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    All novels nowadays seem to carry that disclaimer ‘Any resemblance to actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental,’ so writing a novel in which a real character appears is rather a tricky undertaking. I have loved paintings of horses in general, and those of Sir Alfred Munnings in particular, for as long as I can remember, and can only hope that I will be forgiven for including him as a character in Folly. There is absolutely no evidence that he met any of the other characters, who live only in my imagination, but my portrayal of Munnings himself, along with his thoughts, opinions and manner of speaking is, I hope, accurate. I have gleaned much from his three volumes of autobiography – An Artist’s Life, Second Burst and The Finish – and from Jean Goodman’s AJ: The Life of Alfred Munnings and Reginald Pound’s The Englishman.

  




  

    Mary Ann Wingfield’s A Dictionary of Sporting Artists and Sally Mitchell’s The Dictionary of British Equestrian Artists have both been useful, though I have to confess that the latter contains no reference to John Macready and I hope the author does not mind me implying that it does. As an inveterate reader of auction and art catalogues, I must record my gratitude to Christie’s, Sotheby’s and Richard Green, and also to Paul Cresswell for his engaging book Bath in Quotes.

  




  

    I am lucky enough to have friends who do not seem to mind being rung up at all times of the day to answer questions. I am enormously grateful to Steven Alais, who has advised on legal matters, to Luigi Bonomi for his own particular brand of enthusiasm and encouragement, and to Victoria Law, Bendor

  




  

    Grosvenor and Philip Mould, who have given me valuable insights into the art world, which continues to be fascinating, rewarding and scary in equal measure. All of which is in danger of making this book sound like a learned treatise. The very idea! It is, as ever, a romantic adventure, and any mistakes – either factual or emotional – are no one’s but my own.
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    Bath

  




  

    November 2007

  




  

    ‘Well, ’tis a curious place, to say the least,’ observed Moon; ‘and it must be a curious people that live therein.’

  




  

    Far From the Madding Crowd (1874), Thomas Hardy

  




  

     

  




  

    ‘Any more bids?’

  




  

    In most salerooms this is not an anxious request. Brisk, yes, at times chivvying, but not anxious. It can even be delivered carelessly. But then the auctioneer on this occasion was not typical of his breed. Not the sort most usually found in a provincial saleroom – the tweedy sort with florid cheeks, a pair of half-moon spectacles to peer over and a voice owing its resonance to Taylor’s Vintage Port. No. He was in his thirties. Just. Slim. Quite good-looking. And at the moment he seemed a little uneasy. His name was James Ballantyne, which made him sound rather more confident and considerably more literary than he really was, and he was the last in line (presently, at any rate) of a firm of auctioneers who had been established in Bath for three generations.

  




  

    ‘Going once . . . going twice . . .’ He scanned the room again. ‘I’ll have to let it go, then . . .’ Those in the front row would have detected the merest hint of a wince in that muscle just above the top lip where involuntary reactions can often give the wearer away.

  




  

    And then, just as he was lifting his hammer, an arm was raised towards the back of the saleroom. That was all he could see – just an arm. He leaned sideways. The figure was partially obscured by a pillar. He could make out the slender frame of a fair-haired woman in a red jacket. She moved into his eye line and smiled at him.

  




  

    Those who noticed the earlier flicker of the facial muscle would now have detected a movement in the jaw, which, but for the summoning of an iron will, would have dropped open. Instead it was turned rather neatly into a breath, and followed by a question: ‘Was that a bid, madam?’ he asked, and then closed his mouth again, doing his best to look natural.

  




  

    The woman nodded and raised her numbered paddle in con firmation. Number one.

  




  

    It was a muscle in his cheek now that twitched involuntarily.

  




  

    ‘With you at seven and a half thousand pounds, then . . . and against you, sir.’ He paused and looked in the direction of the fat dealer on the front row who had made the previous bid. The dealer pointedly stared at the floor.

  




  

    James Ballantyne cleared his throat. ‘This really is a nice little Herring; I don’t want to have to let it go at this price, but I am selling . . .’ He cast his eye once more in the direction of the long-legged thoroughbred – the one in the painting – a dark animal with wild eyes, set against a stable wall and a manger full of hay. A horse blanket lay folded over the feeding trough. All things considered, it didn’t exactly light his fire. He looked back at the young woman who had raised her arm. She fixed him with an unblinking stare, defying him to offer the painting to anyone else.

  




  

    His loyalties were split now, between the bidder and his professional pride. John Frederick Herring was a respected artist, and the work was a good one; his mother would be disappointed it had not fared better. The woman was still staring at him, and now he could see the corners of her mouth breaking into a grin.

  




  

    ‘The Herring’s going, then . . .’

  




  

    ‘Junior,’ the dealer on the front row muttered to himself. ‘Not worth it.’

  




  

    ‘Selling, then, at seven and a half thousand pounds . . . All done?’ He brought down the hammer and the customary soft murmur drifted around the saleroom. The blonde in the red jacket looked down. He could not see her expression now, as she recorded the price in her catalogue. He noted her name in his ledger. The dealer on the front row shot James a withering look and shook his head.

  




  

    But James did not see. His head was filled with questions that he tried to put aside. Why was she here? Where had she been? But there was no time to dwell on them. He checked his notes. ‘And so to lot two hundred and thirty-four – our final lot today. The Munnings.’

  




  

    A man in a navy blue overall manoeuvred the painting in its gilded frame on to an easel to the right of the auctioneer’s desk.

  




  

    James soldiered on. ‘The highlight of today’s sale. A lot of interest here . . .’

  




  

    It was a simple painting of a woman on horseback, set against a leaden sky. It measured twenty inches by twenty-four inches. The horse was a grey, and the woman was seated side-saddle in a riding habit and a wide-brimmed brown hat. The horse was arching its neck forward to graze. The woman held the reins with her left hand. In her right hand rested a riding crop, and she gazed directly out of the picture towards the artist with an expression on her face that seemed startlingly familiar.

  




  

    The next few minutes he found hard to recall in detail later that evening. The bidding had been brisk and competitive. Within what seemed like the blinking of an eye the picture had sold for seven hundred and fifty thousand pounds, and the name he had written in his ledger was the same as for the previous lot. Both had been sold to the woman in the red jacket with the short blonde hair; the woman he had grown up with but had not set eyes on for the past five years. Her name had always had a magical ring to it. Artemis King. She hated it herself. Said it made her sound like a character from an action movie. As a consequence she had been known from childhood as Missy.

