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One






AS TASH FRENCH FLUSHED the lavatory after her early-morning pee, a large icicle fell on to her head.


‘Great. That’s just . . . great.’


She was vaguely aware, as she staggered from the icy bathroom back to her fuggy, creased duvet and Niall’s spread-eagled limbs, that there was a large white turkey peering at her through the lop-sided cat-flap at the base of the stairs, far too fat to fit the rest of its ample feathered bulk into the chilly comfort of the house. The rattling ground-floor windows were now too opaque with frosted condensation for it to look through those.


‘Fattened for Christmas,’ she murmured to herself as she carefully inserted her frozen extremities underneath Niall’s warm, heavy legs and kissed his falcate, suntanned nose. In sleep, the long, curly eyelashes flickered as though stirred by a sigh and he burped mildly.


Christmas. The realisation finally hit Tash after an hour’s fitful dreaming about Brussels sprouts, mistletoe and the latest festive Cliff Richard hit.


‘Niall!’ She sat bolt upright, her head reeling. The effort was too much and she sank back to the pillows with a groan, clutching her thumping brow.


‘Mmmm?’


‘What day is it?’


‘Today, angel.’ He stretched his stubbly face across to hers and, without opening his eyes, planted a sleepy, hungover kiss on her mouth. ‘It’s today, I think.’


‘And would this “today” bear a passing resemblance to a certain important date in our religious calendar?’


‘Give me a clue?’ He was drifting back to sleep again, his sandpaper chin resting in the hollow of her neck.


‘Like, yesterday was Christmas Eve.’ Tash moved away to the edge of the bed.


‘Ah.’ Niall pulled a pillow over his head, one hairy armpit quivering as it was exposed to the frosty cold of the room.


‘And my mother, step-father and Matty’s unruly crew are due here for lunch.’


‘Great,’ came a muffled moan. ‘What time is it?’


‘Just after ten.’ Tash squinted across to her watch, which was propped up between two dirty mugs on the bedside table.


‘Good.’ He resurfaced, stubble grazing her shoulder. ‘That gives us time for a shag.’


‘I’m freezing, Niall.’


‘In that case,’ he started to kiss his way down the rungs of her ribcage, ‘let me show you what the Irish call central heating.’


After a lovely and slow, if rather fuzzy-headed, coupling, hangovers clearing, Niall pressed his lips into her moist stomach as Tash stretched across to gather up her watch.


‘By the way, there’s a very ugly white turkey outside.’ She winced as she read the time.


‘Yeah – we won him last night at the Olive Branch party – don’t you remember?’


‘I have a merciful blank after Marco Angelo started singing “The Girl From Ipanema”, wearing nothing but a tea-towel and Jack Fortescue’s deerstalker.’


‘Yeah.’ Grinning, Niall sagged back on the pillows. ‘Great party, huh?’


‘Glad you enjoyed it.’ Tash winced again as she vaguely recalled regaining consciousness whilst being carried back the one hundred yards from the Olive Branch to the Old Forge by their kindly local publican, who was anxious to get to midnight mass. Come to think of it, she did seem to have a fleeting impression of Niall reeling around in a nearby ditch carrying a huge white turkey at the time. She had simply assumed she was hallucinating.


‘What are we supposed to do with it?’ she asked weakly.


‘Well, as it’s the day of our Saviour’s birth and your greedy family are due for lunch in just over an hour, I’d recommend inviting it in to pull a cracker, wouldn’t you?’ Dark curls falling into his half-closed eyes, Niall staggered into the loo.


Tash was waiting anxiously outside when he emerged.


‘I don’t want you to kill it,’ she pleaded.


‘Fine.’ Niall grinned lazily, kissing her on the forehead as he passed on his way down to the kitchen. ‘I honestly don’t think I’m up to it now, anyway. You go ahead – he’s all yours. Hi there,’ he added as he passed the cat-flap, from which an unspeakably ugly white face was peering, red eyes watering from the cold, caruncle hanging jauntily to one side like a slipping court jester’s hat.


‘I’m not going to kill it!’ she protested, dashing after him.


‘No, well then, there’s no problem now, is there?’ Having banged around in several cupboards for an Alka-Seltzer, Niall was searching the fridge for mineral water. The pipes were once again frozen, reducing the taps to a pitiful, burping dribble.


‘Fine.’ Tash sank down at the stone-topped table, her bottom making contact with a freezing cast-iron chair. ‘Anyway, I bought a ready-stuffed, self-basting, idiot-proof frozen one – I guess I should bung it in the Rayburn as soon as I’ve translated the Paxo instructions.’ She reached for her fags.


‘Ah, now there’s a thing.’ Niall made do with dissolving two hangover tablets in Budweiser as the taps had now seized up completely, and there was nothing else to drink. ‘Would this be a self-defrosting one too?’


‘Shit!’


Tash watched in horror as Niall flipped open the freezer door with his knee to reveal several ancient pizzas, a bag of frozen peas, two empty ice-trays, a bottle of vodka and a vast idiot-proof turkey, as solid and frozen as a corpse in a glacier.


‘Tash – she is a good cook, non?’ Pascal asked as he cranked the hired Mercedes through a requiem of gears and crawled along in the Christmas Day traffic on the M6, his large Gallic nose wrinkling in anticipation of the gourmet treats ahead.


‘I think so, darling,’ his wife Alexandra answered distractedly as she frantically tried to wrap up presents in the passenger seat, sticking more Sellotape and gift tags to herself than to her gifts.


Their precocious eight-year-old daughter, Polly – squashed in the back seat with a very young, very nauseous puppy and a very old, very regal grandmother – was busy pulling revolting faces through the rear window at the shocked occupants of the car behind.


‘Tell Polly to stop that, will you, Mother?’ Alexandra reached for the Sellotape which was hooked on to the gear-stick just as Pascal tried to change into fifth.


‘I’ll do no such seeng, darleeng,’ muttered Etty Buckingham, turning around and joining her grand-daughter in her tongue-poking fun, her grandiose fur hat falling on to her regal nose.


The skinny, biscuit-coloured puppy, anxious to join in, reeled around too and vomited liberally on to Pascal’s cashmere jersey which Polly had been using as a knee cushion.


Matty French sulkily changed the wheel on his Audi as his wife crouched fearfully by the boot, pretending to read the AA Road Map.



‘I think we’re somewhere near Stroud,’ she suggested hopefully as a wheel bolt flew past at nose level. ‘Or it could be closer to Bristol. Hard to tell when everything’s so white.’


‘That’s just fucking great,’ hissed Matty, his fingers turning blue as he yanked at a stubborn nut. ‘Tash and Niall live in Berkshire.’


‘Oh, we came through there!’ Sally realised excitedly, consulting the map again.


‘I fucking know,’ Matty hissed. His rather idiotic crocheted skullcap – a present from his long-suffering PA which he felt obliged to wear – rather lost him the edge when it came to patriarchal tyranny. He looked like a very trendy Hackney social worker searching for his inner child.


‘Daddy said fucking!’ chorused two excited small children from the warmth of the rear seat.


‘Twice!’ added the eldest, Tom, who could count.


The Frenches’ third child, Linus, burst into noisy sobs as the car shook underneath his carry cot. He was wearing a large, colourful felt bonnet in the shape of a crocodile, his face protruding from its mouth as though recently swallowed.


Giving up on the map, Sally gazed delightedly at the paper-doily hedgerows and the frosted grass, spearing up in the cold, dry air like a rigid, peroxide-white punk hairdo.


‘“I’m dreaming,”’ she sang tunelessly, ‘“of a—”’


‘“White Chrithmath!”’ sang three-year-old Tor, who had recently added those two words to her repertoire of about twenty – most of them swear words.


‘No, it is not,’ muttered Matty, ever the pedant, particularly when, as now, his tether was nearing its end faster than a bolting goat’s. ‘White Christmases are so-called because it has snowed, covering everything totally in white. This is a sharp frost, which gives an appearance of snow but will fade as soon as it warms up.’


‘Which, if the weather parallels your father’s mood,’ Sally said idly, ‘will be sometime in March. I think we should get a place in the country, Matty. It’s so beautiful.’ Closing her eyes, she stabbed a dreamy finger into the map. ‘We should buy a tumble-down brick and flint cottage in – er – Maccombe.’


‘Don’t move your finger!’ Matty wailed, another wheel nut flying over his shoulder.


‘Whyever not?’ Sally looked up at him excitedly through her messy blonde fringe, wondering whether he was going suddenly, recklessly, to take her up on her idle dreams, a challenge he hadn’t risen to since very early on in the heady idealism of their marriage. A cottage, an overgrown garden, local pub, fossil-like colonel, ancient jam-making spinsters, gymkhanas, coffee mornings . . . bucolic bliss! Yes, let’s do it, Sals. Let’s go ahead for the hell of it.


But Matty’s big hazel eyes were narrowed, the retroussé nose still looked out of joint, and the wide, usually gentle mouth was set in a line as straight as a Roman road.


‘That bastard Beauchamp lives in Maccombe.’ Matty located the nut in a nearby patch of crisp, frozen hog grass. ‘Tash’s village is pretty near, I think. Fosbourne something. Look for Fosbourne.’


Sally sighed sadly and looked. ‘There’s a Fosbourne Holt here, and Fosbourne Dean.’ Her finger homed into a corner of the map close to Maccombe. ‘And a Fosbourne Dewkis.’


‘Ducis!’ Matty corrected. ‘It’s pronounced “dew-sis”. You should know that. We’ve been there twice, after all.’


‘Mmm, over a year ago,’ Sally reminded him regretfully, wondering why he was so uptight.


‘I wish to Christ we’d left it longer to go back,’ Matty added tetchily under his breath. He hoped beyond hope that Zoe Goldsmith wouldn’t make an appearance today.


‘This isn’t working.’ Tash turned off her hairdryer and gazed forlornly at the idiot-proof turkey. ‘It’s still frozen solid.’


Niall, who had managed to gather enough icicles from the guttering to boil a pan and thus defrost the pipes, was blowing the froth from his hard-earned coffee and watching her with amusement.


‘Sorry, Giblets, my son.’ He looked across to the cat-flap from which a grubby beak still protruded. ‘Your number’s up. Twenty-five pounds, twenty-five days into December, twenty-five minutes now until Tash’s mother’s due to arrive.’


‘Twenty-five minutes!’ Tash gaped at her watch in horror. ‘I must get dressed.’


‘Stay as you are.’ Niall wrapped her in a hug. ‘I like to see you in the just-got-out-of-bed look. I find the idea of ripping off three jumpers, two t-shirts, two pairs of leggings, two pairs of socks and an old school scarf deeply exciting.’


‘Do you think they’ll mind that the heating’s packed in?’ Tash hugged him back for warmth.


‘I’ll light a fire.’


By the time she came back out of the bedroom dressed in a very warm trouser suit over her very warm thermals, with her hair sodden and her nose blue from an icy shower, Niall was immersed in some old newspapers that he had extracted from the coal cupboard as kindling for the fire, and had become so engrossed in reading that the fire was still unlit. The vast, black-stained forge hearth was still filled with soot, ashes, cigarette stubs and sweet wrappers.


Tash’s eyes softened as she gazed at him. His curling black hair, in desperate need of a cut, was flopping all over his stubbled face, milk-chocolate eyes crinkling as he laughed at an A. A. Gill column dating back to September.


He’d had so little time to read the papers in the last few months, she realised; particularly the English ones that he adored, having spent so long filming in America, where his super-luxury trailer had been stuffed with scripts to be rejected. Here he was, dressed in nothing but a ratty striped dressing gown and bedsocks, hair on end, knees supporting a Sunday supplement as he stooped over an old television crit, guffawing as though he had watched the programme yesterday and agreed with every word. To Niall, everything was as fresh as he was, however jaded it – and he – appeared. He was the only man she knew who still laughed uproariously at old Marx Brothers jokes, and she loved him for it.


‘Merry Christmas.’ She held out a slightly damp package which she had just wrapped in the bathroom. She had forgotten to buy wrapping paper again this year, but doubted that he would recognise one of their drawer liners.


Niall looked up, his eyes uncrinkling for a moment.


‘You look beautiful,’ he sighed, taking in the red velvet suit, the long, long legs and wet, snaky brown hair curling over her huge, odd, blinking eyes and framing her lovely cleft chin.


She smiled shyly. ‘Open it then.’


As he ripped at the package, Tash wandered across to the paint-stained portable radio that had been her only company when splashing white Dulux on the brick walls of the Old Forge six months ago, and surfed the dial until she found some carols.


‘This is bloody wonderful!’ Niall laughed as a flutter of poppy-strewn, damp paper finally landed on the floor and he held up a tiny miniature painting of them both together, framed in a fat, peeling antique gilt square.


Tash, puce with embarrassment, listened to a couple of bars of ‘Good King Wenceslas’.


‘You don’t think it’s a bit naff?’ she asked nervously.


She had spent agonising hours the week before deciding whether or not to give it to him, and had only finally been persuaded when Gus and Penny, her dearest friends, had frog-marched her into the antique shop in neighbouring Fosbourne Dean and forced her to buy a frame – far more expensive than she could afford – insisting that if she didn’t give it to him, they would sack her from her post as their working pupil.


‘It’s simply wonderful,’ Niall sighed, echoing their words of a week earlier. ‘And so small that I can take it with me wherever I work. Christ, I love you, Tash French.’


When she finally surfaced from a kiss far too long and raucous for one of Niall’s standard celluloid love-scenes, she noticed a pair of red eyes peering at her critically through the cat-flap.


‘Do you think we should let him in and give him something to eat?’ she asked worriedly as Giblets let out an outraged gobble.


‘Sure.’ Niall shrugged, still staring at the painting in awe. ‘God, this is great.’


‘What the hell are we going to do for lunch?’ Tash peered into the open-plan kitchen where three pounds of Brussels sprouts were still sagging from a hanging vegetable rack, confined in their plastic string supermarket bag with the lurid discount voucher on full show. ‘Brussels sprout quiche?’ She let in Giblets, who headed straight for the fireplace in disorientated excitement.


‘We could.’ Niall shrugged again. ‘Or you could dash along to Penny and Gus’s place and see if they can spare any extras, while I stay here and light a fire.’ He propped the painting against a photograph of Tash and her event horse, Foxy Snob, taking a huge stone wall at last year’s Highclere Horse Trials. Coaxing Giblets from the fireplace, he lit a cigarette in anticipation of the task ahead.


‘I can’t impose on them on Christmas morning,’ Tash said worriedly. ‘And they can hardly cut their turkey in half.’


‘Afternoon.’ Niall checked his watch. ‘And why not? You can wish Snob and Hunk a Merry Christmas, and give the Moncrieffs their presents.’ He nodded towards a large Selfridge’s bag propped up by the door. ‘We forgot to take them to midnight mass last night.’


‘We went to midnight mass?’ Tash looked confused.


‘Mmm.’ Niall nodded, heading back to the fireplace and throwing in his half-smoked cigarette. ‘At least I think we did. Why in hell didn’t you just take that cigarette off me, Tash? You know I’ve given up.’


