be back on the market within two months from today, and Ross’s show home would never get built.

 



On those Saturday mornings when he wasn’t abroad, Miles had an unvarying routine. He liked to drive himself into Stockbridge after breakfast to buy wine at the only decent wine merchant in his part of Hampshire, then go out and play on one of his several trophy tractors and yellow JCBs, or else go riding with Samantha around the Chawbury estate. Today, Davina reminded him they were due to have drinks with the Winstantons at Laverstoke before lunch, so they cut the ride short and returned to the stables in time to change to go out. Nigel and Bean Winstanton lived in a seventeenth-century converted mill two villages along from Chawbury, with the original mill wheel, which Miles privately considered rather naff. But Nigel worked for Lehman Brothers and their parties were always jolly, if slightly indiscriminating, and they had accepted. Bean was a boisterous mid-fifties blonde heavily involved in the pony club and local charities whom Miles found rather a pain, not least because she picked up every waif and stray and invited them all along to her parties; she seemed to regard - and treat - all her guests equally, which Miles considered disrespectful.

It was nevertheless in high spirits that the Straker family piled into the Mercedes for the short journey to Old Laverstoke Mill. Miles was brimming with goodwill from his media triumph the previous day. When Samantha asked for a raise in her monthly allowance, he instantly said yes. When Archie got into the car holding his breakfast, a slice of Marmite toast, having only just  got up, his father barely complained. Nor did he bother to criticise his wife’s choice of clothes, or even Peter or Mollie, neither of whom had made nearly enough effort to look smart for the occasion.

They could see from the number of Volvos and BMWs triple-parked outside the mill that it was going to be a large party. Inside, in the beamed hall which had once been a granary, Nigel and Bean were distributing glasses of champagne and elderflower cordial, while their Croatian couple, Stanislav and Vjecke, poured tumblers of Pimm’s from silver-lipped jugs. Scanning the throng of guests, Miles spotted the Lord Lieutenant and his wife, Johnnie and Philippa Mountleigh, Ridley Nairn and his wife, Suzie, and a large assortment of investment bankers and brokers from Citibank, Merrill Lynch and Goldman Sachs, all in Saturday-casual kit and assembled from their second homes in the country. On Miles’s arrival, half a dozen guests gravitated in his direction, keen to touch base with their glamorous neighbour. He positioned himself in the middle of the room, radiating charm and flirting with all comers. His eyes rested on a succession of bankers’ wives and female bankers whom he found sexy in their cashmere cardigans, Armani tweed trousers and high-heeled boots, and pondered which might be available for some extra-marital dalliance at some point in the future. Their husbands, he noticed, were mostly exhausted, white-faced, bean-counting compliance officers in polo shirts and tweed jackets, or else dressed up like embarrassing late-life adolescents in jeans and expensive bomber jackets.

There must now have been fifty couples inside the mill house, with almost the same number spilling outside on to the lawn. Through the open doors to the garden Miles could see the young Winstanton children, Toby and Shrimp, circulating with plates of mini-quiches, open smoked-salmon sandwiches and bowls of crisps. Davina was crouching down talking to Shrimp, probably about her new school or pony, which momentarily irritated Miles; he found it unbelievable that, in a house full of highly successful, interesting people, all at the top of their professional game, his wife should prefer to chat away to a vacuous eleven-year-old. Astounding, really.

[image: 001]

Davina, meanwhile, was thinking how refreshing it was to be talking to such a sweet, open little girl, and to have a break from all these pushy adults. It wasn’t that she was unused to parties - as the daughter of a diplomat, she sometimes felt she’d spent her entire childhood at one reception or another in overseas embassies - but frequently, as Mrs Miles Straker, she yearned for peace and quiet. The non-stop socialising exhausted her, sucked the life-force from her. She had neither her husband’s energy nor his remorseless lust for life. Part of her envied the way Miles was captivated by - and so effortlessly captivated - new people, but part of her despised him for it. As parties went, this one was relatively painless, but she would rather have been at home in her garden, peacefully weeding the bed in front of the orangery, which she had purposely asked the gardener to leave for her to do.