  




  

    Like James – known to his intimates as Jamie – she had been born into this world of artistic expression and high finance. Her grandfather had founded King’s Fine Art fifty years ago, while Jamie’s had established Ballantyne’s, the auction house. Both old men were pillars of Bath society now. But it had not always been so. Once, they were simply grammar-school boys with grand ideas. How life had changed. How well they had done for themselves.
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    Oxford

  




  

    April 1949

  




  

    Thou hast most traitorously corrupted the youth of the realm in erecting a grammar school.

  




  

    Henry VI, Part 2 (1592), William Shakespeare

  




  

     

  




  

    It was the most perfect April day. The sort of day that makes you forget things. Like the future. And exams. And earning a living. The long trails of willow wands were still unblemished by summer breezes and they sketched evanescent patterns on the water as the freshly varnished rowing boat nudged its way forward beneath them. The sky had been painted by Titian. At least, that’s what Leo Bedlington claimed. The rest of them just laughed. Three of them, anyway. The other simply curled his lip. Leo was reclining at the sharp end of the boat, trailing his hand over the side. He was wearing cricket flannels (not that he ever played), and the sleeves of a thick milk-white jersey were draped over his shoulders. His fair hair, parted at the side, flopped over his eyes and he would throw it back from time to time and breathe deeply, murmuring, ‘Bliss, just bliss,’ to no one in particular.

  




  

    Alongside him, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, John Macready was having none of it. ‘Bloody Brideshead. What do you know about Titian?’ The Glaswegian working-class tones sounded especially discordant on such a day. And then he stopped himself. ‘Oh. But I suppose you’ve got a few?’

  




  

    Leo’s eyes were closed. ‘Just the one.’

  




  

    Their finals looming, the five students were out for an afternoon on the river, putting aside books and papers, forsaking the Bodleian Library and the Radcliffe and making the most of the unseasonable weather.

  




  

    ‘You see, Mac, you just walk into it, don’t you?’ Harry Ballantyne was on the starboard oar. In between the concentration needed to maintain his stroke, he grinned and looked over his shoulder at the two men lounging in the bows of the boat.

  




  

    Tall and dark, he cut an unlikely figure alongside the stocky, sandy-haired youth who sat beside him and encouraged him to keep up. Richard King bit his bottom lip and pulled harder, the beads of sweat glinting on his reddening brow. ‘When are you going to do some work, Leo? It must be your turn.’

  




  

    ‘Tomorrow.’

  




  

    ‘And tomorrow and tomorrow,’ muttered Richard, as he pulled again on his oar.

  




  

    ‘Does it matter? On a day like today does it matter?’

  




  

    The four men looked in the direction of the voice. It belonged to the woman sitting in the back of the boat. Her long and slender legs were neatly folded underneath her on the varnished wooden seat. She wore cream slacks and a crisp white blouse with the two top buttons undone – enough to arouse curiosity, but not sufficient to encourage disparaging comment. Her feet, now hidden from view, were bare. On her head was a broad-brimmed straw hat, round which daisies were threaded, and in her expressive hands lay the ropes that moved the rudder to right and left. She wore a reproachful frown, and her pale features were set off by the bob of dark shiny hair that framed them. She was every undergraduate’s dream of a girl. Well, almost every undergraduate’s.

  




  

    ‘You’re so right,’ murmured Leo. ‘No point in falling out.’ He closed his eyes once more and leaned back towards the water.

  




  

    Richard and Harry glanced sideways at each other and, with a brief nod, changed the direction of their stroke. The boat stopped abruptly, and with the deftness of a seal slipping from a rock into the waiting sea, the Honourable Leo Bedlington disappeared over the side with hardly a splash.

  




  

    Seconds later his head emerged from the ripples – ‘Bastards!’ – and then he coughed up more river water before repeating the sentiment.

  




  

    Mac leaned over the side and grabbed Leo’s arm as the two oarsmen, now laughing uncontrollably, pulled in towards the bank and allowed him to clamber up on to the grass, the muddied cricket whites dripping with water from the Cherwell.

  




  

    ‘You are mean,’ scolded the girl. ‘Leo did bring the hamper.’

  




  

    The oarsmen showed no sign of contrition, but busied themselves with the unpacking of the wicker basket and the unstoppering of the bottled beer.

  




  

    ‘Beats me how he manages to get hold of all this,’ muttered Mac. ‘I mean, how many ration books does he have?’

  




  

    ‘Probably comes from the family estate,’ confided Harry, holding up to the light a clear glass jar filled with asparagus spears.

  




  

    ‘Not unless the estate is called Fortnum and Mason,’ said Richard, scrutinising the label on a tin of olives.

  




  

    ‘Let’s just be grateful, shall we?’ whispered the girl, anxious that the provider of the luncheon should not overhear their ingratitude.

  




  

    ‘You’ll find a bottle of Pol Roger in there somewhere,’ instructed Leo, from under the towel that the girl was using to dry his hair.

  




  

    Eleanor Faraday had more than a little sympathy for Leo. The others might take the mickey out of him thanks to his life of privilege, but she had a gentler approach. Not that it would ever lead to anything. Leo was interested in women only as confidantes, not as companions. The environs of Lady Margaret Hall held little fascination for him. He didn’t seem to have very much interest in men either. His eyes might alight on them from time to time. Occasionally he would even take a fresher under his wing, but it would be the briefest of encounters. There never seemed to be ‘a relationship’. He lived, apparently, entirely for art. But he was always good company, enjoying the social attention of both sexes, if not the intimacy of either, and was always ready to burst Eleanor’s bubble when she became too intense or, in his eyes, too grand.

  




  

    She looked across at the other three, now intent on discovering what was for lunch. Mac, the Glaswegian, was the quietest of the trio. A grammar-school boy like the other two, he was the son of a postal worker and had managed to win a scholarship to Christ Church. Thanks to his artistic talents, he had become something of a local hero. Not that the role suited him. He rarely let his emotions show, could hardly ever be accused of being verbose and of the five of them was the one who was the hardest to read. She knew he liked her – or else why would he seek her company? – but of more than that she could not be sure. Perhaps she and the others just amused him. Or irritated him. Or both. He was constantly getting at Leo, but that had become a habit rather than a calculated strategy. His tirades, while delivered with conviction, never degenerated into abuse. An enigma, that’s what Mac was, she decided, for want of a more reasoned explanation. An enigma with a bit of a chip on his shoulder.