‘You’re supposed to tell me to take them off you first, remember?’ Tash, feeling slightly baited, headed for the door and stepped into her wellies as she reached for her ancient Puffa, which was oozing its lining through the tears like a clawed cushion. ‘I’m not acting as fag cop without instruction since you locked yourself in Tom’s bedroom with a packet of Rothmans at Sally’s thirtieth.’


‘You looked so sweet when you were soaked through – like a mermaid.’


‘The terrapins weren’t so chuffed to find themselves on dry land once their home had been deposited on me, though.’ Tash pulled on her gloves sulkily.


Niall looked sheepish. ‘Sorry.’


She grinned, able to forgive him anything when he looked at her like that. ‘I’ll see you in half an hour or so.’


An hour later, Alexandra and Pascal arrived to find Niall smoking a furtive Camel Light and reading an old copy of the Marlbury Weekly Gazette in the freezing cold. Tash was nowhere to be seen. A large white turkey was standing in the empty, black fireplace, its head cocked, listening to a droning Christmas sermon on the radio. A second turkey – smaller, plucked and frozen – was sitting on a polystyrene tray on the Rayburn, dripping on to the plate lids, from which a low hiss was burbling as the water ran down to meet the heat.


‘Allo, Niall, mon brave.’ Pascal picked his way into the tiny cottage, stepping over a tide of mess in his hand-made Italian shoes. ‘Eet is cold, non?’


But before Niall could look up and answer, Pascal was overtaken by his wife, wafting Arpège and flurried excitement.


‘I’ve left Mother in the car with Polly – they’re engaged in a frantic game of I Spy and won’t come out until one is declared overall victor. Hi, Niall darling – Merry Christmas. Gosh, you’re still in your dressing gown. I’m so sorry. Are we early? Is Tash still in bed?’


‘No, you’re late, Alexandra angel.’ Niall rose from his knees and kissed her on both cheeks, admiring the butterscotch skin which was still as smooth as her daughter’s. ‘And I’m afraid you’ve caught me about my prayers, as it’s the day of the birth of our Sacred Mary’s only child, so it is.’ He glanced guiltily down at the newspaper he had been reading and then beamed up at her.


‘Gosh, how gloriously devout.’ Alexandra looked at him in wonder and slight disbelief.


‘And Tash is just at the Moncrieffs’ farm saying hello to her horses now – giving them a Christmas carrot.’


‘How lovely – she always did that for her ponies as a child.’ Alexandra flicked back her short, glossy brown bob and caught sight of Giblets, who was pecking hungrily at the West Berks Advertiser.



‘Good grief, is that lunch?’


‘No, no.’ Niall flipped a casual hand towards the turkey in the fireplace. ‘He’s a pet.’ He headed towards the stairs, adding over his shoulder, ‘That’s lunch.’ And he pointed out the dripping, goose-bumped pink lump on the Rayburn.


‘The lunch, he ees frozen solid,’ Pascal announced with a shudder as, still wearing his leather driving gloves, he prodded the wet, icy bird.


‘Oh, dear!’ Alexandra gazed around forlornly as she listened to Niall creaking about in the bathroom overhead. ‘I mean, it’s terribly romantic but it’s a bit of a hovel, isn’t it?’


‘It’s a bloody dump, ma chérie,’ announced a warbling baritone from the door as Etty Buckingham tottered in, swamped by her squishy grey fox fur, bearskin hat worn at a rakish angle. She was an amazingly glamorous octogenarian, false eyelashes batting up a gale as she calmly took in the mess, hollow cheeks sucked in so that her cheekbones seemed higher and more angled than ever, like two wing mirrors. ‘I weel take you all out to lunch in a local ’otel.’


‘Rubbish, Mother,’ Alexandra said kindly. ‘You’re far too poor, and everywhere will be booked up by now anyway. Pascal will cook.’


He puffed out his tanned cheeks, watery grey eyes widening under his chaotic mane of greying hair. Turning up the collar of his beautifully cut cashmere coat and shivering against the chill, he stalked into the tiny kitchen.


‘I brought in ze wine, Maman,’ chirruped Polly from the door as she came staggering in under the weight of two magnums of champagne. The raven-haired little girl, as delicate and ravishing as her mother, was wearing an elf’s costume which was rather marred by the latest high-fashion trainers and the personal stereo attached to her leather elfin belt.


‘Ah – what a lovely Christmas! I can tell it’s going to be quite my favourite so far,’ Alexandra sighed happily, reaching out for her daughter’s load.


‘You were the funniest thing at midnight mass!’ Penny told Tash as they stuffed Snob with Polos, trying to keep hold of their wine glasses which he was keen to examine with his snapping pink muzzle. ‘Lolling around in the back pew singing a solo rendition of “Santa Claus is Coming to Town” while the hip vic was giving yet another camp sermon about loving thy neighbour of either sex. Godfrey Pelham got such giggles he was eating his hassock.’


‘Glad I was so entertaining,’ Tash said weakly, ducking as Snob gnashed his teeth towards her hair, keen on the waft of apple shampoo. His startling zig-zag blaze bobbed like a stabbing sword.


The big chestnut stallion, as headstrong and temperamental as his stable companion, the Drunken Hunk, was mild and polite, rolled his purple-brown eyes and backed off sulkily, presenting Tash with a stained chestnut rump, flaxen tail twitching angrily, white hoof stamping almost silently into his thickly banked shavings.


Tash’s two horses were the only ones not turned out for the day – Snob because he fought so much with all the others, and the yard comic, Hunk, because he was confined to stable rest with an injured tendon. Out in the Moncrieffs’ hilly, frosted fields the rest of the yard’s occupants were huddling together for warmth or nosing through piles of hay, swathed in heavy New Zealand rugs, some with protective hoods so that they resembled medieval chargers in low-budget armour. Tash noticed that the bottom field’s trough, which Penny had smashed into with a hammer just minutes earlier, was already developing a thin crystal film of ice again.


‘Come back in for another drink,’ she urged, hooking her arm through Tash’s. ‘Zoe was still goose-stuffing half an hour ago, so lunch is yonks away. God, I wish you still lived here. Christmas was such fun last year.’


‘I loved it,’ Tash confessed, remembering a meal that had lasted from the Queen’s Speech to Close Down, with no more domestic responsibilities than peeling the odd sprout and helping to wash up. Penny’s sister, Zoe Goldsmith, was the farm’s odd-ball cook and had produced a vast turkey stuffed with whole apples, garlic cloves, and, most controversially, green chillies. Last year, Zoe’s kids had orchestrated a hysterically blue amateur Nativity play with Niall and Gus as the donkey, collapsing under the weight of a very tight Penny. Tash, as the Virgin Mary, had giggled so much that she’d burst out of the slinky underwear Niall had given her that morning – as ever two sizes too small; he had a flatteringly minimalist image of how slim she was every time he hit Rigby and Peller.


Penny and Gus Moncrieff ran their eventing and training yard on a thread of a shoestring. They were both immensely dedicated and professional, but long hours and talent only went so far in a profession that really required sponsors who did not mind pouring money into a sometimes bottomless pit as horses costing ten thousand pounds to buy and several thousand a year to keep, failed to make the grade, or got injured, or simply went stale. Very few horses became international, and Snob was one of the very few; Tash knew that she owed her job in part to her boisterous chestnut horse and his rapid rise to success, his stud fees and his popularity with spectators. She would be forever in his debt for enabling her to work for the tall fair-haired duo who kept laughing and joking throughout the season, whether they won or lost.


Tash adored Gus and Penny, who were always tired, always thin and too stressed, yet inevitably welcoming and willing to put themselves out for others. They were two of the best-liked people in the sport, and attracted friends and acquaintances like tourists to a sunny cove. Penny had once represented England in the World Equestrian Games, but she no longer rode at the top level, preferring to breed and train youngsters. Her sister Zoe lived with them, doubling as cook, groom and secretary and adding to the glamour of the yard with her London connections and minor celebrity as an erstwhile columnist and feature writer. They always attracted a huge crowd at Christmas, and this year was no exception. They had eighteen for lunch and Zoe was frantically cooking two geese and a twenty-pound turkey in the farm’s unpredictable coke-fuelled range. Tash simply didn’t have the heart to ask if she could borrow a couple of wings and the parson’s nose.


‘Matty’s coming down today, isn’t he?’ Penny asked smoothly as they wandered towards the sagging farmhouse, their wellies crunching through frosted straw. ‘Are you going to whistle him up a soya-bean drumstick?’


‘God, I hadn’t even thought,’ Tash groaned. ‘He’ll just have to have a double helping of veg.’


She supposed that hosting a dinner for her mother’s entourage plus her brother’s brood was a tad ambitious as a first foray into independent yuletides. She wished now that she had stuck to Niall’s idea of heading for Ireland and taking in the hospitality of his raucous family, or simply holing up in the Old Forge together and staying in bed all day. Either was preferable to the task ahead.


‘I’d really better get back,’ she sighed ruefully. ‘My mother – given her unpunctuality – will just about be arriving now. My brother – given his – will storm into the village in less than an hour.’


‘Just come in for one more drink, huh?’ Penny’s wet berry eyes gleamed cheerfully through her untidy dark-blonde hair, worn down for once. ‘Gus will want another Christmas kiss, and you must collect your presents.’


‘Oh God, I left yours at the Old Forge!’ Tash remembered the Selfridge’s bag with a wail.


Polly, who had by now opened all the presents destined for Penny, Gus and Zoe at Lime Tree Farm, was starting on the ones under the threadbare tree, which was still undecorated.


‘Are these for my maman?’ she asked, holding up the extremely flimsy lace underwear that Niall was intending to give to Tash far later that day, when once again alone with her.


‘Don’t be silly, chérie.’ Alexandra was helping herself and Etty to two more huge gin and tonics as Niall clearly wasn’t too good at refilling glasses. ‘Those are far too young for me.’


‘I don’t know.’ Pascal cocked a rather excited furry eyebrow as he placed garlic and salt-encrusted potatoes on to a roasting dish and doused them in olive oil and rosemary.


Perched on a very scruffy sofa beside her daughter, Etty shivered slightly from the cold and sniffed disapprovingly. The place smelled very stale, she noted, and there were five unwashed mugs gathering mould on the table beside her. She clutched her gin and tonic – smeary glass, too – to her fur chest, unwilling to place it amidst such contamination. Whilst fearfully dishy, her grand-daughter’s Irish partner was rather odd. It was now after one and he still hadn’t dressed.


Niall, who had built a large fire that was smoking slightly more than he was in Tash’s absence, was tugging on his fifth Camel Light and wandering round in his striped dressing gown, getting under Pascal’s feet as he tried to make them both a strong black coffee. They were now out of instant and the filter machine had broken weeks ago, so he was forced to improvise with grounds through a tea towel, generating a great deal of gritty brown mess.


‘I wonder where Tash has got to now?’ He looked up fretfully as there was a commotion of motorised clanks outside, followed by the sound of a car being reversed into a wheely bin.


This was soon replaced by the banging of car doors and the excited chattering of children. The next moment, Sally’s pretty, rose-cheeked face was peering through the frosted windows and Matty, loaded down with baby equipment, elbowed his way through the front door.


‘Hi, all.’ He dropped a massive packet of nappies in at the door and scratched his head under his crocheted hat. ‘Something smells good. Christ!’ He caught sight of his grandmother and tried not to look too horrified.


Etty glowered back at him. They had never been the best of friends.


‘Matty darling!’ Alexandra sprang up from the sofa and rushed across the room to hug him which Matty, despite stiffening slightly, took in festive good humour.


‘You look great, Mother.’ He grinned, taking in the usual impracticality of her heavy silk jacket, bottle green wool trousers and high suede mules.


‘’Lo, everyone!’ Sally appeared through the door carrying Linus in his carry cot, her messy honey-blonde mane already falling out of its scrunchy, grey eyes merry, denim dress covered in baby food. ‘Merry Christmas! The kids are busy peering at the puppy in the Mercedes. Isn’t it a bit cruel leaving it there in the cold?’


‘Probably warmer than it would be in here,’ Niall laughed, greeting his friend Matty with an affectionate arm around the shoulders and kissing Sally on both her pink cheeks.


‘Christ, the puppy – I quite forgot!’ gasped Alexandra, rushing outside to rescue her present and welcome her grandchildren.


‘Get dressed, you lazy slob.’ Matty grinned at Niall, pleased to see him looking so well. ‘Tash still in bed?’


‘Why does everyone think that we spend our entire time in bed?’ Niall sighed, wandering back to his coffee-making.


‘Because you more or less do,’ Sally pointed out, kissing Pascal hello and making a tentative approach to Matty’s grandmother. ‘Hello, Etty. What a lovely surprise – we didn’t expect to see you here. Are you well?’


‘Closer to death than ever, ma chérie.’ Etty, still wearing her bearskin hat, peered up from her gin. ‘Xandra and James came to Scotland to rescue me from ’aving to spend anozer Christmas with Cass and ’er ’orrible ’usband.’


‘Pascal, Grandmother.’ Matty smiled weakly.


‘I thought he was called Michael?’ Etty gave him a cursory welcoming nod. ‘You look too thin, Matthew.’


‘Cass’s husband is Michael,’ Matty said patiently, watching as Niall, clutching his coffee, wandered up the narrow, twisting staircase to get dressed, followed by what appeared to be a large white turkey. ‘My father is called James, Grandmother. Mother and he have been divorced for years. She’s married to Pascal now.’ He pointed to his step-father, who was grumpily teaching Polly how to peel sprouts. ‘Xandra and Pascal came to rescue you from Scotland.’


‘That’s what I said, you stupeed child.’ Etty stretched up a creased, rouged cheek. ‘Now give me a kiss and bugger off and wash your hands – zey’re filthy.’


‘I had to change a tyre.’


Sally tried hard not to giggle as her husband’s twitching face made contact with his grandmother’s heavily made-up one. Matty loathed Etty, blaming her for bestowing the excesses of extravagance and bohemian wilfulness upon Alexandra. Etty, a ravaged French aristocrat who had been sent across the Channel by her impoverished family between the wars to marry a rich Englishman, was monstrously vain, bigoted and devious. She had made Matty’s childhood hell by continually favouring his sisters above him and pretending that it was he and not herself who secretly laid into the gin supply during her stays with the Frenches. But Sally felt a great affection for the woman who had, if her stories were to be believed, spied for England during the Second World War, played poker with Lord Lucan, eaten oysters with the Mitford sisters, and been approached by a young Mitterrand as a potential mistress.


‘Are you his latest, chérie?’ Etty asked Sally rather grandly.


Sally gaped at her. ‘I’m Sally – Matty’s wife. You came to our wedding, Etty. And to Tom’s christening.’


‘Oh, did I?’ Etty smiled blithely. ‘I cannot remember. One attends so many society weddings that family ones seem rather piffling.’ She gave Sally a huge wink and jerked her head towards Matty, who was testing Pascal’s cranberry purée with a boot face, his rage barely controlled.


Sally grinned broadly.


Tash, who had cut through a rock-hard ploughed field to get back to the Old Forge in less time, clambered rather clumsily over a frost-dusted fence and suddenly caught sight of her mother’s green wool bottom poking out of the rear door of a silver Mercedes, which was badly parked in the narrow lane. Attached to Alexandra’s shapely ankle was the small, rotund shape of Tor, Tash’s hyperactive blonde niece, her jaunty little pig-tails flopping over her chocolate-smeared face.


