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Prologue


‘Ohmygod, I’ve forgotten my passport!’


        Tash French bombed back out of Hampstead Underground’s lift just as the doors were shutting, trapping her rucksack in its metal jaws with a dubious crunch and almost dislocating both of her shoulders as she was brought to an abrupt halt.


        Freeing the tattered and shredded bag – which had halved in size – she was briefly accused of fare-dodging and searched for incendiary devices by an enthusiastic guard before bursting out on to Hampstead High Street to run home and collect the truant document. She’d put it out on the kitchen table so that she wouldn’t forget it. She’d then covered it and the table in rubbish from her bag when searching for her luggage tags.


        Fighting her way through the crowds of shoppers, she glanced at her watch. She was supposed to be checking in for her flight in three-quarters of an hour. She’d never make it. If only she hadn’t got so engrossed in the daytime TV phone-in on restructuring and prioritising one’s life through astrology to overcome shyness and skin problems, she wouldn’t be this late.


        She ran breathlessly down the High Street before darting to the left and along Old Brewery Mews, unaware that pairs of holey socks, shabby knickers and some decidedly antique bras were being scattered from a tear in the rucksack, leaving a paperchase trail of smalls behind her. As she dashed into Willoughby Road, she left the mews looking as if a hundred swinging singles about to set off on a day trip to Benidorm had conga-ed down its pavement.


        


With her nose in a fellow rope-hanger’s armpit half an hour later, Tash was too tightly crammed into the corridor of a Piccadilly Line tube to look at her watch, but she knew she was cutting things finer than a Barbie doll’s hair ribbon if she was going to make it to Heathrow in time. She was firmly wedged between the anonymous armpit – devoid of Right Guard for several days, Tash deduced – a thin-haired woman with a twitch who was sucking a Fisherman’s Friend pungently and thrusting a Daily Express into the back of Tash’s neck, and a little Indian who was reading on tip-toes over the thin woman’s shoulder and listening to what sounded like a battery of tap-dancing centipedes marching along a metal sink unit on his personal stereo.


        In a very black section of tunnel between Hyde Park Corner and Knightsbridge, the train came to a shuddering, hissing halt and the lights dipped on and off like a department store five minutes before closing time. The engine went eerily quiet. Someone muttered in a did-you-know voice about signal failures at Gloucester Road. Everyone ignored him – only maniacs, after all, conversed with strangers on public transport – and pretended to be engrossed in the posters overhead telling them not to fare-dodge. A drunk began reedily singing ‘Underneath the Arches’. Still they didn’t move.


        A German couple were starting to have a heavily vowelled argument with the only recognisable words being ‘Wictoria’, ‘Vestminster’ and ‘Lie-cest-er Sqverer’.


        The did-you-know told them they were going the wrong way, but not to worry, just think – they were currently directly underneath Harrods.


        ‘Ve did Harrods on Ved-nes-day,’ snapped a German.


        The Indian’s centipedes continued on the drainer. The Express woman inserted another Fisherman’s Friend. Still the train remained motionless.


        Tash, reeling from the combined BO and lozenge fumes, started to snivel into the armpit. She’d definitely never make her flight now.


        In the depths of her patched-up rucksack, her alarm clock went off.


        


There turned out to be a bomb scare at South Kensington. All stations were to be evacuated.


        Having been firmly smacked on the bottom by the electric ticket barriers before filing out of Knightsbridge Underground, Tash walked groggily into a convoy of heavily guarded Arabs who almost swept her like driftwood into a stretch Merc. She hastily extracted herself and jumped on to a bus.


        Two stops later she jumped off. It was going the wrong way.


        Whimpering in panic, she looked at her watch. Her check-in time had passed; the plane was due to take off in three-quarters of an hour. Risking her life, and that of a cycling courier who was talking on his mobile phone and reading a map at the same time, she shot across the road.


        Once there, she ran after another bus and tripped over a Japanese tourist, flying gracefully into a striped Telecom tent and flattening the entire thing and the engineers inside.


        ‘Sorry!’ Tash muttered, disentangling herself from a web of Nikon straps and crushed BT employees.


        She dived after the bus and threw herself on to the tailgate


 


The bus terminated at Chiswick because the driver wanted to have his regulation coffee break.


        Tash wailed with frustration and looked around desperately for a glowing yellow rectangle above a black cab.


        Traffic groaned past her in convoy, emitting great clouds of grimy exhaust fumes and strains of top forty hits. Occupied cabs threaded in and out of the choked lanes like fat beetles pushing their way through slow-moving ladybirds, their drivers’ jaws constantly moving, occupants staring at the meters in silent horror, watching the numbers tick up like a jogger’s stopwatch. Hundreds of unoccupied cabs seemed to be whizzing back towards central London. None passed Tash, stranded forlornly on the opposite side of the busy road.


        In a few minutes’ time she’d be able to see her plane rising up from the distant smoky horizon like a great metal phoenix. She threw down her rucksack and stamped on top of it in frustration, her eyes bleary with tears.


        ‘Wanna lift, love?’


        A Darth Vadar in black leathers straddling a throbbing ebony 800cc BMW which was big enough to fit a jacuzzi pillion on, had drawn up beside her and was looking at her through half a centimetre of tinted visor.


        ‘Going to Heathrow?’ he asked in a muffled voice.


        Tash nodded doubtfully and peered through the smoked glass. All she could see was her own blotchy reflection – piggy-eyed and miserable. He was probably a mad rapist, she decided, intent on whisking her off to deepest Kew and torturing her in a hot-house.


        ‘It’s all right,’ he lifted the visor and turned out to be about fifty, West Indian and in possession of a Mother Teresa smile. ‘I work there. Look.’ He pointed to a parking permit on his wind deflector. It said he was called Murray de Souza and was in Security Division 385.2b.


        ‘Thanks, but I’ve missed my flight,’ Tash shrugged miserably.


        ‘Where you going?’


        ‘Paris. De Gaulle,’ Tash told him glumly. ‘At least I was.’


        Murray’s mouth split into a toothy laugh. He had gold fillings, Tash noticed. It was like looking into a prospector’s cellar.


        ‘You didn’t phone to check all the flights were running?’


        Tash shook her head.


        ‘Child, get on the bike.’


        


When Tash got to Heathrow – and miraculously, thanks to Murray’s help, into the right terminal and up to the correct desk – she found that all the flights into Paris were running three hours late due to an air traffic control strike.


        She then had to wait two hours by a rubber pot-plant and three depressed-looking angel fish in the departure lounge before boarding her plane. It was only when she was finally shuffling along a huge plastic tube with her grouchy fellow passengers, towards the mouth of the tin bird, that she realised she’d left the house with the television waffling downstairs, the radio blaring upstairs, all the lights blazing, the answerphone switched off and a garden window open because one of the cats had developed a phobia about the cat-flap. She also had an unpleasant feeling that she’d left her keys in the front door.


        ‘Er . . . do you mind awfully if I make a phone call?’ she asked a make-up-enamelled stewardess apologetically.










1


As the ‘Fasten Seat-belt’ and ‘No Smoking’ signs pinged on and off overhead, Tash drifted in and out of a fitful dose. Every time blissful and silent incoherence descended, she slipped sideways on to the tense, annoyed shoulders of the passenger beside her – a large, middle-aged woman who had earlier announced herself from ‘Cheam, dear’, before plugging into the ‘Easy Listening’ music channel. Mrs Cheam was layered in pink acrylic and every perfume tester Duty Free had to offer.


        Finding herself nose-to-shoulder with cérise and C’est La Vie!, Tash forced her motion-displaced body upright and tried to take an intense interest in the in-flight magazine instead.


        As soon as they were airborne she lurched up the aisle during a hefty bout of turbulence and located a mercenary-looking card-phone. Using the last few pounds left on the credit limit of her plastic, she rang the next-door neighbours in Derrin Road to ask them to take her keys out of the door. The wife (who Tash had nicknamed Molly Toff-Cocktail because she was so short-fused) answered with a pert sniff that she’d done exactly that five minutes after Tash had left and did she know her underwear was spread all over Hampstead?


        Feeling queasy, Tash wandered vaguely back to Mrs Cheam and the in-flight magazine.


        Thoughts of Max kept flashing through her mind. These generally consisted of the most embarrassing things she’d ever done: returning from the loo in Langans on one of their first dates with her skirt tucked in her knickers; him catching her cleaning her contact lens case with his toothbrush or spraying Chanel Pour Homme liberally round the kitchen to hide the smell of two-day-old cat lit; laughing when he told her his old bag of a mother had been accused (mistakenly as it turned out) of shoplifting in Harrods.


        Tash supposed she wasn’t the most sympathetic of cohabiters. But she loved Max – beautiful, spoilt, charming, the antithesis of herself – so desperately that sometimes it expressed itself in odd ways.


        He’d picked her up in the Café Bohème. Literally – a buckle of his beloved John Richmond jacket attaching itself to her tatty leather coat and lifting her off her seat as he’d brushed past, linking them together like a two-horse team. Trying to break free, Tash had looked into the most mischievous and merry grey eyes she’d ever encountered. Then a warm hand had covered hers and she’d almost passed out, the attraction was so sudden.


        ‘Why bother?’ With a gorgeous, crinkly smile Max had bent over her shoulder and, donkey blond hair mixing with her dark locks, tied their coats more securely together. ‘My mother keeps telling me to get hitched to a beautiful girl.’


        ‘I’m not sure I’m ready to get tied down,’ she’d laughed, taking in the long sooty lashes and cleft chin shaped like the base of an apple.


        They’d remained tethered together all evening, Max’s friends joining her university cronies. As they’d chatted and tangled eyes – accidentally brushing hands, feet, elbows, knees and cheeks in the crowded bar – Tash had thought she’d explode with excitement, her stomach grinding bubbles of anticipation into her pelvis like a pepper-mill. Later, they’d eaten at Kettners, clumsy with exuberance, getting unstoppable giggles over the silliest of jokes.


        Tash attended one lecture in the following six weeks.


        Max claimed she was a revelation. He adored the fact that she had boundless energy, drank as much as him, always finished her meals with relish instead of treating each chip as an increase in dress-size, and didn’t have to spend an hour taking her face off each time they went to bed. But, falling in love, Tash had no need to diet, wear make-up, sleep or sober up. Nor did she feel an urge to revise for her finals.


        Trailing back from her last, gruelling exam, she’d found three huge new Samsonite suitcases and a pile of packing cases completely blocking the steps to her shared flat. Beside them read a note:


 


Come live with me, and be my love,


And we will some new pleasures prove,


Besides, there’s piles of washing-up,


And the hall carpet could use a Hoov.


 


Inside, surrounded by red roses which matched his hay-fever red eyes, Max was smoking one cigarette after the other with shaking hands.


        They’d been living together for nearly a year. Tash had moved from her squalid university digs into the large terraced house in Hampstead with dreams of breakfasting together on the patio, cordon bleu and Puccini in front of the fire, whole weekends spent in bed with nothing but fresh fruit and champagne.


        Why did all her dreams revolve around food? she pondered, wishing she’d worn something with an elastic waist to fly in.


        What Tash had discovered in Derrin Road, Hampstead was endless chaotic piles of sullied smalls and two enormous Australian cricketers called Graham and Mikey, who shared the rented house with Max.


        (‘Kiwi!’ Graham would cry, ‘I’m a flaming New Zealander, not a beach bum whose granny was a pickpocket in Skittlefield, mate.’)


        Tash sank dreamily on to Mrs Cheam’s sumptuous shoulder, locating a patch of White Linen, and thought back on her maiden over at the Derrin Road house, affectionately known as the H-oval.


        


It hadn’t taken long to realise that her new home continually doubled as the club changing room. Webbed kit bags lined up outside the washing machine in the vague hope that their pungent contents would miraculously transfer themselves, clean and Persil-window-tested, into their owners’ drawers. Take-away cartons and empty beer cans littered every surface until the house resembled a recycling depot. Loud music and strangers pervaded the H-oval twenty-four hours a day. Tash grew accustomed to finding comatose bodies on the sofas, floorspace, in the bath and once even in between her and Max in bed.


        Tash occasionally harboured a resentful suspicion that Max adored his two team-mates far more than he did her. For a start, she reminded herself as Mrs Cheam swabbed her perspiring cleavage with an airline hot flannel, she couldn’t hit a boundary six from a slow delivery looped with backspin. Nor could she do a convincing Richie Benaud impersonation.


        


When she’d moved into Derrin Road, Tash had been at the total adoration stage with Max. He was the first lover she had ever shared toothpaste and phone bills with. His spoilt, confident public charm, matched with intense private gentleness towards her, seldom failed to reduce Tash to a spun-dry jelly of love. She would hug his jumpers when he’d gone to work, walk miles out of her way to get his favourite breakfast cereal and feel warm and romantic when she found one of his hairs wrapped round the soap (although more often than not it belonged to Mikey, who was paranoid about going bald).


        Torn between an inability to keep his hands off her and loyalty to his mates, Max had battled valiantly to secure them time alone together, apologising with a lop-sided smile every time three wingers trooped in with a video during a candlelit take-away. But not having him to herself had at times been agony. And being groped between mouthfuls of chop suey during a First Eleven gathering to watch Basic Instinct was embarrassing.


        Things came to a head when Tash, having blown a week’s wages on a wildly sexy outfit to please Max on his birthday, discovered on the night that his house-mate, Mikey, had whipped it from her wardrobe to wear to a tarts and vicars party. Instead of taking her side, Max had found the whole thing screamingly funny. He’d infuriated Tash further by claiming that Mikey had the legs for it – insinuating, Tash felt, that hers were like steel girders – and then suggesting she go as Terry Waite because she was tall and had big feet.


        


Tash extracted herself from Mrs Cheam’s tense shoulder-pad once more and accepted a huge gin and tonic from an air stewardess. She smiled up at the pretty woman dreamily, her thoughts full of Max.


        ‘I said here’s your credit card back, madam,’ the woman repeated irritably. ‘Madam left it in the phone. It seems a call to Dubai has been charged to it since take-off. Did madam place that call?’


        ‘Oh dear. No, I didn’t.’ Tash took back her card and handed the hostess a suddenly empty plastic tumbler in return. ‘Do you think I could have another one of these, please?’ she added weakly.


        Halfway down her next drink, the Dubai call miraculously lost significance. A short spell of turbulence deposited the remainder of her drink over Mrs Cheam’s handbag, but Tash was too wrapped up in nostalgia to notice. Oh, how she’d loved those first months at Derrin Road.


        


Although she and Max were seldom alone, their childish, hedonistic high spirits had been contagious. Night after night, the assembled Derrin Road revellers would stay up too late drinking whatever they could afford (usually the cheapest of enamel-stripping wine and lager) and playing a variety of competitions they made up from half-lost board games: Monogamyopoly, Strip Twister, Trivial Pervert, Draw-On-Your-Neighbour Pictionary and Snog Scruples. It was normally the gregarious Kiwi, Graham, who invented these, getting more and more creative until his games were totally unplayable.


        Tash was great friends with enormous, curly-haired Graham who, extremely soft-hearted under his flippant exterior, mothered her mercilessly. Graham worked as an off-shore oil-driller, spending two months on-rig and two off. This meant that when Tash was out of work (which was more often than not) they would sit in the kitchen all day drinking pints of coffee and smoking packets of fags, gassing like a pair of old women and watching day-time TV.


        Less accessible was the more image-conscious Mikey. The biggest earner of them all, working in the city, he regularly bailed the others out when the rent was due and more often than not bought in the household’s enormous alcohol supply. He was also the tidiest. Max and Graham were hopelessly unhouse-trained, and mess followed Tash around like a gutter-press gang. Mikey was less of a lad and more of a womaniser, with a seemingly unending stream of Louisas, Samanthas and Gemmas leaving earrings in the bathroom, lipstick stains on the mugs and tantrums on the answerphone. He treated Tash like a slightly irritating child.


        Looking back, Tash supposed she had behaved like one.


        Unable to hold down any job for more than two weeks, she had countered feeling increasingly bored and isolated by entertaining the Derrin Road mob. Soon her chilli was notorious in North London and she had an alcoholic intake second only to Oliver Reed’s. Her repertoire of blue jokes increased tenfold and Mikey started to complain that his girlfriends kept bumping into one another when they dropped in for a chat with her.


        Then one night several months ago, Max had gently suggested she should try harder to find a decent job. It was only then that it occurred to Tash – three-quarters of the way down a bottle of Fitou at the time – that she wasn’t the world’s most dynamic partner. Her days consisted of sleeping off her hangover until it was time to get up for Neighbours, the Daily Mail quick crossword and riotous coffee with the Derrin Road stragglers.


        Getting into his subject with increasing vigour, Max had gone on to point out that when he returned from work each evening he was greeted with an action-packed summary of Australian soap plots followed by long moans about Mikey helping himself to her butter from the fridge. She was corrupting Graham, he’d told her lightly, and now saw more of Max’s cricketing and rugby gang than of him – and she kept making them coffee with his Nescafé.


