

[image: ]





Over the next half hour they behaved like children, trying on shoes and hats, discarding silk palazzo pants, skimpy tops and evening dresses and delving in the cupboards for more, wrapping two or three belts each round their waists. Izzie pranced about amidst the growing debris on the floor in one of Maddy’s more beautiful Ghost dresses, champagne in hand and tottering on Jimmy Choos, swishing scarves like a catwalk model. ‘Oooh,’ she cooed. ‘This is like an orgy.’
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 Chapter 1

Izzie glanced at the clock, then redoubled her efforts. ‘Get in there, you bitch,’ she hissed. ‘I haven’t got time to mess around!’

A glance in the shiny metal lids of the Aga confirmed her worst fears. Quite apart from the fact that the curved surface made her look like Barry Manilow’s ugly sister, she was a mess, and there was evidence of the struggle all over the kitchen too. In just over an hour, she’d have to appear in public with every trace carefully cleaned away. No one must ever know the ghastly truth of what had gone on. If anyone found out all her careful work would be ruined. How had she got herself into this godawful situation? But time was running out. She grabbed a bread knife.

‘I’ll cut your bloody legs off, I’m warning you! This is your last chance.’

Barbie lay on the kitchen worktop, unmoved by the threats and surrounded by cake crumbs. Once more Izzie jerked her upright and, ignoring the accusing stare of the painted blue eyes, thrust her into the top of the cake. This time she went in up to the waist and stayed upright.

Muttering a fervent prayer of thanks, Izzie started to patch up the damage: cake fragments unceremoniously jammed in to fill the crater in the top, then a light skim of butter cream to stick on the all-forgiving royal icing. Once that was in place, with a few strategically placed icing rosebuds and some jelly sweets, she’d defy anyone not to be impressed by ‘Princess Barbie in a Crinoline’ - even if the sponge cake was bought and hacked into shape after her pitiful effort sank without trace in the bloody Aga. The first thing she’d do if she ever got any spare money would be to yank out that  temperamental monster and replace it with a nice biddable gas oven.

There - finished. Now to do something about her hair - like wash out the icing sugar for a start. Only twenty minutes until Sue ‘twin-set’ Templeton’s awful lunch party. (‘What that woman doesn’t know about cardies, you could write on the back of an M&S label,’ had been Marcus’ remark.) She wasn’t Izzie’s type at all, and the feeling was clearly mutual. Izzie was quite aware she’d only been invited to make sure she delivered the cake on time. The prep-school set, of which Sue was the lynchpin, wouldn’t bother with her otherwise, despite the mysterious ex-London allure that still clung to her - just. This was definitely the last time she’d let herself get suckered into doing a cake for some posh kid’s birthday. She’d rather be ostracised altogether than go through ordeal by Victoria sponge again.

She stormed upstairs and turned on the shower. Her entirely undeserved reputation for being good at birthday cakes, she realised, was based on those she’d produced for her own children’s parties. What no one had tumbled to was that she had simply snaffled her ideas from the displays in the Jane Asher shop in Cale Street, so she’d allowed the fiction to continue - and this was the price! Sue Templeton’s ghastly adenoidal brat had demanded a cake for her birthday, and Izzie, against her better judgement, had complied at once. She’d have to keep the whole cake thing well hidden from her old mates in London. What would they think if they knew she was now rubbing shoulders with the Mercedes Mums?

Blimey, she thought as she applied shampoo, an invitation to join the august company of that lot was quite a step up rural Ringford’s social ladder, but it had been long enough coming. After two years, she still wasn’t sure she’d mastered the steps of the complicated social dance of the provinces. It wasn’t that she hated the country. Intellectually speaking (not a thing she did a lot of nowadays), she could see all the advantages. The schools were fine and you  didn’t have to go private; there were no syringes in the sand pit at the recreation ground; the air was clear (apart from the crop spraying, the slurrying and GM trials down the road). She’d even developed a sneaky affection for the funny little shops in Ringford High Street - learning to live without squid pasta and giving up hope of Jo Malone opening a branch there. On the rare occasions she went back to London now, she realised her friendliness with shop assistants in Upper Street was hopelessly inappropriate, and returned home with a rather pathetic sense of relief. OK, so she’d lost her urban edge, but in all the ways you could calibrate, quality of life here was better, even though it hadn’t been her idea to come.