  




  

    Richard King, on the other hand, was much easier to understand. Good-looking and athletic, he had the typical build of an Oxford blue if, at five feet nine inches, not quite the typical height. She admired his muscular frame, the pale green eyes and the way he had of making her feel that she mattered. There was no doubt that he was keen on her, but she wished sometimes that he were not quite so intense. He did have a sense of humour, but it surfaced only rarely. It was not that he was humourless, rather that there seemed to be other things more important to him, further up his list of priorities. He liked fine art, fine wine and fine women, and had a will as strong as an ox. Compared with Richard, the most implacable mule would appear biddable.

  




  

    And Harry? Well, Harry was just . . . Harry. Tall and gangly with dark hair and deep blue eyes and a vague, faraway look. There was an otherworldliness about Harry. His thoughts often seemed to be elsewhere. When questioned about it, he just shrugged and smiled that disingenuous smile of his. There were times when he seemed preoccupied, and then he would disappear for days on end before emerging once more into the daylight and asking brightly, ‘Have I missed anything?’ Harry could melt her heart with a single sideways look. Not that he seemed remotely aware of it. What was he thinking? Probably nothing to do with her at all. Why were men so difficult to read? Except for Richard, of course, and even he had his moments . . .

  




  

    Where Richard was intense, Harry was flippant. But sometimes, when he had had a glass or two of beer in the evening, she thought he looked at her in a way that meant something more than simple friendship. And then there was that one evening when they had kissed. She smiled to herself, then shook her head as if to clear it and asked, ‘Is anybody going to bring me a drink?’

  




  

    She knew who would be first off the mark. ‘Beer or fizz?’ asked Richard.

  




  

    ‘Beer, I think. I’m thirsty.’

  




  

    ‘Bottle or glass?’

  




  

    ‘Oh, bottle. It’s a picnic.’

  




  

    Before Richard had a chance to act, Harry flipped the stopper off a bottle and bent down to where Eleanor lay on the grass, dangling it in front of her.

  




  

    ‘Thank you.’ She took it and put it to her lips, slaking her thirst with the golden liquid.

  




  

    ‘Good?’ asked Harry.

  




  

    Eleanor nodded, her mouth still filled with the frothing beer. She giggled and tried to swallow quickly. Then she lay on her side in the long grass, propping up her head on her elbow and nestling the bottle of beer in a patch of clover by the now discarded straw hat.

  




  

    The only sounds on that still spring afternoon were the distant shouts of students punting on the river, the honk of alarmed geese fleeing for their lives and the gentle rustle of the willow leaves above the glassy water. For a moment the world seemed perfectly content to stand still, and their lives to hang in the balance. Eleanor looked wistfully at the chequered flowers of the snake's heads pushing up their shepherd’s crooks through the first flush of young grass. She stroked their broad-shouldered bells with her index finger and let her dreams run free.

  




  

     

  




  

    Leo looked at the backs of his eyelids, his knees crooked in front of him as he reclined on the riverbank. Mac looked across at Richard and Harry, and saw both of them gazing at Eleanor – Richard as though he were examining a fine painting and Harry as though he were regarding a cherished retriever.

  




  

    While the others lost themselves in spring reverie, Mac pulled a drawing pad from a canvas bag stuffed under the seat of the boat. With a soft pencil he began to sketch out the scene in front of him. Deftly he traced the outline of Eleanor lying in the grass, and to her right the muscular frame of Richard rising like a sideways ‘Z’ from the lush grass of the riverbank. He took his time sketching out Richard’s face with a soft pencil: the short, fair hair, the prominent brow and the chiselled features. He framed the scene with a curtain of willow wands and, beyond them, with a single stroke, the undulating skyline of Oxford, shimmering in the April afternoon.

  




  

    Their collective mood was one of quiet thoughtfulness, but there was, seething beneath it, a hint of apprehension. It would not be long now before they would split up and go their separate ways, but relationships had been forged, or at least part-forged, and a vague question mark hung over the way in which matters would proceed. With the end of term looming, it was time for them all to take stock, to plan ahead, as far as they might, and to find some sense of direction, however vague. But that seemed so final, so decisive. It was easier for now to put off the evil moment.

  




  

    Mac closed the cover of his sketch pad and turned to look at the river. It seemed unnaturally smooth. He felt down among the grass for a pebble, located one and tossed it into the water. The plangent ‘gloop’ woke them from their separate reveries. Unlike the other four, his pragmatic approach to life could not be subdued for long. ‘So what’s next?’ he asked of no one in particular.

  




  

    ‘Today, tomorrow or in life?’ responded Leo absently, as though talking in his sleep. His eyes were still closed.

  




  

    ‘Considering that the next few days are spoken for, let’s go for the big one.’

  




  

    ‘Do you mean what do we want of it or what is it likely to bring?’ asked Eleanor.

  




  

    Mac fixed her with a cynical eye. ‘Do you think the two can ever be the same?’

  




  

    Eleanor took evasive action. She rolled on to her stomach and propped up her head in her hands, then looked at the two men before her – Harry and Richard, now sitting back to back with their legs out in front of them. They were watching her as she spoke, so she turned her head away again and looked towards the river. ‘I don’t know,’ she murmured. ‘But it would be nice if they could be.’

  




  

    ‘I think I’m expected to go and work for my uncle,’ offered Richard.

  




  

    ‘Doing what?’ asked Eleanor.

  




  

    ‘He’s an estate agent. Says that when the boom comes, now that the war’s over, he’ll need a junior partner.’

  




  

    ‘I didn’t think that estate agents had “junior partners”,’ offered Harry.

  




  

    ‘Family firm,’ muttered Mac. ‘They can use any title they want.’

  




  

    ‘I have other plans,’ said Richard. ‘For a gallery. One day . . .’ He turned to Mac and asked, ‘What about you, then?’

  




  

    Mac shrugged. ‘I’ll go back to say goodbye, but I’m not staying up there. Don’t want to get stuck.’

  




  

    ‘Stuck where?’ asked Eleanor.

  




  

    ‘In some dead-end job just to earn money. Rather keep my independence.’