 



Samantha completed her second circuit of the garden and decided there was nobody here she was remotely interested in. The men were all over thirty-five, either married or nerds, and she was fed up telling people where she was at school. But at least she was enjoying the lustful glances that followed her around the lawn; her new McQueen jeans plunged so low she had switched to wearing a thong, and she could feel warm shafts of sunshine against her flat stomach.

 



Peter and Mollie were chatting together on a swing chair on the terrace, well away from the crowd. Mollie had been helping the brother she loved the most with lyrics for a new song; her suggestions weren’t helpful, but Peter was carefully writing them down on his pad, pretending they were great. He told Mollie that if the song was ever recorded, he would split the publishing rights equally with her.

 



Archie had been oiling up to a partner in J.P. Morgan about work experience for the next holidays and was now feeling bored, but he suddenly perked up. Heading in his direction was an incredibly sexy girl in the shortest skirt and boots, with exactly the look  he always went for: petite and pretty, with short mousy hair. It was the boots that did it for him: red plastic stacks with zips up the sides. The sleaziness of the boots combined with the girl’s slightly dopey, sweet and innocent shop-girl face was an instant turn-on, and he began following her around the lawn.

 



‘Darling Miles, I hate to drag you away mid-conversation, but there are some people I insist you meet.’ Bean Winstanton had taken hold of Miles’s arm and was frogmarching him into the garden. Bean held the annoying conviction that her parties were famous for putting people together, and was never satisfied until numerous mismatched couples had been thrust together to their mutual dismay. ‘I have an instinct you’re going to become  tremendous friends,’ she was saying. ‘They don’t know a single living soul round here, poor things. I met them at the garage in Micheldever; we were both filling up our cars. Now . . . here they are, look . . . we were just talking about you two . . .’

And there, almost unrecognisably smart in suit and tie, stood Ross Clegg, with Dawn clinging anxiously to his arm, wearing a big pink hat as though she was at Ascot. Ross’s black hair was slicked down at the sides but oddly spiky on top, and Miles wondered whether he was using gel.

Before either could speak Bean said, ‘Now, I want you to  promise me to remember you first met here in my garden. I’m forever reminding people they first met at Old Laverstoke Mill, introduced by me, and half the time they don’t remember. Now, I’m not sure exactly where your new home is going to be, Ross, but I think you’re going to be awfully close to the Strakers. Miles, Ross is being frightfully brave and building a brand-new house  from scratch. I wish we’d done that. We do love it here at the mill, but my God it does get chilly in the winter; we can hardly bear to leave London sometimes, which is awfully naughty of us. Of course we have to because of the horses.’

Ross’s face lit up. ‘Miles, good to see you. It’s all right, Bean - Miles and I have met before. This new place we’re doing is down the bottom of his private woods. Dawn, you remember Miles.’

‘Yes indeed,’ interjected Miles, thrusting out his hand before Mrs Clegg had a chance to kiss him.

Ross said, ‘What a great party this is. It’s so nice to forget work for a bit. I tell you, I took an awful pasting in one of the rags yesterday. You can see the bruises on my back.’

Miles replied non-committally, ‘The press do tend to go overboard, once they get an idea into their heads. Best never speak to them, I suggest.’

‘Thanks for the advice, Miles. Coming from someone like yourself, that’s valuable stuff. Tell the truth, I’m a beginner when it comes to this press and public relations malarkey. We haven’t had much call for it before. All the newspapers have been calling non-stop, but I’m not sure which ones to talk to, and which to avoid.’

‘Avoid the lot. A pack of hyenas, most of them.’

‘That’s what I reckoned. But I did speak to a lady from the  Mail on Sunday yesterday. I hadn’t meant to, but she caught me off-guard after the hatchet-job in the London paper came out. She showed up in the back garden, just as we were setting off to drive down here, and I was in such a filthy mood, I thought, Right. OK, bugger this. I’m going to speak out for once. So I poured it all out to her, right there in the garden. I can’t even remember half of what I said. And Dawn was stood there, shaking her head at me like, “Whoa, Ross, cool it, Ross,” but I was on a roll, no stopping me. Now I’m worrying what it was I said to her. She was scribbling it all down in her notebook, scribble, scribble, with this big smile across her face, egging me on. She was nice-looking too, I couldn’t help noticing.’

