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CHAPTER ONE

The bride had still not arrived. Beside Anna, Seb fidgeted, sighed and tutted, while the surrounding cacophony of wailing babies and coughing increased. There seemed, Anna saw as she glanced round the candlelit chapel, to be an awful lot of people there. All better dressed than herself. As she caught the haughty eye of a skinny and impeccably turned-out brunette, Anna dropped her gaze to her feet. Realising that there had been no time even to clean her shoes, she immediately wished she hadn’t.

Everything had been such a rush. After breakfasting at his usual leisurely pace, Seb had glanced at the invitation properly for the first time and, after much panicked scanning of the Scottish mainland, eventually  discovered the location of the wedding somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic.

‘Fucking hell, I thought it was in Edinburgh,’ he roared. ‘It’s practically in Iceland.’ Seb thrust the AA Road Atlas at her, his stabbing finger a good quarter inch off the far northwest coast of Scotland. Anna stared at the white island amid the blue, whose shape bore a startling resemblance to a hand making an uncomplimentary gesture with its middle finger. She glanced at the invitation.

‘Dampie Castle, Island of Skul,’ she read. ‘Well, I suppose getting married in a castle is rather romantic . . .’

‘Castle my arse,’ cursed Seb. ‘Why can’t they get married in Knightsbridge like everybody else?’

‘Perhaps we shouldn’t bother going,’ Anna said soothingly. After all, she had met neither component of the unit of Thoby and Miranda whose merger they were invited to celebrate. All she knew was that Thoby, or Bollocks, as Seb insisted on calling him, was a schoolfriend of his. There seemed to be very few men who weren’t. While his habit of referring to Miranda as Melons confirmed Anna’s suspicions that she was one of his ex-girlfriends. Again, there seemed to be very few women who weren’t.

Seb, however, was hell-bent on putting in an appearance. Abandoning plans to drive to Scotland, they flew first class from Heathrow to Inverness instead and drove  like the wind in a hired Fiesta to the ferryport for Skul, Seb in a rage all the way. Being stopped by a highway patrol car and asked, ‘Having trouble taking off, sir?’ had hardly improved his temper. In the end, they had arrived at Dampie too late to be shown their room, too late to look round the castle, too late to look at the castle at all, as darkness had long since fallen. Too late to do anything but rush to the chapel, where the evening service would, Seb snarled as they screeched up the driveway, be halfway through by now at least. Only it wasn’t.

 



Ten more brideless minutes passed, during which a small, sailor-suit-clad boy in front of Anna proceeded to climb all over the pew and fix anyone who happened to catch his eye with the most contemptuous of stares. Anna returned his gaze coolly as he bared his infant teeth at her. ‘I’m going to kill all the bridesmaids,’ he declared, producing a plastic sword from the depths of the pew and waving it threateningly about.

‘I’m feeling rather the same way towards Melons,’ murmured Seb, testily, when, after a further half hour, the bride was still conspicuous by her absence. ‘Then again, she always did take bloody ages to come.’ He sniggered to himself. Anna pretended not to have heard.

‘Thoby should think himself lucky,’ whispered a woman behind them as the vision in ivory finally appeared at the door. ‘Miranda is only fifty-five minutes  late turning up to marry him. She’s always at least an  hour late whenever she arranges to meet me.’

‘There’s probably a good reason for that,’ muttered Seb.

‘Shhh,’ said Anna, digging him in the ribs and noting enviously that Thoby clearly did think himself lucky. His inbred features positively blazed with pride as Miranda, her tiny waist pinched almost to invisibility by her champagne satin bustier, drew up beside him at the altar on a cloud of tulle and the arm of a distinguished-looking man with silver hair and a second-home-in-Provence tan.

‘Stella McCartney,’ whispered the woman behind.

‘Where?’ hissed her companion.

‘No, the dress, darling. Achingly hip.’

‘Aching hips, as well, I should think. It looks like agony. Poor Miranda.’

‘Still, it’s worth it. Mrs Thoby Boucher de Croix-Duroy sounds terribly grand. If not terribly Scottish.’

‘No. They’re about as Scottish as pizza,’ whispered the second woman. ‘Hired this place because Miranda was desperate to get married in a castle. And I hear Thoby isn’t quite so grand as he seems anyway. Apparently he’s called Boucher de Croix-Duroy because his grandfather was a butcher from King’s Cross.’

‘No!’

‘Yes! Shush, we’ve got to sing now. Damn, where is  my order of service?’

As everyone vowed to thee, their country, Anna sneaked a proud, sidelong glance at Seb and felt her stomach begin its familiar yoyo of lust. His tanned neck rose from his brilliantly white collar, his tall frame, drooping slightly (Seb hated standing up), looked its best in a perfectly cut morning suit innocent of the merest hint of dandruff. His long lashes almost brushed his Himalayan cheekbones. He might make the odd thoughtless remark, but he was the best-looking man in the chapel by a mile, even - Anna prayed not to be struck down - counting the high-cheekboned, soft-lipped representation of Jesus languishing elegantly against his cross. Seb was gorgeous. And, source though that was of the fiercest pride and delight, it was also rather terrifying. Seb attracted women like magnets attracted iron filings - and in about the same numbers. If being in love with a beautiful woman was hard, Anna thought, it was nothing to being in love with a beautiful man.

 



After Miranda had got all Thoby’s names in the wrong order and, amid much rolling of eyes in the congregation, promised to obey, everyone returned to the castle’s tapestry-festooned hall for the receiving line and  vin d’honneur. Anna looked admiringly around, drinking in the vast fireplace blazing with heraldry and a fire of infernal proportions, the latticed windows and the stag’s head-studded stone walls along with her rather  flat champagne. Seb, meanwhile, made a beeline for the newly-weds.