But in the ways you couldn’t measure, Izzie knew there was something lacking. Those intrinsic bits of London: the buskers on the South Bank, violet-coloured fondant icing on those mini-cakes from Konditor & Cook, or leisurely Saturday mornings spent reading the Guardian from cover to cover while the kids were at tap.

She fumbled for a towel, water trickling over her eyes. No, what she really couldn’t bear a moment longer - and somehow, this Barbie thing had brought it all into intolerably sharp focus - was the permanent feeling that there was no one round here she could share even the memory of these delights with, least of all Sue Templeton. Izzie couldn’t get this crowd at all, and she was torn between not even wanting to understand them, so sod the lot of them, and longing to feel a part of something. No wonder she was bloody confused.

Now, as she combed her wet hair, she thought back to her hopes when they moved out of London. Downsizing had seemed the sensible thing to do and Marcus was so keen to do it. They’d sold their house in Islington - oh all right, Stoke Newington - and bought this sweet Victorian cottage in Hoxley. They’d been reliably informed by the agent that it was a highly ‘desirable’ village (meaning it had no council houses), so they’d packed up without a backwards glance. In  fact, Marcus had been thrilled to shake the dust of London off his feet, and he’d even lost touch with his old friends.

Izzie had talked it through with all the publishers she worked for as a copy editor, and everyone had agreed that they’d carry on as before. It would be just the same, only she wouldn’t be able to pop in to pick work up or deliver - but no problemo. And the Jiffy bags of page proofs, designs for approval and sheets of illustrations to check kept hitting the doormat. She could work in her pyjamas (a long-held ambition), fit it all around the kids, and everything went on as before.

She untangled some clean knickers from the over-stuffed drawer. Frankly the new school had been a bit of a culture shock. Liberal though she was, Izzie was a stickler for correct spelling and grammar - and that extended to tattoos. Instead of the Tobys and Tashas of North London, here most of her children’s classmates were Waynes and Kellys whose main entertainment after school was PlayStation2, shooting pigeons with air rifles or, most mystifying of all, Irish dancing.

So why had she agreed when Sue Templeton, non-working wife of the BMW-driving proprietor of a sign-writing firm, with kids at the local prep school, had asked her to make a Princess Barbie cake for snotty Abigail? She buried the question and dried her hair while simultaneously hopping on one leg trying to pull on Gap low-slung combats. Would her black cashmere sweater have shrunk so far that it would leave a strip of unappealingly white back on display when she leant forward to serve herself quiche? There was bound to be quiche.

Within twenty minutes she’d arrived, and parked rakishly between driveways on Millstone Meadow, the newly built estate of executive homes in Long Wellcote that was chez  Templeton. ‘Stepford Drive’ Marcus had christened this mock-Georgian abomination, and Izzie had to admit wryly he had got it right again. Hopping over the precisely alternated clumps of blue and white lobelia that passed for  imaginative planting, she glanced at the car she had parked behind. A bloody huge Beamer, naturally. But the woman inside it didn’t look very Stepford.

She was blonde, of course - it seemed to be some sort of legal requirement if you drove a BMW - but she’d got the shade exactly right: somewhere between Gwyneth and Cate, without veering dangerously towards Jerry (or even worse, Geri!). Puffing grimly out of the window on a hands-free cigarette, this woman was gripping the steering wheel and seemed to be muttering to herself, a ferocious scowl on her face.

Shrugging, Izzie composed her face into the bland smile she thought fit for such an occasion, then, gripping the cake board more firmly, she rang the doorbell.

 



White ‘toaster’ sliced bread. Oven chips. Frozen crispy pancakes. Turkey drummers. Maddy’s heart sank as she watched the shopping of the woman in front of her passing through the checkout. Did these philistines know nothing about real food? She looked down at her own trolley. It had been a struggle to find them, but she’d managed free-range duck breasts, those scrumptious but obscure little French choccie biccies the children so adored and some balsamic vinegar that looked just like the stuff they’d bought in Tuscany last year. God, she missed that little deli on the corner of Draycott Avenue.

