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Prologue





It was going to be the perfect wedding.





Of course everybody always said that about weddings, but nobody sitting round the great pine kitchen table of the bride’s home that perfect July evening doubted it for a single moment. How could they? When the couple themselves were so patently and blissfully happy, sitting together, holding hands, smiling round at their families, at indulgent fathers, proud mothers and assorted friends smiling back at them. When the sun was finally setting on a perfect day, night drifting over the deep Oxfordshire valley, with just a touch of mist promising another still more perfect one tomorrow, the thick, rich scent of the roses drifting in through the open door? When Maggie Forrest, mother of the bride, could finally relax, knowing that everything was in order, the pink and white marquee up and decked with flowers, the tables half set, the champagne (vintage) delivered and in crates in the utility room off the kitchen, the food in the process of being transformed from dozens of pounds of salmon, chicken, beef, mountains of strawberries, raspberries, eggs and cream into the most splendid wedding feast by the caterers, and the cake, four exquisitely iced tiers, standing on the dining-room table?


What could possibly go wrong now? they might have asked one another. For such a perfect match, between Cressida, younger daughter of the immensely successful and distinguished gynaecologist James Forrest, and Dr Oliver Bergin, also a gynaecologist, only son of Mr and Mrs Josh Bergin of New York City. Cressida, so pretty, with her fair English-rose beauty, so enchantingly mannered, so extremely well suited to the life and husband she had chosen; and Oliver, so dashingly handsome, and almost too charming for his own good, as Maggie Forrest had remarked, laughing, to Julia Bergin on the first occasion they had met. The guest list was long, but not too long, just 300, for Cressida had insisted on being married in the little stone church in Wedbourne where she had been christened. All over England the women on the list had been buying dresses, choosing hats, mulling over the wedding lists (the General Trading company and Peter Jones), and checking on their husband’s morning suits; and the chosen eight whose small children were to be attendants had been trekking up and down to the London studio from where Harriet Forrest, Cressida’s older sister, ran her fashion empire, and where the dresses had been made – not Harriet’s usual sort of thing, but charming nonetheless, sprigged muslin Kate Greenaway style for the girls, white linen sailor suits for the boys. Cressida’s dress had been made at the Chelsea Design Company, a wonderful creation in heavy cream silk, studded with pearls and with the palest, tiniest pink silk roses drifting down the train. It hung upstairs now in the attic room that Maggie used for sewing, swathed in its muslin cover, the veil beside it in a box, waiting for its tiara of fresh flowers to arrive in the morning, along with her bouquet (cream and pink roses) and the baskets of daisies and scabius that the attendants were to carry into the church. In the dining room of the Court House the presents were stacked, ready to be shipped over to New York, when young Dr and Mrs Oliver Bergin settled into their new home in East 80th. Marvellous presents: glasses, china, linen, silver, all listed, the thankyou letters long since written.


A few miles away in Oxford the string quartet that was to play at the wedding was practising a rather difficult Mozart piece which the bride had specially requested; the vicar of St Stephen’s, Wedbourne was running through the few wise if predictable words he always spoke at weddings and the organist was rehearsing the choir, and in particular the dazzling-voiced small boy he had just discovered in the neighbouring council estate, in ‘Love Divine’. A few miles away in the garage of the Royal Hotel, Woodstock, the silver vintage Bentley belonging to the bride’s godfather, the famously powerful and rich Theodore Buchan, was being given a final and quite unnecessary polish.


Everything ready; everything perfect. For a perfect wedding for a perfect bride.





And who could possibly have thought, on that golden scented evening, entertained a suspicion even for a moment, that the perfect wedding was never to take place at all?




The Evening Before




Chapter 1


Harriet


Late, she was going to be late, for the bloody pre-wedding supper. God, her mother would never forgive her. She could see her now, carefully serene smile growing tense as she looked ever more frequently at the clock, could hear the barbed comments, about how she, Harriet, was always late, always had so much, so many terribly important things to do; and her father would be trying to calm her, to make light of her lateness, and Cressida would be saying of course it didn’t matter, it didn’t matter at all, everyone else was there, telling her mother not to fuss, but making in fact the lateness more noticeable, more important. Well, it was all very well for her mother and for Cressida. They didn’t really have immense claims on their time. They didn’t have to worry about leaving London mid week for a Thursday wedding. Thursday! Why not a Saturday like everyone else? Of course her mother had worked very hard on the wedding, but it had been the only thing she had had to think about, and Cressida’s job with her Harley Street doctor was hardly stressful, she could take time off whenever she needed to, at the bat of her long eyelashes. They didn’t have a business to run, collections to design, stock to deliver, books to balance. Or not balance. Harriet suddenly felt so sick, so frightened that she braked violently and pulled over onto the hard shoulder. She sat there, breathing deeply and slowly, hauling herself together. Don’t panic, Harriet, don’t; don’t look down even. It’ll be all right. Well, it probably won’t, but you’ll be all right. It’s not a hanging offence, going bust, going bankrupt. It may be the end of a dream, but she could survive that. She’d survived the end of others after all.


Her head ached, and her throat felt dry, scratchy; it was a bit like a hangover. Only she hadn’t had a drink. She’d wanted to have a drink all day, several drinks, but she hadn’t. She’d had to keep her head clear for the endless phone calls, the faxes, the decisions. All to no avail, it seemed. She was almost certainly done for: stymied; defeated. She needed more money than she could possibly even imagine getting hold of, within twenty-four hours, and the one person who might be able to supply it was the one person she couldn’t possibly ask. So that was that really. She just had to face it, and rethink the rest of her life. Harriet looked at herself briefly in the rear-view mirror; the events of the day showed with awful clarity on her face. It wasn’t just that she was pale, most of her make-up gone, her hair uncombed, not even that she looked tired; her dark eyes were heavy, her skin somehow dull, her mouth drawn and taut (rather like her mother’s, she thought with horror, consciously relaxing it, forcing a fake smile into the mirror). Her mascara had smudged, adding to the shadows under her eyes, and the collar of her white linen shirt was crumpled. Her earrings were hurting her; she pulled them off and felt her ears throb painfully, and for some reason that was the last straw and she felt hot tears stinging behind her eyes.


‘Oh, for God’s sake, Harriet Forrest,’ she said aloud, wiping them irritably away, ‘don’t start crying now, just because your ears hurt.’ And she turned on the engine again, pulled back onto the road and put her foot down, forcing her mind away from the day behind her and on to the one ahead. Her sister was getting married, and she had serious responsibilities, not the least of which was to get to the Court House as soon as ever she could. Sitting on the M40 feeling sorry for herself wasn’t going to solve anything. Against all logic she felt suddenly better, more in order, better in control; she was even able to appreciate the beauty of the evening, the darkness settling onto the shadowy Chiltern hills. It would be nice to see everyone, especially Rufus and Mungo, and Merlin would be there, bless him, she hadn’t seen him since he got back from Peru, although she’d heard him talking on Start the Week or something, his wonderfully strong voice sounding more as if it belonged to a twenty-than an eighty-year-old. And then she switched on the radio, and Pavarotti was singing ‘Che gelida manina’ from La Bohème and that really was too awful, too cruel, and although she did not stop again, she saw the last twenty miles of her journey through a dreadful haze of pain.


‘That was mean of You, God,’ she said aloud again, as she finally turned the Peugeot into the gravel drive of the Court House. ‘You really had it in for me today, didn’t You?’





James


James felt a rush of intense relief as the lights of Harriet’s Peugeot beamed into the darkness. It wasn’t just that he had been, as always, worried about her, for she drove so much too fast (and in that way, as in many others, she was very much his daughter, the carrier of his genes), it was that her arrival would create a stir in the room, a regrouping, would make it possible for him to leave it, to escape briefly from its claustrophobic perfection. He was finding it almost physically stifling, having enormous difficulty in sitting still; indeed had got up so often to refill the glasses, to offer more coffee, to pass fruit, cheese, biscuits, that Maggie had finally said sweetly, but with a just discernible touch of irritation, that he was making everyone feel exhausted, and that he should relax and let people help themselves. As if she of all people knew about relaxing, with her overcontrolled calm, her near-manic, all-encompassing smiles. Susie, for all her energy, her eager vitality, had a well of calm within her that was truly restful. He looked at her now, as she sat chatting easily, happily to Josh Bergin, to Cressida, to Oliver, and wondered resentfully as he had a hundred, a thousand times if Alistair recognized his intense good fortune in having her as his wife. She had taken that marriage in all its distinct lack of promise and turned it into something happy, constructive, strong. He had never in all the years heard her complain about, even belittle it; it was her job, her career and she had been hugely successful at it. And now, by some extraordinary, almost evil quirk of fate, it was threatened. She had come over to him in the garden where they’d been having drinks in the scented early evening, before supper, her dark eyes just a little wary, and said, ‘Jamie, we have to talk.’ And a little later, while Maggie was putting the final touches to her supper, and Alistair was, in his beautifully mannered way, helping to carry glasses in from the garden, he walked with Susie through the rose garden and she said, her voice half amused, half anxious, ‘Jamie, you’re not going to believe this, but Rufus tells me he wants to get married.’ And he said, ‘Well, is there any great problem in that?’ And she said, ‘Just possibly, yes, there is. He wants to marry Tilly Mills. I’m not sure quite why, but I think it might very well open a rather large can of worms, don’t you?’


And ever since he had been so afraid, so deeply uneasy, that he had had trouble swallowing Maggie’s perfect supper, and had been more consumed with longing for a drink than he could remember in the whole of the – what? – twenty years that had passed since Tilly Mills had been born.


It was the forced inactivity that was so frightful, his absolute powerlessness to do anything about it. Any other night, he would perhaps have talked to Rufus, questioned him casually, gently about his life, about his plans, would have been able to form at least some impression of how serious things really were. But not tonight, with all the family gathered for his daughter’s wedding, when he had so many other worries and concerns, slight in absolute terms, but of immense importance in the immediate future, and so he had simply had to sit and watch Rufus, as he sat at the table, displaying the slightly old-fashioned charm that was his trademark, talking with huge and courteous interest to his mother, (he was famously devoted to Susie), to Julia Bergin, to Maggie, to Janine Bleche, Cressida’s French godmother (amazingly glamorous still, even if she was over seventy), and know that before he could explore the matter any further, at the very least twenty-four hours would have to elapse. It was almost unendurable.