‘Bollocks, you old bastard!’ he yelled, slapping the groom so hard on the back his eyes bulged. ‘Melons!’ he whooped, pressing himself close to the bride whose chest, Anna noted, was flatter than pitta bread. Seb’s idea of a joke, obviously; Anna wondered what, in that case, the significance of Thoby’s nickname could be. She maintained a fixed smile as Seb nuzzled Miranda’s neck and stuck his tongue down her throat. ‘For old times’ sake,’ he assured a distinctly tight-faced Thoby as he and Miranda came up for air.

‘Darling, you look marvellous.’ The impeccable brunette Anna had spotted in the chapel was suddenly beside them, Silk Cut fumes pouring from her nostrils, gazing at Seb like a dog eyeing a bowl of Pedigree Chum. My pedigree chum, actually, thought Anna hotly, slipping her arm through Seb’s, looking meaningfully at his profile and trying not to notice that the brunette’s brilliant white dress accentuated her spectacular tan just as Anna’s own black dress accentuated her spectacular lack of one. But Seb did not return her glance.

‘Anna, have you met Brie de Benham?’ Seb shook off her hand.

‘We were in the same year at university,’ Anna muttered. She did not add that they had actually sat next to each other throughout Finals and the girl had  sobbed hysterically through each paper before eventually walking off with a First.

‘We were? I don’t remember,’ countered the brunette. She raked Anna’s figure up and down and, like a hurt-seeking missile, homed in instantly on the vulnerable area of her stomach. ‘How very clever of you to wear your money belt under your dress.’

Anna went redder than a Mon Rouge lipstick. Come gym, come diet, come what may, the soft swag of flesh that clung around her hips had resisted all attempts to shift it. It had remained with all the knowing, grim relentlessness of the last guest at a party. She had been determined to lose it for the wedding. But it had been even more determined to attend.

Whipping round to display her fine-boned back, Brie de Benham began a lively conversation with a tousle-haired man in a velvet jacket of highlighter-pen neon green.

Seb had not heard the exchange. He had other matters at hand - quite literally. Anna turned to see one of his palms wedged firmly inside the dress of a curvaceous blonde, the back of which was slashed to the top of her bottom.

‘So I’m flying back to Hollywood next week,’ the blonde was saying in a deep, slow, seductive voice. ‘Paramount are interested in one of my screenplays and I’m having lunch with Liz Hurley because Simian are interested in one of the others. Darling, you should  come too. You’d be wonderful in films. The new Rupert Everett . . .’ She traced a slim finger round Seb’s lips.

‘Just saying hello to Olivia,’ Seb muttered to Anna. ‘Old friend of mine. Liv, darling, meet Anna.’

The blonde’s stare was the same chill blast as someone opening the lid of a freezer. ‘Hi. What did you say you did?’

Needled by the haughty tones, Anna was tempted to declare she cleaned loos at Watford Gap Services but, still reeling from Brie de Benham’s opening gambit, failed to muster the necessary nerve. ‘Um, trying to do some writing . . .’

‘Got an agent?’

‘Um, no.’

‘Oh. Gosh, there’s someone I absolutely must speak to over there. Big kiss, Seb, darling. Catch you later.’

‘Seb, how are you?’ A girl so skinny that her eyes were quite literally bigger than her stomach had appeared in the blonde’s powerfully scented slipstream. She did not even look at Anna. ‘It’s been ages.’

Since what? Anna wondered crossly, looking at the new arrival’s puffed-up eyes, pneumatic lips and bed hair. Rumpled, rough-cut and a sexy, dirty blonde, it did not disguise in the least the girl’s delicate face and air of fragile sensuality. Automatically, Anna sucked in her stomach and once more cursed the gene that had given her hair the colour of carrot soup.

‘Strawberry!’ Seb’s eyes lit up. ‘You look amazing. I hear you’re modelling.’

‘Yeah,’ drawled the girl. ‘A Storm scout just stopped me in the street . . .’

Typical, thought Anna. The only people who stop me in the street are tourists wanting to know where the Hard Rock Café is. She stood feeling utterly surplus to requirements - surplus, in fact, in every way - and listened to Seb chatting away animatedly to the exquisite newcomer. Strawberry was so thin as to be barely visible in profile; her perfectly flat front and back making Anna feel about as sexy as an overstuffed black bin-liner. She looked around wildly for the champagne tray.

A tall and slightly maladroit waiter was circulating uncertainly in her vicinity, looking as if he might shed his load at any moment. Among the many lipstick-smeared empties which formed its contents, Anna spotted a single full glass of champagne. The waiter caught her eye and started towards her; at precisely the same time, something very large and colourful bore down from the opposite side of the room. Before Anna knew what was happening, a portly figure in a suit of wildly clashing checks had made a surgical strike on the glass. She and the waiter stared at each other in dismay, during which time Anna registered that he was really rather good-looking. He had wide-apart dark eyes into which locks of thick, dark hair intruded, making his  progress through the crowded room more perilous than ever.

‘And you are . . .?’ Anna tore her eyes from the waiter’s to realise with horror that the portly checked suit was thrusting his heavy red face into hers. He was, Anna calculated, twenty-five going on at least fifty. The type of man who wore piglet print boxer shorts. For whom teddy bear ties and novelty cufflinks were invented; sliding her glance to his plump little wrists, she saw that, sure enough, a pair of miniature Sun  front pages in enamel - one bearing the legend ‘Up Yours Delors’ and the other ‘Gotcha’ - were securing his French cuffs. As his glazed and lustful gaze slid slowly over her bare arms, Anna, out of the corner of her eye, saw Seb place a hand on Strawberry’s naked back and steer her away into the crowd.




CHAPTER TWO

‘Er, I’m Anna. Anna Farrier.’

‘Orlando Gossett,’ boomed the check suit. ‘How do you do. And what do you do?’

‘I, um, nothing much at the moment, as it happens,’ Anna stammered. As an expression of faint contempt seeped into the protruding blue eyes of her neighbour, she added, flustered, ‘Trying to write.’