        Max had insisted that he was only telling her for her own good, she was far too bright, talented and zany to waste her life as she was. He wanted to see her where she belonged, emblazoned on the catalogues of all the greatest galleries in London.


        Tash now suspected this ‘talk’ marked the first mildewed dots of rot appearing in their relationship. It had been the forerunner of a legion.


        Determined to live up to his expectations, Tash had dug out her interview skirt and redoubled her efforts to find a job which she wouldn’t get fed up with before her first coffee break. With a degree in fine art – or ‘potato printing’ as Max referred to it – she found a limited spectrum of choice. The eighties boom was over, and one needed a PhD in information technology to temp at a desk-top keyboard.


        In the end, desperately broke, she lied through her teeth to a very flash local estate agent and got freelance work photographing split-level church conversions in Camden and mock Georgian houses in The Bishops Avenue, where even the garages were en suite. Her erratic fees just about got the rent in on time, although she had many sleepless nights poring over the Hamlyn Guide To Photography. She told everyone else that she was working as a freelance illustrator.


        Max had initially been so pleased that he bought her a wildly expensive dinner in Suntory. Tash, not wanting to offend him by confessing that she hated Japanese food, had spent the entire night throwing up in the bathroom.


        That night the wind changed and set Max’s face in a habitual grimace.


        More freelance work for a local newspaper followed. Tash swopped boozy lunches in Derrin Road for even sleazier ones in the Horse and Groom with her new-found hack friends. They made her laugh, were acerbically ambitious, knew everyone and bought enormous rounds. She loved them to bits.


        Max, grumbling that he saw her even less than before she worked, booked tickets at the Coliseum to see Tosca.


        Vapid from spending all afternoon at a drunken private viewing with the listings editor, Tash had fallen asleep in the tube on the way and ended up in Kennington. When she’d finally made her way back to the West End, Max had given the tickets to two students and was fuming by a railing.


        She’d made it up to him afterwards by agreeing to play Seed-uction, Max’s favourite game. He would go into a bar and sit nursing a drink; Tash would follow five minutes behind and, pretending not to know him, eye him up across the room, order a drink to be sent over and generally flirt till it hurt. Tash found these routines intensely embarrassing, especially as she was terribly short-sighted and often got the wrong man, which infuriated Max.


        With a snowball of panic careering ever larger down to her stomach, she’d started to sense that the barely bridgeable gap between Max’s idea of fun and her own was fast becoming a chasm.


        Yet his continually scornful face had merely made her twice as determined to win back his approval.


        


At the far end of the plane, stewardesses had started to extract plastic shrink-wrapped breeze blocks from metal trolleys and deposit them on the fold-down tables in front of passengers. Tash mindlessly put the in-flight magazine into Mrs Cheam’s damp handbag and cast her mind back two months.


        Why, in this life of Beamish and board games till dawn at the H-oval, had everything turned so sour? she asked herself miserably.


        


Max, beautiful, friendly, laid-back Max with his crinkly smile and Jean Hughes Anglade looks had suddenly, almost overnight, gone off her. He found fault in everything she did. Her scatter-brained optimism, childish impulsiveness (she bought two cats, Boots and Poshpaws, not realising they were incontinent, misanthropic and hated one another) and her constant need for security seemed to irritate him beyond belief. He started suggesting she dye her hair blonde, wear red lipstick and invest in flat shoes because her favourite ‘bimbo boots’ made him nervous.


        Tash had been terrified he was seeing someone else.


        She’d decided to probe Graham and Mikey as subtly as possible about Max’s fidelity. Tash’s subtlety being non-existent, they had twigged immediately.


        ‘Get outa here!’ Graham’s eyes had widened dramatically. ‘Does Her Mag wear a g-string? Is the Pope a lesbian? Forget it, Tash, and make us a cuppa to get over the shock.’


        Mikey had just raised an eyebrow and asked her if she’d been taking acid.


        So Tash had read up on stress at work instead. Positive that Max’s stress factor was at top rating, she started running him hot baths for his return from work, giving him nightly massages and cooking him low-fat, high-fibre meals.


        ‘Do you think I’m pregnant?’ he would snap from the confines of the bathroom, ensconced in Aroma-foam for the Modern Man.


        ‘I’m not constipated,’ he’d mumble, deep in a plate of lentil stodge (whatever Tash cooked, it always turned out looking like porridge).


        To cheer her up, the Derrin Road mob had taken Tash out for a raucous Chinese. Max refused to go. Returning in the small hours, she’d discovered him curled round a bottle of vodka, asleep in her wardrobe. Coaxing him out, Tash had kissed his wet eyes with tearful apologies, stroking his hair like a child until he’d fallen asleep with his head in her lap. But the next day he’d refused to talk to her, staying out until the small hours to pay her back, coming in so drunk that he’d crashed out fully clothed on the sofa.


        Tash, fearing rejection, hadn’t dared confront Max and simply ask him outright what was the matter. Yet the harder she tried to please him, the more withdrawn he became. Finally, in despair, she’d persuaded herself that if she ignored the problem it would simply go away.


        They just walked round one another for weeks on end. He stayed home at night, getting pissed with the team. She went out more and more with her hack friends and old university chums, spending too much money and feeling inadequate. She got into bed long after he’d fallen asleep and he got up long before she woke.


        


‘Thank you.’


        Tash stared without enthusiasm at the white plastic tray containing pale plastic cutlery and anaemic plastic food. Max could have fast-bowled eleven wickets with the salad roll, she thought wistfully.


        While Mrs Cheam unplugged herself from ‘Easy Listening’ and tucked in, Tash studied the overhead gadgets thoughtfully, playing with the light and nearly blasting her eyebrows into her cleavage with the ventilating fan.


        ‘You going to France for your hols, dear?’ Mrs Cheam asked through a mouthful of ham and latex pancake.


        Tash nodded, her own mouth occupied by rubberised asparagus tubing.


        ‘Me too,’ Mrs Cheam glowed over a thimble of champagne. ‘I’m off for a jolly. I’ll tell you this because you’re sweet and somehow I’m sure you’ll understand. Since my husband, Malcolm, died I haven’t had much company, you see, dear.’ She lowered her voice and cast a secretive eye over her shoulder. ‘I’m going on a singles weekend.’


        ‘Oh, yes?’ Tash croaked, wondering fretfully why she personally looked like she’d understand.


        ‘Yes,’ Mrs Cheam looked excited. ‘It’s called the Queen’s Club – Stopovers in Gay Paree for the Discreet Unattached Art Deco fan, they say. I saw it advertised in Time Out. Very reasonable price, dear.’


        Tash choked on her trifle-in-a-tub, hoping her neighbour wasn’t heading for a big surprise about Gay Paris.


        ‘You meeting anyone you know?’ Mrs Cheam continued blithely.


        ‘My family,’ Tash muttered with a heavy heart. ‘My mother lives in France, you see.’


 


When her mother had phoned, Tash had just finished attempting to flatten her stomach with a few sit-ups in the kitchen. She’d got to five and cricked her neck so was raiding the fridge instead.


        ‘Natasha . . . is that you, sweety?’


        Tash had had her mouth full of potato salad.


        ‘Mmmmph.’


        ‘Tash? . . . Are you all right? The line’s bloody awful.’


        ‘Mmmph . . .’ Chomp, chomp. ‘Fine, Mummy. How’s everything going? How’s Pascal and Polly?’


        ‘Pascal’s in Zurich. Polly’s super. Hardly speaks a word of English, though. Far from being bilingual she just sprouts Franglais all the time. Look, darling, I’ve had this simply splendid idea and you’re not allowed to say no. If you had anything planned for July, sweetheart, cancel it.’


        Tash’s mother, Alexandra, was the product of a wild French mother and a somewhat unhinged British writer. Having divorced Tash’s father, James French – a stuffy golf fanatic – eight years ago, Alexandra had gone on to marry the far more exotic Pascal d’Eblouir shortly afterwards.


        ‘I’ve stopped being a half-French French and am going to become a French ex-French, darlings!’ she’d announced brightly to her three astonished children. ‘Granny’s chuffed to bits because she says that your father still thinks Victor Hugo is an air-traffic control term.’


        Tash had been devastated. France seemed further than Narnia. She’d never got on with her father, and saw her mother’s desertion as personal.


        Glamorous Pascal was one of the youngest sons of a powerful French shipping family and ten years Alexandra’s junior. They now lived alternately in an enormous ultra-modern Parisian apartment, courtesy of d’Eblouir Inc, and a vast and wonderfully tumbledown manoir near Saumur in the Loire, which they had been trying to renovate for the seven years of their marriage. For six of those they had been joined by Pollyanna, their untamable offspring.


        Standing in the Derrin Road kitchen, mindlessly dropping potato salad over the tiled floor, it had suddenly dawned on Tash that she was being asked to spend the summer at the manoir with her disparate, feuding family and – oh no!  –


        ‘Do bring Max, darling. I’m dying to meet him. Sophia tells me no one’s been allowed to see him yet . . . simply everyone’s coming, even your uncle, Edward. None of us have seen the old rogue in over ten years. He’s flying over from the States in July. Did you know—’


        And, like a scurrilous gossip columnist phoning copy through for a last-minute deadline, she’d barely paused for breath as she launched into full anecdotal flood.


        


Sipping lukewarm airline coffee which tasted like infused cricket box, Tash remembered her mother’s excited gossiping about the family.


        A very lapsed Catholic meeting the promiscuous sixties head-on, Alexandra had produced three children from her first marriage – two of those with James French’s permission. Later, with her second husband, came the addition of Polly. She loved them all with wholehearted, if unconventional, intensity. It clearly terrified her that, holed up in France and preoccupied with Pascal and Polly, she had drifted further and further from the thoughts of her grown-up children across the Channel. Summer visits were getting rarer. Tash’s elder brother, the intractable Matty, referred to her simply as ‘Mammon’.


        Tash now realised that this family house party was Alexandra’s attempt at a grand reconciliation.


        She guiltily recalled how, a month ago, she had simply stopped listening to her mother in favour of thinking up a convincing excuse not to go.


        


‘. . . and you will bring Max, won’t you, darling? Promise?’ Alexandra had repeated towards the end of her spiel. ‘You can’t keep him all to yourself.’


        To Tash the thought of spending a whole summer with her entire weird and wonderful family was intimidating enough. The prospect of inflicting them, even for a week, on Max was doubly daunting. The idea of all that plus the current cold war which was going on between Max and herself had made the potato salad shift uncomfortably in her stomach.


        ‘The thing is, Mummy,’ her doodles had become more and more Pollockesque on the phone pad by this time, ‘I’m absolutely stony broke at the moment. I can’t afford not to work for that long. Cat food’s hellishly expensive in England.’


        ‘Pascal and I can let you have some money, darling. It’s not a problem. Whatever happened to your shares?’


        ‘I bought a car.’ No need to mention that she’d already wrapped it round a lamp-post on the North Circular without insurance.


        ‘Well, just let me know how much you need. I’ll sort out your flight. All your expenses are covered at this end. I’ll even send you some tog dosh.’


        As teenagers, Tash and her sister had been given a monthly clothing allowance known as ‘tog dosh’. Tash had spent most of it on cheap ra-ra skirts and boob tubes which she was far too fat for. Now she prayed for kaftans to make a reappearance on the cat-walks.


        ‘Um . . . that’s great, Mummy . . . just . . . great . . . but you see Max can’t get much time off work, really. He’s already got three weeks off for cricket tour in August.’


        ‘Not a problem. He can just pop over for a weekend or something. Meet everyone.’


        Tash had by now completely dead-headed an already dead busy lizzy. ‘He could . . . yes . . . um  . . .’


        ‘You don’t sound very keen, sweetheart.’ Alexandra had paused, obviously thinking out a new tactic. ‘Darling, we haven’t seen you for simply ages. It would be just awful if you couldn’t come.’ Pause . . . more thought. ‘Sophia and Ben are bringing little Lotty and the new baby – oh! And those glamorous friends of theirs, Hugo and Amanda – er – thingamybob.’


        Ah, veiled attack, Mother! Tash had almost passed out. Hugo Thingamybob – alias Hugo Beauchamp, best man at Sophia and Ben’s wedding and object of all Tash’s fantasies from eighteen to twenty-one (Max intervened at that point, although occasionally Tash had a relapse).


        Her mother had continued the Paris-to-London blanket bombing on Tash’s conscience, while all the time Tash secretly envisaged Hugo’s divine face.


        ‘Matty and Sally are bringing the children too,’ Alexandra had enthused. Matty was Tash’s politically correct elder brother. ‘I haven’t seen Tor since the christening. She’ll have doubled in size no doubt—’


        Off again. Tash had tried to concentrate, but dreamy images of Hugo Beauchamp kept floating past. Beautiful, insolent, spoilt but impossibly sexy Hugo. The potato salad performed several back flips until her mother snapped her out of her daze like a shot of adrenalin into a strained muscle.


        ‘So how’s the job, sweety?’ Alexandra had suddenly asked, inadvertently terrifying Tash into absolute submission to her every whim.


        ‘Great!’ Tash had squeaked defensively.


        ‘Still working for that glamorous art studio?’


        ‘Oh yes, Mummy, quite.’


        ‘Sophia tells me you got a commission for a book cover.’


        Christ! Tash had clutched a drawer handle so hard it snapped off. Had she told her sister that? Sophia always made her lie out of paranoid inadequacy. What else had she told her?


        ‘I’ll post you the tickets a.s.a.p., Tash . . . Tash? . . . Natasha? . . . NATASHA!’


        ‘Okay, Mummy, that’d be lovely.’ Tash had finally conceded defeat with a worried sigh. ‘I can’t vouch for Max, though.’


        By this time Graham had surfaced from one of his twenty-four-hour sleep-ins and was staggering round the kitchen bleary-eyed, looking for a clean mug.


        ‘Look, I must go, Mummy, someone’s at the door,’ Tash had muttered, handing him one off the drainer.


        Graham had raised his eyebrows and spooned three heaped teaspoons of coffee into the chipped Snoopy mug.


        ‘Mmmm – yes, Mummy . . . I will . . . mmm . . . yes . . . okay  . . .’


        ‘Ding Dong!’ Graham had said loudly, shooting her a wink.


        ‘Yes . . . well, it’s always sounded odd, Mummy. The batteries are running down.’ Tash had aimed a kick at him but missed and stubbed her toe on the dresser instead.


        ‘Okay . . . love you too. Give Polly and Pascal my love. Bye . . . bye.’


        Afterwards, Tash had stood beside the phone for a long time, chewing her thumbnail in trepidation. Then a thought had struck her a pleasant blow on the chest.


        Hugo Beauchamp! Well, well. She’d wandered distractedly past Graham, not hearing his offer of a cuppa, and drifted upstairs to do some more sit-ups in private.


        


Tash suddenly came to with her face buried deep in Mrs Cheam’s pillowy stomach. Her eyes watered from Anaïs Anaïs. She’d just been dreaming about Max seducing a troop of cornflower-blue-eyed, all-American cheer-leaders.


        Apologising profusely to Mrs Cheam, she ordered her third enormous gin and tonic and thumbed through the emergency instructions leaflet before opting for working out which passenger looked most like a terrorist.


        Staring with critical suspicion at a very thin man who was nervously clutching a cheap briefcase, Tash mulled over her dream. It was one of many since their disastrous final ‘talk’ ten days ago.


        


Somehow there had never been an ideal time to ask Max about the holiday. He was either being unbearably ratty or ignoring her. She kept putting it off.


        Surely a free trip to the Loire was the ideal pick-me-up for a flagging relationship? Tash had told herself whenever on the verge of broaching the subject with Max. Not with my family it isn’t, her conscience had countered.


        She’d told her mother that she’d fly out in the last week in June. It got to June the sixteenth and she still hadn’t mentioned it to Max.


        Graham was on-rig that week. Mikey had taken up weekend residence in a flat in Covent Garden belonging to someone called Letitia. All the Derrin Road drunks had been temporarily evicted by Tash, who, in a moment of Taurean guilt-compensation, had located the vacuum and was attempting to find the carpet under a debris of cans and ashtrays. She and Max were for once alone and awake at the same time.


        It had come out in an incoherent babble just as he was lifting his legs for her to tidy underneath them.


        ‘My mother’s having a summer house party in the Loire and we’re invited – she’s sent me the tickets – it’s all expenses paid – you only have to come for the weekend she says – but, I mean you could stay for much longer . . . er . . . she’s invited lots of family and friends – if you can take the time off, that is – not that you have to come at all if you don’t want to . . . um . . . well?’


        ‘Pardon?’ Max had looked up from a copy of Esquire, somewhat perplexed.


        ‘Er . . . do you want to come on holiday to France this summer?’


        ‘Come and meet the folks sortofthing?’ Max’s slate eyes had been unreadable, his dark brows arched in two bemused bass clefs.


        ‘Not exactly. My family aren’t quite like that.’ How could she explain to him that a holiday with the Borgias would probably be more appetising?


        ‘I’ve never had the opportunity to find out,’ he’d muttered, returning to Esquire.


        ‘Well, now’s your chance.’ Because she didn’t want him to come at all, Tash had sounded as if she were offering him a week in a Moss Side nudist colony.