He looked with intense envy at his godfather, slumbering sweetly in the corner by the Aga: Sir Merlin Reid, famously eccentric explorer (and making discoveries still, even in his ninth decade, with the world so much smaller, so much more familiar than when he had begun his travels, sixty-five years earlier). Merlin had cut short his last expedition (travelling the Central Cordillera by mule) in order to be at the wedding. He had never married himself, had said no woman would stand for him, nor he for any woman, but James was a son to him, and Cressida and Harriet granddaughters: he would not have missed being in the family, he said, at this time for the world. He was still, in his eighties, wonderfully erect and youthful, his white hair thick, his blue eyes brilliant; he was much given to bargaining for everything, not only in the souks and casbahs and bazaars of the world, but in Harrods and Sainsbury’s and even on British Rail.


‘Give you five guineas for that tie and that’s my last word,’ he would say to some flustered young salesman, or, ‘If you think I’m paying twenty quid to travel twenty miles you can think again, fifteen’s my last offer,’ and just occasionally someone would give in to him, either to humour him, or to amuse themselves, would sell him a shirt for half price or give him two pounds of apples for the price of one. He had never managed to persuade British Rail or London Transport to drop their rates for him, but London cabbies occasionally would, especially if he had regaled them with some story of his travels, a journey into the unknown or a brush with a hostile tribe which they could pass on to other customers.


The passionate envy James felt as he looked at Merlin now was not only for the sweet sleep he was so patently enjoying, but for the long peaceful life, devoid of any complexity or wrongdoing, that lay behind him. Merlin might have risked acute danger at the hands of hostile tribes, deadly wildlife and savage environments, but he knew nothing of guilt, of remorse, of wrecked relationships, of ruined lives.


And then James thought that there was at least one thing he could do, that would make him feel a little better. He could tell Theo. As he had done in every other crisis of his life. He would call Theo at his hotel – the bugger should have been here anyway, what was he doing for Christ’s sake, spending this important evening alone with his new little bimbo of a wife? Despite everything James grinned to himself at the thought of what Theo was almost certainly doing with the new little bimbo – and talk to him. Not now, of course not now. But first thing in the morning while everyone was busying about, occupied with things like hair and flowers and dresses and hats, he would go and talk to Theo, lay his troubles before him, and ask him what he thought he should do. Theo would have an idea. Theo always did.





Tilly


Far away in Paris, Tilly Mills, despite every resolution to the contrary, heard herself saying that yes, she would like to go to Les Bains Douches with the new big screen hotshot, Jack Menzies, who might have a face like an angel with a past as Arena had put it last week, but also had a serious personal hygiene problem. She knew it was crazy, that she had an early call, that it had been a tough day, that if Mick McGrath should be there he would kill her, that she had been late the night before, that it might hit the papers and upset Rufus, but she had to do something to distract herself from the thought of what was going on in England. The frenetic atmosphere of what was still considered one of the chicest discos in Paris would surely take her mind off the twin spectres of a self-congratulatory James Forrest leading his younger daughter down the aisle, watched by roughly 300 adulatory friends and family (Rufus Headleigh Drayton amongst them), and the colour and added interest she might have brought to the occasion had she yielded to temptation and Rufus’s fairly intense pressure and attended the wedding. She could have been there right now, in England, a few miles (or not even a few miles) from the heart of the Forrest home, casting a six-foot-one-and-a-half-inch shadow over James Forrest’s happiness.


‘Shit,’ she said aloud, ‘shit, shit, shit,’ then she stood up, tugged her Lycra dress down so that so long as she stood absolutely straight it just covered her buttocks, and sashayed across the room towards the exit, feeling rather than seeing every pair of male eyes (and a good few female ones as well) fixed upon her, and sensing rather than hearing her name being passed from mouth to mouth, table to table, and then as she hit the street, walked through the door of the restaurant followed by Menzies and his minder (Christ, what was she doing with this Hollywood riffraff when she could be with Rufus?), met the inevitable wall of flashbulbs, went into further automatic pilot, and in one swift movement smiled at them, made some crack about giving them a flash and slid into the Menzies limo. And wondered as it shot off into the night, not for the first time, how she imagined she could possibly move with any degree of permanence from this world into the sweetly ordered, old-fashioned one inhabited by Rufus Headleigh Drayton.





Theo


Theodore Buchan, sitting alone in the bar of the Royal Hotel, Woodstock, embarking on his fourth Armagnac, and waiting with a fair degree of impatience for his fifth and fairly new wife Sasha to return from what she still insisted on calling the girls’ room – he must have a little chat with Sasha about the things which were beginning quite seriously to irritate him – was also concentrating his formidable energies on not thinking about the wedding at which he was to play a considerable part the next day.


‘Of course you must come,’ James had said, when Theo had first tried to make excuses, offering perfectly genuine-sounding alibis in the form of conferences, company launches, merger announcements, a long-postponed and promised honeymoon with the new Mrs Buchan. ‘Of course you must come. Cressida is your goddaughter for Christ’s sake, and you’re my oldest friend, and how could you even think we could do any of it without you? How could I get through the day even? Besides, you love weddings – even when they’re not your own. And since when, Theo, could a conference, let alone a honeymoon, not be put off?’


He had been genuinely and deeply hurt; Theo had recognized the fact, promised to come and spent the following months preparing himself for the ordeal.


The wedding itself of course would be wonderful: the daughter of one of his oldest friends marrying the son of another. Dear old Josh, who’d been at the International School with him, with whom he’d gone on sexual rampages in Geneva, whose best man he had been at his wedding to Julia. That marriage had lasted. Only Josh’s second, and the first had been very swiftly over. And Julia was a good wife to him, of course. That helped. Intelligent, (whatever the Forrests thought), gracious, a little intense – but then she was an American – and very sexy. Very very sexy. There’d been that rather strange incident one night when Josh was away – Theo wrenched his mind away from the incident: one of the few times he felt he had behaved really well – and she had been a terrific mother to Oliver. Although she did rather over-love him, Theo felt. But the boy had survived her spoiling, was really very nice indeed. A perfect husband for Cressida. The whole thing was nearly perfect. The only thing that could have improved on it would have been Cressida marrying his own son, his beloved Mungo, named by his doting parents after an obscure Scottish spirit in honour of the country of his conception, but that would have seemed almost incestuous, so closely had they grown up together. Worse still, if she’d fallen in love with – Theo switched his mind away from the one unthinkable, the one he and James never even spoke about, and concentrated instead on Oliver. Charming, brilliant, good-looking Oliver. A little lacking in humour perhaps, but still a golden, blue-eyed boy. Literally as well as metaphorically. Not only graduated summa cum laude out of Harvard medical school, not only winner of a research scholarship to the Mount Sinai, but a superb sportsman too, played tennis for Harvard; wasted, in a way, on the medical profession, but he would no doubt make a fortune out of his specialty, as they called it out there. He was already doing brilliantly.


Funny how history repeated itself. The gynaecologist’s daughter marrying the gynaecologist – and this was third generation. Well, at least Cressida was Oliver’s first choice, the love of his life. Not entirely predictable, perhaps, gentle, sweet little Cressida – several people had remarked that Harriet seemed more his style: hopelessly wrong there of course, but then people were usually wrong about such things and few people knew and understood Harriet. But certainly he needed a Cressida, a loving supportive wife, someone who could run his home, entertain for him, back him up, raise his children perfectly. And Cressida was extremely socially accomplished: despite her gentleness, she wasn’t shy, and she was very efficient – although undeniably impractical: it was a family joke, Cressida’s physical incompetence, it wasn’t just that she couldn’t change a plug or thread up a sewing machine, she could never even get the right station on the radio, or fill up the windscreen wash on her car. But she was superb at persuading people to do things for her, at delegating; she would be a perfect wife. For a rich man. Not so good for a poor one, maybe. Well, that was all right. She wasn’t marrying a poor man.


Funny, how marriage as an institution went on and on. People said it had had its day, that everyone simply lived together these days and so on and so forth, but the fact remained that in the end they usually wanted to formalize things. He’d read somewhere that statistically there were more marriages than ever. Well, thought Theo, waving at the barman – Christ what was Sasha doing in the lavatory, giving herself a blowjob? – he certainly kept up the batting average. Five was quite a good total. It was his compulsion to own things, of course, that had led him to it: companies, houses, paintings, cars, horses, all neatly packaged up and labelled ‘property of Theodore Buchan’. And women. He’d tried not owning them, tried just having mistresses, but it never worked. Most recently and most terribly it hadn’t worked. He was too possessive, too distrustful to love and let go, in that awful modern psychobabble phrase. It was fine, having a mistress as well as a wife, you could love her and let go, although even then he found that painful, when he was very involved with them, with the mistresses, and they started having other relationships. That was how he’d arrived at marriages three and four: both wives had originally been mistresses that he hadn’t been able to face losing. Then somehow there’d still been something missing in the relationship, risk, intensity, and he’d had to find a mistress as well . . . and so it had gone on. Until – well, until. And then there’d been Sasha and she’d gone straight to ranking as wife. He’d met her at a race meeting in Longchamps, she’d been with someone he’d been trying to do a deal with, and he’d taken one look at her, so edibly delicious, so perfect, with her peaches-and-cream skin, her tumbling hair, and a body that he could see would soothe and ease him out of the considerable pain he was in, and he’d had to have her. She was lonely, she told Theo, her blue eyes wide with innocent distress (and so was he, rawly, desperately lonely), and she didn’t like being on her own, she was no good at it, she really needed someone to care for. And Theo had offered himself up to be cared for, and that had been that. And without looking too far forward and by sheer force of will refusing to so much as glance backwards, he had married her. And it had worked to a surprising degree. Theo was still slightly shocked at how well it had worked. And he’d managed to avoid thinking too much about what had happened before until tonight. And tomorrow. When he had to confront it, face it, face – well, face the whole damn thing. He didn’t know how he was going to handle it. He felt, if the truth was to be told, shit-scared. Which was a situation Theo wasn’t used to at all.


He waved at the waiter again, asked for a cigar; he was just drawing it into life when Sasha came hurrying across the room, slightly flushed, freshly made-up, hair reshaped, a cloud of that heavy sexy smell she wore – what was it called? Obsession, great name – hanging about her. She sat down beside him, kissed him, took his hand, smiled into his eyes. Theo looked at her, at her swelling breasts in her black dress, at her perfect thighs, disappearing into her short skirt, at the delicately rounded stomach, and felt his erection beginning to form, to stir with its profoundly powerful precision. He didn’t say a word, just stared at her for a moment, stood up quickly, pulled her up almost brutally, and then dropped her hand and stalked out of the bar and into the lift. She followed him, half anxious, half excited; he stood aside to let her pass, then shut the door and pushed her against the back of the lift. His face must have been easy to read, for she smiled at him, very slowly and confidently, and pushed up her dress; she was wearing no pants, no tights.