‘Write, eh?’ boomed Orlando. ‘Well, you’re in good company. You see that dark-haired girl?’ He pointed a fat red finger in the direction of the skinny brunette. ‘That’s Brie de Benham. Works at the Daily Telegraph. Real rising star, they say. Does all their big interviews. And that chap with the white jacket on she’s talking to?’

Anna nodded.

‘Gawain St George. Works in Washington for The Sunday Times. One to watch, apparently.’

‘Yes, I know Gawain,’ Anna said. ‘I know Brie too, as it happens. We all did the same university English course.’

‘Did you now? Well, in that case I wouldn’t be wasting time talking to me. I’d be over there, trying to screw some work out of them. Ever heard of  networking?’ Orlando Gossett raised his eyebrows and gave her a patronising smile.

Natural politeness - or rank cowardice - stopped Anna pointing out that she’d had no desire to talk to him in the first place. It was with great difficulty she resisted the temptation to dash his glass of champagne into his scarlet jowls.

‘Actually,’ she muttered, ‘the kind of writing I want to do isn’t really journalism. More novel-writing, really. Books.’

‘Oh well, you’d better try and talk to Fustian Fisch. Chap with the very bright green jacket on? Got the most colossal book deal - well into six figures, I believe - before he’d even done his Finals. Something about a mass-murdering Welsh tree surgeon who’s obsessed with Beethoven, apparently. Film rights went for a fortune . . .’

Anna glanced at Fustian Fisch. He was busily helping himself to three glasses from the replenished  tray of the gangly waiter and looked astonishingly arrogant. A six-figure book deal. Anna sighed inwardly. So far, she had failed even to get a sentence published. And it wasn’t for want of trying; before finally abandoning her attempts to write a novel she’d sent off screeds of manuscript to practically every magazine, agent and publisher in the Writers’ and Artists’ Yearbook. The response hadn’t even been the sound of one hand clapping - more one letterbox flapping as the rejections trickled slowly back. Still, at least the diary she had recently started was going well. Writing for a readership of one, it seemed, was easier than trying to hit the spot for thousands.

‘. . . now Lavenham, over there, he’s got the whole thing completely sussed.’ Orlando Gossett was gesturing at a group at the other side of the room. ‘Father’s made a fortune out of the sewage business - been made a life peer as well - and the son will be rolling in it for the rest of his life. You could s-s-say,’ Gossett chortled, ‘that Lavenham won’t have to give a shit about anything, in fact. Haw haw haw.’

Anna shrank back as Gossett opened his surprisingly vast red mouth and roared, jerking his fat, tightly-clad little body about in paroxysms of mirth for the best part of the following minute. ‘Quite eligible too,’ he gasped, wiping his streaming eyes with a chequered handkerchief, ‘although,’ he added in a conspiratorial whisper, ‘they do say his girlfriend’s quite extraordinary.’

‘Do they?’ Anna said, not at all sure what he meant. She reeled slightly. Orlando’s breath was pure alcohol. One flick of a lighter and . . .

‘Yah. Put it this way - Lavenham always says she screws like an animal.’

‘But that’s rather flattering, isn’t it?’

‘Not really.’ Gossett paused, then nudged her. ‘Like a dead dog, he says. Haw haw haw.’

Anna did not smile. ‘Have you met her?’ she asked, coldly.

‘Not exactly, not in the flesh, no.’

‘You have, actually.’

‘Sorry?’ Orlando looked blank.

‘Met her. You’re meeting her, in fact. Sebastian Lavenham is my boyfriend.’

There was an exploding sound as Orlando Gossett choked on what Anna calculated to be his seventh glass of champagne. ‘Christ. Oh my goodness. Oh fuck. I really didn’t mean . . . I’m sure he was joking . . .’

‘Yes. Of course he was.’ Part of her refused to believe Seb could ever be so cruel. Part of her, however, feared the worst. ‘Excuse me, I really must go and powder my nose.’ At least she could get away from him now.

‘Well, you won’t be alone,’ Gossett remarked cheerily. ‘Half of Kensington’s chatting to Charlie in there. They say there’s more snow in Strawberry St Felix’s  bag than in the whole of St Moritz.’

Seb having completely disappeared, Anna, after a hesitant moment or two, decided to pass some of what promised to be a very long evening exploring the castle.

As she wandered from the thronging hall, ringing with the depressing sound of everyone but her having a good time, Anna wondered where she and Seb would be sleeping that night. And whether it would be the same place. The traumas of the journey were beginning to catch up with her. She longed for a lie-down.

The passage she was walking down was very dark, of a blackness so intense it almost felt solid. Anna inhaled the deep, cool, mildewed smell of centuries and wondered what it would be like to live somewhere so ancient. To have a past of burnished oak refectory tables, tapestries and mullions; Anna, whose own past was rather more semi-detached, G-plan and Trimphones, was fascinated by the air of age and decay.

The darkness was now absolute. Proceeding steadily onwards, Anna stuck her hands out in front of her, terrified of being impaled on something sharp - perhaps one of the intimidating halberds she had noticed festooning the hall. The noise from the hall having long receded, the silence was ringing in its intensity. Yet, straining her ears, Anna thought she  heard the faint sound of a door closing. A bolt of fear shot through her as she realised the castle might be haunted. That, of course, was the downside of old places. Say what you like about semis, Anna thought, you rarely saw headless green ladies in them. Unless you’d knocked over one of Mum’s china shepherdesses.

On seeing a dim light in the distance, Anna felt weak with relief. Approaching, she saw that the faint glimmer was a large, diamond-paned oriel window, the deep recesses of which held two cushioned seats facing each other. She collapsed on one of them gratefully. A sense of calm ebbed slowly through her as she gazed out into the night.

Directly in front of her, distorted through the ancient and tiny panes of glass, a full moon silvered the vast expanse of loch. The water shimmered and wrinkled like liquid satin, edged with the thinnest of watery lace as it rippled peacefully up the pebbly shore. All was silence.

‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ said a voice beside her.

Anna leapt out of the seat and tried to scream, but found she could only manage a petrified croak. Yet even in her terror she couldn’t help noticing that the voice was less marrow-chilling and deathly than low and well-spoken and shot through with a warm thread of Scots. Anna opened her eyes. The moonlight shone on tumbling dark locks.

‘Terribly sorry,’ gasped the diffident waiter. ‘Didn’t mean to scare you.’

‘Well, I dread to think what happens when you do,’ Anna snapped, immediately regretting it. For some reason she didn’t want him to think she was a harridan. As he put a nervous hand over his mouth to stifle a rather forced-sounding cough, she noticed the signet ring that glinted on his finger. Anna stared at it, surprised. But then why shouldn’t a waiter wear a signet ring if he wanted? It was disturbing to realise that Seb’s values - that only the wealthy and well-born were allowed rings with coats of arms - were seeping through.

‘My name’s Jamie Angus,’ he told her, proffering his hand. It felt cool and reassuring over hers.

‘Anna. Anna Farrier,’ she mumbled, embarrassed both at how prosaic it sounded beside his own splendidly Caledonian affair and also at the waves of attraction thudding up her arm, down through her stomach and straight into her gusset. I must be drunk, she thought wildly. Guiltily, even, until, suddenly, the memory of Seb’s hand on Strawberry’s naked back flashed into her mind. Slowly, reluctantly, she withdrew her hand from Jamie’s and, looking at him, smiled.

His wide, dark eyes, Anna noticed, were as far removed from Seb’s spiteful blue ones as soft malt was from a vodka martini.

‘Did you come on your own?’

‘I came with my boyfriend, actually.’ Damn. Why the hell had she said that?

The warm light in Jamie’s eyes died away.

‘Although,’ Anna gabbled, desperate to limit the damage, ‘he seems slightly more interested in one of the other women guests.’

‘Well, he must be mad,’ Jamie said. Silence descended. In an abrupt change of tack, Jamie asked her if she’d ever visited Scotland at the exact same time she asked him if he’d worked here for long. ‘No,’ was the mutual and simultaneous answer.

‘Not exactly,’ Jamie elaborated. ‘I’m just helping out.’

‘I think it’s beautiful,’ Anna said.

Another pause followed. Unwilling to risk banalities, Anna stared silently out of the window at the moonlit loch. The waves flexed tiny, tight muscles beneath the surface of the water. She stared hard at the stars glowing like Las Vegas in the blackness of the sky and tried to work out which of the constellations she could see.

‘Is that a planet over there?’ she ventured, pointing at a particularly brilliant star to the west. ‘It looks very bright. Is it Venus?’

‘No. That’s the planet easyJet.’ Jamie said it gently but sounded amused.

Anna reddened in the darkness as the star moved steadily through the sky, accompanied by a bright  flashing light. Astronomy had never been her strength. Orion’s belt was about her level, and she wasn’t altogether certain of that. The one she was staring at seemed to have fewer notches than last time. Perhaps he’d been losing weight. Lucky old him.

‘I’d better get back,’ Jamie said. ‘The cake needs cutting. And I think the disco has started in the Great Hall.’

He led her back down the passage and gave her a swift, sweet, farewell peck on the cheek before propelling her through a door which, unexpectedly, opened directly into the cavernous, vaulted room, amidst whose friezes and flagstones the disco was indeed in full swing. Or swinger - a superannuated Ted with a thinning, greying quiff proudly presided over a console emblazoned with the words ‘Stornaway Wheels of Steel Mobile Disco’. As the cacophonous blare of ‘The Locomotion’ filled the air, Anna’s heart sank in depressed recognition of the nuptial-attender’s ritual nightmare, The Wedding Disco From Hell.

She glanced around the scattered strobe-lit crowd for any sign of Seb. Or Strawberry. Neither was in evidence. Taking care to position herself as far as possible from Orlando Gossett, currently investigating the buffet at one end of the room, Anna headed for the bar and drowned her sorrows in getting to know a group of delicious White Russians. After a while, emboldened by their company, she tottered unsteadily towards the  dance floor and sank gratefully into a chair at the edge. The flashing lights made her head spin, as did the jerking forms of about thirty men in morning suits leaping around as the dying strains of ‘Love Shack’ were replaced by ‘Come on Eileen’. Roaring and foot-stomping floated through the speakers. When ‘Fever’ succeeded ‘Mustang Sally’, Anna felt the first urge to laugh she had experienced all day. The sight of Orlando Gossett writhing around and assuring some blonde, horsy woman in an Alice band that she gave him Fever All Through The Night made her snort with suppressed mirth.

It was odd, Anna mused with the intensity of the inebriated, how people seemed happy to sacrifice all dignity in the face of really terrible music. Just what  was it about ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’ that got couples leaping up from their tables? Why did ‘I Will Survive’ prompt mass histrionic role-playing, or ‘YMCA’ and ‘D.I.S.C.O.’ have everyone waving their arms about like the compulsory morning workout at a Chinese ball-bearing factory? Most of all, why did the merest riff of Rolling Stones suddenly turn every man on the floor into Mick Jagger (in their dreams)? Even now, Orlando Gossett was prowling plumply around with one arm stuck straight out in front of him, rotating his wrist and imploring the horse-faced blonde to give him, give him, give him the honky tonk blues.

Eventually, inevitably, The Rocky Horror Picture Show  got an airing. As the heaving crowd on the dance floor shifted, Anna suddenly spotted her long-absent consort Doing the Timewarp Again. She watched, unsure whether the nauseous feeling in her stomach was because he was doing it a) at all, b) with a willowy, writhing someone bearing a striking resemblance to Brie de Benham, or c) because the effects of the White Russians were by now wearing off. Or possibly wearing on. Unable to reach a conclusion, or indeed anything else apart from the arm of the chair on which she kept a tight, stabilising grip, Anna watched their gyrating figures, oddly comforted by the fact that even the beautiful people looked ridiculous in the context of a really dreadful disco. It was a great leveller. Quite literally, she thought, as Orlando Gossett flicked to the right just a little bit too enthusiastically and went crashing heavily down on his well-upholstered bottom.