Tash drew in a guilty breath. That meant everyone had arrived, and she hadn’t even begun to cook. She wished she hadn’t spent quite so much time giggling with the Moncrieffs and their guests around the vast table in their warm, welcoming kitchen, putting off the moment she had to return to the icy forge. The slight body flush from two glasses of fizzy wine cooled to a shiver once more and, as she slithered off the railed fence, her gloved hands lost their grip on the bag Penny had given her. Her family’s presence always sent her nerves through the roof. She could feel her fists clenching, and the cheap glass ring that she’d just won when pulling a cracker with Zoe’s son, Rufus, scratched against the second and fourth fingers of her left hand. Faced with her turbulent family – especially Matty – Tash always felt like a shy, fat teenager again.


As she stooped to collect some of the presents that had tumbled out of her bag and on to the frozen verge, she spotted Tor’s brother Tom galloping out from behind a green Audi – even more badly parked, Tash noted. Slithering to a leggy halt by the open boot, he saw her and let out an excited, war-like wail before stalking forwards and shooting her with one of his Christmas presents – a super-charged, repeat-action water rifle, of which his father strongly disapproved.


Drenched through, her Puffa as heavy as a bullet-proof vest, Tash mustered a brave smile.


‘Hi, little rat.’ She wiped her wet cheeks and bent down, kissing thin air as he ducked away with squirming shyness. ‘I love your hair – it’s really cool.’


‘Think so?’ Tom looked proud, beaming a toothy smile just like the one his father so rarely gave.


Tash actually thought the trendy cut made him look like a little thug, his shiny brown pudding basin having been shorn off to just a few stubbly millimetres. But she knew how to suck up to her younger relatives. At times, it seemed, they were her only allies in the pushy, selfish babble of her family.


‘Tash!’ Alexandra had backed out of the Merc and was trying to hide something that was squirming under her coat.


‘Hi, Mummy – Happy Christmas!’ Slithering across the frozen lane, Tash dropped all her presents and gave her mother a hug, experiencing, as ever, a sudden oil-geyser rush of affection.


But Alexandra backed out of her embrace with unexpected haste.


‘You’re soaking wet, darling.’ She smiled rather awkwardly, and stooped to detach her grand-daughter from her ankle, into which Tor had been trying to sink her small, white teeth.


‘I know,’ Tash sighed, collecting the parcels that she’d brought back from Lime Tree Farm. They headed inside together, pursued by Tom and Tor. ‘Did you have a lovely time in Scotland?’


‘Lovely.’ Alexandra smiled and dropped her voice. ‘Mummy was a rogue – tried to nick the cutlery from every restaurant we took her to. Says she wants to move back to France with us, which is quite a ghastly idea.’ She raised her voice again. ‘Look who I found outside!’


Tash found herself the recipient of rather lack-lustre greetings as a result of her shoddy hostessing. Just as she started gibbering apologies to Pascal who, having got all the cooking on the go, was now sniffing one of Zoe’s Christmas puddings with mistrust, there was a bellow from upstairs.


‘Is that you, Tash?’


Quailing at the anger in Niall’s tone, she crept towards the warped oak door that led to the steep, narrow wooden stairs.


‘Yes. Look, I’m really sorry I was away so long, but Penny insisted that I—’


‘Where the fock are my clothes?’


‘Ah.’ Tash stood on one foot and glanced awkwardly towards the kitchen. ‘Well, all the stuff you brought back from LA is still in the machine, I think.’


‘And the rest?’


She smiled nervously at her family, who were listening in with interest. ‘Well, I gave a couple of your old suits to charity, and then I started sort of wearing the rest of your clothes to ride out in.’


‘You what?’


‘Back in a min,’ Tash bleated over her shoulder and shot upstairs.


Matty looked across to Sally and rolled his amber eyes with despair.


Having clucked into Linus’s carry cot for a few seconds, Alexandra sank down beside her mother again and readjusted the squirming bulge in her coat.


‘Dreadful hole, isn’t it, chérie?’ Etty peered around the room critically, taking in the grubby, white-washed stone walls covered with Tash’s colourful paintings, the threadbare furniture, curling rugs and amassed litter, which now included the stack of old papers that Niall had been reading.


‘Must be terribly lonely for poor Tash while Niall’s away.’ Alexandra gazed around, noticing just how many paintings her daughter had been producing lately.


‘She’s away competing most weekends, I believe,’ Matty pointed out, settling rather uncomfortably on a coffee table as there were no more available chairs.


‘Not this time of year.’ Sally pulled Tor on to her denim lap and wondered whether it would be terribly rude to help herself to a drink as no one had offered her one. ‘Stop shooting Pascal and get the presents out of the car, will you, Tom?’


‘If anyone gives me toiletries I weel make them eat them,’ Etty threatened rather demonically. ‘Ees the Queen’s Speech on yet?’


But when Matty fiddled around with the several remote controls that worked the television, he managed to set the video recorder playing. In it was the blue movie that Tash and Niall had been giggling over the afternoon before. Etty almost ate her false teeth in shock.


When they had met two years earlier, Tash and Niall had fallen for one another as deeply and impractically as only they were capable of, believing that they had finally united two halves of the same huge, ludicrously romantic heart, but not realising quite how incompatible their lives were. Niall, a rising star in the acting world, spent a great deal of his working year on location or touring to publicise films. More recently, with a hefty American divorce settlement against him, he had been forced to take the roles that offered the fattest cheque, necessitating months on end living by West-Coast time. Tash, striving to build a career in eventing, lived a gypsy’s life in summer, touring around the country in the Moncrieffs’ vast horse-box from which she lived, ate and competed. Then in winter she was based in West Berkshire, training, schooling and teaching.


In the first year of their relationship, she and Niall had spent about two months together, and most of that in the company of others. Tash had visited him on location several times, but it was a closed, cliquey world in which he worked fifteen-hour days and lived so far beneath the skin of the character he was portraying that it was like visiting a stranger – and not a very nice one of late, as he was increasingly being cast as baddies in action movies. In turn, Niall battled to be there to support her when she competed, but he inevitably turned up too late to see her ride, or not at all as he was so often delayed on set. Once he had even travelled to entirely the wrong horse trials and had waited in vain for her to appear.


In despair they had arrived at the conclusion that the only way they were going to stand a chance of seeing one another was for Niall to move his permanent home from London to the tiny West Berkshire village in which Tash’s team was based.


Huddling in the higgledy-piggledy hills that peaked and troughed alongside the far more graceful crest of the Wayfarer’s Ridgeway, like muscles alongside a backbone, the Fosbournes were a clutch of villages within an ancient and remarkably unspoilt parish. It was a piece of anachronistic old Berkshire, almost untouched by the silicone valley industrial estates, business parks and out-of-town superstores that sprawled between identikit suburban housing estates further to the east. Too far away from a large town or flat land to be of much use, the Fosbournes housed a friendly if reactionary community which tolerated its few sacrifices to Thatcher’s years well – the odd modern bungalow, DIY extension enthusiast or wailing weekday exterior alarm on a weekender’s cottage. It was true that nowadays the narrow lanes were more often patrolled by Ford Escorts with thumping stereos and local entrepreneurs’ flashy four-wheel drives than farmers’ pick-ups or tractors, but Niall adored the place and had set about house-hunting like a zealot.


He had rented the old, converted forge six months earlier so that he and Tash had a base to be alone in together. Before then she had occasionally travelled up to his London flat when she had time, or more often he had stayed with her at the Moncrieffs’ cramped farmhouse, where she was based for her work. Conducting their relationship surrounded by children, grooms, dogs, horses and the constant stream of visiting friends that the Moncrieffs attracted had been fun but frustrating.


He’d rented the cottage in mid-summer, when wistaria had curled seductively around its small, deep-set windows and pools of dappled sunlight had streamed into the vast, cool reception room. Once the village forge, it was bang in the centre of Fosbourne Ducis, equidistant between the pub and Lime Tree Farm, nestling in its rather ugly, squat way amongst barn conversions, brick and flint cottages, oak trees, high hawthorn hedges and narrow, patched-up Tarmac lanes. The long-neglected forge had been bought by weekending yuppies in the eighties and, with the addition of a loft conversion, bathroom and open-plan kitchen, they had transformed it into a stylish, if rather twee, love nest with a huge stone hearth which ate coal, a forest of knotted elm beams and more olde-worlde charm than Bilbo Baggins’s cottage.


When Niall had first seen it drenched in sunlight, he’d fallen madly in love with it, rejecting the far grander old rectories and manor houses that his estate agent had deemed more fitting to his star status. He and Tash had moved there in late-July and experienced three heavenly weeks of love-nesting instincts, occasionally staggering out to the Olive Branch or the local post office store when they could be bothered to get dressed. Niall had then flown to the States to work on some terrible action adventure film, leaving Tash to divide her time between decorating and the autumn eventing season. It was then that she’d discovered the mould growing on their gingerbread cottage.


In autumn it was awash; in winter it was a freezing tomb. The roof leaked, the damp spread, the rot rose and the pipes froze. Set right on the main village lane just yards from the ford that allowed the little River Fos to trickle from the Lime Tree Farm fields down to Fosbourne Manor’s lake and then on to Mill House, it flooded with alarming regularity. Tash had got used to keeping her wellingtons at the top of the stairs ready to don before she descended to breakfast each morning. She looked forward to travelling away to weekend events because the horse-box – even though on its last legs – was warmer and drier.


When Niall flew back for a rushed reunion, he found the forge’s rustic drawbacks charming. He laughed as they squelched around on the sodden rugs and boiled kettles to fill the bath, finding the whole experience wonderfully refreshing after the anonymous, clinical luxury of five-star hotels and top-of-the-range location trailers, not realising how tough it was to live with such inconvenience seven days a week. Tash, in turn, was so pleased to see him and so preoccupied with enjoying every moment of having him around, that she couldn’t bring herself to complain.


Alexandra was right. Tash had found it horrifically lonely without Niall and, in the last few weeks, had spent more nights than she cared to admit sleeping in her old room in Lime Tree Farm, which was tatty but warm, particularly when she was joined by the Moncrieffs’ border collie, Wally, and Zoe’s neurotic Dalmatian, Enid.


She spent so much time with the Moncrieffs – schooling and fittening the horses, taking her share of the day-to-day tasks in the yard, eating Zoe’s eclectic food, filling in entry forms, travelling to competitions, working out diet and exercise plans for the horses, drinking and talking late into the night as they planned the year ahead – that there seldom seemed any point in staggering the half-mile home. And Niall knew that if she didn’t answer the phone at the forge, she would almost inevitably be sitting on the splitting leather sofa at the farm with Wally’s head in her lap and a glass of wine in her hand, laughing with Zoe or helping her kids with their homework.


‘He’s been doing the most Godawful work in order to pay off the divorce settlement – cast three times in the past eighteen months as a Middle-Eastern baddie in muscle-men war movies. It keeps them apart so much, and he loathes the scripts. I bet Lisette’s grinning from Versace earring to earring. She wants him back, I’m certain.’


Sally, the most wildly indiscreet member of the family, was busily filling in Alexandra and Etty on all the latest gossip about Niall’s and Tash’s lives and those of anyone else that they mutually knew, when Niall re-emerged wearing what he had been dressed in the night before – a very grubby pair of white jeans and a vast navy blue Guernsey with cracked leather elbow patches and an unravelling hem. His dark locks were all over the place, he’d cut himself shaving and he was still squinting with hungover tiredness. Yet such was his presence and charm that when he smiled his big, lazy smile at Etty, she flushed delightedly under her bearskin and took a hasty swig of gin to calm her nerves.


Sally quickly shut up about Niall’s ex-wife and asked Alexandra what she and Pascal were planning to do during the rest of their stay in England.


‘Oh, darling, I wish we could cram everything in!’ Alexandra was still clutching her coat around her oddly animated stomach, even though the fire was now heating the room to toasting point. ‘There are so many old friends I want to catch up with, but we’ve got to fly back for New Year’s Eve because Pascal’s father is eighty and he’s having a huge, boring old party in Paris. So we’re whizzing to London the day after tomorrow for a quick stint at the Ritz and lots of drinks parties, then we’ll take Mother back to Scotland and fly to Paris from there.’


Etty started grumbling rather heavily under her breath about Paris in January and perhaps never seeing it again, so Alexandra rushed on.


‘Of course tomorrow is Sophia’s usual Boxing Day do – so nice to be able to go for once. We usually can’t get a flight over. You are going, aren’t you?’


Sally swallowed awkwardly and shot a suspicious glance at Matty.


‘We haven’t actually been invited this year,’ she admitted.


‘Don’t be ridiculous, darling!’ Alexandra laughed. ‘Of course you have. Sophia wouldn’t not invite her brother, however snobbish she’s been about the fact that you turned up in jeans the year before last. She always invites the entire family for Boxing Day. Always.’


Matty cleared his throat and looked away furtively.


‘Well, we’ve agreed to go to some friends in London for lunch tomorrow anyway,’ he muttered uncomfortably, toying with a button on his oversized cardigan. ‘It would be a lot of effort to drive back to London tonight then Worcestershire tomorrow just to see more or less the same people again.’


‘Nonsense!’ Etty joined in the fight, loving an argument. ‘You can stay ’ere tonight, non?’


‘We couldn’t possibly – it’s far too small!’ Matty snapped.


‘Surely the Moncrieffs would put us up?’ Sally suggested. She was rather excited by the prospect of getting another gawp at Matty’s elder sister and her husband Ben’s stately pile, which they so seldom visited. That would also get her out of lunch with Matty’s interminably dreary, politically correct friends, Tony and Hetty.


‘No!’ Matty snarled rather too forcefully. ‘It’s Christmas night, for Chrissake. We can’t just turn up uninvited at the farm and beg a bed.’


‘Joseph and Mary did,’ Alexandra pointed out smoothly.


‘Sure, they wouldn’t mind about that now,’ Niall pointed out from the kitchen where he was at last pouring some drinks and once again getting under Pascal’s feet. ‘Would you like me to give them a call after lunch and ask? Better still, we could walk over there and say hi.’


‘No, thanks.’ Matty stalked towards the stairs. ‘We haven’t enough baby stuff to stay a night away. And besides, we’re committed tomorrow. Mine’s a huge scotch, Niall.’ He stomped up, kicking the bare risers with his toes.


‘Which means I’m the designated driver again,’ Sally sighed. ‘Boy, he’s tetchy today – I’m sorry, everyone.’


‘Always was a grumpy little milksop,’ Etty grumbled, listening as, upstairs, Matty told off Tash in an embarrassed and huffy voice for not locking the bathroom door. ‘Just like his ’orrible father.’


‘Mother!’ Alexandra shushed, shooting Sally an apologetic look.


‘It hasn’t got a lock,’ Tash was explaining over her shoulder as she pounded downstairs, having changed from her damp trouser suit to a woolly red sweater dress.


‘Ah, Tash – I’ve got your pressy—’ Alexandra started to open her coat.


‘I suppose that terrible man weel be there tomorrow?’ Etty butted in, pursuing her own line of conversation.


‘I expect so,’ Alexandra sighed, closing her coat again.


‘Who?’ Tash kissed Niall on the cheek and helped him prise open the ice compartment of the freezer.