Slowly, gracefully, like a dancer, she raised one of her golden legs and wrapped it round his waist; Theo felt her hand unzipping his fly, reaching for his penis. His blood sang, his entire energy focused on her, on reaching into her; and as he felt her, sank into her wetness, stood there braced against her, feeling the glorious pulling pleasure so intense it was near to pain, holding her small buttocks, kneading them, reaching for release, he was able for a brief but timeless time to forget, even to care about, what he had to face the next day.





Susie


Susie felt terribly tired. Like James, she looked enviously at Merlin sleeping so very soundly in his corner. The day seemed to have gone on forever. Normally she never felt tired, certainly not in social situations; she tried to ignore the fact now, afraid of its implications, concentrated even harder on Josh and the stories of his youth. She liked Josh; he was so uncomplicated, so charming – and so very good-looking. Susie could never understand why women said they didn’t like good-looking men. In her experience, they were no less interesting and no more conceited (which was the charge women tended to set against them) than plain men, and at least you could enjoy the looks if they were being boring.


Alistair was good-looking; it had been a factor certainly in her decision to marry him. She really couldn’t see why that was so terrible. If you were going to live for the rest of your life with someone, you wanted them to be the kind of person you’d be happy with; Susie would not have been happy with a physically unattractive man.


She looked at him now, being charmingly attentive to Maggie, and thought how good he was. He found Maggie something of a trial, she knew, although he greatly enjoyed her cooking, and had had two helpings of her salmon en croûte that evening, and one and a half (mindful of Susie’s watchful eyes) of the chocolate mousse. He was always telling her how wonderful it was to be given things like cream and pastry and roast potatoes, after the food he got at home: it was one of his jokes that even the water in Susie’s kitchen was low-fat. Just the same, he looked wonderful on the low-fat water, ten years younger than his fifty-nine years, his dark brown hair still thick and hardly grey, his lean body muscley and strong, his blue eyes brilliant and amusedly alive. In fact she had to admit he actually looked a lot better than James these days. James had put on a lot of weight lately, and he often looked terribly worn. He did now; well, that was partly her fault. Perhaps she shouldn’t have told him. But if she hadn’t, Rufus might have said something; not the kind of thing James would be able to handle in the middle of his daughter’s wedding day. And he had other things on his mind as well, poor Jamie: Maggie increasingly – what? – difficult, his practice increasingly demanding, and shorter term, there was tomorrow to worry about. Not that anything major would, could possibly, go wrong, but he had a speech to make, hundreds of guests to receive, a strung-up wife to steady, a daughter to lead down the aisle. Not easy, any of it.


She saw Janine looking at her, smiling, and smiled back. Dear Janine; how lovely she was still, and how very Parisienne, with her jet-black bob, her pale face and dark eyes, and her tiny, trim figure. She was dressed in a plain linen shift, made Maggie look very gross; Susie wondered, as she so often had, if Maggie had any idea that Janine had been Jamie’s first love, had schooled him in sexual matters when he’d been a raw boy of eighteen and she a sophisticated woman of thirty-three. And then decided she couldn’t possibly. Maggie was a darling, but she wasn’t overburdened with intuition. Thank God . . . Susie looked at her watch: almost half past ten. It was getting late. The bride should be getting her beauty sleep. She looked as if she needed it; beneath her happiness was a heavy shadow of tiredness.


Although Harriet looked a lot worse. God, she was thin. Even to Susie, who saw thinness, not cleanliness, as next to godliness, Harriet looked thin. And pale and exhausted. Poor little thing. She had a lot to carry in that business of hers, and no help from anyone really. Of course she wanted it that way, had turned down a lot of offers of partnership (including a very generous one from Theo), had a seeming obsession about making it on her own, (and you didn’t need to be a psychoanalyst to work out that one, Susie thought), but when things got tough she must surely yearn for an arm to lean on.


Thinking of arms made Susie suddenly sharply aware of her own, aching dully (probably it wasn’t, probably entirely psychological) and the phone call she had to make in the morning. She’d almost decided to leave it until the day was over, but she liked to face things, did Susie, liked to know what she was up against. If the news was there, she needed to hear it: for better or for worse.


The phrase, singing through her head, made her think again of the morning, of Cressida’s wedding day, of the need for them all to go, to leave the family in peace. She stood up, held her hand out to Alistair.


‘Darling, come along. We should get over to the Beaumonts. And Cressida should go to bed. Maggie darling, wonderful meal as always. You really are marvellous, feeding us all, tonight of all nights, when you’ve so much else to do. Thank you. Cressida, sweetheart, sleep well. And you too, Harriet, you look exhausted. Maggie, send her up to bed. Goodnight, everyone, see you in the morning. Merlin, darling, don’t get up, you’ve been having such a lovely sleep. I’m so glad you got back in time, from – where was it? Ecuador?’


‘Peru,’ said Merlin. ‘Think I’d have missed this? Told the pilot chappie I’d give him a bit of a bonus if he got us down ahead of time.’


‘And did he?’ asked Harriet, taking the glass of wine her father had handed her, sitting down between Susie and Alistair in an attitude of profound weariness.


‘No. Useless these commercial chaps. No fire in their bellies. No incentive I suppose. Still, at least we got here. Susie, you’re not going, are you? Night’s still young. Hoping to get that husband of yours to play chess with me. What do you say, Alistair?’


‘I’m sorry, Merlin, I’d have loved to, but Susie has other plans for me,’ said Alistair. ‘Rufus, are you coming with us or what?’


‘I’m – not sure – Mungo, what do you think?’


‘I think we should get Oliver safely back to his hotel,’ said Mungo. God, he was delicious, thought Susie, looking at him, smiling at him (few people could look at Mungo without smiling), trying to analyse for the hundredth time what made him so extraordinarily attractive: the nearest she had ever got was to express it as a kind of messed-up perfection, as if something had got hold of the genes that had given him his straight, heavy dark hair, his deep brown eyes, his square jaw, his aquiline nose, his classic mouth and shaken them vigorously so that they fell back not exactly true, the hair determinedly untidy, the eyes just slightly too deep-set under the winging brows, the nose a trifle flaring, the mouth a millimetre fuller (and therefore infinitely sexier). He was, she had to admit, in a different league of looks altogether from her own beloved Rufus; Rufus, who might have been sent from Central Casting to play the archetypal Englishman, blond, tall, slightly languid, not overtly sexy at all. Mungo was all about sex; Janine had once remarked laughing that he made the simple act of handing you a cup of tea into an invitation to bed. And yet it was apparently so unstudied, so unselfconscious, as undeliberate as breathing or blinking (while at the same time of course you knew he was aware of it, knew what he could do to you, should he so choose); that was its greatest charm. Lucky boy, she thought: dangerous boy. As dangerous as his father. He saw her smiling at him now, smiled back, just at her, for a brief, intensely attentive moment, then at all of them again, around the room. ‘I’m taking my best-manly duties very seriously, you see,’ he said.


‘Mungo dear, we can take Oliver back to our hotel,’ said Julia Bergin, smiling her neat, well-ironed smile.


‘No, Mother, let them. I’d like that.’ Oliver stood up, kissing Cressida briefly. ‘Now you do realize, don’t you, this is the last time I’ll see you, Miss Forrest.’


‘What on earth do you mean?’ said Maggie. She sounded genuinely alarmed.


‘Mummy, don’t look like that,’ said Cressida laughing. ‘He means tomorrow I’ll be Mrs Bergin. Goodnight, Oliver darling. Sweet dreams. Harriet, come up with me, will you? And Mummy, come and kiss me goodnight. Promise. And you, Daddy.’


‘May I come up too?’ said Julia. ‘Or would I be intruding on this very special occasion? I’m just so excited to think I very nearly have a daughter.’


‘Of course,’ said Cressida. ‘Just give me ten minutes to get into bed and then you can all file in one by one and pay your respects.’


What a perfect daughter, thought Susic fondly, watching her leave the kitchen, arm in arm with Harriet. And what an absolutely perfect bride she was going to be.





Mungo


All Mungo had wanted to do all evening was get to a phone. A private, quiet phone, not one of the Forrest extensions, with people picking them up and putting them down all over the house. He could hear one ringing even now, adding to his anguish. He’d tried twice to make an excuse to go out and use the phone in Rufus’s car, but he’d been stymied. For some reason he hadn’t actually wanted to tell Rufus: which was seriously stupid, actually, Rufus was such a gent, would never have asked him who he wanted to call or why. It was just that somehow, against all possible odds, nobody had the faintest idea that he was so desperately in love, not even that he was having a serious relationship, and he wanted to keep it that way as long as he possibly could, a quiet, gentle secret. Like his quiet, gentle Alice. Of course he could have pretended he was calling his banker, or his lawyer (faintly unbelievable on such an occasion, and at such a time, although he could always have said the call was to New York). Anyway, in the end he’d decided to leave it, until he got back to the hotel. It wouldn’t be too late. Alice never went to bed until well after midnight, and then they could talk for hours, undisturbed. God, he was missing her. All this family togetherness and lovey-doveyness was making his balls ache, he missed her so much. Well, maybe in a few months it would be his wedding everyone would be turning up for. Only of course he didn’t want a big affair like this one. Weddings were a bit devalued in Mungo’s currency. When your father had just got married for the fifth time, in a huge haze of publicity, you wanted something a bit alternative for yourself. Maybe a beach wedding, or perhaps they could dash up to Gretna Green. That would be very romantic. And then spend a few days in the Scottish Highlands. Mungo had never seen the Scottish Highlands. Like most immensely wealthy, over-indulged people, he was more familiar with places the other side of the world than those near to his own doorstep. Anyway, he was sure they were very beautiful and, even if they weren’t, seeing them with Alice would surely make them so.


God, he loved her. He felt sick, he loved her so much. He’d spent the whole evening thinking how wonderful it would have been for her to be there, how well she would have fitted in, how much everyone would have liked her, and wondered how he could stand not having her there. Well, it wasn’t for much longer. He would tell his father tomorrow, he had decided, after the wedding, and then once he’d done that, he would tell everyone else. And then they could be together for the rest of their lives.