Miles chuckled away at Ross’s story, making a mental note to ring the editor of the Mail on Sunday after lunch, to ensure they hadn’t gone off-message.

Davina caught up with them and was introduced by Ross to Dawn, whom she hadn’t previously met. Dawn was soon telling her about all the problems they’d had with the wildflower and bat conservancy people at the cottage, and how it had set the project back months and cost goodness knows what in delays and all the hassle. ‘We’ve had diggers on standby for weeks, waiting to get started. Ross has been marvellous about it, considering the strain he’s under from this takeover thing, and then this on top, which we just don’t need.’

Unaware of Miles’s involvement in the conservancy ploy, Davina was full of sympathy, and said they should use the manor whenever they wanted. ‘If you want a swim or something - or a hot bath, or if we can ever give you lunch - do just ask. Apart from when the children and their friends are there, nobody uses the pool at all. It seems such an awful waste - all that heating - and I’m always begging people to come over. So please, please do.’

Dawn said, ‘That’s very hospitable of you, Davina. The girls will be thrilled when I tell them. They both love their swimming, Debbie especially. She’s our youngest. She’s been swimming for her school, and begging us to put in a pool ourselves at the new place, though everything’s up in the air at present, until we know about the takeover.’

The women discussed their children, establishing that Dawn had the two girls, Gemma and Debbie, plus an older boy, Greg, who Dawn said ‘is at college down in London, and backpacking around the Far East in his summer vacation, which scares me to death’. Davina said they had Peter, ‘who works for his father at the moment’, Samantha ‘who is mad keen on riding’, Archie and Mollie.

‘Oh, Debs loves her horseriding too,’ Dawn said. ‘What with her horseriding and swimming, she never stops still for a minute, that one.’

‘Well, it’ll be nice for Samantha to have someone to ride with,’ Davina said vaguely, apparently oblivious to the nearly three-year age gap, and ten-year sophistication gap, between Samantha and Debbie. ‘Sam rides at weekends with her father, but during weekdays in the school holidays it’s always a bit quiet, and such a performance to keep getting friends over, especially when it means boxing up. So it’ll be lovely having you close by.’

Davina became increasingly conscious of Miles glaring at her, making signals that he wanted to get away. Once they were out of earshot he said, ‘Tell me I was imagining it, or were you inviting that unspeakable woman to swim in our pool?’

‘Actually, I was, yes. They’ve been having a dreadful time with the rare wildflowers and bats brigade; you wouldn’t believe the fuss they’ve apparently been making. I’m amazed, in fact. And at  the end of it all they haven’t found a thing, so it’s all been a total waste of time. I feel so sorry for Dawn. She seems very nice, and very keen to learn about the area and know who everyone is.’

‘I’ll bet she is,’ Miles replied. ‘She’s a ghastly social climber; you can see that a mile off. As for swimming in our pool, I absolutely forbid it. All that make-up would clog the filter.’

Davina sighed. ‘I don’t know why you’re being like this, darling, unless you’re still cross about them buying the cottage. Which would be so silly, since we didn’t need it anyway. We’ve got quite enough to look after as it is.’

‘I repeat, I forbid it. Under no circumstances will the Clegg woman - or any other Cleggs come to that - swim at Chawbury. Is that understood?’ Davina didn’t reply, so after a moment Miles said, ‘Good,’ and strode purposefully ahead in the direction of Johnnie Mountleigh.

 



Archie was closing in on the girl in the red plastic boots. He had been circling her for fifteen minutes, like a leopard on the savannah, appraising his prey. There was no question about it: she was enticingly sexy. His eyes followed her mini-skirt and the firm, tanned legs between boots and thigh. Her short hair was thick and shiny, and there were freckles around her nose. Her lipstick was bright red like a post-box and alluringly cheap-looking. Archie reckoned she’d be easy; he’d never been one for long, drawn-out pursuits.