‘Desperate, isn’t it?’ Anna had been too absorbed in watching the floorshow to notice that someone had sat down next to her. ‘Still, it beats LA, I suppose,’ added the voice. It belonged, Anna saw, to an extremely pretty girl.

‘It does?’ Anna stared at her neighbour’s glossy tan and radiant teeth. ‘But I thought LA was full of beautiful people.’

‘It is. All the men are gay and all the women are gorgeous. The competition’s too stiff.’

‘But you look great,’ Anna said. Certainly, the girl smiling back at her hardly looked the shrinking violet type when it came to men. The only thing shrunken and violet about her, in fact, was the tiny lilac cashmere cardigan out of whose casually unbuttoned front a pair of tanned and generous breasts rose like twin suns. Even in the dim light her smile was electric, emphasised by plum-coloured lipstick applied with architectural precision.

‘Thanks. As the lady said, it takes a lot of money to look this cheap.’ The girl grinned, smoothing a black satin skirt slit the entire length of her thigh over her slender hips. She flicked a heavily mascara’d glance around the room. ‘It’s nice someone appreciates it. No one else seems to.’ A precision-plucked eyebrow shot peevishly upwards. ‘Can’t say I’m too thrilled about having schlepped all the way up here,’ she added. ‘I only came because I was told this wedding would be thick with millionaires. But I suppose,’ she lit up a cigarette, ‘they were right about the thick bit.’

The girl blew smoke out in two streams from her nose. ‘And the women . . .’ She stabbed her cigarette in the direction of Strawberry who had suddenly reappeared and was glaring at Brie and Seb smooching to ‘(Everything I Do) I Do It For You’. ‘Look at that. Hair like a badger’s arse.’

Anna looked determinedly away from the dance floor  and bulldozed a grin across her face. ‘Quite. I’m Anna, by the way.’

‘Geri. Lead me to the drinks. If I can’t bag an heir, hair of the dog will have to do.’




CHAPTER THREE

‘Then there was Hugh.’ Geri struck the manicured pinnacle of her middle finger. ‘Gynaecologist. Met him at a BUPA check-up - it always pays to go private. Said I had the prettiest cervix he’d ever seen. Saved me a fortune on smear tests and breast examinations.’

‘Oh?’ said Anna, unsteadily. Geri had located a store of champagne behind a curtain beside the blazing hearth in the hall, grabbed three and withdrawn with them and Anna to an alcove. Endless warmish fizz plus endless highlights of Geri’s romantic history were proving a potent and anaesthetic brew. Even the sight of Seb grinding his pelvis into Brie de Benham was by now painless. More painless than for Seb probably, as the de Benham pelvis resembled two Cadillac fins and  could hardly have been comfortable up close. Seb, however, seemed to be rising to the occasion.

‘Commitment problem though, unfortunately,’ Geri continued.

‘Absolutely,’ said Anna, looking resignedly at Seb.

‘Yes, except Hugh’s was that I wouldn’t commit,’ said Geri, oblivious to the connection between Anna and the couple on the dance floor currently in the throes of ‘2-4-6-8 Motorway’. ‘Wish I had now, really. But at the time, I wanted to play the field. Trouble is,’ she rolled her long-lashed eyes, ‘if you play in the field, you come across a lot of shit. Like Guy, for example.’

‘Guy?’ With difficulty, Anna shifted her bovine stare from the disco.

‘A very rich banker. Or was. Complete ruthless shark. He was on the financial fast track until he got sacked.’

‘Insider dealing?’ Anna hoped she sounded worldly wise.

‘Nothing quite so glamorous as that, I’m afraid. Someone in the office - everyone there hated him - changed his computer screensaver to say Fuck Off Cant. Unfortunately, Cant was the name of his immediate boss.’ Geri paused and grinned. ‘But we did have other problems, particularly in bed. He could barely raise his eyebrows, let alone anything else.’ She paused and sighed.

The disco, it suddenly dawned on Anna, had stopped. Everyone was milling about, many of them  making a beeline for the cut-up pieces of wedding cake. This had suddenly arrived in their midst on plates borne by Jamie who looked on with contempt as two wags grabbed handfuls of icing and began to throw it at each other. Anna tried to catch his eye to throw him a sympathetic glance and perhaps experience that delicious frisson again, but, deliberately or otherwise, he failed to notice her. Wresting his wares from the wags, he disappeared into the crowd and was soon lost to sight. Resignedly, Anna tuned back into Geri.

‘Then,’ Geri was saying, ‘there was James. Wanted sex three times a night at first. Exhausting. Nightmare, in fact. Then, after we’d been together a few months it went down to twice a night. I couldn’t decide whether I was insulted or relieved. So I left him for Ivo. An academic. Hopeless.’

‘Oh?’ said Anna, interested. She’d once entertained academic ambitions herself. ‘Why was he hopeless?’

‘Oh, not academically. He was one of the best in the world at ancient languages. He spoke fluent Aramaic which, apparently, is only of any use if you happen to meet Jesus.’

‘So what happened?’

Geri sighed. ‘He was skint. And as far as I’m concerned, if there’s no dough, it’s no go. He could be awkward as well, which is no good either - you do it my way or hit the highway. But in the end it was me who went. Took myself off to LA. But now I’ve come  back. Got offered this fantastic new job in London and there seemed no reason to turn it down.’

A ripple of misgiving slid coldly through Anna’s stomach. Her nose twitched suspiciously at the sweet smell of success. A fantastic new job. Just as she had started to regard Geri as a soul mate. As someone doing just as badly as she was.