‘Your father.’ Alexandra wrinkled her nose as though talking about a strong smell.


‘Oh, him.’ Tash shrugged. ‘Now who wants scotch and who wants gin and tonic? Only Niall seems to have poured about seven glasses of both.’


‘How many are there then?’ Niall looked up.


‘Seven adults,’ Tash counted. ‘Three sprogs and Linus.’


‘Ah, well, I know Linus likes a few chasers with his three o’clock bottle.’ Niall held up his hands with a big grin and downed a scotch in one. ‘You okay there, Pascal?’


‘Hmmph.’ Pascal – who had descended into understandable sulks sometime between peeling his eightieth and ninetieth sprout – looked up from his parsnip purée, grey eyes narrowed. ‘Lunch, he is ready in cinq minutes.’


‘That’s great, so it is.’ Niall was looking slightly worried. ‘Tash . . .’ He cleared his throat and jerked his head towards the stairs door.


Halfway up them, they went into a huddle.


‘How many plates do we have exactly?’ he whispered.


Tash covered her mouth, eyes widening as she gazed at him.


‘Six settings,’ she muttered through her fingers.


‘Will that stretch to ten?’


Biting her lip, Tash shook her head. She knew her stepfather’s love of formal dining. Having so nobly set to work creating a lunch at which he was supposed to be a guest, and having cooked it with far more skill than she could ever have hoped for, Pascal would now want to sit at the head of a beautifully laid table, playing host with his usual bonhomie and aplomb, as though he was back in his Loire Valley manoir hosting a banquet for thirty.


They had the table – a grand, creaking, stone-topped one which Hugo Beauchamp had given Niall as a moving-in present and Tash generally used for spreading out her art equipment. And they had enough chairs – just, if they used the sofa, the bathroom laundry chair and the three garden chairs out of the shed, she worked out. But their crockery and cutlery would never stretch. Why hadn’t she thought of that before?


‘Okay.’ She scratched her head, thinking fast. ‘You dash along to the Olive Branch – they’ll have finished serving lunch by now. Beg and borrow what you can – serving stuff too. Give Ange a present as a bribe – anything you can find. Or tell him I’ll paint a picture of the pub as thanks. Steal if you have to. I’ll set up what I can here.’


While Niall, still pulling on his shoes, dashed along the lane, Tash rushed around the cottage to the bemused speculation of her family, pulling a duvet cover out of the laundry cupboard and spreading it over the table in place of a cloth, and ramming bits of the already bedraggled Christmas tree into a chipped vase between the two stubby candles in the centre.


‘Do you think she’ll stop for a moment?’ Alexandra hissed at Sally as Tash raced around in search of napkins. ‘Only I want to give her this present.’ She opened her coat a fraction.


‘Oh, there it is,’ Sally giggled. ‘I was wondering what had happened to that. Don’t show it to Matty, for God’s sake. He’ll start lecturing about one being for life, not just for Christmas.’


‘Oh, that’s so sentimentally English. This is a French pup, darling.’


‘You smuggled it?’ Sally balked.


‘No, no – well, not exactly.’ Alexandra glanced at Pascal who was whipping something in the kitchen now. ‘This is one of Rooter’s pups.’


‘Rooter?’


‘Great big hairy thing that one of Tash’s admirers gave to her while she was staying with us in Champegny.’


‘Yes, I remember.’ Sally thought back. ‘Looked like a large pampas grass arrangement on legs.’


‘And Rooter was none too pretty either.’ Alexandra cuddled her coat closer.


‘Was?’


‘Poor old darling breathed his last in Pascal’s herb garden last month.’ She looked rather tearful. ‘He went out with a bang – literally. He was on the job with one of my spaniels at the time. Poor darling, I was rather attached to the old thing. He’d been with us almost two years.’


‘Don’t tell me that’s the result?’ Sally pointed to her stomach in shock.


‘No, no – far too early for those to pop out, although God knows who we’ll palm that litter off on this time. The whole valley is populated with Rooter’s progeny now. There are shaggy yellow dogs of varying sizes on every street corner. No, this is an earlier vintage. My friends the Gallaghers – do you remember?’


‘We had dinner with them when we stayed with you.’


‘Yes, darling – and they had a little Manchester terrier called Bet with a very wet nose that was prone to point up unfortunate places?’


‘I remember.’ Sally crossed her legs.


‘Well, the Gallaghers have moved back to Edinburgh now – Hamish’s job, I think. And Rooter clearly rooted just a few days before they came back. Poor little Bet – Lord knows she must have winced, she’s so small. Anyway, halfway through quarantine out popped five puppies. This is the runt. She’s already four months old, but not as big as her ma. Hamish Gallagher saved her for me.’


‘She’s divine.’ Sally lifted up the coat and looked at the strange little creature – a leggy mixture of black and tan fluff, pointy snout, vast opal eyes and big, petal ears the colour of golden biscuits. She was utterly endearing with her gamine Audrey Hepburn face and waifish, waggy tail, and was now quite settled in her fuggy hideaway.


Niall returned just as Pascal was threatening to throw the drying meal out of the window. He was weighed down with crockery, had knives and forks poking out of every pocket and smelled slightly of the two vast Bushmills that Marco Angelo, their local Italian landlord, had pressed upon him.


‘He asked if you could do a portrait of Denise for her birthday next summer.’ Niall hiccuped slightly, winking at Tash and setting his load down on the table with a clank. ‘Says to make her look ten years younger and three stone lighter, or she’ll never talk to you again.’


‘Bless him.’ Tash grinned, hastily setting places.


Marco and Denise Angelo ran the immensely successful Olive Branch with its Michelin-starred Italian restaurant. Known locally as Ange and Den, they were only slightly more famous for their food and hospitality than they were for their flamboyant bilingual arguments and smashing china. Today was obviously a harmonious day at casa Angelo, Tash surmised, from the stack of chip-free china that Niall had returned with.


‘Now – at last – you can both have your present!’ Alexandra gasped with relief and opened her coat, just as a small, fluffy bundle of long legs and big petal ears threw up on her expensive woollen trousers.


‘À table!’


They were still madly opening presents when Pascal called them over to eat, leaving Polly, Tom and Tor sulky and frustrated as they were forced to relinquish new toys before trying to break them properly.


The meal was a glorious victory of skill over time. Pascal had taken the turkey off the bone to cook it quickly, poaching it in gallons of wine and double cream before grilling it in a cranberry glaze. The result was as moist and melting as watermelon, and surrounded by piles of glossy, crisp vegetables dripping with butter and black pepper.


Sally eyed the others’ plates jealously as she ate the soggy pizza which Tash had hastily defrosted and microwaved when Matty announced that he and his family would not sacrifice their vegetarian ideals for Christmas. She was also sipping mineral water as she was the designated driver for the day.


‘Can I have a piece of turkey?’ Tom begged.


‘No, you can’t,’ Matty snapped, pedantically picking pieces of pepperoni from his pizza slice before reaching across to do the same on Tor’s. ‘These pizzas aren’t all veggie, Tash.’


‘Aren’t they?’ she asked guiltily. She had realised that earlier, but had hoped that if she burned them enough they wouldn’t notice.


Etty, who had called Pascal ‘James’ three times now, was eyeing Tash’s left hand beadily.


Tash hoped she’d remembered to wash her hands since returning from the Moncrieffs’. She had a feeling that she hadn’t. No wonder Matty was picking at his pizza like a medieval king’s poison-tester.


The leggy puppy, whom Niall had named Beetroot, sat on Tash’s lap throughout and was stuffed with turkey breast. She munched happily, her white teeth and pink tongue working furiously, and showed no more signs of nausea, for which Tash was relieved, having no desire to change yet again.


‘Do you really like her?’ Alexandra asked again over Christmas pud, anxious not to inflict an unwanted burden upon her youngest daughter.


‘I love her – we love her.’ Tash grinned at Niall and then her mother. ‘I’m so sorry about Rooter, Mummy. He was a lovely character.’


‘’E smell like a pissoir,’ Pascal pointed out, dousing the pudding in brandy for the third time and applying his lighter.


The two magnums of champagne were polished off with wildly indulgent speed and followed by several bottles of Chianti which Niall had bought for the occasion and which Pascal, who was a Gallic wine snob, pronounced ‘undrinkable’.


Etty by far out-drank anyone and became quite raucous over Niall’s sublime Irish coffee and Sainsbury’s discount petits fours. Her bearskin and fur discarded, she turned out to be wearing a rather creased silk handkerchief dress and to have Carmen waves as even as corrugated iron in her gun-grey hair. Her face flushed from the booze and the heat of the fire, she watched Tash and Niall with her clever green eyes, liking the way they touched so often, passed glances as instinctively as two old carpenters working a double-handed lathe together. They weren’t so silly and infatuated as to finish one another’s sentences and call each other by sickly nick-names, she noticed with approval, but they had a simpatico rhythm, a way of reacting to one another, which denoted people so similar they could almost share identical genes.


As she settled in front of the fire with Alexandra and Pascal while the others started wrapping up for a cold, dark post-prandial walk with the kids, she caught her daughter’s hand and squeezed it.


‘I think we’re going to have another family wedding soon,’ she whispered in a very loud stage hiss, nudging her grey-pencilled eyebrows towards Tash who was trying to fit Tom into a pair of her wellies, and Niall who was tickling Tor until she dissolved into shrieking, delighted giggles.


‘Really?’ Alexandra looked terribly excited.


‘Oh, yes.’ Etty hiccuped slightly. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s already asked her. I expect they’ll announce it tomorrow – with the whole family gathered.’


‘Gosh, do you think so?’ Alexandra found she couldn’t stop smiling. Whether it was from the champagne or her mother’s certainty, she couldn’t work out. Tash getting married to lovely Niall! The thought filled her with warm little shivers of hope.


‘What makes you so sure, Etty?’ Pascal puffed out his cheeks sceptically.


‘Once one reaches my grand age, chéri, one knows it all,’ she said haughtily. ‘Besides,’ she hissed under her breath, ‘she ees wearing a ring on her engagement finger. One of those modern, trendy designers, I think. Probably Tiffany’s.’


‘What?’ Alexandra and Pascal both craned around to gape, but Tash had pulled on her gloves and had Tom’s hand in one furry mitt, the door latch in the other.


Sally, who hated walking and was afraid of the dark, plumped down beside her mother-in-law, certain that she had just caught the tail end of the most riveting piece of gossip.


‘I think I’ll stay here and chat, Matty.’ She smiled blithely at her husband as he donned his crocheted hat once more. ‘Keep an eye on Linus in the face of all this drunkenness.’ She nodded towards Pascal, who was vaguely trying to offer his step-grandson a champagne cork instead of his dummy to stop him bawling.


‘Sure,’ Matty struggled into his cord jacket, unaware that Polly had tied the sleeves together.


‘We’ll only be half an hour or so,’ Tash told her mother as she wandered out, letting in a rush of cold air in her wake. ‘Just march this lot across the fields in the dark to see Zoe’s kids’ old ponies then back.’


‘’Bye, darling!’ Alexandra waved her off and turned back to Pascal and Etty. ‘This is so, so exciting. I can’t wait to talk to James about it tomorrow.’


Etty and Pascal both exchanged horrified glances.


‘About what?’ Sally refreshed her glass of mineral water with a vast slug of brandy.


‘Tash and Niall are engaged!’ Alexandra confessed sotto voce as Matty followed the others out, having finally unknotted his sleeves.


‘Ohmygod, how wonderful!’ Sally whooped. ‘Lisette will be so, so angry.’


Crunching over crisp, hard grass, Niall linked his fingers through Tash’s and pressed a warm, steamy-breathed kiss into her cold ear.


‘What’s this?’ He fingered a scratchy lump through her glove.


Tash looked down, trying to remember.


‘Oh, that – I’d forgotten I still had it on,’ she laughed. ‘I pulled a cracker with Rufus this morning. It was my prize – he put it on me and proposed on Wally’s behalf.’


‘The little snake!’ Niall pulled her closer. ‘I hope you said no?’


‘I said I’d think about it.’


‘And have you?’


‘Well, Wally’s a great listener.’


‘Bad breath.’


‘Lovely brown eyes.’


‘Farts in public, so he does.’


‘Tremendously loyal.’


‘To Gus.’


‘Sleeps with me more often than you do.’


‘Eats his own faeces.’


‘I’ll say no.’


‘Good.’


When they got back, Etty was snoring on the sofa with a glass of brandy tipping into her silk cleavage, and Pascal was watching the blue video and furtively drinking the last of the Chianti. He hastily discarded it into a dead pot plant when the door opened.


Talking in hushed voices, Alexandra and Sally were side-by-side on the sofa having a cryptic conversation about sympathetic vicars which they instantly changed to Royal gossip when the walkers trooped in, blowing out steam and banging their palms together.


‘You ready for the off soon?’ Matty asked his wife, hangover already cramping his temples.


Sally hiccuped mildly and stretched an arm over the crocheted blanket on the sofa-back to clasp his.


‘’Fraid Alexandra and I got a bit bladdered, darling.’ She went slightly cross-eyed as she smiled up at him, cheeks flushed from the fire which she’d recently banked up with logs. ‘Looks like we’ll have to shack up here for the night after all – go to Sophia’s party tomorrow perhaps?’


Matty hissed through his teeth, but he couldn’t really complain. He saw Niall, his oldest friend, so seldom. And they hadn’t had a chance to catch up yet. He could argue out the Sophia thing tomorrow. But there was one thing that he was singularly determined upon: they were going to sleep on the floor here tonight, not in the Moncrieffs’ vast, dog-smelling, draughty farmhouse.


‘Where are you staying, Mother?’ He looked down at Alexandra’s glossy brown crown.


‘Oh – some local hotel Pascal booked us into. The Royal Beech, isn’t it, darling?’


‘Oak, I think,’ Pascal was sniffing around in the kitchen for more wine.


‘But that’s miles away!’ Tash laughed. ‘At least three-quarters of an hour’s drive.’


‘Oh dear, I suppose we’d better set off. Kick Granny, will you, Polly?’


‘Niall,’ Sally started cautiously as she returned from a trip to the loo, ‘this might sound very odd, but there appears to be a large white turkey asleep on your bed.’




Two






‘NIALL AND TASH ARE to be married, darling. Isn’t it tremendously exciting?’ were the first words that Alexandra had directed towards her ex-husband, James French, for almost two years.


He took them with remarkable calm, his rather dour and flabby but still patrician face scarcely affording a twitch of a muscle in response. His murky green eyes, tinged with the red cross-latticing from a boozy Christmas Day, flickered fractionally towards his tall younger daughter and her scruffy partner before returning to the excited, brimming gaze of his first wife.


‘Really?’ He could barely be bothered to utter the word.


Alexandra had cornered him in their elder daughter’s more formal sitting room – an oppressive panelled tomb of crimson and oak, redecorated almost as often as Sophia herself. They were downing pre-lunch drinks as Sophia dashed around feigning panic, her black hair swept up to Ivana Trump heights, her long slim body swathed in Ralph Lauren wool, her face as exquisitely painted as the Old Masters adorning the panelled walls. Even though she had every finite detail of her lunch meticulously planned and listed on the schedule pinned to the fridge by a magnet, she could not relax.