Surely, surely his father would be pleased, surely he wouldn’t put up any resistance. He would just be delighted that Alice was going to – what was his phrase on these occasions? – take Mungo on. That was what he’d said when he married Sasha. Thanked her for taking him on. And it would be such a perfect day to tell him: Cressida’s wedding day. When everything else was going to be absolutely right.




The Wedding Day




Chapter 2


Harriet 6am


Cressida must have gone for a walk. Of course, thought Harriet, looking into the empty room early, very early, only just after six, on this perfect morning, misty, golden, gathering its beauty about it for the day ahead. Obviously. It would have been exactly like her. She would have gone down to the stream to sit on the little bridge (her little bridge as she liked to call it, so irritatingly, it was no more hers than anyone else’s), to be still and calm, to savour what lay ahead. She’d always done that, ever since she was tiny, before some important event (her first day at a new school, the presentation of some great new love to the family, the announcement of her own engagement); taken herself off, wanting to be alone. There was nothing, nothing at all odd about it, that she wasn’t there; nor in the fact that her room was so tidy, that her bed was made up, apparently unslept in. Cressida was the neatest of people, had been so right through adolescence even. While Harriet’s room was permanently shell-shocked, Cressida’s, whether she was using it or not, was pretty, charming, sweetly ordered, and there was no change that morning. There were rather more flowers in the room than usual, grand flowers, roses and freesias and lilies, as well as the blue and white jugful of more homely varieties that stood on the pine chest of drawers; and her going-away hat, jauntily red and befeathered, stood on the 1940s hatstand she had been given for an engagement present (she had a passion for hats). And of course there was a rather larger pile of letters than usual on her little desk, already neatly stamped, waiting to be posted, late thankyous for late presents, but otherwise it was exactly, completely as usual. A perfect room for a perfect daughter. No wonder, thought Harriet, Cressida was their mother’s favourite: the apparent embodiment of all Maggie’s ideal virtues. Cressida even looked like Maggie, with her English-rose skin, her fair, just curly hair, her wide blue eyes, her sweetly curving mouth. Harriet, with her die-straight mink-brown hair, her faintly olive skin, her grey eyes, her sculptured cheekbones, looked, as her mother often told her slightly edgily, exactly like her grandmother – James’s adored, wonderfully vibrant mother Rose. Rose who until her death had given Maggie such an inferiority complex. No wonder Harriet’s resemblance to Rose distressed her.


Harriet hardly minded any more about Cressida’s first place in her mother’s heart, it was a fact of her life, like always being late, the one in trouble, the one everyone thought of as plain. The nagging lifelong anxiety that their father also favoured Cressida was harder to endure. Harriet adored her father; he had always seemed to her, even since she had been grown-up, exactly what a father, a husband, a doctor for that matter, should be: loving, caring, conscientious.


She hoped he would enjoy today: it was a special thing for a father, to lead his daughter down the aisle, and the way she was going, it would be a long time before it happened again. Well, the weather was doing its bit for them: it was perfect. It might be nice, Harriet thought, looking at the dew-spangled meadow beyond the house, to go for a walk herself. She certainly wasn’t going to go back to sleep now; the anxieties which had invaded her sleep, made her dreams fitful and wearying – all night long she seemed to have heard voices, phones ringing, faxes bleeping – were crowding back in upon her, making her feel panicky. She might even go and find Cressida; the kind of conversation they would have would guarantee at least a degree of distraction. Just as long as her mother hadn’t got there first. The thought of having to listen to the two of them discussing the guest list made her feel suddenly worse. She looked at Maggie’s bedroom door: firmly shut. She was obviously still fast asleep. Good. The longer she slept the better. For all of them, thought Harriet, and then hastily crushed the thought. Her mother wasn’t that bad. Just a panic machine.


She was just closing the door again on Cressida’s room when she realized suddenly that yes, there was something not just, not quite as usual; the window, which Cressida kept always open at night, a crack in the winter, wide in the summer, was closed, and the room was slightly hotter, just a little less fresh-smelling than usual, and the curtains hung unusually lifeless and still. Now why . . .


‘Harriet, mon ange, is Cressida all right?’ It was Janine’s voice, very quiet; she had come out of her own room looking concerned, pulling her silk wrap round her.


‘Yes, of course. Well I think so, she’s not there. Why shouldn’t she be all right?’ said Harriet.


‘Oh – I heard her earlier. She was – vomiting. I got up to see if she needed help, but the bathroom door was locked. Nerves, of course, la pauvre petite, but still –’


‘Are you sure it was Cressida?’ said Harriet, anxiously. Cressida’s delicate stomach was a nightmare. ‘Daddy said he was going to give her something in case.’


‘Oh, but of course. Her door was open, the cover thrown back. And then I heard her go back to her room.’


‘Poor old Cress. Well, I suppose it is pretty traumatic. Anyway, she’s obviously all right now, room shipshape as usual, and she’s gone for a walk. To the bridge I expect.’


‘Ah, the bridge. What would you all do without that bridge?’ said Janine, smiling. ‘Harriet, I would so like a cup of tea. Would you make me one?’


‘Yes, of course. I was going down anyway. You go back to bed, Janine, and I’ll bring it up.’


‘No, I would rather come down with you.’ She followed Harriet quietly down the stairs into the kitchen, then shut the door, smiled at her again. ‘Now we can speak more easily. We do not wish to awaken your mother, do we?’


‘We certainly don’t,’ said Harriet. ‘Hallo, Purdey, I’ll take you out in a minute, you’ll need a walk.’ She bent to stroke the old labrador, who was fast asleep in her basket. ‘She’ll have to be shut in the utility room later, poor darling. That’s funny –’


‘What is that?’


‘She’s wet. And her paws are muddy. She must have gone out with Cress. But then she’d have stayed with her surely. Purdey, what have you been up to so early? Rabbiting I suppose.’


Purdey raised one weary eyebrow, lowered it again and sank back into her slumbers. She seemed exhausted. Harriet looked at her and smiled tenderly.


‘She’s getting so old, poor darling. There, Janine, one cup of lemon tea. I’ll just drink mine and then I think I’ll go and find Cress, make sure she’s all right –’


‘You are worried, my darling, are you not?’ said Janine. ‘About other things than your sister. I could see it last night.’


‘No, really Janine, I’m fine,’ said Harriet, forcing a smile, fighting down the awful realization that Janine would suffer from her incompetence along with, more than, the rest. ‘Just the usual traumas, you know? But nothing serious, I promise. Nothing that’s going to spoil today anyway –’ Her voice trailed away and Janine said of course, she quite understood, and smiled at Harriet, and as she met her brilliant dark eyes Harriet could see that, as always, Janine was not remotely fooled by any of it, and she was suddenly a small girl again, crying behind her bedroom door, and she could hear Janine’s voice, quietly reasoning with her father at the foot of the stairs . . .





‘Jamie, don’t be angry with her. Don’t. It is not right.’


‘Janine, I’m sorry, but this is none of your business. Harriet is my daughter and I have to be firm with her. She has to learn she can’t behave like this.’


‘Like what? James, Harriet is only nine years of age. And she is terribly upset at the moment. She needs discipline, yes, I agree, but she also needs kindness and sympathy.’


‘Oh Janine, really.’ Her father’s voice sounded almost amused. ‘I thought the French were supposed to be tough on their kids. You sound like one of those American softies. It was only a puppy, for God’s sake. She hasn’t suffered a major bereavement.’


‘Only a puppy! Jamie, how can you say such things! That is being very, very tough, as you put it. To her of course it is a major bereavement. And since we are discussing the French attitude, I think there is much to be said for it. I would say we are not so much tough as demanding. We expect much of them. We treat them in a mature way. But we do try to understand them. And at this moment, I think Harriet needs much understanding.’


‘Well, I suppose so. I’m not very good at being understanding, I’m afraid. These days. All right. We’ll try a bit harder. But she’s so – awkward. It’s difficult, when –’


‘When the other little one is so easy and so good. Yes, yes I can see that. But –’ There was a fraction of a pause.


‘Yes?’ said James, his voice wary.


‘Well, it is no business of mine, of course. But I don’t think sending her away to this school is a good idea. That is certainly one thing we would never do in France. She is so young, Jamie, so tiny. She should be at home.’


‘Janine, forgive me, but it is none of your business. Maggie is finding her impossible, she’s disruptive, both here and at school, and this place we’ve found specializes in difficult children.’


‘Well I suppose you know what you are doing.’ Janine’s voice was cool, then she said, ‘I am going up to my room now. I am a little tired. Goodnight, Jamie.’


‘Goodnight, Janine. Sorry to have involved you in all this.’


‘Oh, don’t be foolish. I am family – nearly. I like being involved. In the rough and the smooth as well. I only wish I could help.’


‘’Fraid you can’t,’ said Jamie and his voice was heavy. ‘It’s – oh Christ, there’s my phone. Not the hospital, not tonight, please God.’


‘I will ask Him for you too. Goodnight, my dear.’





Harriet heard steps on the stairs, coming down the corridor, hid under her duvet, screwing her eyes up tight. There was a gentle tap on the door, then she heard the handle turn.


‘Harriet? Are you all right, mon ange.’ The voice, the voice she loved so much, so pretty, so much more interesting than her mother’s, was concerned, gentle. She lay silent: determinedly, deadly still.


‘Darling, I’m sure you must be awake. Do you want to talk to me?’


‘No,’ said Harriet, sniffily and reluctantly.


‘All right. But if you change your mind, I am going to bed, but I do not expect to sleep. I plan to read for quite a long while.’ Janine bent to kiss Harriet, her perfume, expensive, rich, seeming to surround her. Harriet put her arms out suddenly and gripped her neck.


‘You’re my favourite grown-up,’ she said. ‘My favourite grown-up of all.’


‘Darling! What a nice compliment. But –’


‘It’s true. Daddy’s so cross all the time, and Mummy – well, Mummy hates me.’


‘Harriet, of course she doesn’t hate you. You must not say such a thing.’


‘I do say it, because she does.’ She pulled a tissue from the box by her bed and blew her nose. ‘You’d hate me too, if you had to live with me. Anyway, they’re not going to have to live with me any more, are they, they’re sending me to this boarding-school place, getting rid of me –’


She was crying again now, harder than ever. Janine reached forward, drew her into her arms. It was funny, Harriet thought, that she was so small and thin, not cuddly and cosy-looking like her mother, and yet her arms were gentler, more comforting. She snuggled into the arms now, rested her head on Janine’s breast. ‘You should have been a mummy,’ she said.