For most of the party the girl had been accompanied by a junior version of herself, presumably a younger sister, who trailed around the lawn behind her, occasionally taking a mini-quiche or a sandwich. Neither was drinking anything, Archie noticed, which he took as a bad sign. Once they stopped to talk to a lady in a big pink hat and caked in foundation, who might have been their mother, and a gritty-looking man with a limp, probably their dad.

Now the younger sister peeled away, leaving Red-boots on her own, and Archie seized the moment. Accelerating across the lawn, he said, ‘Hi, I’m Archie Straker. We haven’t met.’

‘Oh, hiya, Archie,’ said the girl. ‘I’m Gemma.’ Her accent was hard and nasal - ‘I’m Jimmer ’ - and Archie’s first thought was,  Christ, she’s got a northern accent. But he also thought, She’s even cuter close up. He liked her pink gums. Around her neck was a little pink locket in the s hape of a heart.

‘Are you local?’ he asked.

‘Well, we really live between Droitwich and Redditch,’ Gemma said.

Archie, who had heard of neither town, nodded non-committally.

‘But we just bought a place down here - well, Dad has - so we might be moving. I don’t know exactly.’

Archie was about to discover more when Miles loomed behind him and said, ‘There you are, Archie. We’ve been looking everywhere for you. Come on, it’s time to go; we’re already late. It’s one fifteen and we said we’d be home for lunch by now.’

Archie’s last sight of Gemma was of her sweet, willing, vacant face smiling up at him. She reminded him of the backwash-girls at his mother’s hairdresser’s, and was precisely his type.
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Miles slept badly and got up at seven o’clock to collect the Sunday newspapers from Middleton, which was the first place to have them. If you waited for them to be delivered at home it could be half past ten, even eleven o’clock before the newsagent rolled up in his van, and today there could be no question of delay. He felt troubled as he drove along the winding Hampshire lanes, bordered by rolling chalk downland and flint walls. Straight after lunch yesterday he’d rung the editor of the Mail on Sunday, using the direct line as he did for all national newspaper editors. The conversation had not been reassuring. Miles had asked about the forthcoming Ross Clegg interview, and whether there was any additional information they could help with from the Pendletons side, but the editor had been discouraging.

‘It’s quite a strong piece, actually,’ he’d said. ‘We’re going big with it tomorrow. Clegg comes over very robustly.’

‘Well, I hope you haven’t allowed it to be one-sided,’ Miles said. ‘We’ll be disappointed if it lacks balance. All previous reporting of the takeover has recognised the logic of a Pendletons victory.’

‘That’s just it. To be honest, Miles, you’ve done such a fantastic job on Pendletons’ behalf, the other side haven’t got a word in so far. Which is what makes this piece interesting; it gives the opposing view. I think a lot of readers will have sympathy for some of the stuff he says, too.’

‘I still suggest you’re very careful. Why not fax the piece over to us, so we can correct and rebut any factual errors?’

‘I’m sorry, Miles.’

‘I’m not talking about interfering with editorial integrity. Just ensuring it’s one hundred per cent accurate. Are you saying you’re happy to print without checking the facts? I’m offering to protect you from potential litigation, that’s all.’

But the editor was obdurate. ‘It’s been libel-read and the lawyers  haven’t flagged any problems. Ross is having his say, that’s all. The small entrepreneur versus the might of the big supermarkets; nothing very new, but he speaks up well for himself, and we’re running it as is. Our journalist liked him, so it’s a friendly piece, but professional and balanced.’

For the next two hours Miles had moved into overdrive, searching for different means of getting the article pulled. He had rung the business editor of the paper, threatening to limit future exclusives from other Straker Communications clients if the Clegg interview ran. He rang the group editor-in-chief, who was a regular lunching partner, expressing his concern that an inaccurate and biased article was about to be published, and could he stop it. Later, when that failed, he rang the proprietor of the newspaper, Lord Rothermere, who was playing tennis at home in Dorset, and explained how annoyed the Pendleton family would be if the article ran, and reminding him the supermarket spent more than seven million pounds a year on advertising in his newspapers and colour supplements. He added he had it on good authority that Ross Clegg and the female journalist had forged an unhealthily close friendship which went beyond normal professional conduct, and he could see this whole business ending up before the Press Complaints Commission, and this was merely a heads-up before it was too late.
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