  




  

    ‘Doing what?’

  




  

    ‘Painting.’

  




  

    ‘You think you can earn a living?’ asked Harry with a note of doubt in his voice.

  




  

    ‘I can bloody well try. Anything has to be better than going into the shipyard.’

  




  

    Richard asked, ‘You’re not serious? They don’t expect you to go into the shipyard now that you’ve been to Oxford?’

  




  

    Mac looked gloomy. ‘They expect me to go back with my tail between my legs. Told me I wouldn’t be able to stay the course. I’m buggered if I’m going to give them the satisfaction.’

  




  

    ‘So where will you go?’ asked Eleanor. ‘Where will you live?’

  




  

    Mac smiled. ‘I haven’t a clue. Anyway, I’m not the only one, am I, Harry?’

  




  

    ‘Mmm?’ As usual, Harry had been lost in his own world. Or so it appeared.

  




  

    ‘What are you going to do when you leave?’

  




  

    ‘Travel.’

  




  

    Eleanor looked anxious. ‘What, for ever?’

  




  

    ‘No. Just for a while.’

  




  

    ‘Where will you go?’ she asked, trying to sound detached. ‘Venice? Rome? Florence?’

  




  

    ‘Ah, the Grand Tour,’ pronounced Leo. ‘Following in the footsteps of my ancestors.’

  




  

    ‘Hardly. I was thinking of Cheltenham, York or Exeter. Somewhere like that.’

  




  

    Richard grinned.‘You know how to live. What do you want to go there for?’

  




  

    ‘To get a feel for the market.’

  




  

    ‘What sort of market?’

  




  

    ‘The auction market. I thought I might open a saleroom. Plenty of people looking for furniture now, and the market has to pick up soon.’

  




  

    ‘That’s my feeling, too,’ said Richard. ‘But I don’t want to have to sell chests of drawers. The art market is poised for a revival, I’m sure of it.’

  




  

    ‘So you’re not going to be an estate agent, then?’ asked Mac.

  




  

    Richard shook his head. ‘No. I know exactly where I’m going, and I think I’ll get there.’

  




  

    The others sat in silence for a moment. Of them all, Richard was always the confident, self-assured one. The one who seemed to have his life mapped out. Where they dithered and considered, Richard stormed ahead, fearless and forward-looking.

  




  

    ‘I wish I was as sure,’ murmured Eleanor.

  




  

    Leo opened his eyes and sat up. ‘Do you want Gypsy Rose Bedlington’s prediction?’

  




  

    Eleanor laughed. ‘Yes. Go on, tell us what you think will become of us.’

  




  

    Leo placed his champagne glass on the ground, pulled his jersey around his shoulders like a shawl and began making circular motions over the glass with his hands as though it were a crystal ball.

  




  

    ‘Hang on a minute,’ said Harry, getting to his feet and reaching into his pocket for a large red-and-white spotted handkerchief. He flapped it open, then tied it round Leo’s head to complete the image of the fortune-telling gypsy.

  




  

    ‘Oh, it’s all too cloudy,’ intoned Leo in the voice of the soothsayer. ‘But it is clearing. Yes, it is clearing . . .’

  




  

    ‘Probably because you’ve drunk it all,’ muttered Mac.

  




  

    ‘Please, please, don’t break the spell.’

  




  

    Eleanor laughed again, then asked ‘What can you see?’

  




  

    ‘I see a woman.’

  




  

    ‘Well, that’s a first,’ said Harry under his breath.

  




  

    Leo came out of character. ‘Are you going to take this seriously or not?’

  




  

    ‘Oh, yes, of course,’ said Harry, with assumed gravitas. ‘Do carry on, ma’am.’

  




  

    Leo frowned and stretched his arms out once more over the glass. ‘I see a woman with a man.’

  




  

    Harry drew breath to speak again, but a sharp glance from Leo made him keep silent.

  




  

    ‘They are in an art gallery. Looking at a picture.’

  




  

    ‘What sort of picture?’ asked Eleanor.

  




  

    Leo spoke more softly now and they had to lean forward to catch his words. His voice sounded strangely disembodied, and his face took on a look of intense concentration.‘A picture of a woman with an Arab.’

  




  

    ‘Anyone we know?’ asked Mac.

  




  

    ‘Oh, yes,’ breathed Leo.

  




  

    ‘The woman, or the Arab?’ asked Mac under his breath.

  




  

    Leo seemed not to hear him. ‘And there is another man looking at the picture, but they are unaware of him. Another man who wants the picture. He wants it very badly. But it is wrong. He says it is wrong. Says it is not what it is meant to be . . . not who it is meant to be.’

  




  

    Harry glanced at Richard, then asked, ‘What do you mean?’

  




  

    Leo looked distressed. ‘The people are all muddled up. The man and the woman . . .’

  




  

    Eleanor noticed the colour draining from Leo’s cheeks, and that he was beginning to sway from side to side. The sun was high in the sky. It was mid-afternoon and unseasonably warm.

  




  

    ‘Harry, I think he’s going to—’ Before she could finish her sentence Leo’s eyes had rolled in their sockets and he had slumped forwards, upsetting what was left of the champagne and sprawling in front of them on the grass.

  




  

    All four of them darted over and helped him to a sitting position. Eleanor removed the handkerchief and brushed the long hank of fair hair back from Leo’s brow. She was relieved to see the colour returning to his cheeks. He opened his eyes and seemed dazed.

  




  

    ‘A cold river and hot sunshine,’ scolded Eleanor. ‘No wonder you passed out.’

  




  

    ‘Did I?’ asked Leo.

  




  

    ‘No,’ said Richard. ‘I reckon you were probably possessed.’

  




  

    Harry grinned.‘Pissed more like.’Then he noticed Eleanor frowning at him and corrected himself. ‘Possessed by spirits.’

  




  

    ‘Never touch them,’ murmured Leo. And then, partially recovering himself, he asked, ‘What were we doing?’

  




  

    ‘Finding out what you thought the future would hold for us,’ said Mac matter-of-factly. ‘Through your crystal ball.’ He gestured to the glass, which now had a broken stem.

  




  

    ‘Oh. And did I know?’

  




  

    Harry looked sceptical. ‘Can’t you remember?’

  




  

    Leo shook his head. ‘Not a bloody thing. I remember falling in the water  . . .’