She looked at her watch; twenty minutes before she had to be at Little Goslings to pick up Florence and get to the lunch. If the woman in front didn’t get a move on packing her pathetic selection of fast food, she’d be late and Clare Jenkins, the rather obsequious proprietor of the nursery, would give her yet another reproachful look. She had no right to of course, when Maddy had offered so generously to back pay the extortionate fees when Florence had started there three weeks into term.

Her three-year-old’s education had already cost them an arm and a leg. With the sudden move up to this godforsaken  county, she’d had to forfeit a term’s fees to the nursery in London where Florence had been so settled. They’d had to reserve a place there for her almost before conception - it made joining Hurlingham seem like a picnic. Little Goslings just outside Ringford was, frankly, a comedown, and the fact that she had promised to enrol nine-month-old Pasco very soon was another reason why the staff had no right to come on all superior with her.

The woman at the checkout was now searching through her ghastly, faux-leather handbag to find her purse. Maddy sighed and tapped her fingernails on the handle of her trolley. It was going to be a close-run thing. While she waited, she looked the woman over. She seemed to sum up everything that was so common about everyone in this hay-seed community. The woman’s white T-shirt - probably a man’s and undoubtedly from Matalan - was pulled tight over a huge, insufficiently supported bust, and hung out loose over a vulgarly over-patterned flared skirt, creased at the bum. And her shoes, oh God her shoes. Light beige sandals bearing up heroically under the strain of the fat feet squeezed into them.

Maddy looked down smugly at her own soft-as-toffee, pale blue suede driving shoes which she’d found in a gorgeous little place on Walton Street. She hadn’t been able to resist buying another two pairs in different colours. She sighed again. Her monthly hair cut at John Freida was one thing, but would she be able to justify a trip up to town now just to satisfy the imperative of decent footwear or, after a few more weeks living here, would she too be drowned in a sea of mediocrity?

Grabbing a last-minute bunch of bright orange gerbera from the flower section, she paid for them and a packet of Marlboro Lights at the cigarette counter as she left (delayed even longer by the bloody losers queuing for the Lottery). The fact that the flowers cost three times as much as they should, being out of season, would almost certainly be lost on her lunch hostess, Sue Templesomething. She manoeuvred  the trolley at precarious speed around the car park and stuffed the bags into the back of her car. They’d brought it in the days when they had to negotiate the perils of the traffic on the Fulham Road - the TV screen in the headrests was a godsend for entertaining the children. But now they were in the country, its height from the road gave her a sense of superiority over other cars that felt appropriate.

Turning out of Ringford, she headed on to the more rural roads towards the nursery and Huntingford. She could feel her hands relaxing on the wheel as she looked over the hedges at the fields and the view beyond. Summer was holding on for dear life, and there was a heat haze that hung over the hills in the distance, making each one less distinct than the one before it. A tractor in a far-off field looked like a child’s toy and was busy ploughing up the remnants of the summer wheat, she guessed, to prepare for a crop she certainly wouldn’t recognise. Her agricultural knowledge was sketchy to say the least, but the whole picture of undulating countryside was, she supposed, a pleasing one, and went some small way to reminding her of the positive reasons for the move here.

Simon’s announcement that he had decided to abandon the City and had bought an IT company ‘somewhere lovely in the country’ had landed on Maddy like a bombshell. OK, so they had ranted and raved about the parking difficulties of SW10, and fantasised occasionally about the delights of a big garden and the sound of bells from a village church, but Maddy had thought that was all just in fun. Simon, however, had rehearsed all the reasons why it was the best thing for the family to get out of town, even before presenting her with a virtual fait accompli one evening last May over a glass of chilled white Bourgogne. He’d even had Colette, their French nanny, look after the kids for the weekend, and had driven Maddy around the country lanes, seducing her with a carefully vetted pile of estate agents’ details of houses with idyllic pictures and even more poetic descriptions. He’d then seduced her again after dinner at a rather gorgeous hotel  he’d booked them into, as if making love in the country was somehow superior to doing it in the city.