Further questioning was rendered impossible by a sudden commotion in the hall. As everyone began to arrange themselves into pairs, Anna realised that Scottish dancing was about to begin. She shrank back against the hard wooden settle on which they sat. She hated country dancing. There were few people she loathed more than the Dashing White Sergeant, and could imagine nothing less gay than the Gordons.

‘A new job as what?’ Anna had to shout to make herself heard as the fiddling struck up.

‘Executive development,’ Geri yelled back cheerfully, lighting up another cigarette. ‘Lots of travel, lots of responsibility. Lots of man management. A real challenge. I’m looking forward to it, although I must admit I was hoping to meet someone here who would save me the bother of working altogether. Anyway, enough about me. What do you do?’

‘Oh, nothing much,’ Anna bawled. ‘I’m trying to write a book, actually.’ As hesitantly as possible, given the volume required, she swiftly outlined her ambitions.

‘That’s brilliant,’ screeched Geri. ‘Can I be in it? I’ve always wanted to be in a novel.’

‘I’m afraid I haven’t got very far with it,’ Anna shouted, feeling her voice beginning to break with the strain. ‘The trouble is, I’m not sure whether I’m any good or not. I think I need a bit of professional advice about the nuts and bolts of things.’ It was as near as she planned to come to admitting that she had neither agent, publisher, nor reason to believe she could write anything more than a postcard.

On the dance floor, the stomping, clapping and shrieking had intensified. ‘Ow,’ yelled Geri as hairpins, shaken from their rightful positions by the frantic activity, began to fly in the direction of the settle. Brows streamed with perspiration, women’s breasts sprang free from their moorings. An excited-looking Seb shot by with a fetchingly rumpled Brie de Benham, their pupils the size of pinpoints.

‘This is dangerous.’ Geri was pulling someone’s skean dhu out of her cleavage. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

Too late. The unmistakable form of Orlando Gossett, red-faced and polychromatic, was shoving its way purposefully through the heaving crowd towards their alcove like a vast tartan Sherman tank. ‘Would you,’ he asked, addressing Geri’s cleavage, ‘do me the honour of partnering me for this dansh?’

Grasping Geri’s thin brown arm in his plump, pink palm, he dragged her to her feet. With no time to do  more than roll her eyes, Geri tottered after him and plunged into the heaving quicksand of the crowd.

As tiredness crashed over her in huge waves, Anna decided to try once more to locate her room. Numbed by the champagne, she felt too exhausted to mind that Seb - no longer visible among the dancers - would almost certainly not be joining her in it. It took several goes to extract Miranda from the whirling crowd, but Anna eventually secured directions bedwards; her progress through a series of dark corridors this time sadly unimpeded by dark-eyed young men.

Unlocking the door of her room, Anna had a vague impression of high ceilings and a moonlight four-poster bed before passing out with sheer exhaustion. Not to mention sheer alcohol. Hours later, she woke up. It was still dark but something was scrabbling at the door. The empty mattress stretched away beside her. Could it, at last, be Seb? Struggling out of bed, falling over her clothes and shoes on the way to the door, Anna opened it to reveal, not Seb, but Miranda leaning against the lintel. The formerly radiant bride now looked distinctly the worse for wear. Her ivory wedding dress, the epitome of taste and restraint mere hours ago, was now smeared here and there with smudges and stains. Such was the devastation wrought on her once-magnificent white cathedral-length veil that, stunted and blackened, it was now more Methodist chapel. She cast an agonised glance at Anna, muttered something about  needing a lie-down and disappeared into the gloomy nether regions of the corridor.

Next morning, at breakfast, Anna was disappointed to see that Jamie was not presiding over the chafing dishes. Instead, a couple of Australian hired helps as wide as they were tall slammed the lids cheerfully on and off dishes of scrambled eggs and mackerel with a clang reverberating round the alcohol-swollen brains of all present.

Seb’s brain - or what remained of it following what had clearly been a night of literally staggering excess - was so swollen that he was still in bed. He had appeared with the dawn, thankfully not with Brie de Benham, but inebriated beyond belief and surprisingly, unwelcomingly randy. Happily, his attempts to force his attentions on Anna were interrupted several times by his dashing to the bathroom to vomit - ‘drive the porcelain bus’ as he called it. In the end, much to Anna’s relief, he gave up and spent the rest of the night groaning for reasons that had little to do with ecstasy.

About five chairs away down the long dining table, Thoby slumped over his breakfast looking greyer at the gills than the mackerel he was pushing resignedly round his plate. Eventually, he put his fork down, his head in his hands and emitted something sounding rather like a groan. The memory of Miranda despairing at her door the night before confirmed Anna’s suspicions that the wedding night had not been a brilliant success.  Sympathetically, she steered her stare away from Thoby and focused on her surroundings instead.

Dampie Castle seemed to be entirely enveloped in a cloud. The windows of the dining room were long and elegant, though the view outside bore a strong resemblance to that enjoyed by aeroplane passengers five minutes out of Gatwick. Nothing was visible apart from an ectoplasmic mist which pressed up against the panes and extended as far as the eye could see, which was not very far at all. The view inside, on the other hand, was pure old school patrician - towering book-cases, armorial fireplaces and several patricians from Seb’s old school whose purity was anyone’s guess. Anna was just beginning to wonder whether her boyfriend’s condition was terminal when someone suddenly slammed a plate down on the next worn Scenes of Scotland place mat and threw themselves into the chair beside her.

‘What a night,’ said Geri, whom Anna had not seen since she disappeared to Strip The Willow with Orlando Gossett. She hoped that was all Geri had stripped, but it appeared she had hoped in vain.

‘Oh dear.’ Anna swallowed hard. It really didn’t bear thinking about. ‘Don’t think about it,’ she counselled.

Geri put her fork down, her face as white as her unwarmed plate. ‘Well, I’m trying not to, only there are about a million bruises to remind me.’

Anna swallowed. ‘He wasn’t, well, violent, was he?’