‘Well, I would have liked that. But it didn’t work out so well. And I have you and your sister and –’


‘I wish you were my godmother. Not hers.’


‘I will tell you a little secret,’ said Janine, brushing her lips across Harriet’s head. ‘I wish I was your godmother too. I love Cressida very much of course, but I feel you are more like me. Not so perfect, not so good.’


‘She’s not perfect,’ said Harriet, her voice muffled again in Janine’s soft jumper. ‘She’s not perfect at all.’


‘Of course not,’ said Janine. ‘Nobody is perfect. But she is nearer to it than I, I think.’


‘No she isn’t. I hate her. I’ve always hated her.’


‘But why?’


‘Because she’s so pretty and goody-goody and she’s always being sickly sweet to everyone, and she’s mean to me so often, and nobody ever realizes.’


‘Harriet, you exaggerate I think.’


‘I don’t, I don’t. Once she threw my lovely baby doll, the one that cries you know, out of the window, and she got stuck on the flat roof and she was there for days in the rain, and another time she took my new pen that Grandpa Merlin had given me and lost it, and she told my best friend at school that I didn’t really like her and was always saying mean things about her and – oh I know you won’t believe me either, grown-ups never do.’


‘I believe you,’ said Janine unexpectedly, ‘of course I do. But all sisters squabble, Harriet, I certainly used to with mine. And I am sure you are not perfect either. And,’ she added with a spark of amusement in her dark eyes, ‘it certainly was not a good idea to throw your soup at her this evening.’


‘I know. I know it wasn’t. But she was giving me her look, you know? Her horrible goody-goody look, while Mummy was telling me not to be rude. And I thought – well I knew – it would make me feel better. And it did for a bit,’ she added with a sheepish, tearstained grin.


‘But now you are in terrible trouble, and not allowed to go to the party tomorrow, and your mother is very upset, and your father is angry. Do you still feel better?’


‘Yes,’ said Harriet, surprising herself with her own certainty. ‘Yes, I do. It was still worth it. Seeing her face change.’


‘You might have changed it forever. If the soup had been hotter.’


‘I know. And I know it was wrong. But she’s oh – oh I don’t know. And they both love her so much. And –’


‘And her puppy hasn’t just been run over, and she’s not being sent away to school. Is that it?’


‘Yes,’ said Harriet. ‘Yes, that’s it.’ And she started to cry again.


‘Harriet, listen. It was dreadfully sad about Biggles. Even I cried, and I do not greatly like dogs. Although I’m sure Biggles was a very special one. I still have the photograph of him you sent me. But you can have another puppy. Your parents have said so and –’


‘And what’s the point of that,’ said Harriet, ‘when I’m not going to be here with it? Oh Janine, it was so awful. The worst bad dream you ever had, only much much worse than that. I can’t stop thinking about it, it just goes on and on over and over again, in my head, like something on TV. I see it happening, I look out of the window and the gate’s open and I know I’ve shut it and I’m running and running down the drive and calling and calling him, and I can see him there, looking at me from the opposite side of the lane, sitting in the long grass, and then the lorry coming and him suddenly starting to pad over the lane towards me, rather slowly, wagging his tail, and then – and then the lorry on him, on him, Janine, tons of lorry, what do you think he felt like, can you imagine, and all my fault, all of it – oh Janine, how could I have done such an awful thing? I didn’t deserve him, did I, I didn’t deserve to have him. I wish I’d been under the lorry with him –’


‘Oh Harriet, my darling, chut, chut, please, don’t say such dreadful things. That would be no better, it would be a million times worse.’


‘Well I do. And then Mummy appeared, and she just led me back into the house, wouldn’t let me see him, wouldn’t let me near him, and Cressida was on the stairs, and do you know what she said?’


‘No, I don’t.’


‘She said, “Well it was your fault, you know, Harriet, you should have shut the gate.” Even Mummy was cross with her. And her horrible kitten was fine, sitting there on her bed washing itself. I’ll never forgive her for that, never. Of course she said she was sorry, Mummy made her, but she didn’t mean it, and she was holding her kitten at the time, stroking it. It’s all right for her, she’s still got something to love. Anyway, I don’t want another puppy, I want Biggles.’


‘Well,’ said Janine, ‘well, my darling, it is all very sad of course. But the pain will get better, I promise you. That is the first important lesson you are going to learn in life, Harriet. That pain gets better. All pain. And when it gets better, you will find you do want another puppy, and you won’t forget Biggles, but you will love the new one, a little bit differently of course, and –’


‘But I’ve told you,’ said Harriet, ‘I’m not going to be here. I’m going to this stupid school. So I can’t love anything, differently or not.’


‘Well,’ said Janine with a sigh, ‘perhaps you will like the school and perhaps it will not be stupid. Now then, would you like me to stay here and read you a story until you are feeling a little bit more like sleeping?’


‘I’m frightened to sleep,’ said Harriet, ‘I dream about it all. What happened. Every night. I try to stay awake, but I can’t. In the end I go to sleep and the dream comes.’


‘Allons, allons, mignonne,’ said Janine, taking her in her arms again, stroking her hair. ‘You shall come to my room, if you would like that, and sleep in my bed with me tonight. And if I think you are dreaming badly, I will waken you. All right? And very possibly, I think, once you have slept one night without the dream, it will not trouble you again.’


‘I think it will,’ said Harriet, ‘but that would be lovely, yes. I’d like that. Thank you.’


Janine held out her hand. It was such a beautiful hand, very white, with long slender fingers and brilliant red nails. Not the sort of hand you’d think would be comforting, but it was, warm and soft; Harriet closed her own round it and followed Janine along the corridor and into her room. And in the morning, she was still in Janine’s bed, and she realized she had slept all night without having the dream at all.





All the same she didn’t get another puppy; she said she didn’t want one. If they thought they could make her less upset about sending her away, just by doing something easy like buying her another puppy, they could think again. She still couldn’t believe it was all happening. She watched the trunk that had been her mother’s filling up slowly with her new uniform, she was bought new shoes, a lacrosse stick, a rather formal-looking watch, she had a medical check at the doctor’s, she was taken to the dentist, she had her hair cut, all in readiness for this dreadful event and she was taken to tea with another little girl who was already there, at St Madeleine’s, who told her it was lovely, great fun, much better than being at home, and she counted the time that was left until she had to go, first in weeks, then in days, finally in hours, and right up to the last minute when she was dressed in her new uniform, all brown and blue, she really expected her father to come into the room and say, ‘OK, darling, it’s all right, you don’t have to go if you really don’t want to,’ but he didn’t; it was all coming true, the nightmare.


She behaved, in her rage and terror, even worse than usual; she shouted at everyone, she refused to eat at mealtimes, (raiding the larder when no one was around for cakes and biscuits so she wasn’t hungry), she was rude to any of her mother’s friends who asked her kindly if she was looking forward to going to her new school; and she fought endlessly with Cressida, on one dreadful occasion pushing her from the top to the bottom of the stairs and knocking two of her front teeth out. They’d been loose anyway, so she couldn’t really see what all the fuss was about, and she said as much to her parents when they sat her down and asked her if she wasn’t ashamed of herself.


‘Harriet, darling,’ said her father (for he was more tolerant, tried to be more understanding of her behaviour than her mother was), ‘why did you do it? I don’t understand,’ and she said nothing, nothing at all, knowing that he wouldn’t believe her if she told him the reason, that Cressida had told her she couldn’t wait for her to go away.


The night before she went she lay in bed so frightened she thought she would die, her heart beating in great painful thudding bursts, her hands clammy with fear, determined not to cry, struggling not to cry; and there was a gentle knock at the door and Cressida came in, looking so sweet, so concerned. ‘I shall miss you,’ she said, ‘I don’t really want you to go,’ and she climbed into bed with her. To her great astonishment Harriet discovered that that made her feel better, all her hostility suddenly vanished, and they fell asleep in one another’s arms. She woke later, much later, to hear her parents whispering in the doorway.


‘Look,’ her mother was saying, ‘isn’t that sweet? Would you have believed it possible?’


And ‘No,’ her father said, ‘but it’s very encouraging. Maybe the separation really is going to be the best thing for them.’


‘I hope so. I’m so glad they’ve made it up, that they’re parting friends. Cressida’s had to take such a lot from Harriet these past few weeks. If she wasn’t such a sweet, forgiving little thing . . .’


Go on, Daddy, go on, say something nice about me, say something that shows you don’t think it’s all me, thought Harriet, feeling quite weak with the huge effort of keeping still, breathing quietly and steadily when she wanted to leap out of bed into their arms, beg them, for the last time, not to send her, promise to be good.


But ‘Yes I know,’ he said, ‘let’s hope this school can really do something for Harriet, make her a little bit sweeter too. Come on, we don’t want to wake them, all hell will be let loose.’


And they went out, closing the door with infinite care behind them, and Harriet lay awake for hours, seething, aching with misery, and when she finally went to sleep she dreamed for the first time in ages about Biggles and his tiny golden velvet body settled into the long grass by the side of the road, the last look of adoration he gave her as he set off towards her on his fat paws, and the hideous sound of the lorry’s brakes screeching and then the dead silence that settled on everything, and nothing to be seen of Biggles but a small trickle of blood leaking out from under one of the lorry’s front wheels.





The school was horrible. She could never remember feeling so lonely, so permanently, utterly unhappy, so literally sick with longing for home. They all wrote, even Cressida, but she wasn’t allowed to phone because the staff said it would be unsettling for her, and new girls weren’t allowed even a Sunday exeat for the first half of the term because that was supposed to be unsettling too. Harriet couldn’t imagine being any more unsettled than she was already; she felt permanently sick, she had terrible diarrhoea almost all the time, she couldn’t sleep, and she seemed to hear and see everything from the end of a long tunnel. She watched herself getting up in the morning, getting dressed, picking up the awful breakfast, trudging from the house over to the school; going to lessons, playing games, doing prep, and then going to bed again, and lying awake hour after hour, unable to sleep. The other girls began by trying to be kind, but they gave up in the face of her awful, blank-faced hostility and started teasing her instead, calling her Po Features and Farty Pants, imitating her as she ran endlessly, doubled up, to the loo.


She did badly at everything, made dense by misery, her considerable facility for games wrecked by increasingly poor health. When they came for her at half term, she fell into her father’s arms, sobbing helplessly; she was even pleased to see Cressida, and held her hand in the back of the car all the way home.