        The inevitability of Max’s reaction hadn’t stopped it hurting.


        ‘Tash, I think we need to talk . . . I’ve been wanting to say something to you for ages now.’


        ‘Oh,’ she’d squeaked. Why did her voice sound like she had just emptied the vacuum bag into her mouth? She had stopped mid-tidy and sunk into a sofa, unfortunately on top of Poshpaws, who took great exception.


        ‘Yes,’ Max had sighed, hooking an ankle up on to his knee. ‘In fact I get the distinct impression that you’ve been avoiding conversing with old Maximilian lately. I’ve been thinking seriously about flash cards.’


        ‘Have you?’ Tash had picked at a balding patch of her jeans. Like Mikey’s head, she’d found herself thinking quite irrationally.


        ‘Tash, look at me.’


        Tash hated eye contact. It came from having odd eyes – one amber, one grey. She looked constantly as if she’d lost one tinted contact lens.


        Turning in his direction, she’d held Max’s steady gaze for an instant before settling for staring at his mouth.


        ‘Tash, do you love me?’


        ‘Yes . . . that is . . . yes.’ Her voice had wavered, desperate not to sound clingy.


        ‘You don’t sound very sure.’


        Oh, get it over with, Max. Tell me I’m fired.


        ‘Oh, I am, I am!’ She’d stared at that gorgeous mouth and wanted to weep. Then she’d noticed a cold sore and looked quickly away.


        ‘Are you happy with things the way they are?’ He’d moved in next to her on the sofa.


        No, no – you don’t love me any more. I have no self-confidence without you.


        ‘Yes . . . well . . . it’s a bit awkward with Mikey and Graham and stuff . . . but . . . you know  . . .’


        Why can’t I express myself? Why, why, why?


        ‘Well, I’m not.’


        She’d chewed her lip and fought tears.


        That had been her opening, she now realised. The chance for her to bow down gracefully had nudged her in the heart expectantly. She should have nobly taken her cue and suggested he keep Kate Bush while she took possession of Ry Cooder.


        Instead she’d just croaked, ‘Oh, yes?’ staring glumly at his shoes until he was forced to plough on.


        ‘It’s everything, Tash, not just us. The job, London, the lads, everything.’ He’d taken her hand, examining the paint stains and bitten nails which always smelt of white spirit or photographic fluids.


        ‘Henry’s bankrupt,’ he’d announced finally.


        His boss! Tash had looked at Max in horror. He’d once told her that Henry was the only man on earth he really admired.


        ‘The receivers come in at the end of the week.’


        ‘Christ . . . I’m so sorry.’ Tash had squeezed his hand. ‘What’s he going to do?’


        ‘He’ll have to get a job working for someone else. His house is mortgaged up to the roof felt,’ Max had told her sadly, ‘and Sarah’s expecting sprog three in August.’


        There was a pause.


        Tash, looking back, could only remember hearing one of the cats sharpening its claws on the stairs’ carpet, nothing of Max’s shattered expression.


        ‘And you?’ she’d finally managed to croak.


        Max had let her hand go and stared out of the window.


        ‘I’m . . . er . . . I’m thinking of going to the States.’


        Tash had remained motionless, the pause button depressed on her pulses.


        ‘Just for a bit. See how the land lies. Perhaps get a job there for a while . . . or just have a holiday. See Dad.’


        Max’s father lived in New York. Tash had always thought Max and he loathed one another.


        ‘I really needed your support recently, Tash.’ Max had measured his voice carefully for the final insult. ‘But you’ve been too busy to notice. It seems you’ve got time for everyone else but me. I’m amazed you still bother to sleep here at night.’


        Tash had been too aware of the truth in his words to disagree and too ashamed of herself to attempt the hopeless post-mortem of an apology.


        


The memory of that strained conversation where more was left unsaid than actually spoken, leaving silences so heavy that a mind-reader could have taken dictation, made Tash’s eyes blur over. Turning away so that Mrs Cheam couldn’t see, she blew her nose loudly on her hot flannel, inadvertently affording most of the plane a full view of her distress.


        Yet, looking back, she was amazed at how calmly she’d taken Max’s news, asking ‘When are you going?’, ‘Have you got enough money?’, ‘What about Derrin Road?’ She even thought to ask about the cricket tour. Anything to divert from the topic of their relationship and her culpability.


        From that day on, Max’s disapproving face was replaced by a martyred one. Tash had guiltily helped him prepare to go, dyeing all his shirts prison grey in the wash, losing his socks and ironing burns into his chinos. She’d even agreed to lend him her precious camera when he dropped heavy hints later that week.


        Yet, right up until he left for JFK ten days later, nothing was said about their relationship. Max became more affectionate than in recent months, but his thoughts seemed somehow miles and miles away as if they’d been sent on ahead to wait in left luggage. It was as though he was putting his whole life on hold to step outside of it for a bit. Tash had an awful feeling that when he returned she would no longer be included.


        Mikey and Graham had been equally perturbed.


        ‘He owes me a grand,’ Mikey had raged.


        ‘Who’s going to bat first?’ wailed Graham.


        Tash had hidden from them both, convinced that she was personally responsible. Escaping to France should have come as a relief, but the thought of her overwhelmingly self-confident family and the sneering beauty of Hugo Beauchamp waiting for her there made her mourn even more desperately for Max. The warm, gentle Max she’d let down and lost.


        


With ten minutes to landing, Tash desperately wanted to spruce up for whichever of her family had come to meet her – particularly if, by some complete and rather horrifying miracle, Hugo Beauchamp was with them.


        Penned into a two-foot-square toilet cubicle, she realised that her reflection needed more than the contents of her soap-bag to revive it. In fact it was doubtful that the entire cosmetics department of Dickins and Jones could do much. The bags under her eyes looked like coal sacks, her hair was as greasy at the roots as it was frizzy at the ends and two giant spots had emerged in perfect symmetry on either side of her chin. She needed dark glasses, a hat and a yashmak. Instead she slapped on some spot-cover and a few hefty puffs of CoCo and meandered back to Mrs Cheam, who had swopped her scratchy scarf and enormous spiked brooch from right to left shoulders and was gibbering because a stewardess had accused her of trying to make off with the in-flight magazine.


        Ears popping as they descended, Tash wished she had time for another gin and tonic.
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Meanwhile, at Home Farm on the Holdham Estate in Worcestershire, Sophia Meredith was busily ramming a three-day-old flower arrangement down the waste disposal unit in her sumptuously oak-clad kitchen.


        Provided Josh didn’t throw up his Heinz babyfood Chicken Provençal, everything was running perfectly to schedule, Sophia told herself proudly. She glanced dubiously at her long-lashed, blond-haired boy. Who would imagine something so angelic could produce so much waste product? He wasn’t taking to solids as well as his sister, Lotty, had. Three lots of Farley’s Rusks had been returned on to his Beatrix Potter bib only that morning. But Josh remained sucking intently on a red plastic alphabet chain from Hamleys.


        Sophia busied herself slinging out the contents of the fridge that would go off in their absence. Out flew the untouched M and S delicatessen tubs, all the Fortnum’s goodies she’d bought last week, half a goose and the salmon she’d bought yesterday, before she and Ben had decided to eat out instead.


        She’d half filled a black bin liner when it occurred to her that she could have offered the lot to Joan, the char, who was coming to collect the keys that afternoon.


        ‘Drat it!’ Sophia secured the top with string instead.


        She glanced at the clock. Half one. Where was Ben? She’d specifically told him he had to be back in plenty of time for the arrival of his friends, Hugo and Amanda. And he had to take the dogs up to the Hall to stay with his parents. In fact, there were only two things marked as done on his list of Things To Do – both of those delegated to Ron the gardener that morning.


        Tutting irritably, Sophia ticked off Fridge from her own list.


        As the unpleasant realisation that she’d just jettisoned the lunch she was due to give Hugo and Amanda dawned on Sophia, Paola, the smudge-eyed, coal-haired au pair, walked in with a sheepish-looking Lotty.


        ‘As queek as I pack ’er clothes she ees unpack them,’ Paola moaned.


        ‘Want to take Noo Noo!’ wailed Lotty.


        At three, Charlotte Meredith was an exquisite ebony-haired mini-replica of her mother. She was also spoiled rotten. She was seemingly surgically attached to her ‘Noo Noo’, a grubby old cot blanket which no amount of Biotex could improve. In fact the current Noo Noo was a great advance on the previous one, an ancient pair of Granny B’s support knickers fished out from who knows where. They had met a tragic end – or so Ben had told Lotty – at the hands of the Noo Noo Monster. Since then Lotty hadn’t let her new Noo Noo out of her sight.


        ‘You can only take Noo Noo if you let Paola pack your clothes,’ Sophia sighed, lifting an eyebrow as she noticed her nanny’s suede mini-skirt, donned no doubt in Hugo’s honour.


        ‘Want to take Hippo.’ Lotty’s mouth set into a concrete pout.


        ‘You can take Hippo too – if—’


        ‘Want to take Ted and Mugs and Mr Messy and Nelly and Flumps and—’


        ‘You can take Noo Noo and Hippo and that’s that!’


        Lotty had her I’m-about-to-cry-until-you-give-in face on so Sophia added quickly, ‘You can tell all the other toys about your holiday when you get back. Won’t that be fun?’


        Lotty looked speculative.


        ‘I’m surprised you didn’t want Puddles to come too,’ Sophia added under her breath as she turned back to her list. Puddles was Lotty’s Shetland pony.


        ‘Daddy said no this morning.’ Lotty wandered over to the French windows. ‘Why are the doggies playing piggie-back?’


        ‘Oh no!’ yelped Sophia. ‘Not again! Molly’s in season.’


        


In the end Sophia took the dogs up to the Hall herself. She would have liked to walk across the estate to clear her head, but with four dogs plus their baskets and assorted paraphernalia she had to load them into the Range Rover instead.


        Even driving up the back entrance to Holdham Hall she was, as always, struck by the sheer size and beauty of the place. Looking at the rows and rows of vast mullioned windows nestling in ivy-coated ornate stonework like rock pools in a seaweed-choked shore, she was shot through with pride. One day all this will be Ben’s and mine, she thought triumphantly. With the medieval splendour of Holdham and its formal landscaped park set against a Cambridge-blue sky, nothing could so idyllically encapsulate Sophia’s childhood dreams. It was the backdrop to the Barbara Cartland novels she had once devoured, the glossiest cover Country Life had ever had, Sophia’s enchanted play-pen. And if she squinted, she could almost ignore the Visitors’ Car Park sign beside the coach house.


        As she swung the Range Rover into the Hall’s gravel carriage sweep, Sophia cursed her mother for the umpteenth time that week for organising this stupid house party in France. What did her family care for Ben being Viscount Guarlford, soon to be twelfth Earl of Malvern? Did it matter to them that the locals idol-worshipped her? Glamorous Lady Guarlford, ex-model, perfect mother, society hostess – did you see her featured in Hello! last month? Gorgeous.


        Daddy had been so pleased for her, Sophia reflected wistfully. He’d even sold his precious Cotmans to pay for the wedding. That wonderful reception in three vast marquees in the garden of Benedict House, her childhood home. Daddy and his marvellous second wife, Henrietta, running everything like clockwork. Mummy’s side of the family kept to a minimum and hidden behind vast flower arrangements at the top table. Except Cass that is. Sophia adored her aunt, who was her mother Alexandra’s younger sister. In fact the assured presence of Cass was the one bright spot in this whole dismal holiday idea.


        Sophia parked by a series of colourfully flowering tubs and let the dogs out of the back, keeping a firm hold of Molly’s collar.


        Bea, Ben’s mother, came out of the house to welcome her.


        ‘Hello, Sophie,’ she barked brusquely. ‘Here, let me help.’


        Beatrice Meredith was a big woman – big-boned, big-bottomed and very big-voiced. Having herself been titled before marrying the current Earl, she had at first disapproved greatly of her eldest son’s choice. Ben had no sense of form. Fine for a younger son to marry looks, but the heir to Holdham?


        However, Bea now grudgingly conceded that her daughter-in-law had proved her worth over the past four years. Holdham’s public image was up. They’d had more visitors flocking to the Hall this year than ever before in the hope of catching a glimpse of the elegant and famous young wife of handsome Viscount Guarlford. And visitors meant money to the flagging estate funds.


        Sophia also seemed to produce healthy, good-looking children, which was all to the good. Bea hated to admit it of her own offspring, but the last generation of Merediths – except perhaps Ben – had been a pretty motley bunch. Bea would never fully approve of her eldest son’s choice – and got Sophia’s name wrong as often as possible to demonstrate this – but she’d learnt to endure the pink champagne and parquet brigade with just a twist of a withering smile. Lineage, after all, was what mattered.


        Sophia, in turn, relished life at Holdham. She was happy to be cushioned away from the five a.m. starts of the modelling world, the paranoid vanity and acid bitchiness.


        At first, marrying into such a closed, suspicious family with its rigid, unspoken rules was a nightmare which made the catty cat-walks seem Utopia by comparison. They’d all oozed unending, arrogant self-confidence and a distinctive disdain towards her.


        But Sophia had her fair share of guts. Finding that her looks couldn’t, as usual, propel her into distinction in this eccentric, cliquey circle, she tried new tactics in her determination to fulfil her dream and become lady of the manor, or Viscountess of impeccable manners. She pored over Debrett’s and involved herself wholeheartedly in the West of England gentry.


        Within weeks of her marriage she was sitting on committees for the World Wide Fund for Nature and Guidedogs for the Blind. She helped Bea organise fetes for the BFSS, coffee mornings for the National Trust, gymkhanas for the local hunt and balls for the Conservatives. All the time she was blissfully unaware that she was continually ‘doing the wrong thing’, serving up cucumber sandwiches and Kir at shooting lunches or wearing next to nothing to the Royal Yacht Squadron Ball in Cowes week (nearly causing William, Ben’s father, to have his second stroke).


        While Ben, in time-honoured tradition, was following Cirencester AC by on-the-job training to run the two-thousand-acre estate, Sophia helped Bea plan the summer open days at Holdham. She had never in her romantic dream anticipated the organisation and planning that went into opening a stately home to the public and maintaining its upkeep. Furniture and pictures had to be restored, gardens replanted. The public demanded tea rooms, toilets, a gift shop and tour guides. It all boiled down to money and more fund-raising events.


        This is where Sophia finally slotted into the Holdham puzzle and made herself indispensable. She’d met and befriended a great many famous names throughout her modelling career. Through these contacts she organised hugely successful crowd-and money-pullers for Holdham: a celebrity murder weekend, a hot air balloon race and fashion show, an outdoor Shakespeare in the grounds and that unforgettable jousting weekend where a particularly auspicious chat-show host had lost his wig in front of several hundred spectators.


        The green welly and gundog brigade had been agog. They couldn’t approve. Four-hundred-year-old parkland being cut up by overexcited pop stars wielding ten foot poles on horseback. They couldn’t disapprove either. All that money! The tapestries could be rehung, the coach house reroofed, Bea wouldn’t have to sell her four-in-hand team to indulge her children. Camilla could come out to a proper ball instead of a boring drinks party and – whoopee! – they could get rid of bloody Fergus for a year in Australia to decide he wasn’t a Buddhist of the Seventh Order of Hedonesia; that would ensure the youngest Meredith went to Christ Church to study agriculture and join the Bullers like his elder brother, Jonathan, not to grotty old Manchester to study Ancient Norse literature as he seemed wont to do. Eton really was getting too liberal for words.


        So Sophia was at last accepted into the closed society she was in love with – albeit as ‘the Noo Noo Noov’.


        Yet Sophia’s triumph meant nothing to her own family. The only titles Alexandra respected were embossed in well-worn gold on musty, leather-bound books that lined the walls of her tatty house in the Loire.


        Always the dunce of the French family, Sophia had lacked the natural academic ability of her brother and didn’t possess her sister’s artistic flair. Whereas they could accumulate O and A levels without missing a single first team match, she had struggled and sweated over the simplest exercises, and only accumulated boyfriends. Despite having adorned the front cover of every glossy magazine and being linked with some of the most desirable men in the world by the age of twenty-six, Sophia was aware that to her cultivated, eloquent family she had never really achieved anything.


        Only Tash looked up to her, she reflected bitterly. But poor old Tash was so lumpy and gormless. No, she wanted to dazzle her mother and all her vivid, articulate, multi-coloured house party with her new-found skills. If she had inspired the Meredith clan then surely she could capture the admiration of her own family?


        She shared a quick jug of Pimms with Bea and her sisters-in-law, Camilla and Lucinda, in the long Holdham terrace. Bliss! It was so peaceful, with just the faint whirr of one of the gardeners mowing a distant lawn.


        Suddenly Sophia groaned. Moving fast along the avenue of limes in the distance was a red BMW. The light was dappling through the archway of trees on to its paintwork.


        Would it go left or right at the park gates? She held her breath. Drat it! It went left. That meant it was heading for the farm. Hugo and Amanda, no doubt.


        ‘I must go, Bea,’ she announced, standing up. ‘Thanks a million for the absolutely smashing drink.’