Geri stared at her. ‘Violent? The man’s a fucking Neanderthal. He practically threw me round the floor, stamped repeatedly on my new Jimmy Choos, knocked out one of my contact lenses and then, then, he tried to get me to sleep with him. Can you imagine?’

‘No,’ said Anna, quickly.

‘He couldn’t understand why I wouldn’t sleep with him, though. Came over all indignant and said, “I haven’t got Aids, you know.” “Don’t worry,” I said. “I  believe you.” ’

‘So how did you get rid of him?’

‘Simple.’ Geri probed her fish with her fork. ‘Told him I was going to the bathroom. I just didn’t mention I meant my bathroom in my room and I had no intention of coming down again.’

‘Ah,’ said Anna.

‘But eventually I decided to sneak back down,’ Geri confessed, looking strangely furtive. ‘Had rather a good time in the end . . .’ Her voice trailed off. ‘Anyway,’ she added briskly. ‘I’ve had a brilliant idea. About you.’

‘About me?’ Anna felt a vague sense of panic. It seemed rather early for ideas. Hadn’t Oscar Wilde said something about only dull people being brilliant at breakfast?

‘Remember, management consultancy is what I do,’ said Geri confidently. ‘I’m paid to advise people on how to run their professional lives better. And I’ve got just the solution for you.’

‘You have?’

‘Sure,’ said Geri, abandoning the mackerel and flinging her fork down with a flourish. ‘What you need is an apprenticeship.’

Dickensian visions of workshops and boy sweeps loomed before Anna. ‘You mean long stands and striped paint?’

‘Of course not. Stop being so rigid in your definitions. The first principle of management consultancy is creative thinking. I’m talking about a particular sort of apprenticeship. A bestseller apprenticeship.’

‘But where do they do those?’

‘Lateral thinking,’ said Geri, tapping her forehead with a fingernail which, for all the night’s traumas, remained impeccably manicured. ‘You need to find a writer who needs help. Be their dogsbody. Do their errands, take their post, make their life run smoothly. And in return . . .’

‘They’ll show me how they do it,’ said Anna slowly, catching the thread of thought. Her alcohol-sodden brain suddenly sparked into life like a match. ‘Or at the very least, I can pick some of it up. Chapter construction, how one gets an agent, the different publishing houses . . .’

Geri nodded. ‘Exactly.’

‘Oh Geri, that’s a fantastic idea.’

Just then, Orlando Gossett entered the room and glided swiftly towards the chafing dishes. Having piled  his plate high with eggs and fish, he looked for somewhere to sit.

‘Head down,’ Geri muttered, suddenly taking an intense interest in her Stirling Castle place mat.

‘It’s all right,’ Anna said. ‘He’s sitting down next to Thoby, who doesn’t look very pleased about it. But then, Thoby doesn’t look very pleased about anything. He certainly doesn’t look like a man who’s spent a night of bliss with his new bride.’

‘That’s because he didn’t.’ Geri blushed. ‘He spent it with me.’




CHAPTER FOUR

‘Forty-two, two twenty-eight, five fifty-seven.’ Cassandra squinted at the list of clothes beside the computerised wardrobe door and entered the numbers of her chosen garments into the keypad, taking great care not to damage her nails. Tyra the manicurist had just left; the fact she cost just over double what most painters of nails and buffers of cuticles charged demanded that her handiwork be shown a certain respect. She was worth it though; did she not count Nicole Kidman, Elizabeth Hurley and the editor of  Vogue among her clients? Though the fact that they probably paid nothing explained Cassandra’s own exorbitant bills.

Still, full battle dress was essential today. Cassandra  was not looking forward to the meeting with her publishers at which she would no doubt be expected to explain the whereabouts of A Passionate Lover, her long-promised but as yet unforthcoming new novel. So far, she’d pleaded writer’s block, crashing laptop, even periodic bouts of mysterious illness, but now, floating faintly but definitely into her ear was the unmistakable sound of music that had to be faced. Cassandra was unsure how exactly she would break the news that no lover, passionate or otherwise, currently lurked in her laptop, still less in the left-hand side of her brain or wherever the creative part was supposed to be.


A PASSIONATE LOVER, screamed the poster pinned on the wall opposite her desk in bold letters of searing red. They were a searing reminder to Cassandra that her publishers had seen fit to start a poster campaign before seeing a single word of the novel it described. The apparent rationale was that if they proceeded as if the book existed, it might, through sheer force of corporate effort, actually materialise. ‘Love, lust and betrayal - with a twist in the tail,’ declared the poster. ‘The new Number One bestseller from the author of The Sins of the Father, Impossible Lust, Guilty and Obsessions,’ it went on in smaller letters running across the illustration of a tousle-haired Pierce Brosnan-alike in a frilled shirt performing the astonishing feat of being able to pout and suck his cheeks in at the same time. Cassandra stared at him with loathing.


Love, lust and betrayal - with a twist in the tail. Well, thought Cassandra bitterly, the publishers certainly had a head start on her. She hadn’t even begun to think about the plot, let alone start trying to write it. And as for Number One bestseller, well, despite the publisher’s best efforts - and often their worst and most underhand ones into the bargain - that, as well she knew, was in the lap of the gods. It certainly wasn’t, at this precise moment, in her laptop.

Forcing this uncomfortable and inconvenient fact from her mind, she stared at the electronic display beside the wardrobe door as it processed the numbers she had punched in. The figures were rippling like the destination boards used to do at Waterloo in those thankfully long-ago days when public transport and Cassandra were not the strangers they were now. She tapped her foot as impatiently as she could, given that each tap sank into inches-thick cream carpet.

What had gone wrong? Why had the inspiring spark, so reliable for so long, recently failed to spring into anything approximating a flame? ‘Everything I’m writing is shit,’ a panicked Cassandra had yelled at her editor recently. Harriet’s lack of surprise, indeed the unspoken implication that that was entirely expected, did little to improve Cassandra’s mood. But if shit it were, she thought indignantly, it was successful shit. Four bestsellers under her belt in as many years, spawning three mini-series and one talking book read  by Joanna Lumley. But lately . . . Cassandra swallowed. The thought of the flint-faced executives she would shortly face around the boardroom table make her heart sink.