When it was time to go back, she locked herself in the lavatory and refused to come out; it was only when they promised that if she wasn’t feeling better by the end of term she could leave that she agreed to return. Then Cressida wrote to her, warning her not to believe them, that she had heard them saying the school was doing her good, that she was bound to settle down in time, and she realized that if she was ever to escape she would have to take some action herself.


The best thing, indeed the only thing, she decided, was to get expelled; once she had thought of it, she was excited at the sheer simplicity of the notion. She embarked upon her plan with the nearest to enjoyment she had felt for a long time, and started stealing the other girls’ things, over a period of a few weeks: a watch, a bracelet, a transistor radio, and some money from the lost property fines box, left unattended one day on the secretary’s desk. She left everything in her locker, which was duly searched when the alarm went up. Harriet stood in the headmistress’s study, looking at all the things on the large desk, and waited to hear the wonderful words, ‘We’ve asked your parents to come and take you home again.’ She had even begun to pack a few things in her attaché case before she was sent for, so confident was she.


Only the wonderful words didn’t come; instead the headmistress went droning on for hours about letting herself and her parents down and instead of being expelled, she was taken to the school psychiatrist, a droopy woman with greasy hair who said things like ‘Nobody is angry with you, Harriet, just very upset’ and ‘You must learn to understand yourself better, Harriet, and then you will know why you do these things.’


She had to spend an hour three days a week, learning to understand herself; the psychiatrist, who dressed in sagging beige garments and whose name was Dr Ormerod, asked her endless questions about her family, whether she felt they loved her, how she felt about her sister and whether she was angry about being sent away to school. Harriet certainly wasn’t going to make Dr Omerod’s job easy for her and give her the satisfaction of telling her she hated her sister, that she knew her family didn’t love her and she was extremely angry at being sent away to school; and besides she knew that if she did that, she would be labelled disturbed and unhappy, rather than bad, and crush any hopes of getting expelled. She said she loved her family and especially her sister, and she loved school, but she had lost her watch, she didn’t like the girl the bracelet belonged to and she’d needed money to buy the new David Cassidy LP.


She’d confidently expected this to do the trick and that her parents would be finally phoned and told to come and collect her immediately, but Dr Omerod who had sat listening to her very carefully, clutching her beige cardigan tightly around herself, her crumpled beige face very solemn, had suddenly smiled and said, ‘Well done, Harriet. You’ve made some very big progress. You’ve learnt to confront yourself, be honest about yourself. A lot of grown-ups can’t do that, you know. I’m proud of you. I’m going to talk to Miss Edmundson again, and see what she thinks, but I would like to see this whole thing set behind you. We need some more sessions of course, but I think we’re very well on our way.’


Harriet gave up, resigned herself to a life sentence.


And then Sir Merlin turned up.





She had always adored Sir Merlin. Even when she was tiny, only two or three, his visits were wonderful occasions, exciting, unpredictable; he brought her extraordinary presents, a stuffed monkey, a real shrunken head, a baby python. She loved the python and slept with it for a few weeks, but it began to grow rather large and feeding it was a problem. Sir Merlin came to an arrangement with the local abattoir where it was let loose on the large rat population, but Maggie, finally driven beyond endurance when it rose up at her one morning from the depths of the airing cupboard where it liked to sleep, insisted slightly hysterically on it going to the zoo. When Harriet was only six, he took her on a four-day camping expedition in a remote part of the Pyrenees; she returned exhausted, sunburnt, covered in mosquito bites and blissfully happy. Since then he had taken her on a trip every two or three years to all manner of marvellous places, as once he had taken her father. Together they had travelled to India, Morocco, Egypt, and had driven the length of America in a boneshaking truck; Harriet, while loving every trip more than the last, had come to associate travel with acute physical discomfort. And the best thing of all about her journeyings was that Cressida had shared none of this enchantment, had never shown the slightest desire to go. Even as a child she had liked her comforts.


‘Bit of a softic, your sister,’ Sir Merlin had remarked one night as they lay together in the confines of the truck, gazing at the glories of the Arizona night sky. It was the nearest he had ever come to criticizing Cressida, but Harriet knew he didn’t like her, and it made her happier still.


Cressida did not miss out altogether, because Theo, who thought she was wonderful, took her on long, exotic, sanitized holidays, staying in five-star hotels, flying in private planes, sailing on luxury yachts: all very far removed from the wondrous, vast, magical experiences that Harriet shared with Sir Merlin. The unique bond between them, forged by their first shared adventures, was strong and powerful; and Merlin had fought hard alongside Janine, Harriet knew, to spare her the miscries of St Madeleine’s. But he had not won.





She was sitting on a bench in the playground playing cat’s cradle with herself when she heard the familiar poop-poop of his beloved dark green Lagonda; hardly able to believe she wasn’t dreaming, she looked up and flew across the tarmac to him, flinging herself into his arms.


‘You’re looking very thin,’ he said, picking her up and setting her down again on the running board, and his brilliant blue eyes were concerned. ‘Don’t they feed you here?’


‘They try to,’ said Harriet with a shrug, ‘but I can’t eat it.’


‘Damnfool idea, the whole thing,’ he said. ‘I’ve come to take you out for lunch. Just got back from Java. Wonderful place. Tell you all about it. Come along. I suppose we should warn someone.’


‘Grandpa Merlin, they won’t let me out for lunch,’ said Harriet, her eyes round with horror. ‘We’re not even allowed out on Sundays and this is Tuesday.’


‘Oh rubbish. I’ll just tell ’em. Come on, Harriet, where’s your spirit gone?’


‘Dr Omerod’s busy killing it off,’ said Harriet with a sigh.


‘Who’s she? Never mind, tell me later. Hey, you!’ He waved his stick at one of the staff who was walking towards him.


‘Grandpa Merlin, you can’t do that,’ said Harriet, ‘you have to be polite to staff.’


‘What for? If they can’t look after you properly they don’t deserve politeness.’


‘I’m so sorry.’ Miss Foxted, the Latin teacher, as beige and droopy as Dr Omerod, her bosom hanging almost to her waist, with plaits coiled over her rather large ears, was hurrying over to them, out of breath with anxiety, ‘You really can’t park that car there.’


‘Why not?’ said Sir Merlin, looking at her in genuine puzzlement. ‘What harm’s it doing? I don’t see any precious plants beneath it, anything like that.’


‘Well, it’s . . . it’s the playground. It’s dangerous.’


‘Stuff and nonsense. Girls aren’t blind, are they? Can see a car when it’s moving, I imagine. Now look here, I’m taking Harriet out for the day. Have her back by bedtime if you like.’


‘You can’t do that, I’m afraid,’ said Miss Foxted, her beige face strained with anxiety and disapproval. ‘It’s a working school day, you know. And we insist on formal appointments, even for day exeats. Besides, I’m afraid I don’t even know who you are. It would be irresponsible of me to allow Harriet off the premises.’


‘Well, I can see that,’ said Sir Merlin, suddenly reasonable, holding out his hand, ‘I’m her father’s godfather. Sir Merlin Reid. How do you do. Want to phone I expect. We’ll wait here for you.’


‘Sir Merlin, I really can’t–’


‘Look,’ said Sir Merlin, ‘look, go and talk to your boss, whoever she is, will you? We haven’t got all day.’


‘But – I really don’t see – that is –’ Miss Foxted’s voice trailed into helplessness.


‘Tell you what,’ said Sir Merlin. ‘We’ll come with you.’


They followed Miss Foxted across the playground towards the headmistress’s study, stood outside while she went in; they could hear her voice, and Miss Edmundson’s voice, slowly rising. Finally Miss Edmundson came out. She smiled her gracious, understanding smile at Sir Merlin, held out her hand.


‘Sir Merlin! How nice to meet you. Now then, I understand you want to take Harriet out for the day. I’m afraid that will be quite impossible, against all our rules. Later in the term, one Sunday perhaps–’


‘Have you phoned her father?’


‘Certainly not. There is no question of her going out, therefore no question of phoning him.’


‘Look, woman –’ said Sir Merlin, and his white bushy eyebrows began to bristle; it was a sign to those who knew him that he was losing his temper. Miss Edmundson did not know that; she stood her ground, flushed.


‘Sir Merlin, I really don’t like–’


‘I don’t care what you like. I don’t like what I see of this child. She’s shockingly thin, she looks as if she hasn’t had any fresh air for months. What have you been doing to her?’


‘Sir Merlin, I assure you–’


‘I’m not interested in your assurances, I’m interested in Harriet. And I’m taking her out.’


‘But–’


Sir Merlin took Harriet’s hand, went to move away, then turned back.


‘Incidentally,’ he said, ‘what are the fees in this establishment?’


‘I’m afraid I don’t–’


‘They must be at least a thousand a term. That’s about – let’s see –’ He pulled a calculator from his pocket, and beamed at her over it. ‘Wonderful things these. You should get one if you haven’t already. Pay for themselves time and time again. Now then, thousand a term, let’s say twelve weeks, that’s eighty-four days, eleven pounds point 9047 pence a day. That’s a lot of money, wouldn’t you say? That you’re saving on Harriet today. I’ll tell my godson to dock it off the fees next term. Good day to you. Can’t wait any longer for you to make some damnfool phone call. I’ll have her back for bedtime, don’t fret.’


‘Sir Merlin–’


The Lagonda was halfway down the school drive before Harriet dared even to breathe.





Sir Merlin accomplished what the stealing, the illness, the misery, the tears, the begging letters to her parents, had not. Harriet was removed from St Madeleine’s; she first heard of this decision not from her parents, or even Miss Edmundson, but from Cressida. ‘I’m so excited, they’ve said you can come home,’ she had written in her neat, careful handwriting, ‘but I heard them say if you’re at all naughty you’ve got to go again.’





‘I think I’ll go down to the bridge and find Cressida,’ said Harriet, putting down her mug of tea. ‘She’s obviously feeling more nervous than we all thought. Funny, she was so amazingly calm last night. I’ll be back in a minute, Janine. Purdey, walk?’


But Purdey raised one weary eyebrow and sank back into her dreams.