        Bea winced. She wished her daughter-in-law wouldn’t use such gushing vernacular.


        ‘Do you want me to come over and help?’ asked Camilla, her large, round face crimson. She’d had a massive crush on Hugo Beauchamp for as long as she could remember.


        ‘No thanks, Milly.’ Sophia glanced at her own reflection in a massive paned window. She looked like a cubist painting. Not bad though, she told herself with satisfaction. Thank God she’d changed out of jeans into her little Caroline Charles trouser suit. Amanda, though not exactly competition, was a very slick dresser.


        


As she bumped up the front driveway to the farm (must get that resurfaced, she noted), Sophia leaned forward and extracted Ben’s Ray Bans from the glove compartment. Sunglasses always made her feel more in control. Gave her an edge. Besides, she hadn’t reapplied her eye make-up in four hours.


        ‘Darlings!’ She stepped from the Range Rover as Hugo and Amanda appeared out of the glass doors to the left. ‘So sorry I wasn’t here when you arrived. Ben’s mother insisted I stay for a drink.’


        Lord, but Hugo was looking good, Sophia marvelled – better than ever. Tall, high-cheek-boned, with that thick, luscious tawny hair one just longed to run fingers through, and those wicked sapphire eyes  . . .


        ‘You’re looking tired, Hugo,’ she said smoothly, taking a sharp grip on herself. Hugo may be madly attractive – she had almost fallen for Ben’s dearest chum herself on first meeting him – but he was also horribly conceited and, Sophia reminded herself, far too good at putting her down.


        ‘Hello, darling.’ Hugo smiled, Spode-blue eyes crinkling against the sun as he came forward to greet her. ‘You look typically edible – such a shame Amanda’s put me on a diet. We’ve been sitting in your conservatory admiring your Zen taste in greenery.’


        The new conservatory had been finished last week but, as yet, Sophia had only bought one rather ugly rubber plant, which was gasping for life amid the paint fumes.


        Sophia smiled feebly, then spotted Hugo’s companion scuffing an expensive leather toe into a pot hole.


        ‘Amanda, sweetheart!’ Sophia enveloped the small, shoulder-padded woman in a scented hug. She hoped Givenchy was fighting off any smell of dog. ‘You look absolutely wonderful.’


        Drawing back, Sophia noticed that Amanda did actually look surprisingly good. The last time they’d all met, Amanda and Hugo had been on the verge of splitting up for about the fifth time. Amanda had been piggy-eyed, dirty-haired and foul-mouthed. Now, wearing a sparkling white business suit that nipped her waist to non-existence and displayed shapely brown legs at the end of a pencil-thin skirt, she looked every bit the powerful executive that could cut you dead with a single glance. Her hair was cropped to an inch and slicked back. Sleek and blonde, it emphasised her bold, ever critical, almond-shaped eyes.


        ‘Hi, Sophia.’ Amanda flashed a wary smile.


        ‘You’ve cut off all your gorgeous hair!’ Sophia lamented, guiding them into the house.


        ‘How’s the job? Has Paola given you any of her disgusting coffee yet?’


        Amanda smiled to herself. Sophia liked to ask questions, considering it correct social form, but got bored by the answers. She had developed a way of avoiding them by asking how you were, then immediately saying something that prevented your telling her.


        ‘Yes, she did.’ Amanda followed Sophia into the vast sitting room, glancing around critically. Yuk! She’d bought two of those ghastly new Liberty chintzes to cover the chesterfields. What was wrong with the old striped covers? Amanda wondered. They had reminded her of smoking dope and eating curry off her lap with Hugo and Ben during those nefarious weekends before Sophia and her little lists arrived. Ten to one the silly cow had written an itinerary for the trip and stuck it on to the fridge in the kitchen with one of those awful fake-food magnets she kept buying. Why did Sophia run everything like a military operation?


        ‘The job’s great,’ she announced, sitting on an armchair to avoid the chintz. ‘The chief exec had an apoplectic fit when I told him I was taking four weeks off. “But you’ve just come back from skiing!” he kept wailing – forgotten it was over a year ago. I’ve bribed the old shit by promising to bring him back a case of Pouilly Fumé.’ Amanda paused, noticing that her hostess was still wearing a pair of very scratched sunglasses, which kept slipping off her nose. ‘Have you got a headache, Sophia?’


        ‘No!’ Sophia, who was too vain to expose diffusing mascara, threw open the French windows and positioned herself in a shaft of sunlight. Realising she looked silly, she started haphazardly thinning the wisteria. Hugo’s girlfriend could put someone on edge just by uncapping her pen, she reflected.


        Amanda was top media planner at a glossy advertising agency with more initials in its title than members of staff. In some ways Sophia found her ludicrous. When she had first met her, Amanda had had a Vodafone permanently glued between power-dressed shoulder and Chanel earring. But she was an immensely charismatic woman – she had to be to keep the capricious Hugo in tow for so long (not that he hadn’t strayed once or twice, the knowledge of which saved Sophia from feeling totally intimidated by the abrupt Amanda). For someone so slight, she acted more like a man. She swore like a trooper, could drink anyone under the table, was guaranteed to know someone in virtually every restaurant in London, regularly beat men twice her size at tennis and fought tooth and nail for her independence.


        Despite all this, Sophia guessed that Hugo and Amanda remained unmarried through his choice, not hers. Amanda had her own flat on Chelsea Harbour and, because of her work, only stayed with Hugo at Haydown, his Berkshire pile, at weekends. As far as Sophia knew, Hugo very seldom bothered with London. Besides, she mused, he could have much more fun on his own (or rather not) at home during the week.


        Hugo wandered back into the sitting room, having disappeared off for yet another pee. He’d taken cocaine with Amanda and some of her cronies last night. Bloody awful drug – it was playing havoc with his waterworks. Terrific sex though, he remembered, admiring Sophia’s long curving body, almost hidden by her dreary suit. She’d started wearing such Women’s Institute clothes since getting in with the Vulture, as Hugo called Ben’s mother.


        ‘Where’s the old sod himself got to?’ he asked, helping himself to a large scotch.


        ‘If you mean Ben, he disappeared off with some Forestry Commission bloke at the crack of dawn and hasn’t been seen since,’ Sophia explained tersely. She’d decided there was a limit to the amount of time one could wear dark glasses indoors. ‘How’s Haydown? I must just check Paola’s packed everything on the children’s lists. Help yourself to a drink, Amanda.’ And she was off.


        ‘Do you think old Merrydeath’s given Sophia a black eye?’ Hugo asked Amanda after she’d gone. He studied a photo of the Eton team that had won the Princess Elizabeth cup at Henley ten years earlier. ‘God, I look miserable. Chap behind me was a raving queer – had a gruesome pash on the cox.’


        Amanda raised her eyebrows at Hugo, contemplating whether to continue the argument they’d been having in the car. Thinking better of it, she picked up a copy of Tatler from the coffee table. It fell open with broken-spined obedience on a spread of Sophia wrapped in velvet Dior with Holdham majestically in the background.


        


Ben rolled in at three, having taken the Forestry Commission man for some pub grub in the village.


        A tall, rangy blond mid-fielder, he was the most wonderfully laid-back man Amanda knew. Whereas Hugo’s insolent and bored indifference had a very volatile, almost childlike flipside, Ben was simply a gentle giant. What came across initially as the same arrogance as Hugo exuded was just his lazy, unconcerned manner. He was also the scruffiest individual you could care to meet.


        After giving Amanda a kiss and searching every cupboard for his fags, which Sophia had tidied up, he sat down on a sofa, stretched his long legs out on the coffee table and started talking to Hugo about his passion, the estate.


        ‘Marvellous chap that Les Edgecombe. Knew old man Millar when he was over at Mitcheldean. Suggested I replanted Wexcombe Copse with fir. Told him it’s been a birch plantation for the best part of three centuries. Just said the bloody puritans hadn’t a clue when it came to conifers.’ He laughed. ‘Christ, I’m parched. Beer?’


        Hugo, who’d downed two enormous whiskies, fancied nothing better and went with Ben through to the kitchen.


        ‘Don’t s’pose I could help myself to a bowl of cereal or something?’ he asked. ‘I’m actually famished. No lunch. Sophia on another diet? By the way I’ve seen a terrific three-quarter bred in—’


        Amanda, about to pursue them, heard Hugo start to talk horse and changed her mind. Hugo kept a yard of eventers in Berkshire, mostly for pleasure, but seemed to be getting more and more consumed by them. He played cricket and polo less, even skied less. Now it was bridles and bits, haynets and hunting from dawn to dusk. Ben, whose father kept his own pack, loved nothing more than a hard day to hounds and was only too happy to talk about God’s noblest beast for hours on end. Amanda would rather talk about boiled potatoes and cabbage.


        She decided to go and find Sophia, who’d only been glimpsed popping in and out clutching potties and cuddly toys for the past half-hour.


        Having wandered upstairs (noticing yet more unfamiliar chintz and nick-nacks), Amanda went into a bedroom to find Sophia supervising Paola cleaning up what looked like regurgitated babyfood.


        ‘Chicken Provençal,’ muttered Sophia through clenched teeth. ‘Where the hell’s Ben? He’s so bloody unreliable.’


        ‘In the kitchen with Hugo.’ Amanda was staring at five enormous Louis Vuitton cases stacked neatly by the door.


        ‘I suppose one of those is stuffed full of disposable nappies?’ she observed.


        But Sophia had stalked past her towards the stairs to bring Ben to heel.


        ‘Those are just ’er clothes,’ said Paola nodding at the cases. ‘The cheeldren’s things are in the nursery and Signor’s is here.’ By the bed was a grip bag no bigger than a satchel.


        


They set off in the overloaded Range Rover at four, by which time Sophia (who’d scheduled three-thirty on her list) was twitching noticeably.


        She’s very uptight, thought Amanda happily. Sophia normally oozed bovine motherhood and professional social skills.


        They had chartered a flight from Staverton. Paola, who’d matched her suede mini with a skin-tight lycra body stocking, got car-sick within ten minutes and asked to have all the windows open. Sophia’s hairdo instantly developed a heavily backcombed look and she assumed an even more murderous expression.


        ‘A mate of mine’s selling a bloody good nag in Boddington,’ announced Hugo, who’d commandeered the front seat next to Ben so he didn’t have to sit with ‘the brats’. ‘Don’t s’pose there’s any chance of a detour?’


        Amanda joined Sophia in twitching. Sophia’s chin moved forward an inch.
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Tash waited ages at the revolving baggage-claim because she didn’t recognise Mikey’s canvas rucksack. She then threw it over her shoulder, nearly garrotting herself and several bystanders, and staggered with as fresh a smile as she could muster through the arrivals gate. Her eyes darted around the gallery of faces for a familiar one.


        They were still darting round from a seat in the arrivals lounge twenty minutes later. They continued darting from the bureau de change and then from the cafeteria as she downed three espressos in forty-five minutes.


        Eventually, fearing eye-strain or her contact lenses popping out from caffeine overdose, she picked her way through to the collection of telephone booths, which sprouted up from the centre of the lounge like a French Milton Keynes, and then attempted to shove some unfamiliar coins into a slot which kept spitting them out again.


        She finally got through. It rang for ages at the other end. Tash watched a couple being reunited as more arrivals flooded in. They kissed so sensually. She was shot through with a sudden ache for Max.


        Pascal answered.


        ‘Pascal, it’s Tash – Natasha.’


        ‘Natasha, chérie! Comment ça va?’


        ‘Fine . . . I mean bien, Pascal. Thing is I’m at the airport  . . .’


        ‘. . . Oui  . . .’


        ‘Well, no one else is. That is, no one’s here to meet me.’


        ‘You did not come weeth your – er – brother?’


        ‘No – I flew. He’s driving Sally and the kids. Should I have?’


        ‘Er – c’est un problème. Tu es seule?’


        ‘Yes, Pascal, I said I was seule.’ She could imagine her stepfather puffing out his cheeks and looking desperately round for Alexandra. He must be sober. He could only speak English when he was drunk, which was mercifully most of the time.


        ‘Depuis combien de temps es-tu là?’


        ‘Sorry?’


        ‘Attendes . . . Xandra! Xandra! . . . A téléphone! . . . Xandra! Il y a un appel téléphonique pour toi! Merde!’ There was a long silence and several clunks. Tash noticed her reflection in the metal behind the operating instructions. The spots were getting bigger: she now looked as if she’d been bitten on the chin by a vampire. She shoved in another phone token.


        ‘Natasha – allô—’ Pascal panted. He’d obviously done a quick sprint round the manoir. ‘Elle est absente pour le moment – er – look, you can – er – take a taxi? Yes? You understand?’


        ‘Yes . . . I mean no! Pascal, I haven’t enough money. It’s over two hours’ drive.’


        ‘This ees good. À tout à l’heure, chérie!’ And with that the phone went dead.


        Bloody Pascal! Tash knew her stepfather well enough to realise that he understood English far better than he let on. Undoubtedly, on discovering that he was alone in the house, he couldn’t face the drive to Paris and conveniently forgot how to use the future tense.


        


Two and a half hours later, Tash sat sweating in the back of a taxi, sliding from one end of the burning plastic seat to the other as the dusty Renault sped round hairpin bends and skirted sheer precipices with barely a pin-width to spare. Cheerfully oblivious of Tash’s green face, the taxi driver had accompanied (flat tenor) the whole of Bon Jovi’s greatest hits and was now starting on Queen’s.


        It was unbearably hot. What had been a grey, overcast day in London was a scorching and stuffy one just across the Channel. Ian McCaskill would have a field day with the warm front that was currently blast-furnacing Tash.


        Her memory of where the manoir was, combined with confusion over ‘gauche’ and ‘droite’, got them lost several times. The sun was sinking in a red and orange shot-silk sky as she spotted the silhouetted shapes of the spiky medieval pilasters and the large dome of the bell-tower peeking up from behind a giant black oak wood to their droite . . . or was it gauche?


        


When the taxi crunched into the courtyard, scattering chickens, Alexandra d’Eblouir came rushing down the steps from her beautiful, decaying house followed by three overexcited spaniels and her daughter, Polly, who was dressed as a nurse.


        Tash unglued her bottom from the seat and lurched out of the sweltering car.


        Standing on the heavenly cool of the shaded cobbles, she looked at the slender woman approaching her. Her mother looked more glorious than ever. Even dressed in Pascal’s jeans and a faded silk shirt, Alexandra was unspeakably stylish. Onyx eyes sparkling, her once scruffy nut-brown hair had been cut into the chicest of bobs which fell like a racehorse’s paddock blanket on either side of her high round cheeks. She was also tanned the colour of milk chocolate.


        ‘How long’s the Loire been having a heat-wave, Mummy?’ Tash laughed, surprised to find tears nudging her eyes.


        ‘Oh, it’s been frightful, darling,’ replied Alexandra, gathering her into a big bear-hug.


        ‘You’ve got the first sunny day in weeks. This tan’s fresh from Dominica – Oh! Didn’t I tell you? Pascal and I went there in May. I’m sure I sent you a postcard.’ She smiled distractedly at the taxi driver, who was hanging round in the hope of getting paid.


        ‘And you must be Max,’ she murmured fondly, going up to kiss him on the cheek.


        Tash raised her damp eyes to heaven and went to hug Polly, who pretended to shoot her with two fingers.


        ‘Aghh! It’s the killer nurse from Space-pod Gobbo!’ Tash moaned, collapsing with much leg-wriggling on the cobbles.


        André, the taxi driver, had always thought the English a dubious nationality. Today’s activities merely confirmed his fears. After all, didn’t they buy farmhouses in the most beautiful places in France, insist on calling them ‘Valley View’, then stick nets in the windows so they couldn’t see out?


        In the end, Tash was forced to use all but one hundred francs of her spending money to pay the irate driver; Alexandra had no cash on her and Pascal had temporarily disappeared (probably in the wine cellar improving his English, Tash decided).


        


Typical! thought Tash an hour and a half later.


        She was sitting drinking her fourth glass of white wine in a vast oak-panelled room which was filled with enormous brightly painted ceramics. Her mother’s taste, no doubt. The wine, instead of giving her a euphoric glow, had made her feel fractious and tetchy.


        Typical! she thought again, curling her toes in annoyance and focusing on the most vulgar three-foot vase. Mother says I’ll miss everyone if I come any later than June and I’m the first bloody one here!


        ‘You bet there’s no getting away till August, buster – you just wait and see,’ she muttered as one of the spaniels jumped up beside her on the tatty crimson silk sofa. Tash scratched its nose and it thumped its stumpy tail appreciatively. She already missed the cats.


        ‘That was Sophia on the phone,’ announced Alexandra, breezing into the room with one earring missing. ‘They’re staying overnight in Paris then hiring two cars and driving down tomorrow.’ She sat on a huge blue armchair. The spaniel immediately tore away from Tash and crash-landed on her knee.


        ‘The Beauchamps are with them,’ Alexandra added vaguely.


        ‘They’re not married, Mummy,’ sighed Tash. ‘She’s Fraser-Roberts.’