Huntingford House had been everything she had lusted after: Queen Anne, brick built, with big sashes and dormer windows peeping out of the roof on the second floor. The type of house you see in the opening pages of Country Life. It had all the right bits in all the right places: sweeping drive, old roses in an acre of rambling garden, and a kitchen bigger than the whole downstairs area of their house in Milborne Place. The décor hadn’t been quite so gorgeous. The Formica units, fifties central heating system and shag pile carpets had  to go. But with the help of her old boss, Felicity Cook, and an instinctive good taste acquired by osmosis after years living within spitting distance of the Boltons, she was in the process of replacing avocado bathroom suites with CP Hart, and exchanging William Morris curtains for yards of Zoffany. She was now well on the way to creating the home she wanted it to become. Somewhere that would turn visiting London chums green with envy.

Will’s school too had been a persuasive factor. Simon had arrived home gripping a copy of The Good School Guide with the page already marked. Eagles had been described as having ‘all the elements of an inner London Prep, without the traffic’. That was good enough for Maddy. By an amazing stroke of luck, they had managed to secure a place left by a child whose parents were relocating and, despite another hefty financial penalty for starting late, they were in. Maddy had been heartened by the other parents in the car park. OK, so there was an alarming plethora of gold shoes and appliquéd T-shirts, but there weren’t too many common accents and the head, Mrs Turner, a rather tall, anorexic-looking woman in her mid-forties, Viyella suit and high shoes, had assured them that most parents worked ‘in fields like IT and medicine’.

Colette was just wiping the remnants of lunch off Pasco’s face when Maddy burst into the kitchen with the supermarket bags. ‘I’m late for that woman’s little “get together”,’  she gasped, planting a kiss on the baby’s head. The petite French nanny had been Maddy’s bargaining tool for the move. Either she came too or Maddy wasn’t budging. Colette, despite (or perhaps because of) being from deepest France, seemed even more cynical about a move to the back edge of beyond than Maddy. In fact, Colette’s rooms at the top of the house had to be first for an overhaul as an added incentive and she was now ensconced in luxury with her wide-screen TV and Malabar curtains, while the rest of the household were having to put up with bare plaster and barer floorboards.

‘Oh, Maddy, leave the shopping,’ cooed Colette in that drop-dead sexy accent. ‘I just change Pasco’s nappy and he be ready. Come on, little man.’ She called back over her shoulder, ‘The builder want to talk to you about the spare room.’

‘He’ll have to wait.’ Maddy quickly packed Ben & Jerry’s Phish Food into the big American freezer and plonked pots of coriander and fresh basil on to the windowsill, brushed her hair and applied some lipstick, by which time Pasco re-emerged smelling clean and delicious in his nanny’s arms.

‘We’ll be back after school pick-up,’ she said, taking the baby from Colette. ‘I can make a pretty good guess what sort of women will be there - I’ve met them all at the school gate - and it’s not looking like a gathering from the social pages of Tatler. Pasta for the children’s supper? With that lovely plum tomato sauce you do so well - and I’ve even managed to track down some fresh Parmesan. There is a God!’ Is that an expression the French understand? she wondered as she swept out of the drive. God, her command of her mother tongue must be slipping.

By the time she pulled up outside Little Goslings, a substantial Victorian house with every window festooned with a child’s jolly drawing, it was ten past one and she was well prepared for the disapproving looks she’d receive from the nursery nurses.

‘Florence has had a lovely morning,’ gushed Clare Jenkins,  the name of the nursery emblazoned on the sweatshirt stretched across her ample bosom, ‘haven’t you, Florrie?’ (To flatly refuse to give her name the correct French pronunciation was one thing, but Florrie!) ‘We’ve done a drawing of mummy and your lovely new house. She’s had some banana and raisins for a snack,’ then she added, almost mouthing the words as if to protect Florence from the knowledge that she had a negligent and tardy mother, ‘but I think she’s a bit hungry. It’s lunchtime, isn’t it, Florrie darling?’ Oh stuff you, thought Maddy. Wouldn’t anyone be if all they’d had since breakfast was a handful of raisins and some banana?

‘Thanks, Clare. See you tomorrow. Come on, Florence,’ she said, emphasising the name and grabbing her rather fractious daughter’s hand. ‘We’re off to meet some nice new friends.’