Once a successful cover-girl who had been tipped for years to be a future supermodel and then grown too old to be super enough, she had achieved coffee-table tome fame instead by marrying into one of the oldest aristocratic families in the country – the hunting-mad, flat-chinned, acutely unacademic Merediths, who had square miles of estates attached to their several inherited titles, but barely enough realisable wealth to buy a square meal.


At first the family had staunchly disapproved of Sophia’s middle-class connections and glitzy past, perceiving her as a ‘showgirl’. Yet during the six years of her marriage to the amiable, oafish heir to the family’s estates, Ben, she had proved herself to be far more commercially astute than the rest of the clan, who thought that opening one’s house to the public was simply a matter of propping the front door ajar with a gumboot scraper and getting a local lout to direct cars into a flat field somewhere. Drawing on her celebrity-circuit and café-society connections, Sophia had transformed the Merediths’ stately gothic pile, Holdham Hall, into a popular venue for charity functions, film location shoots and rich-at-play events, which in turn drew great swathes of the public for a nose around during the five summer months that the house was opened, hoping to spot a star – one of whom was Sophia herself, a Tatler and gossip-column regular.


The Merediths still saw Sophia as flighty and light-weight, but they could not deny the benefits of her tireless work. She was meticulously organised in everything she did – memorising names before parties, plotting exactly who to introduce to whom, researching the backgrounds of the most important or influential people in any one room. Even her own family Boxing Day drinks – held at Home Farm, where she and Ben lived, not the Hall which was still occupied by the incumbent earl – was organised with the same crib-sheet social skills.


The heating in Home Farm was turned to almost sub-zero because Sophia’s dress was angora and made her glow as though straddling a radiator, the Christmas decorations glittered just as they had in the Harrods’ seasonal display three weeks earlier and subtle strains of Elgar in her father’s honour were battling to be heard over the guests’ chatter (James loved Elgar for the simple and singular reason that he was British). In Sophia’s vast Smallbone kitchen three local girls, the French nanny and a rather thick cousin of her husband’s who had done a Prue Leith course recently were peeling, grating, basting, chopping – and bitching about her like mad. The house reeked of beeswax and Floris-scented candles. Even the dogs were sitting in a neat, bus-queue line by the closed kitchen door, looking as though they were fresh from a week with Dunbar. Yet still Sophia flapped and fussed and could not settle into conversations beyond a polite enquiry into someone’s health at the same moment as she excused herself to check the pheasant soup.


Etty pursued her into the kitchen.


‘Seet Niall next to your sister at lunch, chérie,’ she demanded.


‘Don’t be silly, Grandmère,’ snapped Sophia, dipping a little finger into the soup. ‘That would ruin my seating plan.’


‘Just do it,’ Etty ordered, striding over to the range to help herself to more Glühwein, ‘or I’ll pretend to have dementia all afternoon.’


As Sophia raced off to swap around her place cards, Etty winked at the fat French nanny who was helping herself to a hunk of cooking chocolate. That, she reflected, would make their announcement far easier.


Tash and Niall, unaware that they were the subject of family scrutiny, were examining Sophia’s Christmas cards, trying hard not to giggle at the more revolting photographs of chinless aristocratic children which various of Sophia’s and Ben’s friend had deemed picturesque enough for the front of their Season’s Greetings. They certainly had a lot of cards – several hundred if counted – but not one from Tash and Niall who had missed the last Christmas post again this year.


‘Of course it’s all a complete secret – I’m not even supposed to know yet.’ Alexandra took a huge slug of Glühwein and settled back into one of Sophia’s sumptuous new brocade sofas while James perched uncomfortably on the arm. ‘Mummy thinks they’re going to announce it today. Doesn’t she look well, by the way?’


‘Needs a damned haircut.’ James looked at Tash critically. She was excitedly waggling a card featuring Wills and Harry and whispering to Niall that Sophia must have forged it. ‘So does her chap, come to that. Both look like a pair of gypsies.’


‘I was talking about Mummy,’ Alexandra said kindly, and then looked up to see James’s wife hovering nervously in the doorway, the lipstick-stained glass of her third Glühwein already half-empty.


‘Here, Henrietta darling!’ she called out, patting the seat beside her. ‘Come and sit down – you must be exhausted after all that cooking yesterday. How many did you have?’


‘Oh, just James and the girls,’ Henrietta swallowed nervously and perched as far away from Alexandra as possible, avoiding that warm, friendly gaze as she cast her blue eyes down to her knees, uneasily pleating her flowered Laura Ashley skirt with her fingers. ‘Emily wanted to bring her boyfriend, but James felt we should just have family this year.’


‘Chap’s a dratted yob.’ James cleared his throat, desperate to prod Henrietta into a more animated state. She was usually far more effervescent than this, but whenever she encountered Alexandra, his cool-headed, blonde second wife – to whom Alexandra could give almost twenty years – became ridiculously gauche, like a lower-third schoolgirl with a crush on a sixth-form lacrosse captain.


‘Em adores Six Pack,’ she said gently. ‘And, after all, he’s her third boyfriend since she went to university last October, so I don’t think we need panic. You know what they’re like at that age.’


‘Gosh, yes – Sophia had loads of simply ghastly boyfriends before she met Ben,’ Alexandra sympathised. ‘Tell me, why is he called Six Pack? Is he a bit of a party animal or something?’


Henrietta shook her head. ‘Something to do with his tummy, I gather. Em tried to explain, but I found it all rather baffling.’


‘Is she here today?’


Alexandra looked around the gathered throng, a mixture of her own children and grandchildren, Sophia’s in-laws and various honking Worcestershire locals that her elder daughter had deemed socially vital for Boxing Day lunch. The only noticeable absentees were various of the Merediths who were still out hunting, Ben’s great chum Hugo who – usually a regular at Sophia’s Boxing Day gathering – had Christmased in Australia this year, and, now Alexandra came to look, Henrietta’s fractious but likeable elder daughter Emily was also not in evidence.


‘She’s spending the day with some friends.’ Henrietta gave James a sideways look, but he showed no sign of guilt. There had been a huge row that morning as he’d tried to bully Emily into coming, culminating in his telling her that he wouldn’t pay off her overdraft unless she came to lunch. She’d refused, and stormed away from the house in Henrietta’s car.


‘I see Beccy’s here, though.’ Alexandra grinned at Henrietta’s younger, pudgier blonde daughter, who grinned back and then, blushing furiously, scuttled over to attack a tray of hors d’oeuvres. She reminded Alexandra of Tash at that age – shy, easily intimidated and desperate not to be noticed.


‘Is she doing “A” levels this year?’


‘Next.’ Henrietta watched as her daughter crammed back three smoked salmon parcels on the trot.


‘You and I must get our heads together soon.’ Alexandra dropped her voice and touched Henrietta’s arm. ‘About the most exciting event of next year.’


‘Oh yes?’ Henrietta hoped it wasn’t anything that might annoy James.


‘Tash and Niall’s wedding,’ Alexandra whispered. ‘I hope you’ll chum up with me to organise it – I think we can give them quite a splash, don’t you? Particularly if we keep the details a surprise. Pascal’s agreed to pay for most of it, so I’m planning to spend a lot of time in England this spring. Gosh, we can be lavish!’


That, Henrietta realised, was truly going to annoy James.


‘Lunch!’ Sophia chimed at the same time as her synchronised antique clocks all pealed the first hour of the afternoon throughout Home Farm.


‘Christ, it’s like the Feast of Lanterns,’ Sally muttered under her breath as they filed through to the long dining room to be faced with a table positively groaning under the weight of its piled goodies – most of them priceless crockery and silver rather than food.


Beside her, Matty, who was rebelliously donning his crocheted hat, was looking hugely sulky. They had spent a ludicrously uncomfortable night on the floor of the forge whilst the kids shared the sofa like Dickensian waifs. As a result they were both walking like rheumatic OAPs and Matty was convinced he had developed a chill. He was absolutely furious that his mother had called the forge from her plush hotel first thing that morning to pass on the news that Sophia was now expecting them for lunch and was delighted that they could make it after all. Knowing that Tash and Niall were likely to announce their Big News that day, Sally had insisted that they cancel their London lunch and go to Worcestershire.


‘She told me there was nothing veggie here apart from bloody veggies,’ Matty hissed under his breath.


‘Great – can I have ham then?’ Tom looked up at his father hopefully.


‘No, you can’t.’ Matty grumpily sat down next to Niall, completely ignoring Sophia’s placings.


Sighing, Sally winked at a downcast Tom and headed for the opposite end of the table where she realised happily that Sophia had placed her between her affable, easy-going husband Ben and a very dishy local who’d already filled her glass several times, told her some lovely gossip about the Parker-Bowleses and peered into her cleavage with surreptitious admiration, much to Matty’s disgust – more because she had her cleavage on display than because he had looked, Sally suspected.


‘Tom, you’re eating in the kitchen with the other children.’ Sophia smiled coolly at her nephew.


‘But I’m nine!’ he protested, looking deeply affronted.


‘Quite,’ Sophia waved him away impatiently. ‘Beccy can eat with us this year, though.’


‘Gee, thanks.’ Beccy pushed back her alice band and noticed to her delight and terror that Sophia was booting Matty out of his chair and indicating for her to sit in it. This meant she would be sitting next to Niall. Next to her all-time hero, idol and crush. Next to the man she most wanted to take her breath away, take her virginity, and just basically take her away.


‘I think I’d really rather eat with the children, actually,’ she said in a terrified bleat.


‘Nonsense!’ Sophia looked aghast. ‘You’ll muck up my numbers.’


‘Oh, do sit next to Niall,’ encouraged a soft voice behind Beccy as Tash wandered back from washing her hands upstairs. ‘He thinks your’re great – and he’s dying to give you all his opinionated clap-trap about horses and courses.’


Beccy blushed even more deeply. Try as she might to hate Tash for having Niall, she admired her riding too much to truly detest her. Beccy was on the lower rungs of eventing – just out of juniors and into young riders – and Tash was something of an idol.


‘Besides, he’s got Granny opposite him, and he’s terrified of her.’ Tash winked at Beccy and nodded towards Etty, still sporting her bearskin hat and fur coat to ward off the cold of Sophia’s house. ‘You can hold his hand and keep him distracted.’


Beccy gulped with gratitude and fear.


Tash was rather alarmed throughout the meal to find herself being peered at with avid interest by a number of her relatives. Her every move, from using the wrong spoon for her starter to dribbling red wine down the front of her cream jumper, was noted and contemplated by several sets of amber or green eyes.


She tried to catch Niall’s eye for support, but he was wrapped up in flirting with Beccy on his far side, making Henrietta’s daughter turn pink with delight as he flattered her like mad to cheer her up. Tash helped herself to more devilled turkey and dropped most of it in her wine glass.


By the time the dessert was circulating the table on a second lap, Sally had winked at her three times, her father had asked her if she had anything she wanted to tell him, and Etty loudly enquired why she wasn’t wearing her lovely glass ring today.


‘My what?’


‘Your ring, chérie.’ Etty waved her wine glass around in an expansive gesture which caused the men either side of her to duck. ‘That lovely bijou that you were wearing hier soir.’


‘Oh, that thing!’ Tash laughed. ‘I think I’ve lost it.’


There was a shocked silence at her end of the table.


Niall, who’d had rather too much wine, let out an enraged faux-theatrical wail as he turned to face her again. ‘But that was your engagement ring, dammit!’


‘And I told you yesterday that my answer was no.’ Tash grinned at him.


‘Ah, no, my darling.’ Reaching out a hand, he lifted her chin and stared her out with relish. ‘What you actually said was that you’d think about it.’


‘I might change my mind then.’ Tash pouted cheerfully, giving him a slight wink.


The rest of the table was hushed now. From the gloomy far end, Tash caught sight of her gossip-mad Aunt Cassandra frantically shushing various waffly locals.


‘I might even say yes, just for the hell of it,’ she halfheartedly pursued the role-play, increasingly aware that it was eliciting rather too much attention, particularly from her mother, who was almost in the flower arrangement in her attempt to listen in.


‘Might you now?’ Niall was growing aware of the attention too and relishing the prospect of playing to a crowd, although several glasses of Ben’s best port was blurring the plot somewhat. He seemed to recall that Tash was entertaining a proposal from Wally the collie at Lime Tree Farm.


‘Oh, yes, you must!’ Alexandra joined in eagerly. ‘You absolutely must!’


‘Must what?’ Tash and Niall both turned to her in confusion.


‘Say yes.’ Alexandra sounded slightly less sure of herself now. ‘I actually thought you already had. I’ve told your father and he’s terribly excited about it.’


‘Is he?’ Bewildered, Tash looked at her father.


James cleared his throat awkwardly. ‘Very pleased. Yes,’ he muttered grimly.


‘What on earth are you all on about?’ Sophia piped up from the end of the table, furious that this loud family dispute had just interrupted a wonderful, gossipy story she was being told about a local landowner’s marijuana plants.


‘Tash and Niall are going to get married!’ Alexandra announced dreamily.


‘We’re what?’ Tash gaped at her.


Niall started to laugh uproariously. Beside him, Beccy’s face was fading with disappointment through the various shades of high blush like a dying sunset.


It was at this moment that Etty Buckingham realised that she might have started something of a faux-rumour. She dabbed her nervously puckered mouth daintily with her napkin as she let the gravity of her misapprehension sink in. Never one to take being proven wrong on the chin, she realised that hasty and drastic action was called for.


‘Eeeeegh!’ She let out a delighted, creaky wail which silenced the table from its increasingly excited, congratulatory babbling.


‘You are going to make a dying woman so very, very ’appy, ma jolie petite!’ She rose shakily from her seat, mustering a few tears as she stretched across the table to embrace Tash, hugging a lot of the flower arrangement at the same time. ‘I sink zere is not a lovelier sing I could want to ’appen before I leave zis world.’


‘But I – I mean we . . .’ Tash fought to control the situation, but her grandmother was too forceful and too desperate.


‘I weel pay for eet all,’ Etty announced grandly, reaching for a handkerchief to dab her eyes. ‘I weel spare no expense. I weel make thees the best—’


‘We’re paying, Mummy!’ Alexandra chipped in. ‘Pascal is quite delighted to help two such lovely young people start married life with every possible treat.’


Pascal cleared his throat unhappily.


‘I say, congratulations, chaps—’ Ben Meredith was trying to raise his glass at the head of the table, but his wife cut him off.


‘By rights, Daddy should actually pay for Tash’s wedding, Mummy,’ she argued. ‘He paid for ours.’ She carefully didn’t add what a fight he had put up to keep it cheap.


James’s jowls were lifting like a bulldog cornered by honking geese. ‘I’m not bloody paying.’


‘But we’re—’ Tash stared hopelessly at Niall.


He was still speechless with giggles, lifting his palms upwards and shaking his head.


‘You paid for my wedding!’ Sophia pointed out.


‘And damned nearly bankrupted myself in the process.’


‘I weel pay!’


‘You’re absolutely penniless, Mother. Of course you can’t pay.’ Alexandra was beaming at Tash, tears edging her mascara into her crows’ feet. ‘I’m just so happy for you both, darling.’