        ‘Who’s Fraser? Is he coming instead of Max?’


        ‘No, Mummy.’ Tash smiled, despite her black mood. ‘Hugo’s Amanda is Amanda Fraser-Roberts. They never married. Don’t you remember at Lotty’s christening? Amanda wasn’t there because they’d split up?’


        ‘Let me think.’ Alexandra put a finger to her nose thoughtfully. ‘I remember Lotty pulled Sophia’s hairpiece off and threw it at that fat vicar. And your brother arrived two hours late. Didn’t Hugo give Lotty an engraved hip flask and cigarette box? Yes, he did. Bea Meredith was livid. I’m sure the reason Amanda wasn’t there was because she had some meeting in London. There was a frightful row about it. They were both going to be God-awful-parents.’


        ‘Oh well, they’re not married anyway.’ Tash sighed, wishing she hadn’t brought the subject up.


        She remembered Lotty’s christening only too well. At the party afterwards, Hugo had thought she was one of the caterers. Tash hadn’t enlightened him, having looked particularly lumpen and revolting that day.


        Tash started to panic. The thought of being so close to Hugo Beauchamp had excited her to begin with. Now it terrified her.


        ‘I’m glad you’ve grown your hair,’ Alexandra broke into Tash’s churning thoughts with cheerful disregard. ‘It suits you, looks smashing.’


        Tash had worn her hair as short as a boy’s since her teens, in total contrast to Sophia’s sleek black mane. It had suited her amazing slanting eyes and long neck. It hadn’t, however, suited her bulk and height. Even taller than her model sister, she’d often at a distance been mistaken for an elder brother. Now she’d persevered in growing what Max called her ‘outcrop’ and it fell below her shoulders in thick, untidy waves.


        ‘Thanks.’ Tash’s toes curled again. Please don’t talk about the way I look, Mother, please. It was the one topic which Tash could not bear her family to discuss. They treated her appearance with the same sympathetic encouragement they would dyslexia.


        ‘Did you buy any clothes with the tog dosh I sent you?’ Alexandra asked evenly, regarding Tash’s holey jeans and baggy red t-shirt with ‘Australia’ splashed across the front. Really, she reflected, Tash had hopeless dress sense. Adorable, but hopeless.


        ‘Um . . . a few bits and pieces . . . you know.’ Nothing. Not even a few pairs of pants to replace my holey grey ones, Mother.


        ‘You’ve lost weight.’


        ‘A bit.’ CHANGE THE SUBJECT, MOTHER!


        ‘Yes, quite a lot. I bet you’d fit into some of my stuff now. We’ll have a rootle through later. It’ll be fun. Pascal can give us his opinion. He loves fashion shows  . . .’


        God! Not that! Tash’s toes touched the soles of her feet.


        ‘. . . you’d look super in my red Moschino or the—’


        ‘Where’s Pascal?’ If you won’t change the subject then I will. Tash was painfully aware that she was being ungrateful to her mother, but it was a subject that made her back tighten and her temples squeeze inwards.


        ‘Popped out – organising a little surprise for you.’ Alexandra looked speculatively at her daughter. This wasn’t as easy as she’d planned. If only she’d got a little more time, but as Tash had come so late she had to cram everything into twenty-four hours.


        Alexandra sometimes felt she was the only one in the family who understood Tash. Her daughter’s sense of melodrama was not so far from her own – Tash had the same strange, inverted vanity which had ruled Alexandra’s childhood. She understood all the pain and misery Tash had suffered being brought up in a family where comparisons were inevitable. Clever, erudite, judicious Matty. Beautiful, ambitious, competitive Sophia. And Tash.


        Darling Tash . . . gawky, shy, funny, intensely bright and talented but totally without drive. Alexandra could weep from loving her so much.


        Sometimes, late at night, she admitted to her secret self that she probably loved Tash more than her other children.


        She silently regarded her daughter sitting in awful studenty clothes, legs crossed under her, head down, picking away at a cushion. She wanted to rush over and give Tash a massive cuddle but knew that she’d shrug her off, embarrassed. At worst, Tash thought she was repulsive to everyone. And Alexandra suspected that the black gloom her daughter was currently shooting out from beneath arched brows heralded an all-time low.


        Alexandra realised that Tash minimised her looks because she felt there was no point in ‘dressing a manky goose as pâté de foie gras’ as she put it. But she wanted Tash to feel attractive even if she was still wearing her old jeans. She was, after all a vividly striking girl – that stunning face with those incredible eyes, the full sensual mouth and slightly upturned nose. She was overweight, but it was mostly how she stood – shoulders slumped, toes together, endless legs not shown off to their best advantage when bowed at the knees to make her the same height as everyone else.


        She’d invited her early on purpose. ‘Confidence bolstering,’ she’d explained to Pascal. She knew how important it was that Tash met up with the rest of her family – particularly Sophia and Cass – on an equal footing.


        ‘Will you stop staring at me, Mummy? You know what I look like. I’ve been around for twenty-three years.’


        ‘Sorry, darling.’ Alexandra had forgotten Tash was a real person for a moment. She had become a grand projet d’amélioration. ‘I was just thinking how good you’re looking, that’s all.’


        Tash felt bemused. Her mother was laying it on a bit thick. Perhaps she did look better. Oh dear. If this was ‘good’ then she must have looked simply awful before. She felt depressed again. And ravenously hungry.


        ‘When’s Max coming to stay?’


        That old chestnut. Tash thought longingly of Death by Chocolate.


        ‘I don’t know. He’s gone to visit his dad in the States.’


        ‘Oh. How exciting. What does he do?’


        ‘Lucian? I’m not sure exactly. Some sort of banker, I think. Like Dad.’ Tash bit her lip, on the verge of dumping her awful guilt about Max.


        There was a loud banging of doors and two voices could be heard speaking French somewhere in the back of the house.


        ‘Ah, good!’ Alexandra’s face brightened. ‘Here’s Pascal. He’s been creeping round all day avoiding your arrival. You know how useless he is at keeping secrets. He didn’t want to spoil your surprise.’


        Tash, deciding to keep her self-imposed troubles schtum, was intrigued.


        In the kitchen they found Pascal with Jean, the toothless old lodge-keeper who ‘managed the estate’ (at eighty, it was all he could ‘manage’ to puff up to the house and back for an industrial-strength coffee with Pascal). They both looked exceptionally pleased with themselves.


        ‘Natasha! Chérie!’ Pascal always wore a vaguely distraught look, however relaxed he was. It was the enormous watery grey eyes set against the dark of his ruddy, tanned face with its giant Gallic nose. He also possessed a Byronic mane of wild, brown hair, making him look as if he’d just had a session of ECT.


        ‘You are looking ver’ beautiful.’ He leant over and gave her a kiss. He smelt of expensive aftershave and French tobacco.


        Really, Tash decided, all this flattery and white wine had made her feel odd. Not exactly ebullient – more butterflies-in-the-stomachish.


        ‘Thanks. This is nice,’ she said shyly, admiring a shiny silver espresso-maker. It was a strange kitchen – a kind of dried-flower Provençal meets Zanussi showroom.


        Her mother was whispering with Pascal, who was puffing out his cheeks in characteristic fashion and saying something in French. Alexandra seemed to disagree. Pascal shook his head and took off his waxed jacket (in this heat – a waxed jacket? Tash was impressed. Even now it had got dark the manoir was like a hot-house). He poured himself a glass of cranberry red wine.


        ‘Natasha?’ Pascal gestured towards the bottle.


        Should she? Why not?


        ‘Please.’


        He poured three more glasses. ‘It ees my own grapes but malheureusement I do not make it. Tomorrow we see the vineyards and you meet my . . . er . . . neighbour, the—’ he puffed his cheeks again, searching his mind for a word, ‘the vine-maker!’ He seemed to find this very amusing.


        Tash adored Pascal – he was a very open, fun, passionate man. He could also be excessively moody but that was his hot-blooded and emotional French spirit, or so Alexandra said.


        ‘We ’ave a dilemme.’ Pascal pouted at Alexandra.


        ‘Thing is, darling,’ Alexandra looked at Tash through her lashes with a bewitching smile. ‘Pascal thinks you won’t be able to appreciate the true wonder of your surprise till morning – although that means he’ll have to speak French all night or he’ll give the game away. I think you’d like it now. Mmmm, sweetheart?’


        Tash looked from Alexandra to Pascal, who shrugged his green cotton jersey shoulders. She looked at Jean. He grinned his gums at her. She slugged back some more wine. It was surprisingly tart.


        Best to side with family at times like this, she decided finally, feeling the peaty heat of the wine ooze down. What did it matter anyway? Her mother’s surprises were usually cloth and made her look fat.


        ‘Okay . . . I’ll . . . um . . . that is—’ Tash noticed that Pascal’s cheeks were inflating, ‘I’ll have it now, please.’


        Alexandra looked delighted. Pascal started to pull his jacket on again.


        ‘I’m sorry, Pascal,’ Tash started. ‘I mean please don’t take offence if—’


        ‘I put my jacket on because your surprise ’e ’ees outside,’ said Pascal sulkily.


        ‘Oh.’


        They trooped into the muggy dark.
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Outside, a large marble moon shed faint, steely light on to the cobbled yard, distorting its proportions into a dappled Expressionist film set.


        A cool breeze brushed Tash’s face, lifting her hair as she wandered unsteadily through the gloom. It was so peaceful. All she could hear above the muffled crunch of footsteps were insects snoring reedily in the hedges. If only the others weren’t coming tomorrow, everything could be so lovely.


        Pascal strode ahead, glass still in hand, to the tall peeling double doors that led to the stalls. Tash, hiccuping slightly as she followed, didn’t notice a trailer hitched to the back of Pascal’s jeep in the shadows nearby.


        Inside, the big building was crow-black and echoed like a derelict chapel. Tash’s nostrils were filled with the warm, dry smell of straw and a faint sting of dung.


        From the pitch-dark stalls came an indignant snort.


        Pascal fell over something that clattered loudly.


        Another snort.


        ‘Where’s the switch?’ laughed Alexandra, running her hands along the wall.


        Tash fell over whatever Pascal had. The snort was followed this time by an enraged whinny.


        Suddenly the musty stone building with its heavy wooden partitions and metal bars, its cluttered collection of buckets, empty haynets and bits of ancient apparatus covered in a thick layer of dust, was filled with raw neon light.


        ‘It’s a good job we had the old place re-wired for that party,’ Alexandra prattled cheerfully.


        ‘Where did all this mess come from?’ She picked up a pre-war bucket.


        Despite speaking no English, Jean, who was standing arthritically behind them, got the gist. Pascal’s ancient odd-jobber had of late slackened the odd job to a refined artful dodge. Looking shifty, he muttered ‘au vin’ and, hissing through his gums, shuffled off towards the house.


        But Tash wasn’t taking any of this in. She was staring instead down the long aisle in the middle of the stalls towards the end of the building.


        Something distinctly equine was staring irritably back.


        Tash glanced at Alexandra and Pascal, who were side by side glowing at her.


        ‘Viens,’ offered Pascal, waggling his wine glass in the direction of the scowling four-legged inhabitant. ‘Introduce yourself.’


        Tash smiled weakly and walked towards the snorting newcomer.


        A horse! Her mind was racing, trying to form itself into a coherent reaction. Why on earth are they giving me of all people a horse?


        Hesitantly, she approached the big chestnut. It had a startling zigzag blaze and a nose as pink as a snooker ball. With another snort and a flash of white eye, the red horse backed off.


        ‘Hello, old fellow.’


        More eye-popping, this time with a touch of angry red nostril.


        I knew it! Tash looked at the animal pleadingly and stretched out her hand. It stamped its hoof against the stone floor like a judge’s hammer, pink snooker ball raised in a fierce challenge.


        Alexandra appeared beside Tash and put her arm round her.


        ‘Isn’t he gorgeous?’ she whispered as if they were in a library. ‘Chestnut – like Samion. I knew you’d like a chestnut.’


        Samion! Tash shuddered.


        


All the French children had been obsessed by ponymania from an early age. None more than Tash, who at eight went through the age-old stage dreaded by many a prep schoolteacher. Every story was about horses, every drawing of a pony, even maths seemed to add up four square.


        The Frenches had been lucky. Benedict’s ancient stable block was knocked into shape and three scruffy, Thelwellian ponies installed by their adoring father. James French even spent some unprecedented weekends away from the golf course to build them a little cross-country circuit around the paddocks and through the woods. Later, as a result of Sophia’s whining, an all-weather menage and several glossy jumps appeared.


        Very few children got the same opportunity as the Frenches. Few were less appreciative. The eldest of the children, Matty, would grudgingly lead his little sisters around the villages, but was keener on rugby and escaping the parental clutches for weekend drinking sessions and illicit cigarettes with his pals from boarding school.


        Sophia only enjoyed competing and considered success to be in direct proportion to expenditure. To her, plodding along lanes or schooling in the paddocks was too nursery slope for words. All she really wanted to do was pound around showgrounds with her pony’s bridle positively weighed down by streaming red satin rosettes. To her fellow competitors’ (and particularly their mothers’) surprise, she spent most summer Sundays doing just that.


        Sophia was totally without nerves and hadn’t much skill either. But she persuaded her doting father to buy her an amazing competition (or what Matty called ‘push-button’) pony – a half-Arab mare costing four hefty figures. The showy little bay, Harlot O’Hara, won everything; Sophia pot-hunted shamelessly, soon became a regular member of Pony Club teams and ostentatiously lorded it over Tash, who never seemed to win at all. All the local Jemimas, Emilys and Fionas alternatively loathed and sucked up to her. Their mothers just loathed her.


        No one took any notice of Tash, pottering around in the background on fat, greedy Seamus.


        Yet while Sophia whined for new jods and a flashy horsebox, Tash had patiently and privately battled with her crafty, stubborn grey gelding whose heart of gold wasn’t quite as big as his stomach. Because he was such a difficult pony, she was forced to learn and adapt quickly. Barely noticed in her sister’s lengthening shadow, Tash grew into a very capable rider. She was sensitive enough to appreciate that the plodding Connemara was never going to beat the fiery Harlot – Seamus simply hadn’t the engine capacity – so they seldom competed, enjoying instead the quiet solitude of hacking, or the thrilling buzz of hunting. This maddened James French, who thought she was unspeakably wet.


        But Tash, with the guileful ingenuity only shy children are capable of devising, had been competing on a private level the entire time.


        During the summer vacs, Sophia was too lazy to school her costly pony at home, away from the glory. Tash, however, dragged herself up religiously (and often rattily) each morning to loosen Seamus’s stiff rheumatic joints before the sun got too hot for him.


        Only then would she sneakily tack up Harlot and, with a guilty heart in her throat, ride her to the thirty-acre field behind Downe’s Copse, which wasn’t overlooked by the house. There, to the grass-chewing curiosity of spectating cows, she would revel in the mare’s supple obedience, teaching her moves in minutes which she had sweated over for hours with wily Seamus.


        She now remembered with embarrassment the childish satisfaction she’d derived from the fact that the mare went so much better for her. The knowledge had kept her on a high for hours, rendering her father’s scathing disdain into distant thunder.


        Tash had lived in adrenalin-pumping fear of being found out. Yet no comment was ever made as Harlot – notoriously manic without exercise – grew more and more pliant even under Sophia’s rudimentary aids. It was simply put down to an indiscernible improvement in the latter’s riding.


        In her more selfish moments, Tash now wished her secret morning excursions had been discovered. Wished the scornful, toffee-nosed Pony Club mothers and their carping offspring had found out just why ‘Bashful French’, as they christened her, wasn’t interested in competing against her sister. But at the time she’d been too frightened of her father’s reaction. James doted on Sophia, and Tash – seasoned against his sarcasm if not insulated from his wrath – had even then understood just how vital it was to Sophia to impress him. James French sulked if Tash let him down; he would bellow plaster from the walls and shatter Benedict’s eighteenth-century glass from its leading if Sophia did. And Tash knew that her elder sister – for all the pretence at blithe indifference – would simply fall apart if her bluff was called.


        Later, after the terrible events that followed, no one would have believed Tash anyway.


        James French – as competitive as his elder daughter – had been as amazed as anyone that Sophia could work so little on her mare and still rake in the pots, while the feckless Tash – who was constantly grubby and smelt of horse – was such a failure. He was privately ashamed of Tash’s low status on the gymkhana circuit and vented his resentment by ploughing more and more money into Sophia. No coach was too good, no saddle too expensive.


        He barely seemed to notice when, however much Tash shortened her stirrups, her legs still seemed to dangle down to fat little Seamus’ knees. Tash, who adored Seamus for all his faults, didn’t want him to. Nor did Sophia, who feared that Tash would be bought a superior animal as a replacement.


        But James had merely been biding his time, waiting to rattle his quieter daughter out of her dreamy complacency.


        Coming back from her first, miserable term at boarding school, Tash found her whiskery old friend sold on and in his place a huge chestnut gelding, barely broken in and with a vicious buck amongst his assortment of bad habits.


        Samion.