  




  

    Eleanor handed the handkerchief back to Harry. ‘You must just have been a bit delirious. Cold water and hot sun and alcohol – fatal mixture.’

  




  

    Leo brightened. ‘Oh, I’ve always rather enjoyed the combination.’

  




  

    Eleanor sat back on the grass. ‘Strange what you were saying, though. Have you ever done that sort of thing before?’

  




  

    ‘Never, no. I say, was I rather good at it? Shall I do it again?’

  




  

    ‘I wouldn’t bother,’ muttered Mac. ‘At least, not without an interpreter.’

  




  

    Harry looked thoughtful. ‘There is that rather sweet French girl – the one who keeps asking me to help her with her verbs.’ His eyes brightened, and then he was suddenly aware of a tingling sensation down his spine. For a moment he wondered what it was, and then he looked up to see Eleanor pouring a bottle of beer down his neck.
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    Dear Bath, nowhere so much scandal; nowhere so little sin.

  




  

    Water Poetry (1729), Lady Wortley Montagu

  




  

     

  




  

    The saleroom began to clear, but at first he could not see her. The grumpy dealer, whose only successful bid had been for a pair of Edgar Hunt paintings of ‘domestic fowl’ was shuffling towards the back of the pillared room, still grumbling. And then he heard her voice.

  




  

    ‘Jamie!’

  




  

    He turned. She was walking towards him, her eyes bright and her hands thrust deep into her jacket pockets, the catalogue under her arm. He looked down at her, rather as an indulgent father might at a favoured daughter, even though she was his exact contemporary. The brilliance of her eyes almost dazzled him. The thrill of the chase, clearly. For a picture. He didn’t want to kid himself that it was the thrill of seeing him again.

  




  

    ‘Well, to what do we owe . . . ?’

  




  

    ‘The pleasure?’ she asked mischievously.

  




  

    He did not answer, but instead bent to kiss her on the cheek, then asked as levelly as he could, ‘How long are you here for?’

  




  

    Missy shrugged. ‘Who knows? A while, I guess.’

  




  

    Jamie chuckled.

  




  

    ‘What?’ she asked. ‘What’s the matter?’

  




  

    ‘“I guess” . . .’

  




  

    She looked at him quizzically.

  




  

    ‘“I guess”, rather than “I suppose”. It shows where you’ve been.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, I see.’ Then she looked concerned. ‘It’s not that bad, is it?’

  




  

    ‘Well, I’ve only heard half a dozen words so far. Five years across the pond. You could have turned into Dolly Parton.’

  




  

    She hit him on the arm with her rolled-up catalogue. ‘I might be blonde, but there the resemblance ends.’

  




  

    Jamie looked her up and down. ‘Oh, I don’t know . . .’

  




  

    Missy’s eyes widened. ‘You cheeky bugger!’

  




  

    ‘Oh, no. Still very Anglo-Saxon. What a relief.’

  




  

    ‘Look, are you pleased to see me or not?’

  




  

    ‘Of course I am. It’s just that you might have told me you were coming back. I could have prepared myself.’

  




  

    ‘How would you have done that?’

  




  

    ‘No, I suppose a surprise is better, all things considered. Come on, I’d better buy you a coffee, seeing as how you must be spent up.’

  




  

    ‘Not my money.’

  




  

    ‘No, of course not.’

  




  

    ‘Grandpa’s. Fun, isn’t it . . . spending other people’s?’

  




  

    With a note of scorn he countered, ‘I wouldn’t know. I only sell the stuff.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, poor you.’ She looked at him with mock sympathy and put her arm through his.

  




  

    ‘Do you mind not doing that here?’ He extricated his arm.

  




  

    ‘Oh. Too embarrassed to be seen fraternising with the enemy?’

  




  

    He walked her towards the back of the room, past the cash desk, where half a dozen successful bidders were waiting to pay for their lots. The grumpy dealer, last in the queue, opened his mouth to speak, but Missy beat him to it.

  




  

    ‘Sorry I pipped you. Nice chickens, though.’

  




  

    Jamie took her arm now and wheeled her past. ‘Do you mind not upsetting the other clients? I’m hoping they’ll come back.’

  




  

    ‘Lovely word, “clients”. Always sounds slightly suspicious.’

  




  

    ‘Probably the company you keep.’

  




  

    He held open the door to the small café at the back of the saleroom. The atmosphere here was more intimate, though the elegant white Corinthian columns were still in evidence, holding up the cast-iron Victorian framework of the glazed roof.

  




  

    Jamie asked the waitress for two coffees and sat down opposite Missy at a small table in the corner. He was beginning to relax now.

  




  

    ‘Quite a morning that.’

  




  

    ‘Yes. Better than your auctions used to be.’

  




  

    ‘Hey! Just be careful. I am standing you a coffee.’

  




  

    Missy frowned. ‘After spending three quarters of a million I should think you are. I’d have hoped for at least a table at the Ivy.’

  




  

    ‘If I’d known you were coming, I’d have booked.’ He leaned back in his chair and breathed deeply. ‘Anyway, I’m glad that’s over.’

  




  

    Missy smiled. ‘You did well. You got a good price for the Munnings.’

  




  

    ‘Yes. It made up for the Herring. You did rather well there.’

  




  

    She did her best to look guilty, but failed. ‘The old guy wasn’t too pleased. Having to settle for a couple of hens.’

  




  

    ‘He never is. Poor Mr Blunt. A life of disappointment. But then, he could have kept on bidding.’

  




  

    ‘He doesn’t think the Herring is a Senior.’

  




  

    Jamie looked concerned. ‘No. And I have an uneasy feeling that we didn’t either. That might be why there was a low reserve. What do you think?’

  




  

    ‘Oh, it’s genuine all right. J. F. Herring Junior’s stuff is much more fiddly.’ She paused, then added pointedly, ‘To the trained eye. The father’s work is stronger. The son used to copy him. There was a great family row back in eighteen something or other.’

  




  

    ‘Sounds familiar,’ murmured Jamie.

  




  

    She ignored him, warming to her subject. ‘Beeswing took the Ascot Gold Cup in 1842. She was nine years old by then. Amazing horse. Won fifty-one out of her sixty-three starts between 1835 and 1842, and Herring Senior painted her for her owner. A man called William Orde, who lived in Northumberland. You can see his initials on the rug in the stable.’