‘Mummy, I think there’s been a terrible mis—’


‘Shut up, everyone!’ howled a loud bass from the head of the table, accompanied by the chiming of a coffee spoon against a port glass.


They all shut up and turned to look at Sophia’s husband, Ben – a tall, rangy blond with soup stains on his shirt and his thinning mop of hay-like hair on end. He rose from his seat to his full six feet four inches, stooping to avoid the Christmas holly which was escaping from a picture frame behind his head, and grinned awkwardly.


‘I think we should actually be congratulating Tash and Niall here,’ he said, rather embarrassed now by his outburst, his weathered cheeks starting to pinken. ‘Champagne all round, I say.’


‘Have we got enough?’ Sophia took a sharp breath. ‘It won’t be chilled.’


‘It weel in this house, chérie.’ Pascal shivered.


‘Oh, Christ alive!’ Tash whispered, kicking Niall, who was now bent double with delighted mirth. ‘What are we going to do?’


Etty, who was pretending to be so carried away with emotion that she had her face buried in her handkerchief, held her breath and eyed them closely through the lacework.


‘Well.’ Niall straightened up with difficulty and buried his mouth in Tash’s hair so that only she could hear, ‘We could get married, I guess.’ He was still fighting giggles.


‘I guess,’ Tash said hesitantly, worried that she was going to faint because her heart was beating so quickly that her blood was whooshing around her body like a white-water canoe run. ‘Don’t you think it’s a bit drastic, though?’


‘Not nearly so terrifying a prospect as telling your family that it’s been a mistake.’


Niall kissed her ear through its curtain of hair and tried not to notice that Pascal had whipped out his camera and was snapping their embrace for the album. At least Polly, who was confined to the kitchen with the other children, couldn’t video it.


He was still buoyed up by several glasses of scotch and a bottle of Burgundy, Tash realised. In this state he’d agree to sky-dive naked from the Holdham Hall ramparts if he thought it would make him popular with her family.


‘This is ridiculous.’ She bit her lip and then shook her head firmly. ‘We must tell them, Niall.’


Pulling away, she turned to face the pairs of eager eyes trained on her. Even Sophia’s helpers, staggering in with bottles of their employer’s non-vintage champagne, were watching the couple with avid absorption. Niall’s star status made this something of a coup – they’d undoubtedly be on to the tabloid press as soon as the corks had popped.


‘Listen, everyone.’ Tash took a deep breath. ‘I have something to explain before this goes too far—’


The next moment a broad, warm hand had enveloped hers and she was swept out of the room, almost flooring herself as she fell over Sophia’s pack of dogs, now lined up like the von Trapp children outside the dining-room doors.


Niall pulled her into the kitchen lobby and glanced around to check they wouldn’t be overheard before clutching her shoulders and pressing her back against a hunting print. ‘Don’t tell them,’ he urged.


‘I must!’ Tash stared into his chocolate eyes, wishing for a brief, honeyed moment that she didn’t have to. ‘This is all wrong. We can’t get hitched just because my potty grandmother gets the wrong end of the stick. It’s mad.’


‘No more mad than me getting down on one knee and embarrassing myself by fluffing my lines, now.’


Tash pushed her hair out of her eyes and stared at him, her heart suddenly in her throat and using her epiglottis as a punch-bag.


‘You weren’t going to though, were you?’ She swallowed her heart down so that she could croak out the words, but it continued beating madly in her windpipe like a ping-pong ball in a vacuum hose.


‘Well, not today, no.’ He shrugged, glancing away. ‘Perhaps not at all. Not like that, no.’


Tash closed her eyes. She and Niall spent such long stretches of time apart, and were hopelessly impractical when together. Although lovely, their relationship had barely progressed in the two years they had been together. Each brief, snatched weekend still possessed the heady, heart-lifting feeling of a holiday romance. They weren’t really capable of buying a toaster jointly, let alone starting married life.


‘I went down on my knees to ask Lisette to marry me,’ Niall was saying, his voice suddenly very quiet and serious.


‘Was that before or after you tied the knot in the Las Vegas Elvis Chapel?’ Tash bit her lip and fought a smile.


‘Shhh!’ Niall rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t remind me. We hardly saw that as a marriage – it was the family occasion in England that counted. I did everything the right way – father’s permission, talking and planning through the night, not telling her where the honeymoon would be. Look where that got us.’


‘I know.’ Tash touched his cheek, trying to blot out the excited chatter coming from the nearby dining room.


‘And you once agreed to marry someone you didn’t love simply because you didn’t want to hurt his feelings by saying no,’ he reminded her with a crooked smile.


Tash guiltily bit her lip at the memory. She had agreed to get engaged to an ex-boyfriend once because she couldn’t bring herself to tell him that the relationship was over. It had been one of the worst times of her life.


He pressed his forehead to hers. ‘So I guess asking isn’t always the best route.’


She gazed into his dark, honest eyes for a long time.


‘What exactly are you saying here?’


Niall smiled. It was that big, loopy smile which creased his cheeks, crinkled his brown eyes and could stop her heart at fifty paces.


‘That perhaps your mad bloody family have done us a favour. That perhaps this is fate. Neither of us is putting pressure on the other; the pressure is from outside. We could tackle this together. Think about this together. Enjoy this together. That’s what marriages are about, Tash – committing to something together.’


‘You’re not saying that you’re really willing to go through with it?’ She gulped.


‘Why not?’ he laughed. ‘We love each other, live together as much as we can. We now have dual custody of a dog and a turkey. And,’ he rolled his eyes, ‘I seriously think your grandmother would breathe her last if we tell them it’s all been a misunderstanding now.’


‘You really want to marry me?’ Tash was aware that she was sounding rather thick, but she wanted to make sure she was reading this absolutely right.


‘Depends if you want to marry me?’ He raised a black eyebrow hopefully.


‘It’s certainly a thought.’


‘Nothing need change.’ He shrugged. ‘Sure, you don’t even need to change your name. And it’d make your family and mine extremely happy.’


‘And us?’


Niall smiled. ‘I don’t know about you, but the only thing in the world that would make me happier would be a bit more time with you.’


‘Same here.’


‘So, shall we do it?’


Tash hugged him tightly, tucking the doubts and worries tightly away in her excited, leaping heart. ‘Like you say, why not?’




Three






NIALL’S FAMILY WERE NOT as delighted as he’d anticipated. In their Catholic eyes, he was still, strictly speaking, married to Lisette, so could not be married again in their church. And, although they adored Tash, they felt she was too young and too daffy to make their son a decent wife.


‘Sure, the girl’s a mere slip of a ting, Niall,’ his mother worried when he called them from the forge to break the news. ‘And she’s a hopeless cook, so she is. I’ll never forget those sloppy pancake tings she served up on your birthday last year.’


‘Fajitas.’


‘Well, it certainly gave your father gas, now.’ There was a deep sigh at the other end of the line followed by the sound of a hand-rolled cigarette being lit. ‘Are you sure you’re doing the right ting here, son?’


‘Sure,’ Niall said firmly, knowing just how to win her over. ‘Tash can’t wait to start a family.’


‘Ah, sweet girl.’ There was an ecstatic exhalation of breath followed by a hacking cough. ‘I’m so pleased for you, my darling. Sure, it’s about time you gave Nuala’s nippers some young cousins to play with now.’ She started coughing again.


‘You should give up smoking, Mother,’ Niall scolded. ‘I feel so much better since I packed it in.’


As soon as he was off the phone, he lit up one of Tash’s Camel Lights and wondered if feeding his mother the babies line had been a wise move. She was bound to be searching for her knitting needles already in anticipation of tiny socks and babygrows.


Through Lime Tree Farm’s illuminated kitchen window, Tash caught sight of a neat, pudding-basin mop of blonde hair flopping over the table to scan a newspaper, and breathed a sigh of relief as she realised Zoe was there to offer coffee and advice. As she crunched up the drive, Zoe looked up and waved, smiling widely. She had a classically poised, northern European appearance that seemed icy-cool and imperturbable on the surface but cracked every time she smiled to reveal a bubbling geyser of warmth beneath. Tash thought her the epitome of sex appeal and longed to possess that effortless glamour.


Zoe Goldsmith was older than her sister, Penny, by a few years – she never specified how many – and had been something of a career and society glamourpuss in her time. For many years, she had been married to one of London’s most successful designers. In the eighties, she’d had a showpiece house in Greenwich, a regular ‘career mother’ column in a Sunday broadsheet, feature pieces commissioned weekly, a designer wardrobe and two great kids who were so well behaved and good-looking that her friends had smarted with envy as they wiped snot and jam from the howling faces of their own plump brats.


Quite what had gone wrong was something Zoe kept a closely guarded secret. All Tash knew was that the dream marriage had ended very abruptly and acrimoniously, leaving her financially stymied as she lost both her house and the job practically in the same week. She and the kids had then decamped to stay with Penny and Gus temporarily until Zoe could find more work and get herself a small flat in London.


That had been seven years ago. So far as Tash could gather, Zoe had gone through some sort of breakdown shortly afterwards, and had stayed on to recuperate, paying her way by cooking and filing for her overstressed sister who in those days competed abroad for a great part of the year. Finding it impossible to get back into the closed shop of high-powered journalism, Zoe had tried instead to write fiction, failing to attract any interest in her work for several years before she accidentally bumped into an old friend who was setting up a new publishing venture.


That venture was now one of the most successful erotic fiction imprints in the industry, churning out hot, steamy tomes with short shelf-lives and high profits. Zoe – under the name Su Denim – was its flagship author, with over twenty books to her credit. She could now easily afford those things that had eluded her after her divorce: a London house, smart social life and public-school education for her kids. But instead, she deliberately shunned such superficial trophies, preferring the settled, bucolic life with her sister and brother-in-law. The warmth of her friends within the eventing circuit and the good education that the local schools were providing for her kids could not easily be replaced by the slavishly fashionable and academically snobbish world she had left behind in the chattering dining rooms of her London circle. In truth, Tash also suspected that she stayed at Lime Tree Farm because she also knew how invaluable she had become to Penny and Gus. Without her calm, easy-going efficiency, unflappable common sense and occasional baling out when the bills turned red, the Moncrieffs would be bankrupt within weeks. Tash adored her, although she sensed a deep, enduring sadness that Zoe kept deeply hidden from her chaotic, dependent family.


‘Can I borrow a fag? I left mine in the forge.’


Tash settled down at the Moncrieffs’ cluttered table and reached for the nearest packet.


‘Please do.’ Zoe looked up from a pile of late Christmas cards and grinned. ‘They’re Rufus’s. Since I confronted him about the cigarette butts in the guttering outside his window, the little brat now feels he can smoke openly in front of me. I have absolutely no authority.’


Rufus was the elder of her two children; at seventeen he was a big, blond charmer who loudly justified smoking, drinking and having four girlfriends as ‘vital teenage experimentation’.


‘Matty treated my mother the same way the moment he grew taller than her.’ Tash was searching around for a lighter. ‘It’s just a height thing. Did you have a good Christmas?’


Zoe wrinkled her long, straight nose as she passed Tash a box of kitchen matches. ‘Bit hectic. Gus had invited a load of people who he hadn’t told me about, as ever.’


Even her voice was as warm and rich as butterscotch. Both sisters had cut-glass, almost antiquatedly clipped accents, harking back to hours of elocution lessons forced upon them by their snobbish parents. But whereas Penny had a high, slightly quacking voice that could split eardrums, Zoe’s was so soft and velvety that she merely melted them.


‘I was here when they arrived,’ Tash reminded her. ‘I saw Stefan Johanssen poling up along with Brian Sedgewick’s mob. And two of Gus’s brothers were arriving as I left.’


‘So you were.’ Zoe rubbed her forehead. ‘Well, one chap got so paralytic he had to stay, and then Enid took a piece out of him when he came down for a glass of water during the night.’


‘Poor thing.’


‘It’s okay, she calmed down once she realised he wasn’t an intruder, didn’t you, darling?’ She blew a kiss to her nervy Dalmatian who was curled into a tight, uncomfortable knot in one of the tiny cats’ beds by the Aga. Certifiably paranoid and singularly devoted to Zoe, Enid was wildly jealous of anyone her mistress touched or spoke to. Ears sinking back into her head, she blinked her pale amber eyes worriedly, anxious that she was being picked on.


‘I was referring to him.’


‘Oh, he’ll live. Gus administered a tet jab with remarkable skill considering the number of bottles he’d sunk.’


‘Christ, I’m glad I just had Matty and Sally snoring on our sofa.’ Tash gazed around the kitchen, seeking comfort in the familiar, tatty paintings, over-stuffed shelves, piles of post and horse paraphernalia which littered every available surface. The room always smelled of hot coffee and wet boots.


‘So Matty and Sally enjoyed Christmas with you, did they?’ Zoe asked coolly.


‘Sally did.’ Tash gazed at the large, wipe-clean wall roster which had her marked as off work for the week. There was very little writing on it at all at this time of year as most of the horses were roughed off for winter and there were no events to attend apart from the odd hunt or indoor jumping competition. Come May it would be covered in bright felt pen marks like a toddler’s mad doodling.


‘And Matty?’ Zoe was trying to coax Enid into eating a Bonio.


‘Sulked throughout, as ever.’ She sighed. ‘I think they’ve got a lot of money problems at the moment. But Niall cheered him up in the end – he was wonderful, making everyone laugh so much.’ She noticed that the list of next year’s scheduled BHS trials was up on the wall at last, Blu-tacked beside the work roster with those competitions they were already entered for marked in red and those still pending in pencil. Eventing was so over-subscribed these days that sending off an entry fee was no longer a guarantee of competing – there was always a chance of being balloted out, and one had to choose which events to give top priority very carefully. Tash noticed to her delight that she was pencilled in for the biggest spring event, Badminton, on both of her top horses and a big grin spread across her face without her even noticing it.


Watching her, Zoe picked up a dead match and played with it thoughtfully. She knew Tash pretty well by now, realising that beneath the shy, rather clumsy exterior there existed a far tougher, more decisive heart. A heart that would tear itself out for something it loved and believed in, but with a good deal of self-preservation embedded in it too.


Tash was often embarrassed by the impact of her own physical presence. Despite an urge not to stand out, she was not a person who blended easily into the background. Extremely tall, curvy, and in possession of two huge, oddly coloured eyes, she inevitably drew attention as she dominated every crowd, her unkempt mop of hair several inches above everyone else’s crown. These were not always admiring glances either: Tash had the natural hunched gaucheness of the self-conscious and seldom made an effort to dress up. She was renowned for looking dreadfully scruffy on almost all occasions. But this simply enhanced the effect whenever she did dress up. And, unusually, she had dressed up today.


Dark, smudgy kohl lines encircled her green and amber eyes, a beaded pin was holding her thick, curling hair up from her face to show off those high, pink cheek bones and long, long neck. She was even wearing a dress – the first time Zoe had seen her in one. Short, bias-cut and silky, it showed off her elongated curves and endless legs, although a tiny ladder was already threading its way up her tights.


‘What’s the occasion?’ She smiled. ‘I thought you’d just popped in for a coffee.’


‘Niall’s taking me out for dinner at the Olive Branch tonight.’ Tash was staring at one of Zoe’s daughter’s GCSE drawings which was curling its way from its Blu-tacked position on the wall. ‘That’s a great picture – India just gets better and better.’ She glanced at Zoe again. ‘I was hoping the others would be here.’