        James French, in his excitement that his golfing connections had paid off and produced an inexpensive new mount for his daughter, hadn’t appreciated that a twelve-year-old girl on a sixteen-hand human-depositing machine was not a good idea. Tash was terrified of Samion. Samion knew it. Tash resented him for replacing lazy old Seamus. Samion didn’t like her much either, thank you very much.


        But the bolshy, irritable newcomer to the Frenches’ yard didn’t deserve such a short, painful life.


        


‘He’s lovely,’ Tash forced herself to say. ‘Yes, very like Samion.’


        The big horse – and he was big, much higher than even Samion – stretched his pink nose towards her a fraction, then bared his teeth.


        ‘Who’ve you borrowed him from?’ Tash asked hopefully.


        ‘Not borrowed,’ corrected Pascal proudly. ‘’E ees yours. My fazer give ’im from ’es – er—’


        ‘From his racing yard,’ finished Alexandra, unable to contain her delight. ‘His mother’s a steeplechaser. He’s a Selle Français colt, whatever that means.’


        A colt! Tash felt slightly sick.


        ‘Thank you,’ she muttered through frozen lips, realising that her mother and Pascal mustn’t realise how many painful memories their gesture had just exhumed. ‘Thank you so much – it’s – he’s wonderful.’


        ‘Pascal’s father bred him for one of the boys to show-jump, but he was too much of a handful for him,’ Alexandra went on excitedly. ‘He’s only a baby – five, I think. You can have him all summer and then take him back with you if you want. Or keep him here till you can afford to. Pascal can ride him round the vineyard.’


        Tash had a sudden image of the tall copper horse disdainfully sitting down to a Chinese take-away in Derrin Road.


        ‘At five he’s not a colt, Mummy,’ she muttered between clenched teeth, ‘he’s a fully fledged stallion.’


        ‘Ees a bit . . . er . . . temperamental,’ laughed Pascal as the chestnut stamped his hoof, ‘but Xandra say you are ver’ good rider.’


        Oh Mother! If only you knew.


        The young stallion had lost interest in them and was snatching sulkily at his haynet.


        Tears stung Tash’s eyes. They always did when she remembered. She had put Samion to the back of her mind for so long, tucked tightly away behind the worst of her guilty secrets. Desperate not to let her mother see how upset she was, she turned away, blinking furiously.


        Pascal said something to Alexandra and they smiled indulgently at her, thinking how moved she was at their first ‘confidence bolster’ – much better than the antique oak bed-head they’d bought to placate Sophia.


        ‘Let’s go in and have another drink,’ suggested Alexandra warmly. ‘Pascal’s promised to cook us something ambrosial.’


        Tash found she’d lost her appetite.


        Inside the kitchen the bottle of red wine was sitting empty on the huge scrubbed oak table and Jean was snoring blissfully with his mouth open.


        Pascal just smiled and, with a shrug of his broad waxed shoulders, fetched some celebratory champagne.


        ‘Pour le cheval rouge,’ he puffed theatrically, broad thumbs enveloping the ripped gold foil.


        As Jean woke with a groggy start, Tash shuddered in agonising recognition.


        The sound of the cork’s bulging flight from the bottle-neck was like the deadening shot of a humane killer.
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‘Look, Tom, look at all the boats!’


        Matthew French simulated excitement to his seven-year-old son as they approached Cherbourg.


        It was blisteringly hot. His eyes ached from the early morning sun and he felt slightly sick from the smell of diesel.


        ‘Shall we go and find Tor and Sally?’ he asked, hoping to get off deck.


        ‘Five more minutes, Mashy, please?’


        It was Tom’s first trip on a boat and he’d been so excited. Matty didn’t have the heart to deprive him of a moment’s fun.


        ‘Okay then.’ Matty buried himself back in the Guardian and tried to concentrate on nuclear spillage rather than his potential gastric one.


        ‘Will Granny Lexy be in Sherbet?’


        ‘No,’ Matty smiled, ‘we’re driving Audrey to where Lexy lives.’


        ‘Brilliant!’


        Audrey the Audi was their dilapidated and dirty white car. Matty, strongly disapproving of London pollution, rode a mountain bike from their Richmond home to work. But Sally, his wife, had insisted on having a car for the kids. At least it was lead-free.


        ‘What’s that boat’s name?’ Tom pointed to a rusty tug.


        ‘Mabel,’ grunted Matty, who was getting bored of the boat-christening game which had started in Dover.


        ‘And that one?’


        ‘La Baxter.’


        Tom fell about in giggles. Mrs Baxter was his bullying old boot of a primary schoolteacher with whom Matty had regular and heated arguments.


        ‘Mrs Baxter told Rodney Brown’s mum that you were a Pinko,’ Tom said, swinging from a bar of the bench Matty sat on. ‘What is a Pinko, Mashy? Rodney Brown says it means we’re from Russia. He said you’re probably a ballet dancer or something.’


        Matty laughed.


        ‘Are you a ballet dancer, Mashy?’ Tom stopped swinging and looked at him.


        ‘Have you ever seen me in a tutu?’


        Tom looked confused. ‘Is that like Grandpa Plus-Four?’


        Matty laughed again. Sally always referred to his father, James French, as ‘Grandpa Plus-Four’ because of his golfing gear.


        ‘Not quite.’ Matty picked Tom up and put him on his knee. ‘I, my boy, am a socially aware independent documentary producer. Do you know what that means?’


        Tom shook his head and played with the dial on Matty’s diving watch.


        ‘It means we’re permanently broke and I’m having to do lots of boring work for the IPPA to support you, Tor and your mother until I get another commission.’


        ‘What’s the I-pee-I-pee-pee—’


        ‘IPPA? It’s a legislative nightmare.’


        ‘What’s leggilative mean?’


        Sometimes Matty wished his son and heir didn’t have quite such an enquiring mind.


        ‘It’s a kind of maths.’ That would do for the time being.


        ‘Plus-Four!’ Tom went off into more giggles.


        Actually, thought Matty, Old Bore Plus-Four could be very useful at the moment. He wished his thoughts didn’t revolve around money so much. If only that deal with Channel Four hadn’t folded. No. He wouldn’t think about it.


        But with ever greater struggles to keep up the mortgage repayments he couldn’t help but think about it.


        It would have been okay if they’d stayed in Holborn, he told himself – yes, so his old flat was grotty but it was so handy for Wardour Street, and the kids had loved going to Covent Garden and watching the acts or walking round Lincoln’s Inn. Then again the house in Richmond was, as Sally frequently pointed out, a dream. A very, very expensive dream. And now, with a new baby on the way, he was continually fighting the guilty hope that he’d wake up.


        Perhaps old Plus-Four would let him have five grand or so? he wondered. Just to tide him over. But Matty’s conscience just wouldn’t be able to cope with sponging off the self-satisfied old snob. Shooting and salmon, croquet and the Conservatives. Matty shuddered. Not to mention the fact that he was bound to rave on about Matty joining the family firm again. The old goat would just have to wait for one of Sophia’s wailing brats to grow up. Or were they destined to be royalty? Perhaps old Tash would find herself a nice, boring city type to settle down with and produce executive sprogs.


        ‘When’s Nilly coming?’ Tom was bored with his father staring into space.


        ‘Oh.’ Matty felt a stab of guilt. He hadn’t really thought about it. ‘I’ll give him a ring when we get to Lexy’s.’


        Matty knew he really had to do something about Niall. He’d been too wrapped up in his own problems recently to do more than send his old friend a scrawled postcard asking him to join them in France. He’d heard nothing back. Each time he was on the verge of chasing Niall up, something urgent had cropped up, or he’d simply been too whacked from work to remember. Also, the Irish actor’s agent and the film company he was currently under contract to were being maddeningly evasive, vetting all calls and refusing to give Niall’s exact whereabouts; they were terrified that a tabloid invasion would provide Niall with even more bad publicity after the drinking rumours a couple of years ago.


        Niall O’Shaughnessy, reeling from the recent break-up of his marriage, had buried himself in Nîmes, filming a terrible mini-series spin-off. He’d told Matty that he was only taking the work because his wife Lisette’s parting shot had been to fill their house with crates of malt whisky bought with Niall’s increasingly inflexible plastic. I’m leaving you. I picked up your prescription at the off-licence to help you get over it, L xxx, the accompanying note had read.


        Bloody Lisette! Matty thought savagely of Niall’s beautiful, bewitching and utterly poisonous wife, now languishing in the States with her rich, brattish lover. Poor, stupid, besotted Niall. Last of the great Irish romantics, sacrificing himself on such a lost cause. Yeats would be proud.


        Matty knew he had to get his manic drinking partner out of the pit he’d dug himself into.


        What would he do if Sally ran off with a brainless shit with tenners falling out of his silk-lined Armani pockets? Probably what Niall was undoubtedly doing now – drink himself to death.


        ‘I’ll try and call him when we get to your grandmother’s,’ Matty repeated absently to Tom, who was busily making unsympathetic farting noises by blowing into his elbow.


        They were nearly docking. Strange, straw-coloured fortresses rose like medieval ruins on either side from the long sand flats. It was more like arriving in Tel Aviv than Cherbourg. Matty pulled his wits together.


        ‘Come on, young Tomato,’ he gathered his son up in a big hug. ‘Let us save my wench from the clutches of the wicked Duty Free Shoppe.’


        


Sally drove the French leg of the journey. Having once bummed round Europe for six months in an ancient Beetle with some college mates, she was used to continental driving. As Sally had confessed to a friend before they set out, Matty was an appalling driver at the best of times. It was the one thing he wouldn’t take criticism about. Let loose in France, he was quite capable of wiping out the last of the Frenches at the first priorité à droite.


        They crawled out of Cherbourg behind a long line of cloned Vauxhall Cavaliers towing caravans advertising their resort mileage with plastic bunting hung between identikit floral curtains in the back windows. Sally glanced at her children in the back seat. Sweet, dumpy little Tor asleep with one blonde pigtail skew-whiff. Tom, bright-eyed, firing questions at poor Matty.


        Matty always looked so tired these days, she noticed sadly. He shouldn’t have taken that weekend barwork. He’d also totally given up writing his book. Once Sally had resented Matty’s passion to write all the wrongs of the world in black and white. Now she longed to hear the muffled tapping and electric whirr of the word processor in the small hours.


        She wished she’d had time to wash her hair. Even if they couldn’t afford to buy new clothes at the moment, she could at least look clean. Matty’s mother was so glamorous.


        Despite this, Sally was looking forward to seeing Alexandra and Pascal again. They were such fun – and Matty badly needed the break. This was their first proper holiday since their honeymoon eight years ago. Even then, Matty had taken his camcorder round Ireland for some damn project which, as usual, never saw the light of day. Sally had spent more time with Matty’s friends Niall and Lisette O’Shaughnessy than with her new husband.


        They came to a halt at a railway crossing where a dusty train was unhurriedly pulling its mile-long industrial load past. Sally looked across at the tall, skinny, impossibly beautiful man slouched in the passenger seat beside her with a battered old Australian rancher’s hat over his nose and odd socks propped up on the dashboard. Things had become increasingly tense between them lately, with arguments getting more and more heated and bitingly personal, a vent for angry despair at the lack of time and money. But he could still curdle her stomach with the merest wisp of a smile.


        ‘You okay?’ He lazily played with the loose tangle of blonde hair which had strayed free from her hurriedly pulled pony-tail. The sun streaming through the broken sun-roof made his hazel eyes deep, liquid gold.


 


Man’s love is of man’s life a thing apart,


’Tis woman’s whole existence.


 


‘Fine,’ she said, hastily putting Audrey into grumbling gear as a car beeped impatiently behind them. ‘You get some sleep.’










6


Tash woke in a sweat, hanging half off the bed. Somehow, her sheet was over the other side of the room.


        What had she been dreaming about? She squinted at the dial of her watch but her eyes wouldn’t focus.


        Her temples were throbbing. All those endless glasses of wine last night. She had a feeling that she’d done something acutely embarrassing. Had she cried? No, she didn’t think so. Passed out cold? Possibly. Sung ‘House of the Rising Sun’ whilst standing on her head? Doubtful. She generally reserved that for rugby parties.


        Her eyes were open enough to detect thin strips of cold, white light filtering through the shutters. She guessed it must be just after dawn.


        I’ll get up and go for a long walk as part of my new fitness regime, Tash resolved, and promptly fell asleep.


        


She was in the middle of Hampstead High Street, sitting on Samion, wearing nothing but her underwear and a pair of green wellies. He was spinning round and round, snorting.


        ‘Stop it, Sam. Stop it . . . please, Sam . . . please! . . . No!’ Her voice was thin and whiny, terror blotting out any authority.


        A tractor was turning out of Willoughby Road. Samion hated tractors.


        She jumped off and held his head like a clamp as she had so often in the lanes near Benedict House, her terror transmitting itself to him, totally unable to soothe him. He went up on his hind legs, lashing out.


        Her bra seemed to have fallen off.


        Hugo Beauchamp walked past just as the tractor was within feet of Samion and Tash. He stopped and stared.


        ‘Aren’t you my mother’s cleaner?’


        Tash dropped the reins and the panic-stricken chestnut galloped into Gayton Road. Hearing Samion’s shod hooves clattering away from her, Tash sprinted through the sloping maze of streets.


        In front of her stretched the Heath.


        There were marquees and roped-off rings in the clearing where the Hampstead Fair was normally held. A loud-speaker was reciting French verbs in a distorted public school drawl.


        ‘Je sois – tu sois – il soit – nous soyons – vous soyez – ils soient.’


        Ahead of her was Sophia, beautiful in a lilac suit, holding Samion. His mane and tail were plaited now, flashy blue bandages enveloped his legs. Behind Sophia, Hugo had reappeared and was holding the lead-rein of a hairy bay pony on which both Ben and Lotty were sitting, smoking fags.


        ‘Why aren’t you wearing clothes?’ asked Lotty petulantly.


        Ben, Sophia and Hugo fell about.


        ‘Your legs are very fat.’ Lotty had a drag of her fag, eyes half-closed in boredom.


        ‘Right, hop on,’ ordered Sophia briskly, handing Tash Samion’s reins. ‘You’re in the elementary jumping. Not that you’ll be able to beat Ben and Lotty.’


        Tash scrambled on Samion. He seemed enormous. She was so high up that all she could see was the top of Ben and Lotty’s heads on the fat little pony.


        She rode into the ring. Samion was twisting and letting out vicious bucks underneath her. She desperately wanted to cover her chest but had to cling on to the reins for dear life.


        The bell rang. She pointed the plunging Samion at the first fence. It was less than a foot high. He refused and she fell off.


        She burst into tears.


        Her mother was running towards her, dressed in an outlandish sequinned rubber cat-suit.


        ‘Mummy, Mummy, it’s all that horse’s fault,’ Tash wailed. ‘He’s a monster. He’s useless . . . just . . . useless.’


        Suddenly her mother disappeared and in her place stood Matty with a television crew behind him. He was wearing his hair in dreadlocks and had a Socialist Worker t-shirt on and huge bell-bottomed pink corduroys.


        ‘No, Natasha French,’ he said as the cameras honed in on her within an inch of her face. She covered her chest with her arms. ‘You’ve got to face up to your responsibilities. Stop being a spoilt baby. It’s your fault. You killed Samion. You’re a lazy, selfish, bad loser.’


        Now she was alone in the Derrin Road sitting room, watching her face on the television. A close-up, blotchy and tear-stained, with a giant spot on the end of her nose. The picture then cut to Hugo, who was holding a furry microphone and wearing dark glasses.


        ‘What a bloody attractive woman that is,’ he said in his deep, drawling voice.


        The doorbell was ringing.


        Outside stood Hugo.


        Without saying anything he bent his beautiful head and kissed her lips with exquisite gentleness.


 


‘Tash, darling, wake up. It’s half past ten.’


        Tash squinted, unfolding her brain into reality. Alexandra was standing by her bed, holding out a mug of tea.


        ‘You must have been tired last night. You’re still wearing one shoe.’


        ‘Drunk, Mummy,’ Tash groped for her discarded sheet. ‘I was drunk.’


        ‘You certainly were,’ Alexandra laughed, whisking towards the door. ‘There’s some breakfast downstairs. Sophia et al should be here around lunchtime.’


        Tash sipped her tea and stretched out luxuriously, kicking off the offending shoe. She couldn’t be bothered to worry about how she’d behaved last night. She was still feeling superbly warm and sexy from the memory of Hugo kissing her in her dream. What had happened before that? Something about Hampstead? Wasn’t Matty in it? No matter. She closed her eyes and relived the kiss.


        Her euphoria didn’t last long.


        When she staggered blinking into the kitchen, hoping for strong coffee, croissants and an English paper, she found instead half a grapefruit, Pascal and a partly assembled bridle.


        ‘How does thees theeng work?’ he groaned impatiently, trying to attach the headband to the bit.


        ‘Here, let me. You need a cheekpiece.’ Tash started rearranging the soft, thick straps of leather.


        ‘You have – er – récupérer – er – recover from last night?’


        ‘Eh? – yes. At least I think so. What did I do?’