Twenty past one now and Maddy wasn’t quite sure how late you could be for a half-twelve invitation around these parts without appearing completely rude. She lit a cigarette, confident that she wouldn’t be allowed to smoke chez Templeton,  that was the name, and opened the window wide so it wouldn’t choke the children. Back home, you could turn up virtually when it suited you. Lunches had been long and fun, with nannies (usually from ex-eastern bloc countries) entertaining various offspring in the garden. She’d then return home around five and escape the tea-time warzone, with the excuse that she had to get ready to meet Simon in town for whatever dinner or party they were attending that night.

She overtook a couple of horseriders at speed, and vaguely returned their enthusiastic gestures. Did she know them? No, somewhere in the back of her mind she knew she wasn’t achieving all she should in life. ‘If Madeleine puts in half as much effort into her school work as she does into her social life, she will go far,’ her headmistress had written on her leaving report from Queensgate. Maddy knew she had been right, and, though she endeavoured to read serious books  and always to scour the Weekend section of the Daily Telegraph, life was too much fun. She justified her lifestyle by consoling herself that Simon earned quite enough to make her working unnecessary - and what could she do anyway with a couple of A levels, and a few years picking wallpaper for the rich and clueless?

What galled her now, as they drove towards Long Wellcote, was the thought that at least in London she could make sure she went to the right exhibitions and operas, and kept up with the sharp end. The closest thing Ringford had to offer in terms of culture was a framing shop with prints of Provençal lavender fields in the window. She glanced in the rear-view mirror at her beautiful children: Pasco with a dark colouring that suggested his European grandparentage, and Florence with her blonde curls, so like Simon, and her thumb in, gripping her beloved rabbit with her other hand. Suddenly she had an image of the woman she was in danger of becoming: a country mumsy who spent her life going from school playground to bloody coffee morning to bloody toddler group to bloody boring lunches, talking about potty training and school fundraising. It just wasn’t her bag.

Hers was more Prada, and the prospect loomed terrifyingly of a life without one, or for that matter, lunch at Harvey Nicks, Jimmy Choo’s or a couple of hours shopping in New Bond Street.

Royally pissed off, she finally found Sue Templeton’s house at the other end of the village and pulled up outside, behind a new Peugeot MPV with a ‘Don’t Kill the Countryside’ sticker displayed in the back. The house, a pastiche of Georgian splendour, complete with porticoed porchway, sat on the corner of a road of other unimaginative boxes and, through the new privet hedge, Maddy could make out a garden strewn with garish plastic trikes.

As Maddy jerked on the handbrake and turned off the engine, she could feel herself about to weep with despair. ‘Sod the bloody countryside,’ she wailed out loud. ‘It deserves to die.’




 Chapter 2

Izzie could hear Sue Templeton’s loud, unrelenting voice long before the door opened. Her big face fell when she saw who it was. ‘Oh it’s you,’ she brayed. ‘We were beginning to wonder if you were coming. At last, is that the cake? Abigail will be thrilled.’

Of course it’s the bloody cake, you dopey tart, thought Izzie, but smiled artlessly and mouthed invented excuses for her lateness. Sue shepherded her through the oppressively narrow hall.

‘Bring it through,’ she ordered. ‘Fortunately we haven’t started eating yet.’

‘Oh, you shouldn’t have waited for me. Sorry, I should have called to say I’d be late but...’

‘We weren’t waiting for you,’ Sue retorted, then thinking perhaps it was a bit too rude to speak that way even to Izzie, corrected herself, twinkling revoltingly. ‘I mean we’re waiting for our guest of honour - Mrs Huntingford House!’

‘Mrs who? I don’t think I’ve met her. What an unusual name!’

‘No, Isabel,’ Sue explained as if to a tiresome child. ‘She’s the new woman who’s moved into Huntingford House. Come up from London, husband did something seriously important in the City, setting up a business locally now - to do with computers I think,’ she honked. ‘Isn’t it always?’

Rolling her eyes to indicate that the details of the business were not the important part - only the size of the bank balance - Sue flapped her hands irritably at the hesitant Izzie and ushered her through. ‘Her little boy is at Eagles with ours, and I thought she’d like to get to know us all  better. So important to make sure you have plenty of friends when you move to a new place!’

Laudable sentiments, but Izzie suppressed a cynical smile. Sue’s hospitality had never been extended quite so freely to her. Izzie could tell by the sense of anticipation in the overheated kitchen that Mrs Huntingford House had been identified as something of a social catch. This should be funny!