‘Well, Gus and Pen should be back any minute – they’re raiding Tesco’s wine department for New Year’s Eve. You two are coming, aren’t you?’


‘To the party?’ Tash grinned at her. ‘Try and stop us.’


‘Hugo will be back from Oz by then too – in fact, I think he’s due back today, so he’ll add to the glamour.’


‘And to the drinks bill,’ Tash sniffed.


‘You two still not talking?’ Zoe cocked her head critically. With her blonde, blunt-cut hair and thoroughbred features, she bore a rather startling resemblance to Joanna Lumley as Purdey. The cool, velvet voice and cat’s eyes added to the illusion. There were moments Tash almost ducked for fear of getting a karate kick in the eye.


She pursed her mouth uneasily. ‘Not sure. I’ve avoided him since the end of the season.’


‘Mmm.’ Zoe eyed her thoughtfully. ‘I think Gus mentioned that you wouldn’t even go hunting in case he was out with the field and tried to run you into a ditch.’


‘Something like that,’ Tash muttered. Although she had used the excuse of avoiding Hugo for not hunting this year, Tash had other reasons as well. A childhood accident and a general disapproval of the barbarity of the sport kept her away more than her tall, arrogant bête noire.


Hugo Beauchamp ran an eventing yard just a few miles away from Lime Tree Farm. He’d known Penny and Gus Moncrieff for years and they were mutually reliant upon one another, trading horses between the two yards, swapping advice, sharing the transport to many of the more distant events and helping one another out in a crisis. Hugo, who had a private income and a fat sponsorship deal, often benefited from the relationship more than the Moncrieffs, buying their best youngsters for the cash they desperately needed to keep the yard running. As a result, he was ranked amongst the top five riders in the country and had clocked up a large number of international honours to prove it. He even had an Olympic medal as the chain of his downstairs loo, which Tash thought horribly ostentatious.


Initially helpful when Tash had entered the sport, Hugo Beauchamp had been growing increasingly unpleasant of late. All had been well when she was a clumsy novice who seldom made it to the end of the cross-country phase, let alone into the money. Hugo, one of the sport’s biggest stars, had coaxed her through her first year with rather condescending largesse, selling her his good novice, Drunken Hunk, giving her hours of coaching and ferrying her to events in his five-star lorry when Penny and Gus needed their dilapidated box elsewhere. But now that Tash was so regularly placed that she was climbing the overall leaderboard and getting ever-closer to making it into an international team, Hugo had gone right off her. He’d won last year’s British Championship at the Gatcombe Open Trials just a weekend after Tash had moved into the forge with Niall, loudly rumour-mongering that she had done badly because she was thinking about kitchen cabinets and not the course. When she had beaten him into second place at Burghley three-day-event two months later, he had grown actively hostile, cutting her dead or putting her down at every opportunity. Hurt by his about-face, Tash now thought he was unspeakably spoilt and petty.


‘Try to make friends again, huh?’ Zoe uncurled her feet from beneath Wally the collie and stood up to put the kettle on.


‘He’s the one being unfriendly,’ Tash pointed out tetchily.


‘Well, I know.’ Zoe was framing her words carefully, aware of how sensitive Tash could be about Hugo. ‘But it does make things rather awkward for Gus when there’s this ruck between you two. You know how much he relies upon Hugo’s support.’


‘Humph.’ Tash stubbed out her cigarette. ‘Hugo takes him for a ride almost as often as his own nags. Gus is better off without him.’


‘Not really,’ Zoe said kindly. ‘I mean, I know that the majority of Hugo’s actions are born out of self-interest, but he’s not a bad ally for all his faults. He gets Gus liveries, gives him a lot of his time and cast-off equipment, sends Franny down here to help out when we’re short-staffed.’


‘I hardly think Hugo’s forcing her!’ she snorted.


Franny was Hugo’s Rubensesque and rather terrifying head girl who dressed like an S & M mistress of pain and had a whip-like tongue to match. For the past six months she had been conducting a very public affair with Gus’s much younger and less efficient groom, Ted. It paralleled and helpfully shielded the far more private liaison which Hugo was conducting with Gus’s senior working pupil, Kirsty Judd, a Scottish event rider who used the yard as her southern base. Kirsty, who had worked in Australia for several years as a riding instructor, was engaged to a very rich, very macho Australian solicitor with whom she was spending Christmas. The fact that Hugo was also in Australia for the festive season had not gone unnoticed. Just as he took especial pleasure in riding dangerous horses, so, it seemed, he preferred his relationships with the heat on and the risk-factor high.


‘Go easy on him on New Year’s Eve, huh?’ Zoe pleaded, handing Tash a chipped mug full of coffee. ‘He’s only mad at you because he’s jealous.’ She carefully didn’t add what specifically he was jealous of. She privately doubted that it was just professional. Hugo was a far more complicated character than Tash gave him credit for.


‘I’ll try,’ she sighed.


For years, as a teenager, Tash had lusted after Hugo from afar with a passion that only the hormonally confused youngster can harbour. A close friend of her brother-in-law Ben Meredith’s, he had drifted around in the background of her family’s social calendar like a beautiful spectre, and haunted Tash’s dreams like a goading nightmare. His total disdain for her had been crucifying. While Tash had wept and daydreamed over pictures of him cut from Horse and Hound, Hugo had treated her with the curtest of uninterested scorn in return, hardly seeming to notice her existence.


It was only when they had been forced to endure one another’s company during a long, lazy holiday with Alexandra, Pascal, and the rest of their assorted family and friends two years earlier that they had struck up an unexpected, if uneasy, friendship. Hugo had helped her get to grips with the difficult, hot-headed Snob, given to his step-daughter by Pascal as a holiday challenge. Hugo had admired her courage and talent, and helped her get a job with the Moncrieffs as a result. For a brief and rather terrifying moment, he had even appeared to be attracted to her. The sense of amazed, disbelieving victory which Tash had experienced at that time had only been overtaken by the giddy joy of falling madly in love with Niall. Hugo had gone off her pretty quickly afterwards, and wasted no time in working his way through a string of staggeringly beautiful girlfriends, most of whom he treated appallingly.


Since then, Hugo had not shown the slightest interest in Tash as anything but a horsewoman and pupil, a fact which, in her very darkest, late-night moments, far away from Niall’s comfortable, sleeping embrace, rather offended her. She knew that was fearfully disloyal to Niall, whom she loved with more depth and honesty than she had ever felt for Hugo during the agonising length of her fierce crush. But there was something competitive in her relationship with him that fed off a spark of sexual attraction. And, apart from that briefest of moments when he had wanted to take her to bed – in fact, Tash only guessed that he’d wanted to take her to bed, for he’d never actually stated the intention – all that attraction had been one-way. She had adored him for far, far longer than he’d ever fancied a quick night with her. Somehow, it left her feeling rather one down.


Zoe was still watching her closely as she stirred cream into her coffee from a plastic tub. ‘You’re not – no, no, forget it.’


‘I’m not what?’ Tash could hear Gus and Penny’s grumbling old Land-Rover rattling over the frosted pot-holes in the drive outside.


Hearing it too, Zoe automatically reached for two more mugs.


‘Not what?’ Tash persisted.


‘You’ll bite my head off for this.’ She smiled apologetically. ‘But I have to ask to satisfy my insatiable curiosity. I was going to ask if you weren’t just a little miffed about Hugo’s affair with Kirsty? Because I rather get the impression that you still hold a bit of a torch—’


‘No I do bloody not!’ Tash could feel herself reddening.


‘It’s just that you’ve been far more anti-Hugo since it started.’


‘The only reason his affair with Kirsty pisses me off is because she’s stopped pulling her weight around here,’ Tash pointed out piously. ‘They can bonk morning, noon and night for all I care – until the suspension breaks on his ruddy horse-box, in fact. But if she asks me to exercise or muck out her bloody nags one more time, I’ll shoot them both.’


‘Right. Sorry. I was quite mistaken.’ Zoe hid a smile. ‘No torch, then.’


‘Not even a match,’ Tash insisted, disliking Zoe’s smug smile. ‘Anyway, how could I possibly feel a thing for that spoilt, stand-offish prig, when I’m going to marry Niall?’


‘Quite.’ Zoe was distracted by the banging of the back door as Gus and Penny staggered in, preceded by Wally who headed straight for Tash with a big, panting grin.


‘Great to see you, Tash!’ Gus greeted her with a whoop. ‘I was hoping you might pole up and help out. We’re bombed out with work. The horses need to come in to bed soon and most of them are crusted with frozen mud.’


‘I – er – well, I just came for a chat really. I’m going out soon.’


‘Oh, yeah, I see you’re tarted up for once.’


Tash smiled weakly, wishing Gus Moncrieff would occasionally treat her with the same respect for feminine wiles as he did the other females in his circle. He always remembered to compliment his wife when she dressed up, was in constant awe of Zoe’s understated sophistication, and positively drooled over his other working pupil, the red-headed, red-blooded and Monroe-chested Kirsty. But to Tash he gave the hair-ruffling, distracted attention of an owner patting his dog in passing. In fact, Tash reflected, he was more flattering to Wally than he was to her.


A tireless worker, Gus Moncrieff was in his early thirties but looked far older. He had a craggy, weathered face which was almost constantly dominated by a toothy smile, and a lanky frame which had far too little stuffing really to support it. A former point-to-point jockey, he still maintained his erstwhile anxiety to keep his weight down, aware that only the fittest, stockiest equines in his yard would be up to carrying his natural weight in the gruelling endurance phases of the sport. As a result, his skinny body had an apologetic stoop to it and his clothes, which had to be huge for his height and shoulders, hung off him like tent canvas after the guy ropes have been cut loose.


‘I’ll help you get some of your shopping in.’ Tash leaped up quickly, aware that she had just been slagging off Kirsty for not pulling her weight around the yard.


‘Thanks, hon.’ Penny appeared in the doorway, buckling under a vast box of beer cans. ‘Watch your step, it’s really freezing over out there. You look nice.’ She was momentarily distracted by a frantic hand-signal from Zoe, who was wide-eyed over her coffee pot, completely speechless.


Not noticing, Tash reached for her coat.


‘Wish I’d never agreed to give you that week off now.’ Gus followed her out, scratching his very short, almost crew-cut, blond hair. ‘Can you spare me a couple of hours to ride out Snob tomorrow? Ted’s so frightened of him he keeps making up excuses not to.’


‘I’ll see,’ Tash hedged. She’d had so little time off in the past year that she was unwilling to give it up.


By the time they’d slipped and struggled back into the house, Zoe had regained her senses and was gaping at Tash in astonishment. Penny, clearly in on her sister’s sudden realisation, was hovering nearby and turning pink beneath her woolly hat, fleece jacket and thermal gloves as she whispered excitedly about it.


Zoe hushed her hastily and turned to Tash.


‘Did you, um—’ She cleared her throat, voice back down to its customary calm, fruity note. ‘Did you say that you and Niall are going to be married?’


‘Yes.’ Tash set down a box of wine bottles on top of a pile of newspapers on the dresser.


‘Really?’ Penny was gaping at her as though she’d just said she was having a sex change.


‘That’s really what I said, yes,’ she sighed, removing two party packs of crisps from the top of the box.


‘You’re joking, right?’ Gus joined in the gaping.


‘No!’ she bristled, turning to face them. ‘Why is everyone acting as though we’ve gone mad? Matty spent most of yesterday afternoon trying to talk Niall out of it, and he’s my supposedly loving brother.’


‘It’s just,’ Zoe hugged her apologetically, ‘so sudden. Unexpected.’


‘We’ve been together almost two years – and living together since last August.’


‘Well, sort of, yes,’ Penny agreed. ‘In between living apart.’


Gus was trying hard not to laugh, which was even more insulting. Seeing Tash’s hurt face, he battled with his amusement and looked at her earnestly. ‘When exactly were you planning to get hitched?’


‘Well, Mummy’s keen on June.’


‘Next June?’ Zoe lifted a blonde eyebrow.


‘In six months’ time?’ Penny lifted one of her own.


‘In the middle of the bloody season?’ Both of Gus’s fluffy blond brows shot up in alarm too.


‘Yes, yes and yes.’ Tash wished she hadn’t got herself quite so excited about telling them; their reaction was far from encouraging.


‘Well, that’s great.’ Gus pulled himself together. ‘Natasha O’Shaughnessy, huh?’


‘I’m thinking of sticking with French.’ Tash started nosing around in Tesco bags, eager for a comforting snack.


‘And how does Niall feel about that?’


‘He suggested it.’ She located some crisps and ripped into the bag hungrily.


‘Where is he, by the way?’ Gus looked around. ‘Writing guest lists?’


Tash poked out her tongue at him. ‘He’s walking the dog.’


They all stared at her. ‘What dog?’


‘Beetroot.’ Tash grinned. ‘You see, we have to get married. Give her a stable family home.’


‘A shot-gundog wedding then?’ Penny took off her woolly hat and ruffled her hair with a grin.


Once the news of their engagement had been announced at the Olive Branch that night, Tash and Niall were the grateful recipients of free champagne all evening.


‘Ees so, so good.’ Marco Angelo danced attendance around them, flapping serviettes and menus in between serving his ambrosial food. ‘A wedding in the village! We haff not had a wedding for years!’


‘Well, I’m not sure if we’re getting married here,’ Tash confessed, catching Niall’s eye.


‘Off course! You getta married in Catholic church – how could I forget?’ The dapper little man smoothed back his pewter grey hair. ‘You getta married in St Gabriel’s in Marlbury, yes?’


‘Er, no.’ Niall cleared his throat. ‘I’ve been married before, remember, Ange?’


‘Oh, no worries. Father Quigley, he ees very sympathetic priest. He marry myself and Den, no?’


‘I think my parents actually want me to marry from my old home.’ Tash smiled apologetically. ‘Near Windsor.’


‘Oh.’ Marco’s mouth puckered slightly. ‘Still, he is not far to drive. I arrange cover for that day, no?’


‘Sure.’ They both smiled up at him anxiously.


From the comments they had received that night, it seemed that all the congratulatory, excited locals were expecting an invitation to the reception at the very least. Once Tash and Niall added the eventers, film industry friends, mutual families and older friends, the reception was going to be simply colossal.


‘Everyone wants to gawp at your film-star pals,’ Tash giggled.


‘Little do they know, I hardly have any.’ Niall shrugged.


This wasn’t strictly true – Niall made firm friends wherever he went and on whichever film he made. But he remained in close contact with just a few, knowing too well the trap of superficial, sycophantic relationships which had propelled so many other actors into an ever-decreasing spiral of cliquey self-destruction. Niall liked keeping a firm grasp on reality, on the world outside the privileged film industry, which by its very nature set up a false morality, an artificial ivory tower of wealth, sexual availability and immunity to guilt.


‘Do you honestly think we’re doing the right thing?’ Tash asked as they walked very slowly and carefully back along the glacier-hard, slippery lane to the forge.


‘No,’ Niall confessed. ‘But I’m quite happy about doing it.’


‘Me too.’ She grinned, listening to the delighted yelping from their small cottage as Beetroot sensed they were just yards away.