        ‘You sing “The House of” – er – quelque chose and do a head-stand. Then you burst into tears and faint.’


        ‘Did I really? – God!’


        ‘Alexandra, she say it ees my cooking.’ Pascal sniffed.


        ‘Yes, well I’ve got a very sensitive stomach.’


        ‘Mmm.’ Pascal was drumming his fingers on the table. ‘I will get ze selle for your Selle.’ He giggled, jumping up and striding out of the door.


        Tash poured herself a cup of coffee with a shaking hand and wondered if Britain joining the EC had been quite such a bright idea.


        


Later, she stood staring over the wooden stall partition at her big chestnut gift horse’s bared teeth, holding his ‘selle’ (which had turned out to be his saddle) in her arms. The copper horse stared back superciliously. Pascal had repeated his pedigree name several times, but other than knowing that it sounded something like unblocking a drain full of old gumboots, Tash hadn’t a hope of pronouncing it.


        ‘I shall call you The Snob, my French friend.’


        He snorted back disdainfully.


        It took a full quarter-hour to get him tacked up, avoiding much biting and leg-kicking. Tash quickly started to despair. It was years since she’d got on a horse. She probably wouldn’t be able to get her foot in the stirrup.


        Sensing her apprehension, The Snob firmly towed her towards the light of the double doors with a demonic glint in his huge purple eyes.


        Out in the yard Polly was sitting on the steps of the manoir dressed as an Indian squaw.


        ‘How!’ she said, giving Tash an Indian salute.


        Tash felt too nervous to do anything but smile grimly.


        ‘You’ve got a big cheval!’ Polly cried.


        ‘What? – oh yes.’


        Snob was dancing round her now. The saddle seemed very high up. If she got the momentum up to go that far she’d probably go right over the other side. Tash studied the problem thoughtfully. Snob eyed her back with Gallic distaste.


        He looked like a fox – ginger ears twitching, his tail flaxen at the ends like growing-out highlights.


        Tash felt the stirrings of ponymania re-establish itself somewhere inside her.


        ‘Okay, Snobby Fox.’ No, that sounded naff. ‘The Foxy Snob. I hereby christen this frog The Foxy Snob. Bless him and all who put a selle on him.’ And with a deftness which surprised even herself, she hopped on.


        Snob (although he was totally unaware that this was his new pseudonym) was highly annoyed at missing his usual fun when anybody tried to mount him. Deeply insulted, he let out a huge buck and deposited Tash on the cobbles below.


        ‘Tu tombes!’ cried Polly, giggling so much she fell off the step in simpatico.


        Alexandra appeared through the doors behind Polly and dusted the now wailing little squaw down.


        ‘How’s it going, darling?’ she called across to Tash.


        ‘Just . . . terrific.’ Tash rubbed her backside.


        ‘Well, Pascal wants to take you round the vineyard in about an hour, okay, sweetheart?’ She disappeared back into the house.


        It took Tash precisely fifty-five minutes to get on Snob a second time. He tried every trick in the equine book. Spinning round in circles, presenting his pattes de derríre, his pattes de devant. He reared, bucked, bit, lashed out and even lay down. As his final coup de grâce he squashed Tash flat to the wall she was trying to mount him against. Pinning her there as unwilling captive, he rubbed his great red cheekbone affectionately against her shoulder.


        It was only when Pascal came out into the yard and said he’d be ready in half an hour and why was she putting the horse away so soon, that Snob stood like an old bicycle while Tash mounted.


        They bounced around the small railed schooling paddock for five minutes, disagreeing on everything. Tash wanted to walk, Snob to canter. Tash wanted to go left, Snob to go à droite. Then, deciding he was bored, he bucked Tash firmly on to terra firma once more before trotting round her, head held high, refusing to be caught.


        When Tash finally rubbed the overexcited chestnut down in his stall she felt bruised, deflated and utterly humiliated.


        She longed for a shower to wash off the dirt and sweat and to soothe her aching body. Instead she had to leap straight into Pascal’s revving jeep and set off at breakneck speed to a load of boring old grapes and cellars.


        On the outskirts of the estate they were forced, with a cloud of spinning dust, into a ditch as a red Peugeot pelted towards them. Climbing back into her seat and removing pieces of dashboard from her clothing, Tash glimpsed a split second of tortoiseshell hair and glinting dark glasses in the passing Peugeot. With a sickening lurch in her stomach, she knew for certain that it was Hugo Beauchamp.
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Alexandra was delighted that Tash seemed to be having so much fun already.


        Left alone in the house, she decided to phone her renegade brother, Eddie, in order to work out when to organise the welcoming party she’d decided to hold for his arrival.


        Eddie didn’t sound particularly pleased to hear from her. Alexandra felt rather hurt. He kept muttering about the fact that it was five in the morning in New York. Still, she reflected happily, at least the date was fixed – Friday, July the twenty-sixth. A Friday! What could be better for a party? And the day before an important equestrian event in the next village. Better and better! All the locals could come and spike each other’s drinks.


        She dashed up to her bedroom excitedly. For once she didn’t mind that Polly had raided her make-up drawer and spread Rouge de CoCo lipstick all over the carpet.


        Humming ‘All You Need Is Love’, she started flicking through her wardrobe, looking for things to put aside for Tash.


        Money had never really mattered to Alexandra. You either had it or you didn’t. She couldn’t help reflecting, however, that one of the unexpected benefits of being married to someone as extraordinarily rich as darling Pascal was the exquisite beauty of the clothes one could buy.


        Alexandra didn’t buy a dress because it was Yves Saint Laurent couture costing ten thousand francs. She bought it because it was thick, heavy silk that felt like warm, oiled water on the skin and was the colour of a washed-up oyster shell.


        She stared into space, misty-eyed, hugging a midnight-blue Ungaro jacket. After all, she mused, beauty was purely relative. She’d derived equal pleasure from a sunset over snowy Bayswater in her student days.


        Polly trotted in doing a rain dance and stamping her feet.


        ‘Bugger – sheet – bugger – sheet!’ she chanted, waving a large chicken feather at Alexandra.


        ‘Polly!’ laughed Alexandra. ‘Where did you learn language like that?’


        ‘Tash say it to the cheval ce matin.’ She waved the feather in the air. ‘Maman, can I have a boyfriend, like Tashy has?’


        ‘You’ve got a boyfriend, darling. You’ve got Michel.’


        ‘Michel is en Paris.’ Polly did a roly poly and landed on the Rouge de CoCo, her squaw dress around her ears.


        ‘Well, Tash’s boyfriend’s in America.’ Alexandra examined a long floral skirt.


        ‘Can Tom be mon ami?’ asked Polly, looking up at her from the floor.


        ‘Tom, my darling little squidget, is your nephew.’


        ‘Mon neveu? Oh la la!’ Scrabbling up, she waved her feather around again. ‘Bugger – sheet – bugger – sheet – bugger—’ And she headed off to her tepee in the gardens.


        Alexandra dreamily tried on a heavenly suit she’d bought because it was the colour of English holly berries.


        Ten minutes later Polly was back, having discarded the lower half of her costume.


        ‘Maman, there are people dans la cour.’ She ran to the window. ‘Un . . . two . . . three . . . quatre . . . cinq people,’ she paused, ‘and a dwarf.’


        Alexandra burst out laughing. Polly had Rouge de CoCo all over her bottom.


        ‘Let’s go and see who they are, shall we?’


        She took her daughter’s hand and led her from the room.


        Outside, Sophia was fanning herself with a copy of Paris Match and admiring the manoir. It had become somehow pokey in her mind’s eye, compared with the vast dimensions of Holdham. In reality it was a beautiful house with its buttery stone walls, circular towers and creamy white shutters, snuggling into its squashy fur coat of wisteria and ivy like an ageing Hollywood grande dame.


        ‘It’s a fairytale palace!’ shrieked Lotty, waving her Noo Noo and terrifying several chickens nearby.


        ‘God, I need a drink.’ Hugo stretched and looked about him. ‘Nice place. Where’s the gorgeous Alexandra?’


        ‘Probably out, knowing this lot,’ said Ben, lifting Josh’s carry-cot out of the boot of the hired Mercedes. ‘They’re gloriously untogether.’


        Amanda was looking over a gate at the side of the house. Beyond it, an overgrown stretch of land that had once been a formal garden dropped away to reveal a spectacular view of the valley below. Acres and acres of woodland were patched with giant, ribbed fields of grapes. In a dip in the far distance were the tiny, sandy specks of a cluster of cottages. The village.


        Oh, brother! It’s not exactly London, is it? she thought glumly. How in hell am I going to survive the boredom? She kicked away a chicken with a ten-denier leg. Please, God, don’t let Hugo near a horse. Please? All I want is a huge double bed and hours and hours of pure pleasure. Not necessarily with Hugo.


        She turned round. Coming out of the house was the most incredible-looking woman. The sort who should be permanently draped over a chaise-longue in silk pyjamas, eating dewy grapes. Amanda blinked in disbelief. She was wearing the same red embroidered Lacroix suit Amanda had decided was too expensive to buy for the chief exec’s cocktail do. In a farmyard!


        ‘Hello, everyone. Sorry I’m so primped up. Do you think this would suit Tash?’ Alexandra spun round.


        ‘She’d never get into it,’ said Sophia, then seeing her mother’s hurt expression, she hurried on. ‘How are you, Mummy? You look terrific.’


        Amanda decided with satisfaction that Alexandra was much more attractive than her daughter. Sophia’s features had the delicacy and perfect symmetry of other top models, needing make-up to give them substance. Alexandra d’Eblouir had a bolder, strikingly memorable face, full of warmth and character.


        ‘It’s love and money, darling. Does wonders for the hormones.’ Alexandra laughed. ‘Hello, Ben, sweetheart. Hi, Hugo – lovely to see you again.’ She kissed them both. ‘And you must be Amanda? Sophia told me you’re wonderfully fit. You’ll put us all to shame. Pascal’s had the pool cleaned up for you.’


        Alexandra, who’d got the impression Amanda was some sort of professional sportswoman, beamed at her. Amanda looked blankly back.


        ‘Now, Polly.’ Alexandra pulled her daughter away from Hugo, whom she was beating with her feather. ‘If I can drag you away from the talent you seem to have spotted, this is Lotty. Take her to your tepee and show her your pale-face dolls.’


        Lotty clung to Paola’s leg and her Noo Noo.


        ‘Want Wowla!’ she muttered, pouting.


        ‘Viens!’ Polly, feeling her responsibility as a six- (and a quarter) year-old aunt, took little Lotty’s hand. With their black hair and olive skin they looked like sisters. As they pottered off, Sophia stared with horror at Polly’s bottom.


        ‘Is that infectious, Mummy?’ She pointed at what looked like a giant red rash.


        ‘God, I hope not – I wouldn’t have any lipsticks left.’ Alexandra looked into the carry-cot. ‘Isn’t he angelic?’ The Honourable Josh was asleep with his thumb in his mouth, swaddled in a blue towelling Babygro. ‘What a little sweetheart. He’s just like you, Ben.’


        ‘Mercifully, Ben didn’t throw up three times in the car,’ muttered Hugo.


        ‘I’ll just show – Wowla, isn’t it? – the children’s rooms and then we can all have a massive drink,’ Alexandra announced.


        Ben was lifting the last of a huge selection of suitcases and baby apparatus from the boot.


        ‘Oh, leave those, Ben.’ Alexandra hooked his arm through hers, leading the way to the house. ‘We can all bring them in later. I got Pascal to buy crates of Pimms especially for you. It’s murder to get round here. Pascal won’t touch it. He says it’s worse than cough mixture.’ She wandered through the big wooden doors.


        Sophia stalked after them. She wanted desperately to unpack and sort everything out. Why did her mother live in such chaos?


        


They finally settled on the terrace which overlooked the wild garden Amanda had surveyed earlier.


        ‘Pascal likes meadows,’ Alexandra explained simply.


        Insects danced in a shimmering haze above the bleached fur of grasses, and the distant valley dozed beneath a tracing paper mist of heat. The spaniels flopped down and panted under narrow strips of shadow cast by the balustrades, eyeing the newcomers hopefully.


        Sophia was happily aware that she’d travelled better than the others. Amanda was looking hot and uncomfortable in her city clothes. Hugo had that impossibly sexy and seedy look of someone who’d just got out of bed and was heading for the percolator. Ben, as usual, looked like a down-and-out. She wished he’d get his hair cut, it was longer than her mother’s.


        ‘Place looks great,’ Ben was saying cheerfully. ‘Told Amanda last night she might be sleeping in a barn but you’ve done wonders since last year. Roof fixed?’


        ‘Yes. Last October. It was simply awful when we first lived here.’ Alexandra turned to Amanda. ‘Every time it rained, Pascal and I would hare round with buckets, trying to catch drips. Once, when it rained non-stop for two weeks, we heaved the only dry mattress down to the cellar and stayed in bed, tight as two ticks for ten days. The locals thought we’d killed each other.’


        ‘Don’t you miss England?’ Amanda asked her.


        ‘God, no, darling! All those Victorian values. My mother is French – Etty. She’s wonderful. Told me the facts of life by the time I was ten. Father tried to have her certified. The British are so twitched up about sex. It’s a shame because they’re such passionate lovers. The French love sex, love to buy presents, love wine, love food – all the things I adore, in fact. Have another drink.’


        Amanda liked Alexandra on instinct. She didn’t like many women but Alexandra was so stylish yet unceremonious. She noticed that despite the nine-hundred-pound suit she didn’t have any shoes on.


        Sophia, in contrast, was horrified. Trust mother to talk about sex within ten minutes, she thought furiously. She’d be offering round a joint soon. There was no sign of lunch.


        ‘When’s Cass coming?’ she asked tersely.


        ‘In a week or so, I think. She’s waiting for Marcus to break up. He’s in some cricket match – Oh! And there’s Ascot and Wimbledon. You know what she’s like. By the way, I spoke to Eddie this morning. We’re having a party for his arrival. You can help me organise it, darling.’


        Sophia brightened. The manoir had great potential for a really jet-set do. Alexandra knew some amazing international names through Pascal. Then there were her own contacts. She could just see the write-up in Dempster. Pascal was so rich she needn’t cut any corners.


        ‘When?’


        ‘Oh – last week in July, I think. I’ve written it down somewhere.’


        Not much time. She’d have to pull her finger out.


        ‘Leave it to me, Mummy.’


        ‘Isn’t it exciting about Eddie coming?’ Alexandra purred enthusiastically. ‘I honestly never thought I’d see him again.’


        Hugo refilled his glass from the jug of Pimms. ‘What does he do, this mysterious brother of yours?’


        ‘Well, my dear, he took over Father’s business in England in the seventies and it promptly went bust – so he upped sticks and moved to the States (more to escape from Father’s wrath than anything else). Apparently he set up some sort of art gallery that flopped – Cass, my sister, knows more about it than I do. He came back in nineteen-eighty to borrow some dosh off Father. He looked like a camp Hell’s Angel. Quite amazing. Father died of a heart attack while he was there – Cass still thinks it was the shock. So Eddie went back to the States without a penny. The old man left everything to the BFSS. Even Etty didn’t see any of it.’ She stroked the spaniel at her feet and smiled at them.


        ‘What does he do now?’ asked Amanda, noticing that Hugo’s eyes had long since glazed over.


        ‘Still in the art world. Some sort of dealer, I think. Probably still broke. We haven’t had so much as a Christmas card till now. I tracked him down through Pascal’s father and hounded him to come and stay.’


        ‘And she virtually had to bribe Matty, I hear,’ Sophia hissed to Ben under her breath.


        Alexandra laughed, unfazed. ‘Darling, you know that’s not true.’


        Ben looked up from trying to fathom Paris Match. ‘So is the old devil coming to wave his union banner at us exploiters of manpower?’


        Ben was in fact very fond of his impassioned and humanitarian brother-in-law, admiring his dedication. If Ben was ever to take his seat in the House of Lords he’d like to argue a point as lucidly as Matty French.


        ‘Mmm – now, that’s all very exciting.’ Alexandra wiped spaniel slobber off her red skirt. ‘He’s bringing that gorgeous Irish actor – Niall . . . er  . . .’


        ‘O’Shaughnessy?’ Hugo wondered.


        ‘Yes, that’s him. I think they’re going down to fetch him from Nîmes before they come here. I can’t remember.’


        ‘Nice bloke, Niall.’ Hugo stretched lazily. ‘His brother’s got a farm in Kildare – wonderful hunting country. Hasn’t his wife just left him?’


        ‘You know him?’ asked Amanda. She’d seen Niall O’Shaughnessy in a couple of television plays. He was wildly attractive. There was something gloriously romantic about his untamed image and dishevelled good looks.


        ‘I stayed with his brother for a few weeks point-to-pointing,’ Hugo told Alexandra. ‘We knocked back so much John Power one day we stripped down to the buff and swam in the Poulaphouca Reservoir. We were so plastered we didn’t notice a bunch of American tourists were videoing the whole thing for Uncle Ern and the kids back home in Dakota. They thought it was one of those “cute” ancient Irish rituals. We charged them ten punts each.’