  




  

    The waitress arrived with their coffees and the conversation was temporarily halted. Jamie noticed the fire that shone in Missy’s eyes when she got on to her pet subject. He felt a little disappointed; he had hoped that a little of her excitement was due to them meeting again, and not solely the result of a passion for sporting paintings that she had inherited from her grandfather. He made an effort to sound more interested. ‘So it couldn’t just be a copy? The father copying the son?’

  




  

    ‘Unlikely. It’s just too . . . well . . . elegant.’

  




  

    ‘Mmm. It looked a bit stuffed to me. So if it is a Herring Senior, what is your seven-and-a-half-thousand-pound painting worth?’

  




  

    ‘In a London gallery, around a hundred thousand.’

  




  

    ‘Bloody hell!’

  




  

    Missy stirred her coffee; there was an expression of satisfaction on her face, but she was conscious of not wanting to appear too smug. ‘Don’t worry; we can’t get those sorts of prices in Bath. We’ll probably ask around seventy-five thousand and see how we do.’

  




  

    Jamie looked dejected, and then concerned.

  




  

    ‘I’m surprised you’re not more across it,’ said Missy. ‘And that there wasn’t a higher reserve put on it.’

  




  

    ‘I wasn’t responsible for that. Not my bag, sporting paintings. I wasn’t meant to be doing this auction. A bit embarrassing, really. Peter Cathcart called in sick this morning. I had to step in at the last moment. I did as much homework as I could – checked all the reserves. The Herring went through bang on the nose.’

  




  

    ‘Maybe the owner suspected that it wasn’t the real thing. Or Peter Cathcart did.’

  




  

    ‘Maybe.’ Jamie continued to look thoughtful. ‘I knew that the Munnings was high end, but I’m not right across the sporting market. Ben Nicholson’s more in my line, if you remember.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, please! Squares and circles stuck on to plywood and painted grey? No, thank you. Give me a Stubbs any day. Or a Munnings.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, come on – we’d never get a Stubbs in here. They go to Christie’s and Sotheby’s. Pretty unusual to have a Munnings. A decent one, anyway. We’ve had a few of his gorse bushes on Exmoor – that sort of thing – but never one as good as this. Still, at least I made you pay for it.’

  




  

    ‘Bargain,’ murmured Missy, doing nothing to disguise her relish.

  




  

    ‘At seven hundred and fifty thousand, plus buyer’s premium of twenty per cent and then the VAT, that’s not much short of a million.’

  




  

    ‘I know. But Munnings is top dollar now.’

  




  

    ‘So what would you pay for him in one of your London galleries, then?’

  




  

    She knew the reaction she would get, and proceeded to play Jamie like a trout on the end of a line. She milked the moment by pausing to consider.‘One and a half million. Two and a half for a larger one.’

  




  

    Jamie grimaced. ‘We had a reserve of half a million on it and I thought that was a bit high.’

  




  

    ‘Not any more. Cheaper in the States, with the exchange rate so favourable. But over here the demand is still high.’ Then she said brightly, ‘That’s why I’m back.’

  




  

    ‘Maybe Peter Cathcart is losing his grip,’ offered Jamie.

  




  

    ‘I’m surprised he didn’t get more dealers in.’

  




  

    ‘There were enough of you. You did get a run for your money.’

  




  

    ‘Yes. There were a couple of hair-raising moments, but . . .’ She shrugged.

  




  

    Jamie leaned forward in his chair. ‘OK, then, so what would you have gone to?’

  




  

    Missy smiled mysteriously. ‘Ah, that’s for me to know and you to wonder.’

  




  

    ‘And you think you can make a decent profit on it?’

  




  

    ‘Grandpa reckons he already has done. He’s got a client lined up.’

  




  

    ‘Lucky him. I just hope my grandfather doesn’t get wind of me selling him such a bargain. Mind you, it’ll be all over the local paper tomorrow – we don’t flog a decent Munnings every day.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, I should think three quarters of a million will keep him happy, don’t you? Especially when it’s coming out of the pocket of my grandfather.’

  




  

    ‘I hope so.’ He brightened. ‘So your grandfather has called you back, then?’

  




  

    Missy nodded. ‘More trade over here.’

  




  

    ‘And you just came running?’

  




  

    ‘That’s a bit unkind. I go where the work is.’

  




  

    ‘And there was nothing to keep you over there?’

  




  

    She cocked her head on one side. ‘Are you fishing?’

  




  

    ‘Just catching up.’

  




  

    Missy looked away. ‘No. Nothing. Not now.’

  




  

    Jamie felt guilty at having asked the question. Her grandfather had always been her guiding light. He was aware that more than a little jealousy had prompted him to ask the question. He offered an olive branch. ‘I just wish the two of them could bury the hatchet. It’s all so long ago now. I mean, they’ll be eighty next year.’

  




  

    Missy drained her cup. ‘Yes.’ She gazed into the middle distance. ‘It would be good if they could get along a bit better. After all these years.’

  




  

    They sat in silence for a few minutes, and then Missy said, ‘Why don’t we make them?’

  




  

    ‘What?’

  




  

    ‘Make them get on. Well, at least encourage them to speak to one another.’

  




  

    ‘And how do you think we’re going to do that? They’ve been daggers drawn for around sixty years; it’s going to take more than you and me encouraging them to get them to kiss and make up.’

  




  

    ‘We could rope in your mum and my dad,’ she offered.

  




  

    ‘Well, they barely tolerate one another.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, but if we worked on them a bit, made them see sense, maybe we could effect some kind of transformation.’

  




  

    ‘You always were the optimist.’

  




  

    ‘And you the realist?’

  




  

    ‘Sometimes.’

  




  

    Jamie knew Missy’s terrier-like instincts. Once she had an idea in her head there was little point in trying to dislodge it. You might, with great cunning and not a little guile, try to redirect her intentions, but it needed considerable skill, and he was rarely up to it. The fact that they had managed to stay friends throughout the years was down to Missy’s iron will and Jamie’s loyalty, though there were times when even he might have buckled under family pressure had it not been for Missy’s tenacity and bloody-mindedness.

  




  

    It was only during the last five years that their contact had been more sporadic. Immediately before that, it had seemed that their friendship might develop into something more. Jamie had been on the brink of taking it a step further when she had been sent to the States by her grandfather to run his gallery in New York. He had felt hurt at her apparent willingness to leave the country, but for the other members of both families, it had been something of a relief, a temptation out of the way.