She could no longer think of plots. The personalities of her characters vacillated as wildly as their gender, hair colour and motivation; her development and consistency skills had gone, although, she thought, reddening, many of her reviewers had questioned the existence of those skills in the first place. Bastards. But far, far worse than the worst reviews (and there had been plenty of those and she never forgot the names and one day the score would be settled) was the fact that Cassandra couldn’t seem to write sex scenes any more.

Sex scenes had been Cassandra’s stock in trade. Or stocking trade, as more than one razor-witted reviewer had pointed out in the past. Along with the smirking observation, following revelations that Cassandra was celebrated among the commuting classes for her ability to produce erections on the Circle Line at seven in the morning, that ‘here was a writer at the peak of her powers’. But for the moment, those powers had deserted her - Cassandra doubted now she’d be able to produce an erection among a gang of footballers being lapdanced in Stringfellow’s. Chronicling the most basic sexual encounter seemed beyond her; the leaping breasts with their dark aureoles of nipple consistently failed to spring  to mind. Likewise, the piston-like penises, so reliable of old, resolutely refused to come.

Cassandra was at a loss to explain, to Harriet or anybody else, why this should suddenly be the case. It was not, after all, as if her own sex life had suddenly slowed down to a splutter, or that she had lost interest. She had never been interested in the first place. When push came to shove - and she rued every day that it did - Cassandra hated sex, at least, when she was sober. Her husband Jett, unfortunately, did not share her views and continued to press for his conjugal rights, although, admittedly, his requirements had gone down from a daily service to a Sunday one. Cassandra supposed she should be thankful for small mercies, even though there was nothing small or merciful about Jett at full throttle. The only point to sex, as far as she was concerned, was children. And after Zak’s birth, eight years ago, Cassandra had dropped even the pretence that she liked it.

From briefly dwelling on the favourite subject of her son, that most gifted, charming and beautiful of children, Cassandra’s mind flitted to the rather less comfortable subject of Emma the nanny. Now there  was a pressure, coping with the latest in that endless line of troublesome girls. Five in the last twelve months, Cassandra seethed to herself. Did staying power and commitment mean nothing any more? Given what she had to put up with in her domestic life, was it any  wonder that her storylines were about as sexy as an orthopaedic shoe?

They were all the same, these ridiculous girls; at least, they all said the same things about Zak. Emma had proved particularly unresponsive to Cassandra’s standard line of nanny rebuttal, the argument that a child as brilliant as Zak was bound to be difficult from time to time, gifted children always were. And of course  he was occasionally - very occasionally - disobedient. The respect of a child like Zak had to be earned. Cassandra decided not to dwell on Emma’s mutinous expression the last time she had tried this tack, still less the pointed way she had turned her back and marched out of the room. She decided instead to concentrate on the matter in hand, which was the meeting and what to wear for it. It was eight o’clock, a blearily early hour for Cassandra to be up, and she was due in the boardroom at nine.

Forty-two, two twenty-eight and five fifty-seven. It had been a difficult decision, but in the end Cassandra was sure she had trodden the sartorial line between professionalism and plunging cleavage with consummate skill. Forty-two was the classic black YSL trouser suit with the big black buttons. Two twenty-eight was her new purple Prada shirt, and five fifty-seven her favourite pair of black elastic Manolo boots.

Boots? Was it, Cassandra thought, suddenly  panicking, the weather for boots? She looked quickly at a second liquid crystal display beneath the keypad, which helpfully showed the temperature outside so you could pick your clothes to suit: 5°C. Christ, it was practically freezing. Amazing weather for June, but then, this was England, she supposed. She’d need a coat, too, obviously. It could be the fur’s first outing since Gstaad in February. Cassandra scanned the list. Seven hundred and four was the silver-mink ankle-length. If that didn’t wow them, nothing would.

There was a grinding sound, a faint rattle, then the door of the wardrobe slid back. Cassandra blinked as it revealed a pair of orange towelling sweatpants, a bright yellow jacket with shoulder pads of Thames Barrier proportions and a bikini top in magenta satin. As Cassandra stared, aghast, a pair of olive-green wellington boots hove into view along the conveyor belt at the bottom. ‘Jett!’ she exploded. ‘Jett!’

‘Whazzamatter?’ A man in a red satin Chinese bathrobe far too small for him appeared in the doorway between the dressing room and the bedroom. His figure, with its round, protruding belly and long, skinny legs, was reminiscent of a lollipop. ‘Whazzup?’ he asked, rubbing his eyes and yawning.

‘This fucking computerised wardrobe you gave me,’ Cassandra almost spat.

‘I didn’t realise it fucked as well.’ Jett lounged against the doorjamb, his heavily bagged eyes narrowed in  amusement. ‘The miracles of modern science. I’d have kept it for myself if I’d known.’

‘Don’t be so bloody facetious, Jett,’ Cassandra snarled. ‘This wardrobe is shit.’ Losing her temper altogether, she slammed her clenched fists repeatedly against her sides with impotent rage, irrespective of Tyra’s recent careful and costly efforts. ‘How the  fuck am I supposed to wear this lot to meet my  publishers?’ She gestured furiously at the ensemble before her.

‘Looks all right to me,’ Jett yawned, loping over and tweaking the bikini top. ‘Looks quite rock ‘n’ roll, actually.’

‘Rock ‘n’ roll my arse,’ hissed Cassandra.

‘No, rock ‘n’ roll your goddamn tits.’ Jett thrust out a hairy, ring-festooned hand to grab Cassandra’s breasts, half revealed by her flapping Janet Reger peignoir. Twisting deftly out of Jett’s way, Cassandra heard the unmistakable crunch of her neck muscles going. Damn. Another fifty quid to the osteopath.
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