        Ben laughed. ‘That’s typical Beauchamp. Remember that Eton Winchester rugby match where you told Whinney’s they had to jog naked round School Yard in time-honoured tradition?’


        ‘God, yes. Old Churchill caught them. He was furious that they’d gone the wrong way round the statue,’ Hugo remembered.


        ‘You were a bastard head boy.’


        ‘I was a bastard full stop.’ Hugo grinned, helping himself to another full glass of Pimms. ‘They only made me head boy because my father was. And I was good at cricket.’


        Amanda snorted pointedly, sighed and stretched out her legs. She secretly loved public school talk. It was amazing that after all these years it still made her back tingle.


        At seventeen she’d been a swotty, overweight introvert buried in a suburban all-girl grammar school. Her father, lower middle class, hardworking and a believer that the only qualification women needed was in home economics, could only afford to send one child, her elder brother, to a fee-paying school for what he called a ‘proper education’. As it turned out, Amanda took four A levels and went on to a first in economics at LSE. Her brother went to Stonehenge, took LSD and was now between jobs, working voluntarily at a re-hab centre in Birmingham. Amanda now recognised that his second-rate private school had been a stomping-ground for the snobbish, sports-mad middle classes. At the time, however, it was a gilded world of privilege and she’d endured crippling jealousy mixed with the first stabbing teenage angsts of lust. She’d developed huge crushes on her brother’s conceited school friends, with their lazy, clipped voices, their holidays in Val d’Isère and their parents’ lush houses in the home counties. She was also totally and numbingly intimidated by them.


        They’d slept with her because there was nothing better around that night, and then forgotten her name afterwards. Amanda had vowed that one day she’d call the shots, shouting ‘pull!’ as they panted like eager Labradors beside her. Armed with a high-salary career, a rigorous exercise programme and a lap-top silicone chip on her shoulder, she’d embarked on sleeping her way to the toff. Now members of the old-boy network she loathed and loved wanted her because she scared them stiff and excited them beyond their wildest dreams of Nanny.


        All except Hugo, that is. She doubted that she could ever scare Hugo. It was what kept her hooked. That and the fact that she still went weak at the knees to hear that drawling voice that was synonymous with first fifteens and dorm trooping. Right now, lounging in the sun with a childish grin on his face, listening to Ben drone on about farming, he seemed more unobtainable than ever. There was something utterly intoxicating yet thoroughly alienating about his narcissism.


        ‘Find yourself a nice professional,’ her mother had told her during their last phone conversation, the usual monologue. ‘One of your own class. That Beach-hump chap’ll never marry you, you know. His sort don’t mix with ours. You’re getting on. Don’t you want kids? Your father and I are starting to get worried about you, you know. Julie Dean had her third last Tuesday – a little girl – did I tell you? She’s two years younger than you.’


        Amanda had spat lyrical about her career coming first, hating small children, and marriage being the last of her priorities. But it hadn’t stopped her crying for hours afterwards.


        The reality of her situation was beginning to wear through the veneer of euphemisms she so regularly reapplied to it. Insecurity had started to creep into her well-thumbed and meticulously prioritised agenda. She hadn’t planned for the Caring Nineties, career motherhood and catalytic converted carry-cots. And she was reacting to her sudden insecurity as she always did when she took a blow to her self-esteem, by seeking a designer male distraction. A touch of jealousy might attract Hugo’s wandering attention and gauge his affections. He was getting harder and harder to read these days, like Dostoyevsky.


        Sophia was telling Alexandra about a visit to see her father, James.


        ‘Henrietta’s done the old drawing room out in pale green. Remember how squalid it was? And they’re extending the orangerie and turning it into an indoor swimming pool.’


        ‘Paddling pool, you mean. That old shack is minute, darling, and riddled with rot.’ Alexandra looked bored. ‘Why can’t they swim in the lake? We did.’


        ‘You did.’ Sophia sniffed disapprovingly and took a sip of her Pimms. ‘Pa’s trying to persuade Matty into the company again, he—’


        Amanda stopped listening and slid out of her shoes. Thank God she’d nipped into the loo to take off her tights. The sun was heating them all to gas mark eight from a cobalt sky.


        Hugo, sitting next to her, was now staring broodily out at the valley. His moods changed so quickly, one needed litmus paper to fathom them. Thick, tawny hair pushed back from his remote, watchful face, long lean body stretched out in front of him like a languishing puma, he was the ultimate in desirable, dangerous playthings. It wasn’t fair that one man should have such presence. Why was it that after six years she still couldn’t figure out what he was thinking? It was probably yet another reason she still kept coming back for more when she’d sworn to herself that she’d kicked the habit. She got so bored with everyone else.


        She lifted a glossy brown leg and rubbed her foot against his thigh. He stroked it absent-mindedly, still staring into the distance, lost in thought.


        Polly, still bottomless, bounded out of the garden with Lotty pottering behind, Noo Noo flapping as she tried frantically to keep up.


        ‘Hello, darlings,’ welcomed Alexandra, grateful of a diversion from her ex-husband’s home-improvements. ‘How many scalps have ye-um collected today?’


        ‘We’ve been killing insects, Maman,’ announced Polly, proudly brandishing a squashed beetle.


        Really, thought Sophia, that child is completely wild.


        ‘Bugger – sheet – bugger – sheet—’ Lotty chanted brightly at her mother.
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Michael Hennessy, teeth clenched around his pipe, handled the large Volvo through the Sussex lanes as if it were a Sherman tank.


        ‘Need we go quite so fast, Michael?’ asked Cassandra, his wife, whose hand kept slipping as she filled in the Daily Telegraph quick crossword. She only called her husband ‘Michael’ when she was annoyed, instead of the usual ‘De-ah’. He seldom noticed.


        ‘Got to push on, old thing.’ Michael had developed a habit of speaking out of one side of his mouth as the other was continuously occupied by his pipe. ‘We said eight for eight-thirty pre-dinner drinks.’


        Cass glanced at the car clock. Six-fifteen – which meant that it was ten past. Michael always set his clocks five minutes fast. They had plenty of time. She supposed it would at least give her a chance for a nice leisurely bath before the guests arrived. Thank God she’d decided to get caterers in for this one. She was fed up with breaking her nails over the chopping board and missing half the gossip because she had her oven-mitts in the Aga.


        She abandoned the crossword and leaned her straw hat back on the leather head-rest. It really had been a magnificent Henley. Granted, it had rained all the time and Michael’s gammy hip had played him up, but their first year in the stewards’ enclosure had made up for that.


        ‘The boys aren’t wildly keen on France,’ Cass started cautiously, looking at Michael. ‘Olly says he’s got to write some thesis thing and Marcus said he couldn’t possibly bring himself to go somewhere so “uncool” or some such word.’


        ‘Hmmph.’ Michael leaned on his horn as a lorry pulled out in front of them. ‘Shame old Marcus wasn’t in the Princess E. Still, at least he made the school cricket team for Lord’s.’


        ‘We’ve just got to get one of the boys to come with us, dear,’ Cass pleaded. ‘I promised Alex.’


        ‘Can’t Ol take a break from this thesis palaver, old girl?’


        ‘Not really. It is his PhD, after all.’


        ‘Stupid boy doesn’t need a bloody PhD.’ Michael waved an expressive, liver-spotted hand, veering across the road and sending a frantically wobbling cyclist into a ditch. ‘I haven’t even got a bloody degree and look how far I’ve got.’


        ‘Yes, dear.’ It was an age-old argument and didn’t solve the problem in hand. Cass looked at her determined, explosive husband, panama tipped over his long nose, brass buttons on his blazer gleaming, old school tie at precisely ninety degrees – a military man, a sportsman and now a businessman. Cass privately and guiltily decided that a spell of university squalor might have done him the world of good. Instead, Michael was so intolerant of academics that he thought reading Melvyn Bragg was tantamount to communism.


        ‘It’s not as if Marcus has got A levels or anything this year,’ she continued tentatively. ‘He could easily give up two weeks of his summer hols. He’d only stay in bed otherwise.’


        ‘Too bloody lazy by half. Needs a bit of discipline.’ Michael overtook a tractor, narrowly missing an oncoming 2CV.


        ‘Yes, dear. Perhaps if you bought him that car—’


        ‘A car! At seventeen! He can wait till he’s eighteen or buy his bloody own.’


        ‘Yes, dear.’


        Cass shut up and contemplated other forms of bribery for her beloved younger boy and optic apple.


        They were driving through Hurstfield now. In the warm evening sunshine, The Old Rectory lurked – more sombre and distinguished than ever – under the long shadows of its cluster of sagging, ivy-clad outbuildings. From the strawberry-brick church beyond, a procession of earnest bell-pullers was heading on a well-worn path between their practice session and the Hare and Hounds.


        ‘The grand old man of the village’ was how Michael referred to his big, ugly Edwardian house. To him, there was nothing to rival sitting in the garden with the Sunday Telegraph, listening to the church bells and the hollow cracks of fours and sixes from the cricket pitch beyond the rhododendrons.


        ‘That’s odd.’ Cass looked up as they swung into the immaculate raked gravel drive. ‘Mrs Tyler must have left the windows open after she cleaned yesterday. I hope she remembered to turn the alarm on.’


        When Michael switched off the engine, a loud, muffled thumping could be heard from inside the house.


        ‘Sounds like the sort of bloody junk the boys listen to,’ grunted Michael, jumping from the car.


        Thump – thump – thumpety – thump – thump – thump.


        ‘Oh, my God! I hope it’s not squatters!’ Cass followed her husband to the door.


        ‘If it’s those bloody New Age travellers claiming they’re on a bloody ley-line again, I’ll bloody—’ Michael stopped hissing abruptly as they heard a terrifying, disembodied wail from within.


        They crept inside.


        The music was deafening. It came from the drawing room on the left.


        Cass moved forward.


        ‘Ssh!’ Michael pushed her back against the wall.


        Picking up a large, brass candlestick from the Pembroke table beside the phone, he edged towards the sitting-room door, back pressed against the striped wallpaper like an American cop.


        ‘Everybody dance now! – Aciiid!’ came another banshee wail from the drawing room. Cass held her breath.


        Michael, pipe clenched between his teeth, pounced squarely into the doorway, candlestick aloft.


        ‘JUST WHAT DO YOU THINK – Marcus!’


        Darting behind Michael, Cass saw her younger son standing in the middle of their drawing room after what had obviously been a hefty bout of dancing. His shoulder-length curly bob was all over his face. His tatty REM t-shirt stuck to his bony chest. The music carried on thumping and thrashing around him.


        ‘Hi, Dad – wotcha, Mum,’ Marcus shouted over the din, circling a clenched fist in the air and wiggling his skinny hips. This was accompanied by much stamping of the enormous, unlaced trainers on his feet.


        Michael marched over to the stereo and switched off the offending noise. Cass groped her way to a sofa for support and sank gratefully down on it.


        ‘What are you doing at bloody home, giving your poor bloody mother such a fright?’ Michael spluttered, positioning himself in front of the fireplace and puffing furiously on his now extinguished pipe. ‘Why aren’t you at bloody school?’


        Marcus squinted his turned-down eyes at his father and paused for what seemed an interminable length of time. He got out a battered Marlboro soft pack from his trouser pocket and lit up.


        The long pause had actually been to contemplate if his parents could stomach him rolling a spliff and deciding against it.


        ‘Put that cigarette out!’ snapped his mother.


        ‘Wise decision, Marc, my man,’ Marcus chuckled and carried on smoking.


        ‘What?’


        ‘Nuffink.’ Marcus took a long drag, squinting from one parent to the other. ‘Fing is . . . like . . . you’re gonna love this . . .’ He paused for effect, then forgot what he was saying.


        Cass was wincing. Marcus was going through a fearfully class-conscious stage where all communication took place in a broad Cockney accent. One could have a ten-minute monologue from him and realise afterwards that all he’d really said was ‘crucial’ and ‘happening’, interspersed with ‘um’ and ‘er’.


        ‘Why are you wearing that wicked hat, Mum?’ Marcus wandered over to an armchair and slid into it rather than sitting down. He flicked his ash into a bowl of pot pourri.


        ‘Never mind that!’ bellowed Michael. ‘Why are you at home?’


        ‘I . . . er . . . got the sack, man. Y’know.’


        ‘No, I DON’T know.’


        ‘Excommunication.’


        There was a long pause during which Marcus’s eyes crossed so much that Cass thought they were going to spin around completely in their sockets.


        ‘Are you trying to tell us you’ve been expelled, Marcus?’ she finally managed to croak, casting a nervous eye towards Michael, whose face had turned the same angry red as his sunburnt bald patch.


        ‘Yeah – that’s it . . . ex-spelled. My spelling is no more. Get it? Ha ha, man.’


        There was a shocked silence. The Hennessys’ yellow Labrador, Enoch, chose this moment to crawl shakily out from behind Cass’s sofa, deciding chaos had ended. He goosed Michael, which didn’t help his composure.


        ‘Why, Marcus?’ Cass faltered. She wished she could ask Marcus for one of his cigarettes to calm her nerves. ‘Why were you expelled?’


        ‘Er.’ Marcus scrunched up his sleepy eyes as if trying to remember. ‘I . . . er . . . kind of organised this rave in Wiltsher’s study . . . it was really happening . . . but we got raided, y’know.’


        Michael had no idea what a ‘rave’ was and wasn’t going to give his son the pleasure of asking. All he could splutter was, ‘How could you . . . how could you . . . before the bloody cricket!’


        ‘Yeah – the Head went on about that.’ Marcus laughed. It was a wild, hiccuping laugh he’d cultivated with the Cockney accent.


        Michael groped for his tobacco pouch and fought desperately to control his rage. If his blood pressure went up any higher, he’d need a valve in the top of his head. Unseeing, he started stuffing Olbas pastilles into the end of his pipe.


        Brought up with the minimum of privilege between the wars, seeing action in colonial Africa at nineteen, subsequently climbing first through the ranks of the Royal Navy and then – after injuries sustained in Korean water – battling his way into a top position in city investment broking, Michael didn’t understand his children. Marcus had been given far more opportunities than himself, had far more back-up. Despite his mother’s mollycoddling, he hadn’t been spoilt; he had been made to work for everything he wanted, denied the more frivolous requests, sternly disciplined when he misbehaved. Yet he consistently let them down. Even as an eight-year-old boarder, he’d been sent home for putting Bond-it on the seat in the masters’ lavatory. Marcus knew about as much of responsibility as Michael knew about needle-point.


        Michael lit his pipe, which caramelised and fumed, spitting black froth. With as much dignity as he could muster, he cast it aside and glared at his son. Looking at Marcus’s vacuous, smiling face, which hadn’t a trace of shame, malice or embarrassment in it, his anger dissolved into despair.


        ‘Couldn’t you have stayed in school till we sorted all this bloody mess out?’ He sighed gruffly.


        ‘Nrrr . . . it was last week, man. You were away and that, y’know . . . I decided to cut my losses and get out.’


        Michael stomped through to the answering machine in his study. As he guessed, there were several increasingly frantic messages from Marcus’s headmaster. Looking out of the window and wondering which method of punishment was cruel enough, he noticed a white transit van turning into The Old Rectory driveway. It had ‘Chez Vous’ italicised on the side.


        ‘Caterers are here, old girl,’ he called, turning wearily back to the drawing room. ‘Go to your bloody room, Marcus, and wait for judgment. You shan’t eat tonight, old boy.’ That was petty, but then again he felt petty.


        ‘Wicked.’ Marcus heaved himself up from his sitting slouch to his standing one and meandered over to the stereo to flip out his tape.


        ‘If I hear so much as ONE bloody note of that this evening, I’ll . . . I’ll . . .’ Michael searched his mind for something suitably tyrannical. ‘I’ll get my barber to clip your whole bloody head on number one setting.’


        For the first time that evening Marcus looked almost animated and bounded upstairs two at a time.


        ‘I’ll go and phone Parker,’ Michael told his wife darkly, shutting himself in his study to ring Marcus’s headmaster.


        Cass hadn’t moved from the sofa, hands clamped together, straw hat still in place.


        Perhaps if Michael had been an Old Boy? She deliberated anxiously. Or hadn’t been so competitive in the fathers’ races on sports days?


        She looked across at the collection of photographs of her children above the mantelpiece. Marcus looking so angelic at twelve; Oliver, smug and handsome in his graduation robes, and as a ravishing boy, hugging Enoch in the garden. They were beautiful children. She was so proud of them. Painfully proud. Above them, she saw her own reflection in the speckled old mirror which, with its burnished glow and majestic frame, she normally considered so flattering. A sad, middle-aged woman in a silly straw hat stared back.


        Always considered prettier than her sister, with her cloud of black hair, round cheeks and upturned nose, Cass still had the mischievous delicacy of a cat licking the last of the cream from its paws. On a good day, with clever make-up and without a hangover, she could look thirty-five. On a day like today, a month away from her last diet, she looked every one of her fifty years (forty-eight to her friends). Making a mental note to apply some skin-food that night, she pulled her hat off and tidied her hair, drawing a deep, bolstering breath.
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