  




  

    And now here they were. A latter-day Romeo and Juliet, sans the romance. Together again in the same city. For better or worse. A circumstance that would doubtless ignite the families’ antipathy once more.

  




  

    Jamie had finished his coffee and was getting up from the table. Missy, whose thoughts had been elsewhere, came to and looked up at him. ‘Going so soon?’

  




  

    He was pleased to see that she seemed genuinely disappointed. He glanced at his watch. ‘I must. Sorry. I’ll have to do a de-brief. You know, chew the fat. Explain myself.’

  




  

    She saw the look of resignation on his face, then said, with a hint of mischief, ‘Well, I hope I don’t get you into any trouble.’

  




  

    He looked at her with a curious expression. ‘Since when did you ever do anything else?’
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    April’s weather continued through May with a heatwave, until June brought its usual capricious mixture of sunshine and showers, thunder and rain, and skies that had every art student in Oxford reaching for Payne’s grey and Prussian blue, cadmium yellow and rose madder. While Leo and Eleanor turned to watercolours, Mac let rip with oils – filling canvas after canvas with rolling hills and angry skies, dramatic seas and vertiginous mountains.

  




  

    But their life together was coming to an end. Already each of them was spending several days away at a time, some seeing family once more, others avoiding them, all intent on making a fresh start in some way. For Eleanor there was another problem, one that concerned both Richard and Harry. She could not let matters rumble on. She had to decide between the eager, attentive Richard and the engaging if unpredictable Harry. It did occur to her that she might be being presumptuous. Certainly in Harry’s case. Over the next few weeks she would have to make serious decisions about her future, whether it lay with one of them or neither.

  




  

    She felt foolish even contemplating the subject. She should be concentrating on getting a job – in a London auction house, or an art gallery, or in that dreadful thing called ‘education’. That was what her degree – if she achieved it – would fit her for. There were many women who would kill to be in her position, making their mark in a man’s world.

  




  

    When she had arrived at Oxford she had seen herself as the archetypal bluestocking – keen to work, to be independent, to prove herself – but now that early fire had abated. Somehow it did not seem as important as it had done then. Eleanor was naturally sociable. Always had been. She was not what her mother would have called ‘a floozy’, but she was a girl who felt more at ease in the company of men than women. She worked hard; played hard, too, but carefully, thoughtfully. Having finished her course, Eleanor knew that she had no intention of becoming a career girl. Her degree was to prove something – to her family and her peers, yes, but also to herself. She had done that now, made her point, and somehow her single-mindedness had evaporated. It made her feel slightly ashamed, but she had enough sense to be realistic. Yes, she would look for a job, but it was no longer the focus of her life. What she wanted more than anything was the company of someone else of like mind, which would bring a different kind of freedom and a longed-for closeness. And a family. She wanted a family more than anything. The war had left her unsettled. It had also left her fatherless. A childhood of loss, of coming home and wondering if your house – let alone your family – would still be there, had left its mark. A house, a home, a family, these were her priorities. And yet she felt guilty at wasting such an education, at giving others a chance to think that her scholarship would have been better gifted to someone able to make more use of it.

  




  

    She was sitting in the window seat of Leo Bedlington’s room, hunched up with her head on her knees, looking out over the city. The setting sun glinted on spire and dome, weathervane and cupola, and the scene seemed to match the wistful mood of her dreams. Leo was packing, in a desultory sort of way. He was used to having it done for him and seemed unable to fold the simplest garment into something that would fit into a bag or a trunk, of which there were several scattered about the room. He was muttering to himself. ‘Why do I need this? I mean, what is the point in collecting all this stuff? And I haven’t even started on the books yet. Why Osborne couldn’t come and do my packing for me I don’t know.’

  




  

    Eleanor didn’t answer.

  




  

    Leo looked across at her, silhouetted against the pale-pink early-evening sky. ‘Oh goodness,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘Mmm?’ she responded absently, still gazing into the distance.

  




  

    ‘You know, if I were that sort of man, I’d sweep you off your feet right now.’

  




  

    She looked round. ‘What?’

  




  

    ‘You. There you sit in your shorts and plimsolls and your neat little blouse, with your hair tied back. You look like something out of a Hollywood movie.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Leo.’

  




  

    ‘I’m not being ridiculous.’ He walked over to where she sat, then lifted a finger and lightly stroked her hair. ‘You really are quite beautiful, you know.’

  




  

    ‘No I’m not. My nose turns up too much, my eyes are too big, and—’

  




  

    ‘And you have every student in Christ Church running after you.’

  




  

    ‘No I don’t. Only one.’

  




  

    ‘Why so sad, then?’

  




  

    Eleanor looked up at Leo and he noticed the start of a tear in her eye.‘I don’t know,’ she said softly.‘Wrong one, perhaps.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, I see.’

  




  

    ‘I’m not sure that you do.’

  




  

    Leo eased in beside her on the window seat and put his arm round her shoulder. ‘You mustn’t think that I haven’t noticed, you know.’

  




  

    ‘Noticed what?’

  




  

    ‘The fact that someone wants you more than you want him, and that the one you really want doesn’t seem to notice.’

  




  

    Eleanor nodded resignedly.

  




  

    ‘Maybe he just needs a push,’ said Leo.

  




  

    Eleanor sat up. ‘I can’t do that!’

  




  

    ‘No, I don’t suppose you can. But I could.’

  




  

    She turned to face him. ‘Leo, you mustn’t.’

  




  

    ‘Why not? He thinks the world of you. He just needs a bit of encouragement.’

  




  

    ‘You are not to do anything. Or say anything. And anyway, how do you know?’

  




  

    ‘I do have eyes.’

  




  

    Eleanor turned away. ‘You must think I’m such a fool.’

  




  

    ‘No, not a fool. Or foolish. Just unlucky.’

  




  

    ‘You don’t think I’d be throwing it all away?’

  




  

    ‘That rather depends what “it” is. I think you’re being very honest with yourself, but I do think you need to think it through a bit.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, I have. I’ve been through it so many times. I’ve imagined what might happen. What could happen. I know what I want, just not how to make it happen.’

  




  

    Leo began to hum to himself, and then to sing very softly, ‘See how the fates their gifts allot, for “A” is happy, “B” is not. Yet “B” is worthy, I dare say, of more prosperity than “A”.’