Giblets, now given permanent residency in the small, walled back courtyard, watched in confusion through the panelled glass of the kitchen door as Tash and Niall fell through the opposite door from the lane, stumbled as far as the sofa and, not bothering to undress beyond a cursory lifting and unbuttoning of layers, coupled with laughing, eager speed.


Beetroot, even more confused, bit Niall firmly on the ankle just as he was getting into his rhythm.


Moments later the telephone rang as Niall’s agent, having tried to trace him all evening, finally tracked him down.


‘We’ll try this again later.’ He kissed Tash on the mouth and, easing himself away, settled down to talk to Bob Hudson.


Giving his hair a final run through her fingers, Tash picked up Beetroot and wandered upstairs to warm up the bed in anticipation.


When Niall finally joined her almost an hour later, played out from arguing with Bob, she was asleep. Her long lashes swept towards her pale cheeks and her broad, slightly muscular upper arm was pressed to her mouth, guarding it from kisses. Curled into the small of her back, Beetroot let out an ominous growl.


‘Why d’you hate me, huh?’ Niall whispered, cocking his head and trying to stare the young dog out.


With her big, fluffy envelope-flap ears flattening to the small, black dome of her head, Beetroot’s growl deepened.


Anxious not to wake Tash, Niall backed away and spent the night perched on the very edge of the bed, eyes wide open, heart heavy with guilt. Bob – as antisocial in his hours as ever – had passed on two pieces of information to him. The first was bad enough – a thankless task which he had to break to Tash in the morning. The second was a far trickier prospect, both to take in himself and to tell her. He was determined to keep it quiet for at least a few more weeks while he made up his mind.




Four






ON THE MORNING OF New Year’s Eve, it snowed thickly in West Berkshire.


Zoe watched the feathery flakes drift almost aimlessly down to the frosted hoggin drive where they were settling with alarming speed. The trees had already turned into huge mushrooms, the hedges were just fat, piped trails of mashed potato and the fields stretched as uniformly white as fresh foolscap paper.


‘We’ll be lucky if even the locals can make it at this rate.’ She turned to roll her eyes at her daughter India.


Fourteen years old and already as tall as her six-foot brother, India towered over her mother as she hovered nearby in the sitting room, trying to help tidy up for the party but anxious not to incur Gus’s ire by moving a single back-of-an-envelope list or battered copy of Eventing magazine.


‘I hope at least a few turn up.’ She was twisting her long tangle of blonde hair under her chin like a beard. Even doing her goat impression, she looked unspeakably pretty and far more adult than her years. ‘The more people we have in here,’ she pointed out cheerfully, ‘the warmer it’ll be.’


‘Nothing can compare to the chill factor at the forge.’ Zoe shuddered. ‘I popped in there this morning to give them some dog food – they’ve been feeding that poor little mite turkey leftovers all week – and I could barely talk for chattering teeth.’


‘Are they really going to get married?’ India curled her lengthy frame into the sagging velvet sofa and picked at a frayed cushion, downcast eyes veiled by lashes.


Zoe shrugged. ‘Not sure, darling. Certainly not from the way they were both sulking earlier. Niall has to fly back to the States today to re-shoot some scene for that over-budget action thing that they’re all in a panic about – Tough Justice, is it?’


‘He won’t be coming to the party then?’ India was practically destroying the cushion.


‘Shouldn’t think so, darling. Tash was sulkily trying to phone round for flights when I left.’


‘You know I don’t want to go, angel,’ Niall pleaded. ‘I can’t bear to leave you after so little time together – with ourselves not even announcing the wedding properly.’


Tash was throwing what few of Niall’s clothes she could find into his battered leather hold-all. The zip wouldn’t shut as it had become enmeshed in an airport luggage tag, chewing it into a sticky pulp. Fighting a losing battle with it, she was trying desperately not to cry, using her uncombed hair as a curtain to hide her unfocused, stinging eyes.


‘I’ll probably make it back for a few days next week,’ Niall said with shattering lack of conviction. For a top-rated actor with two Baftas in the loo, he couldn’t lie for toffee.


‘You start shooting in Scotland on the sixth,’ Tash reminded him, a catch in her throat.


‘So I do.’ He was scratching his stubble thoughtfully. ‘But that’s much closer to home, so it is. I’ll be down here all the time. And you can come up to me.’ He flashed a hopeful smile in the direction of her hair.


‘Sure.’ Tash’s voice was wobbling so much that she shut up and wrestled some more with the stubborn zip.


‘I love you.’ Niall buried his face in the crown of her head, breathing in the comforting smell of her shampoo.


After the car had come to collect him, its driver grumbling that the lanes were almost impassable and the M4 a snowy death trap even at thirty miles an hour, Tash flopped on to the sofa with Beetroot. Shivering with misery as well as cold, she wept into the fragile dog’s bristly black and biscuit coat.


When she noticed that Niall had left the little painting of them she had given him behind, she howled twice as loudly.


Penny phoned at lunchtime to ask if she could bring along any spare plates and glasses she had. Still buried in the sofa, Tash sniffed deeply and bravely and announced that she wasn’t going to be at the party after all.


‘Rubbish!’ Penny was as brusque and unsympathetic as ever, like a jollying head girl telling a home-goal-scoring lacrosse player to ‘buck up’.


‘I can’t, Penny,’ Tash wailed. ‘I know it’s unspeakably wet, but I just want to go to bed and sniff his pillow. He’s promised to call me the moment he’s in LA.’


‘And when will that be?’


Tash sniffed again. ‘Not sure – he couldn’t get a direct flight. ’Bout seven tomorrow morning our time, I think.’


‘Which, by my calculations, gives him the chance to celebrate New Year there as well as in the air. Twice, in fact. The least you can do is celebrate it once.’


‘He’s doing it for both of us.’ Tash hung up, feeling rotten.


She chewed the knuckles of her left hand and, looking down at her bare, calloused fingers with bleary eyes, remembered that Niall had promised to buy her an engagement ring on Monday. Somehow she didn’t feel very engaged. Like a Mercury payphone, she felt totally unrung. She sometimes doubted that what they had together could be called a relationship at all.


When Alexandra called from London to say her farewells before flying back to France, Tash put on her brave ‘nothing’s wrong’ voice.


‘Tell Niall that I’ve been talking to Henrietta today,’ Alexandra announced, cheerfully unaware that Niall was probably racing towards Heathrow at that very moment. ‘And she’s agreed to do a lot of the donkey work in England, bless her. She wants to meet you for a girly lunch soon to chat about what you want for the wedding reception, darling.’


‘That’s great,’ Tash said weakly.


‘And you mustn’t worry about a thing. Promise me?’


‘Not a thing, I promise.’


‘Etty could talk about nothing but the wedding all week. She’s so excited. Listen, I’ve had a little idea . . .’


Tash groaned. Her mother’s ideas, however little, had a tendency to be on a grand scale.


‘Pascal and I have decided that, if you and Niall are going to get married in June, you should have a lovely long holiday together with us in the Loire in May.’


‘I can’t.’ Tash didn’t even need to look at her diary. ‘It’s Badminton month – I’ll be competing every weekend.’


‘Three days’ break midweek, then. You and Niall will need a pre-wedding rest. These things are frightfully stressful, darling.’


‘We simply haven’t got the time.’ Tash was glancing up at her wall chart, cause of much misery. ‘Niall will be on the publicity tour for Tough Justice then, and there’s talk of him doing a British film around the same time.’


‘Hmm.’ Alexandra would clearly not be dissuaded by such trivialities. ‘We’ll just have to work out something closer to the time. Now, have you had a chance to turn your mind to bridesmaids yet? Do you think Tor can be trusted?’


Tash turned her eyes to heaven.


Zoe’s son, Rufus – tall, sooty-blond and utterly without principle – did absolutely nothing to help arrange the party. Instead he nicked a couple of four-packs and stole across the snow-crusted courtyard to the flat above the stalls where Gus’s lazy head groom, Ted, was back from Christmas with his parents and in dire need of blood-pollutants.


‘Christ, I wish I’d stayed here again this year,’ he moaned, ripping the ring off a lager can with desperate haste. ‘One sweet sherry at six-thirty, then two stouts with my dad in front of the box, and a last-orders lager top with an illicit fag in the local pub if I was lucky.’


‘Are your family a serious bummer, yeah?’ Rufus pulled a face.


‘Totally horrific, mate.’ Ted put two fingers to his head and pulled an imaginary trigger, never for a moment considering the notion of admitting that his family were far more ashamed of his howling snobbery than he was of them – gnomes, stone cladding and all.


Ted liked to show off to Rufus, which largely involved boasting about how much alcohol he could ship, dope he could smoke and football trivia he could dredge up from memory. A self-styled ‘bloke’ in the Loaded, lager and Fantasy Football League mould, he cut an incongruous figure on the eventing circuit. But for all his laid-back, hard drinking attitude, horses had remained his only true love since the first time he’d clopped along Blackpool front on a donkey, aged six. His on-off girlfriend, the irascible Franny, often moaned that were he to treat her with the slavish love he bestowed upon Gus’s horses, she’d chuck him for being too much of a wet New Man. Instead, Ted expected her to dress up for him, cook for him, perform extraordinarily athletic sex for him, and then visit the fridge for him immediately afterwards to fetch him a post-coital lager which he could sip in the bath that she would, of course, run for him. Franny was surprisingly meek in her compliance.


Rufus watched as, swigging lager, Ted crunched his way over his littered floors to examine his hair in the wardrobe mirror. He was totally paranoid about his hair – an obsession that sometimes seemed almost psychotic. He didn’t so much have bad hair days as a bad hair lifetime; it was the one thing in which he lacked confidence. He had been known to spend an entire day in bed when he couldn’t get his hirsute black curls to lie right.


But despite this, Ted was something of a hero-figure to Rufus who, at seventeen, was three years younger and, due to his cosseted background, far more naive. Ted had taught him how to smoke, drink, criticise videos, chat up women, drive off-road vehicles and roll a spliff. He liked Rufus’s eager enthusiasm and devotion, but rather resented the way that the younger lad, even at seventeen, attracted women so effortlessly. Rufus, with his spidery height, big smile and sooty, long-lashed grey eyes, was something of a babe-magnet. Ted, who was well under six foot, stout, topped with a curly black thatch and in possession of a broken nose, fared less well. It was his humour, dogged determination and well-practised seduction skills which pulled, but – despite a phenomenal success rate – he still resented the youngster his natural looks and straight hair, so took every opportunity subtly to undermine them.


‘You’re not going to wear that tonight, are you, mate?’ He turned around and studied Rufus’s blue corduroy shirt critically.


‘Hadn’t really thought about it,’ Rufus confessed. He seldom thought about his clothes beyond selecting them for warmth and practicality.


‘Take a tip.’ Ted tugged on his cigarette and rubbed his tired, red eyes. ‘Blue’s naff. Yellow. That’s what you want, mate.’


‘Yellow?’ Rufus nodded, absorbing the information earnestly.


‘Yup. Women can’t resist yellow.’ He turned back to the mirror again. ‘D’you think I should get my hair cut?’


Later, dressed in one of Gus’s yellow shirts which he had bartered tomorrow’s mucking out for, Rufus looked pretty awful. The shirt was ridiculously big, and the colour clashed with his mouse-blond hair and lent his cream and pink complexion a sallow, jaundiced tinge. In contrast, Ted was sporting a navy Breton shirt which brought out the intense dark blue of his cheerful, roaming eyes. He’d tried to slick down his dark curls to his scalp with hair-gel, but they kept springing up like unravelling knitting wool.


Zoe had done her usual efficient, understated job of preparing both the house and herself for an influx of friends. Lime Tree Farm could never look tidy; it was a practical impossibility given the heaps of detritus which weighed down every available space and which had to remain in place for Gus to know where they were. But Zoe had an uncanny knack – acquired through years of living with the Moncrieffs – of making those piles of vital rubbish look artistic. She was helped on this occasion by the fact that so much could still be disguised with Christmas decorations. Cards perched on the top of piles of magazines and schedules, making them appear to be rather grand paper columns; holly was pinned neatly around feed charts on the walls, tatty lampshades on the ceilings and the numerous and rather frightening mounted antlers which Gus was absurdly fond of collecting. Even the most horrific Lime Tree eyesore – a wooden faux-flame candelabra which Penny was inordinately proud of stealing from their honeymoon hotel in Spain – could be disguised beneath a vast bunch of berryless mistletoe which Zoe had bought cheaply at Marlbury market. The gleaming white berries were in fact plastic pearls from a broken necklace of India’s, but Zoe felt they were suitably convincing.


‘You’re not wearing that, are you, Mum?’ Rufus bounded downstairs, blond hair on end. ‘With your legs on show like that?’


‘I certainly am.’ Zoe smoothed down her red velvet dress as she headed towards the kitchen to put out glasses.


To add insult to injured pride, Tash could hear the Lime Tree party from almost half a mile away as she lurked unhappily in the chilly forge. In fact, she could hear stereophonic parties, as the racket from the Olive Branch’s annual knees-up fought to compete with the Moncrieffs’ raucous bash.


Tash, having wallowed self-pityingly in a luke-warm bath for nearly an hour, was swathed in Niall’s stripy dressing gown and a head-towel, reading one of the scripts he had been sent before Christmas. She almost fell off the sofa when the door was pounded upon vigorously.


Shrinking back, she ignored it, glancing at the clock on the oven.


It was only ten-thirty. She groaned and tossed the script on to the rickety coffee table. God, she was bored.


The fist was still pounding a persistent tattoo, accompanied by a familiar voice calling her name with charmless superiority.


‘Tash, I know you’re bloody in there. Open up, you silly cow.’


Tash set her mouth angrily and continued to ignore him. She had no desire to greet Hugo with puffy eyes, red nose and a mascara-stained turban on her head.


‘We’ve come to take you to the bloody party!’


Beetroot, who was barking herself hoarse on Tash’s side of the door, let out a terrified yelp and scuttled away as the cat-flap flew open and a very tanned hand thrust a parcel through it.


‘Your Christmas present.’


Tash’s eyebrows shot up in astonishment. Hugo had never once bought her a present in her life. He seemed to derive particularly cruel pleasure from his failure to memorise her birthday, whilst his – 28 March – was a date which had once leaped out of her teenage diaries as though encircled in red.


She scuttled silently across the floor and looked at the package.


It was wrapped in luxuriously thick green and bronze paper, with a lot of loopy red ribbon and a large tag shaped like a figgy pudding. Silently, Tash reached out to flip over the tag.


At the same moment as she read the words ‘For Penny and Gus, from Kirsty, with gratitude and love’, the tanned hand re-emerged from the cat-flap and gripped her firmly around the wrist.


‘Ouch!’ Tash tried to pull away but he was far stronger than she was.


‘Now either we stay like this all night,’ came the muffled drawl through the flap, ‘or you let us in.’


Tash didn’t like the ‘us’. Peering through the open flap, she could see a lot of denim-covered upper thigh where Hugo was kneeling on the snowy front step, and could just make out the cruel, sharp line of his chin which was stretched downwards so that he could talk to her. There was also, however, a distinctly sickly waft of strong, feminine perfume and – yes – she could just make out the dim image of a strappy black shoe and a slim, ten-denier ankle in the background.
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