Harriet went into the utility room, pulled on her mother’s old Barbour over the long T-shirt that was the nearest thing she possessed to a nightdress, stuck her feet into a pair of the long line of wellies that stood there and went out into the golden morning. The air was fresh, almost tangibly sweet; it was like breathing champagne, she thought, surprised at herself for thinking it. She was not greatly given to poetic observations. She walked across the small brick-paved courtyard outside the back door, through the walled rose garden that was her father’s pride and joy, and across the lawn. In the far corner was a small gate and beyond that a field leading to the stream and the little double-arched bridge. It was an absurdly pretty spot: the setting for countless family photographs, both formal and informal. A weeping willow trailed into the water, and on the other side of the bridge was a stone seat, set into a small grassy mound, with ferns growing round it.


Harriet had half expected to see Cressida standing on the bridge playing Pooh-sticks with herself, as she had done all her life at times of emotional turmoil – good or bad. She would stand there, leaning over, staring intently into the water, waiting for her stick to come through, a bundle more of them in her hands (Cressida never did anything without being carefully prepared), and usually Purdey would be sitting beside her, watching the water with the same concentrated gaze. Only this morning Purdey wasn’t there, and Cressida wasn’t there either; nor was she in the little spinney beyond the bridge, or at the top of the meadow opposite. She was nowhere to be seen.


Frowning slightly, Harriet turned and walked – quickly, anxiously, while telling herself that of course there was no need for anxiety – back across the grass, towards the house. And noticed, as she should have done earlier, she told herself, that there was only one set of footprints in the thick dew and they were her own; and no doggy prints either. So where had Cressida gone, with Purdey, and where was she now? Back in the house of course, Harriet told herself, she must have missed her, she would have gone down the lane, maybe towards the bridlepath, she liked that walk (but so early in the morning? so far on such a day?).


She walked across the courtyard and into the kitchen, her heart pounding just a little too hard, smiled, carefully casual, at Janine, said (her voice just slightly strained), ‘Cress back?’


And ‘No,’ said Janine, sounding surprised, ‘no, she is not back, was she not at the bridge?’


‘No,’ said Harriet, ‘no, hadn’t been there actually. Well, I expect she wanted to go a bit further, calm her nerves. I’ll – I’ll get dressed and go down to the shop in the car and get a paper, I think, probably pass her in the lane. If she’s not back already.’


‘Yes of course,’ said Janine, ‘and chérie, I will go and take a bath and we can all meet again here in a little while. I expect your mother will be down soon.’


‘’Fraid so,’ said Harriet, with a grin.





It was still very quiet upstairs; her mother must have taken a sleeping pill. Otherwise she would have been pacing the house by now. Harriet looked at her watch: quarter to seven. That meant Cressida had been gone for at least an hour. A long time for a wedding morning. Or maybe she’d come back, through the front door, and Harriet had missed her. She knocked gently on Cressida’s bedroom door: no answer. She opened it, looked in: the room was exactly the same – still, lifeless, neat. It was almost as if – Harriet shut the door again, stood very still for a moment and then, feeling slightly sick, her heart thudding uncomfortably in her throat went to her own room, pulled on some leggings and a clean T-shirt and ran downstairs again. Bloody Cressida, she thought, feeling suddenly angry: this was playing the drama queen just a bit too thoroughly. She must have realized they’d all be getting up by now and would start worrying: shit, where had she put her car keys? Probably on one of the hooks on the dresser, where they all hung their keys. Yes, she remembered now, she’d put them next to Cressida’s – hung on that irritating key ring of hers, with the naff ‘First Class Toilet’ sign – the night before. Harriet reached for them, and then saw that Cressida’s weren’t there: not on the hook, not on any hook, she thought, her eyes racing over the dresser. She ran out to the drive: no red mini there as it had been last night. Well, of course not, she said to herself, hanging onto calm with great effort. James had told her to put it away, said they must clear the drive, either he or Cressida must have put it in the garage. Harriet went over to the garage, stood looking at the big white double doors, taking deep breaths, confronting what she was afraid of; then put out her hand to turn the knob and noticed that her hand was shaking, her palm slippery with sweat. She pulled the door back and looked cautiously, almost fearfully in.


And what she saw was precisely what she had been afraid of seeing: the only car in the garage was Maggie’s little Renault; Cressida’s car was gone.



Chapter 3


Theo 6am


Theo woke up feeling, as he so often did, in serious need of sex. He could never understand why people didn’t want sex in the morning; after a night of close proximity to someone, curled, wrapped round them, the smell of them, the shape of them, the feel of them, what else could a normal person desire? It was the logical, natural sequence of events: first the foreplay, then the act. One of the main reasons he had made Sasha (apart from her blonde hair, wide blue eyes, impressive breasts and extremely good legs) the fifth Mrs Buchan was that she was wonderfully responsive in the mornings. ‘Oh, Theo,’ she would say, laughing, turning to him, kissing him, feeling for his penis, stroking it, fondling it, ‘Oh Theo, you are so wonderful.’ It was the best possible way to start the day; he would rise, after it, refreshed, as sleep alone could never make him feel, and stand in the shower, singing in his curiously tuneless voice, before heading for the gym and his religious-like progress round it. After that, and another shower, he would make his way through glass after glass of orange juice, bowl after bowl of coffee (wherever he was Theodore liked coffee in the French way) and a proper breakfast too, two very lightly boiled eggs followed by a great pile of croissants and pains au chocolat and tartine, and then he would take his great six-foot-five, 100-kilo frame into his dressing room and clothe it, and finally, still feeling wonderful, would pronounce himself ready for the day.


Only today, little of this progress through pleasure was to be granted to him. The Royal Hotel at Woodstock was extremely good, but there was no gym, no indoor pool even, nowhere for him to exercise. God, he should have told Jamie to check on that. So it would have to be jogging which he didn’t enjoy these days, now that he’d got so heavy, and what they called a Continental breakfast was no doubt a piddling little glass of orange juice and a couple of chewy croissants. He could have the English, which was clearly excellent, he’d studied the menu the night before, bacon, eggs, sausages, mushrooms and black pudding – God, it was years since he’d had black pudding – maybe that would see him through to the wedding luncheon which would not be until nearly teatime.


James had asked him if he and Sasha would have supper at the house that night, after everyone had gone; he was still trying to get out of that one, an emotional evening in the bosom of the Forrest family, with its own particular attendant torture, think of an excuse, but so far he’d failed. James had been quite hurt enough that he’d stayed at the hotel the night before, and . . . Theo wrenched his mind from the problem and decided to have a shower; but the thought was not tempting, an English shower, feeble, trickling, he’d spent half an hour the night before trying to get the soap out of his hair. God, where was Sasha?


It was only just on six, she couldn’t possibly have got up yet. Sasha liked to sleep late, usually slumbering peacefully (after satisfying his demands so deliciously) while he exercised, occasionally sitting up sleepily to be fed morsels of breakfast and sips of orange juice and then often dozing again until he got dressed and made the half-dozen or so phone calls that heralded the beginning of his working day.


‘Sasha?’ he called fretfully in the direction of the bathroom. ‘Sasha, where are you?’


No answer; Theo felt a rush of something close to real rage. She didn’t have to do much, for Christ’s sake, just be there for him. That was what women were for, in his opinion: to be there for men. When he had first met Sasha, she was actually working in a public relations company, and she’d told him she wanted to carry on with her work: her insistence that she was in some way important, contributing to the running of the company, amused and almost touched him, indeed he had enjoyed teasing her about it at the time, especially in front of his friends. ‘How was the board meeting today, Sasha?’ he would say, or ‘Tell us about that big deal you’ve got going through, Sasha, the one with that bank,’ and she would blush prettily and say, ‘Oh Theo, I can’t, you know it isn’t like that,’ and he would say, ‘No, no, if it’s important to you, then we’re all interested, I’d like you to tell us all about it.’ And he’d listen, smiling indulgently as she stammered through some story of a decision to take on two extra account executives, or a new contract with a client in the City, and then he would ask everyone their views on whatever it was, and she would sit only slightly discomfited, looking at him adoringly. But once they were married, he’d insisted on her severing every connection with the company; he was her partner now, he said, with just the merest shadow of menace in his voice, and the only deal she need concern herself with was the one with him. Yes of course she’d said, she completely agreed and understood, and she could quite see that looking after him was going to be not only much more important than anything else she might be involved in, but a great deal more interesting and fun. And she had tried, she had tried very hard, and in the nine months they had been married had made him very nearly happy. Not quite, but that wasn’t her fault. She was only thirty-one years old (to his fifty-nine), loving, thoughtful, charming to his friends and associates, a surprisingly talented housekeeper, a good cook (a talent she didn’t often get a chance to display) – and if she wasn’t exactly clever (a fact which he gently reminded her of from time to time, when she showed any real interest in his business affairs) she was bright enough to chatter away amusingly in any company. She was also extremely good at spending money. Theo had told her he wanted her to look the part of the wife of an international businessman and she’d taken her duties seriously, becoming a personal customer at such disparate places as Chanel, Valentino, Ralph Lauren, Jasper Conran and Jean-Paul Gaultier. Theo raided the jewellers of the world for her, and was said to be seeking a knighthood, simply so that Sasha could have a tiara; meanwhile her collection of gems was dazzling, although mostly stored in the vaults of various banks, her preferred jewellery chosen from Cobra and Bellamy and Butler and Wilson.


Theo’s five children, with the exception of Mungo, detested her, seeing her as a totally unscrupulous gold-digger, and his two elder daughters by wife three no longer spoke to him, since he refused to have them in the house unless they could be genuinely friendly to Sasha. His eldest son, Michael, by wife one, was distantly courteous to her, since his life and personal fortune were too caught up in the business to be otherwise, but Mungo, by wife two (always said to have been Theo’s one great true love, and who had died tragically of cancer after five very good years), made his father very happy by being patently fond of Sasha, said she was gorgeous, that it was nice to have someone his own age around, and that from where he was sitting, anyone who would take his father on deserved any little rewards that happened along her way.


What he meant also, Theo knew, was that anyone who could distract his attention from Mungo’s misdemeanours, or make excuses for them, was extremely welcome; wife number four in particular had been less than fond of Mungo, feeling, perhaps with some justification, that never having done what anyone would actually consider a day’s work in his life, and having lost at least a million at the poker table, a little discipline was called for, albeit somewhat late in the day, and had urged Theo to cut Mungo’s allowance, stop giving him the run of the Buchan homes, and make him at least consider the possibility of casting his mind in the direction of doing something in the way of gainful employment.


Well, she had been right, had number four, Jayne by name: Mungo’s behaviour was a great deal less than exemplary; but Theodore was hard-pressed to upbraid him on it, having led an almost identical life up to the age of thirty himself, when he managed to find the rush of adrenalin, hitherto only experienced at the poker game, in the business world and had trebled the fortune his father had left him by the age of thirty-five.