  




  

    ‘I never did like Gilbert and Sullivan,’ said Eleanor.

  




  

    ‘No, but they have a point.’

  




  

    Now it was Eleanor’s turn. ‘You never talk about it yourself.’

  




  

    Leo shrugged. ‘Nothing to talk about.’

  




  

    ‘Out of choice?’

  




  

    He smiled weakly. ‘Not entirely. But it’s difficult when . . .’ He trailed off, then, seeing she was waiting for more, said ‘When it’s not quite as straightforward as it should be. It means you can’t ever . . . well . . . relax.’

  




  

    It was the first time he had ever admitted as much. Eleanor sat quietly, not wanting to interrupt.

  




  

    ‘So there you are. I do know how it feels. I’ve been there. Once.’

  




  

    ‘Recently?’

  




  

    ‘Recently enough. But the one I want doesn’t want me, so . . . better to concentrate on other things. Don’t want the family reading about me in the papers. And with father being ill, it probably won’t be long before I’m Lord Bedlington.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t say that.’

  




  

    ‘Well, it’s true, I’m afraid. He’s not got long. Bloody war.’

  




  

    ‘Mmm.’

  




  

    He noticed that she was looking out of the window again. ‘I’m sorry. At least I still have mine. Just.’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    He laid his hand on her shoulder. ‘Do you miss him?’

  




  

    Eleanor nodded, and he saw that her eyes were full of tears.

  




  

    ‘What a war. What a waste of lives. But then . . . at least we had a chance to come here. That wouldn’t have happened if we’d lost, would it? I mean the freedom.’ He stroked her hair and looped it behind her ear. ‘I don’t think you want a job, do you?’

  




  

    She shook her head but did not speak.

  




  

    ‘Just a man to look after you. And your babies.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, Leo! Am I being really stupid?’

  




  

    ‘No. I don’t think so.’

  




  

    ‘But all this . . .’ She waved her arms around her and gestured out of the window. ‘Such a waste if I only want to have a family.’

  




  

    ‘It’s never wasted,’ said Leo. ‘It helps make you who you are, fits you for life. Education isn’t only useful in a job, you know. I mean, look at me. I’ll never have a job, not a proper one. Does that mean I don’t deserve an education?’

  




  

    She looked up at him and wiped away a tear.

  




  

    ‘No. Don’t answer that. As far as the rest of them are concerned, I’m a Hooray Henry. But I’ll go back to Bedlington Park and it won’t be long before I have to take charge of the place, and the staff. Worry about their housing and their wages. There are fifty of them, you know. We’re the largest local employer. Well, we were before the war. I’ll have to try to build it up again. Get some flowers back. It’s all bloody vegetables at the moment. Allotments on the front lawn. That’s what I’m destined for – social work.’ He smiled ruefully.

  




  

    Eleanor waited, but nothing more was forthcoming. After a few moments she broke the silence. ‘Anyway, we all go our separate ways soon.’

  




  

    Leo brightened. ‘Out into the wide blue yonder. And you don’t know if you’ll see either of them again?’

  




  

    ‘Oh, Richard wants to see me. He’s got all sorts of ideas.’

  




  

    ‘And you? You do like him, don’t you?’

  




  

    ‘Richard? Of course.’

  




  

    ‘More than like?’

  




  

    ‘Yes. I suppose. He’s very sweet, very attentive, hugely attractive . . .’

  




  

    ‘I sense a “but” coming.’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’ Eleanor looked embarrassed.

  




  

    ‘And Harry? Hasn’t he said anything?’

  




  

    ‘Not really, no.’

  




  

    Leo stood up and threw a pile of clothing into a large leather-bound trunk. ‘Look, tell me to mind my own business – I mean, I haven’t exactly poured my heart out to you when it comes to relationships – but have you ever, with either of them . . . ? I mean  . . .’

  




  

    Eleanor spoke calmly. ‘No. Almost, with Richard. One evening, down by the river. And then we were interrupted by a man walking a dog.’ She smiled at the memory and looked at Leo. ‘It was a Bedlington terrier.’

  




  

    ‘Well, I apologise on behalf of the family.’ He looked suitably contrite. ‘And Harry? Nothing’s happened there?’

  




  

    ‘He’s put his arms round me a few times, and we did kiss once – after a party on the way home. That was all.’

  




  

    ‘But enough to know?’

  




  

    Eleanor nodded. ‘Oh, yes.’ Then she added, anxiously, ‘I wouldn’t want you to think . . .’

  




  

    ‘I don’t think anything. I just want you to be happy.’

  




  

    ‘Unlikely, the way things are going.’

  




  

    Leo flipped the lid of the trunk and it slammed shut with a thud that startled Eleanor.

  




  

    ‘Right!’ he said.

  




  

    ‘What?’

  




  

    ‘Time we took your mind off things, gave you a good day out.’

  




  

    ‘Where?’

  




  

    ‘At the races.’ He walked over to the battered mahogany desk, which was pushed against the wall. Above it hung a large picture of a madonna and child, and alongside it a smaller frame containing a brightly painted icon. He lifted the latter from the wall and handed it to Eleanor. ‘There you are – you hold on to that while I find the Racing Post.’

  




  

    Eleanor took the icon and asked, ‘Why the Racing Post?’

  




  

    ‘Because we’re going to the races. Unless I’m very much mistaken . . .’ He riffled through the pages until he found what he was looking for. ‘Yes. Here we are. Newmarket, tomorrow.’

  




  

    ‘What about it?’

  




  

    ‘Black Tarquin.’

  




  

    ‘Who’s Black Tarquin?’

  




  

    ‘My uncle’s horse. He’s running tomorrow in the Princess of Wales’s Stakes. Up against Lord Derby’s horse – Dogger Bank. That should be worth seeing. Uncle Freddie can’t stand Lord Derby. Looks likely to be a close-run thing. I think we should go and give him our support, especially as he’s carrying rather a lot of weight.’

  




  

    Eleanor was staring at him with her mouth open.

  




  

    ‘Close it, dear; you’ll catch flies.’

  




  

    Eleanor composed herself once more. ‘Er . . . we?’

  




  

    ‘The five of us. I’ll round up the boys and we’ll make a day of it – you, me, Mac, Harry and Richard.’
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