‘Business is just like poker,’ he was fond of saying, ‘it has nothing to do with chance or luck, or the cards you are dealt, and everything to do with how you read the situation. You can turn a terrible hand to a good one, simply by patience, and watchfulness.’


This maxim was much quoted in the business press. There was, as the financial journalists argued, a little more than patience and watchfulness to making a couple of billion pounds, which was what Theo was currently said to be worth, via his various companies (mostly food, oil and timber), but he would smile charmingly and say no, no, not at all, and if they ever cared to play poker with him, he would prove it to them.


He lived in one of three homes: a fine London house in The Boltons, a large apartment of breathtaking beauty in Paris, on the Ile St Louis, on the Quai Bethune, a chateau in the hills above Nice. He also owned a small island near Mustique, and another even smaller off the west coast of Scotland, a castle in County Cork, and an apartment in Trump Tower, New York – but they were for occasional visits, he explained, they were not homes. His favourite was undoubtedly Paris; Paris was where he had grown up, he said, where he had spent his happiest times, where he had his closest friends.


‘Paris is a sexy city,’ he liked to say, ‘people know how to enjoy themselves, how to please themselves.’


Sasha, on the other hand, preferred London.





Theo got out of bed, pulled on his bathrobe and went over to the window. It overlooked a quiet courtyard at the back of the hotel; in the distance he could see the glorious lyrical parkland of Blenheim. It was a perfect day; well, that was good. Probably be too hot, but the sun would shine on the bride, and they would all be able to wander about in the garden, drinking the champagne that he knew would be excellent because it had been his wedding present to James (not Cressida, to whom he had given a bed of considerable splendour, a late eighteenth-century French four-poster, with exquisitely painted and fluted posts and wonderful cream brocade curtains). ‘I don’t want any bloody nonsense,’ he’d said firmly, when he called to say twenty cases of Veuve Clicquot were being delivered to the Court House, ‘expensive business getting married, Christ, I should know, and you’re not a rich man.’


‘I’m quite rich enough, thank you,’ James had said with a touch of irritation, and Theo had said it was impossible to be rich enough and that James wasn’t rich at all by his standards, which was true, and couldn’t he give an old friend a little something to launch his daughter into married life?


As he looked down into the courtyard, frowning, increasingly displeased at Sasha’s absence, he suddenly realized that his car was missing. It was his favourite car: the silver Bentley Continental, immensely valuable. He kept it garaged in London through the winter and drove it with great pleasure down to the South of France every spring; he had driven it back up this summer, so that Cressida Forrest could have it for her wedding, and Theo’s chauffeur, who had sat wretchedly in the back of the Bentley for most of the journey up from Nice, was due to drive it over to the Court House at 1.30 to take first Maggie and the bridesmaids and then Cressida and James to the village church. And the last thing Theo had done last night before getting into bed was look fondly out of the window at it; now it had gone.


He turned to the phone and called reception: where was his chauffeur?


‘In his room, Mr Buchan. Shall I call him for you?’


‘Yes please. Tell him to get up here fast and send up some tea, would you?’


‘Certainly, Mr Buchan.’


‘And have you seen my wife?’


‘Yes, Mr Buchan. She went out about half an hour ago. She said she was going for a walk.’


A walk? Sasha’s idea of a walk was from one department of a shop to another. What the hell was going on?


There was a knock at the door; it was Brian, the driver. He looked nervous; he was wearing his dressing gown. ‘Yes, Mr Buchan?’


‘Brian, where the hell is my car?’ ‘Your car, Mr Buchan?’


‘Yes, Brian. You know what a car is? Motorized vehicle, four wheels, engine, that sort of thing. I have a few. Special favourite parked in the courtyard here last night. Any suggestions, Brian?’


‘Well, Mr Buchan, I do have one.’


‘Well, one is better than none, Brian. Come along, let’s have it.’


‘I think Mr Mungo might have it, Mr Buchan.’


‘Mungo? Took the Bentley? Brian, I do hope not. For both your sakes.’


‘I’m afraid that is what has happened, Mr Buchan. I’m sorry.’


‘But why did you let him, for Christ’s sake? And when did he take it and where?’


‘Well – he took it last night, Mr Buchan. Very late.’


‘Brian, for Christ’s sake why did you let him? You know that car is priceless. And that Mungo drives everything as if it was his Maserati. What was he doing taking it, late at night? He’d had at least a bottle of champagne and God knows how much wine at dinner. Sweet Jesus, if anything’s happened to that car I shall personally drive what is left of it over first him and then you.’


‘Yes, Mr Buchan.’ Brian looked as if such a course of action would be welcome.


‘OK. Let’s get some sense here. Why did you give him the key?’


‘I – didn’t. Well, not at first. He’d had rather a lot to drink as you say, and he said he felt like a drive. I told him he couldn’t have it, no matter what, and he said he’d win it off me. At poker.’


‘Oh really? You embarked on a game of poker, with my car as stake. Brian, you are fired. As of this moment.’


‘Mr Buchan, of course I didn’t. I said he couldn’t have the car whatever he did. And then he said quite right, Brian, spoken like a man. Let’s have a game anyway. He said he couldn’t sleep. So I said all right, and he went off and came back with some cards and a bottle of Scotch and young Mr Headleigh Drayton.’


‘Rufus? So he’s in on this as well.’


‘Yes, Mr Buchan. Well, we started and we played for – oh a couple of hours. Then the phone rang. It was reception. They said was Mr Mungo here, and I said yes. He took the call, and he seemed very upset. Genuinely upset. He was very white. He asked me to excuse him and Mr Headleigh Drayton for a moment, and they went outside the door. When they came back, he said “Look, Brian, I absolutely have to go somewhere. It’s a real crisis, I swear. Let me have the car.” He’d left his in London, as you know, and came down with Mr Headleigh Drayton. I said he couldn’t and that I didn’t trust him, told him to get a taxi. He said how was he going to get a taxi at two thirty in the morning in the middle of the country. He did seem terribly upset, Mr Buchan, they both did.’


‘Dear me. I suppose they were in tears.’


‘Mr Headleigh Drayton was very near tears, sir.’


‘Good God,’ said Theo, concerned for the first time at something other than his car. ‘And they wouldn’t tell you what it was about?’


‘Well – not really. They said they couldn’t, but they had to get over to see someone, that it was literally life or death. I said they should call an ambulance, but they said they would do less damage by dealing with it themselves. “I swear to you, Brian,” Mr Mungo said, “I swear on my mother’s grave I’m telling you the truth.” Well you know as well as I do, Mr Buchan, he just wouldn’t lie in such a way.’


‘No, no, I daresay he wouldn’t,’ said Theo impatiently. ‘All right. So did they say where they were going? Give you any clue? Or say when they’d be back?’


‘They said whatever happened, they’d have the car back by this morning, Mr Buchan. But that was all. And I believed them. So I – I let them have it. I’m very sorry, sir. But I felt it was worth the risk.’


‘Well I hope for your sake, Brian, that it was. I very much hope so. Oh, incidentally, have you seen Mrs Buchan this morning?’


‘Yes, sir. About an hour ago. I saw her going out of the front of the hotel. She had low-heeled shoes on, sir, she looked as if she was going for a walk.’


‘The world’s going mad,’ said Theo, ‘that’s what they told me in reception. I’m going back to my room. Let me know the moment they return, Brian.’


‘Yes, Mr Buchan.’


Theo went back to his room, and was about to get in the shower when the phone rang. ‘Brian? What –’


‘No, Theo, not Brian. It’s me. James. How are you?’


‘I’m about as all right as could be expected under the circumstances. My car, my son and my wife have gone missing, but otherwise everything is normal. They’re not there, are they? Any of them?’


‘No,’ said James, ‘no, not as far as I know.’


He sounded very odd; strained, his voice under tight control. Nerves, Theo supposed; he’d seemed all right last night at dinner.


‘Jamie, are you OK?’


‘No, not really,’ said James. There was a silence, then he said, ‘Theo, I’ve got to talk to you. Could I come over?’


Theo had heard those words, in that desperate overcontrolled tone, twice before. ‘Sure,’ he said, trying to sound reassuring.


‘I’ll be there in ten minutes.’


‘Fine. I’ll put the kettle on. Suite 2. First floor. Come straight up.’


That was an old joke of theirs about the kettle. He ordered some more tea and coffee and sat back to wait, remembering, remembering the first time, thirty years, a whole lifetime ago.





James had walked in the door, looking terrible. His face was white, drawn, as if he was bleeding internally. He looked a lot older than his twenty-nine years.


‘I’ve got to do something terrible,’ he said.


‘What do you mean, you’ve got to? If it’s upsetting you that much, don’t do it.’


‘I do have to. I don’t have any choice.’


‘What sort of something?’


‘Finish with Susie.’


‘I’ll have her,’ said Theo cheerfully.


‘Theo, don’t. Don’t joke about it. It’s not funny.’


‘No, I can see that. I’m sorry. Tell me about it.’


‘Well – it’s quite simple really. I have to finish with her.’


‘But why? I thought you and she were finally getting it together. After all these years.’


‘Christ Almighty, Theo, don’t make it worse.’


‘Well, why are you going to finish with her when it’s clearly making you so extremely unhappy?’


‘Because I’m getting married.’


‘Good God, Jamie, who to?’


‘Maggie Nicolson.’


‘Oh Jamie, Jamie, no.’ Theo was surprised at the depth of emotion in his own voice. ‘Don’t do it. Please. I’m deadly serious, you can’t do that. You can’t.’


‘Of course I can, Theo,’ said James. His voice was calmer: it was as if Theo’s reaction had steadied him. ‘I’m going to.’


‘But why?’


‘Because – because I want to. Because I love her.’


‘Bollocks.’


‘Theo, don’t be offensive. Maggie is a great girl. I’m very lucky.’


‘Uh-huh. So great you’ve hardly been near her for weeks. Hardly out of Susie’s bed.’


‘Don’t be filthy,’ said James wearily.


‘I feel filthy. It’s filthy news. What are you up to, for God’s sake?’


‘I’m not up to anything. I’m getting married. Christ, Theo, give me a drink. A very big, very strong one. Then I’ll go and see Susie.’


‘Not if I can help it you won’t. This is suicide, Jamie. Suicide of the soul.’


‘Yes,’ said James, suddenly. ‘I know. Christ I’m a shit, Theo.’
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