As they entered the room, Izzie could hear stifled laughter then a hurried, ‘Ssshhhh!’ She felt herself tense up even further. There were three women already seated at the table: Linda Meades and Clare Lorrimer were so inseparable that she always thought of them as one, a bit like Ant ’n’ Dec or Rosencrantz ’n’ Guildenstern. Meades ’n’ Lorrimer kind of blurred into a sea of silky camel knits, silky camel hair and too-orange fake tan - all in a flawless eggshell finish. Even the lipgloss was co-ordinated.

Shoe-horned in close to the wall opposite was Fiona Price. Looking frumpy and uncomfortable - her one concession to femininity a pair of gold earrings shaped like stirrups - perspiration beaded her bleached moustache in the airless kitchen, and her arms were clamped across her boobs. Fiona reminded Izzie of an overstuffed armchair, but any idea of cosiness was deceptive. Affectionately known in Izzie’s house as ‘Frau Schadenfreude’, her speciality was spreading the word. She was more effective than Reuters, and, like CNN, seemed to function 24/7. What bothered Izzie the most, though, was the obvious delight she took in other people’s misfortune. When a friend’s husband had been banned for drink-driving, Fiona had virtually pinned Izzie to the wall outside Boots to impart the sordid details.

True to form, the women all pretended to have forgotten her name, greeting her with vague but perfunctory smiles, so she had to go through the indignity of introducing herself again. From then on they ignored her, talking instead about the sweeping changes ‘Mrs HH’ had made to the house since she’d arrived. Each had some juicy tit-bit of information to  impart, gleaned from the carpenter, the postman, the man at the deli in Ringford, the florist and more, testifying to the lavish lifestyle and effortless chic of their still-absent guest.

Stuck for something to say, Izzie eventually piped up. ‘There was a woman in a car just in front of me when I parked. Perhaps that’s her and she’s forgotten the house number.’ Sue went to peer through the lavishly swagged curtains on the front window. ‘Yes that is her! I’ll go and get her. Isabel, do put that cake down and could you pour a glass of wine . . . ?’

But a ring at the doorbell cut off Sue’s string of commands in mid-stream. She fussed with her hair, pulled lint off the inevitable knitwear and, bracing herself, went to answer the door, her accent poshed up as she greeted her guest in rapturous tones. From her vantage point by the kitchen window, Izzie watched bemused as the others preened themselves for the arrival of this new marvel.

The woman who walked through the door, the very one she had seen in the BMW, was clearly a cut above her welcoming committee. Yes indeedy - a different breed altogether. Very urban chic but kind of effortless. This woman was a class act, and it wasn’t just the hair; everything about her screamed entitlement, languor, money - such an irresistible blend. Izzie blinked rapidly as she strove to itemise her gorgeously understated ensemble. Her accessories were perfect, from Gucci shades pushed up on her head, to the soft glint of Patek Philippe on her wrist, right down to powder-blue suede driving shoes revealing a hint of slender tanned feet, the beautiful baby on hip and exquisite little girl in tow. Even the slightly petulant expression and hint of a frown line between the carefully shaped brows fitted perfectly.

Izzie prided herself on being able to scent good breeding at a hundred yards - it was a gift that had come in handy through the years - and this was an absolutely prime example. The arrival’s bust was slightly larger than hers and she looked a few years younger, but apart from that they were about the same size. Izzie wondered fleetingly whether  she could get friendly enough with this vision to find out which charity shop she honoured with her cast-offs.

‘Oh sorry, this is Isabel Stock. Isabel, Madeleine Hoare. Isabel’s made this lovely cake for Abigail’s party this afternoon. Isn’t it gorgeous? Every little girl’s dream. A perfect fairy princess. And another little Barbie to add to the collection! ’

Izzie winced as the newcomer’s incredulous glance swept over the pink monstrosity. She had to say something, to dissociate herself both from the ghastly conceit of Barbie in a Victoria sponge and icing crinoline and from the other women there, before she was dismissed along with them. Over here! she felt like shouting. I’m not like them. Honest! I used to live in London too. I’m interesting really.

The Madeleine woman paused, tilted her head and arched an eyebrow, scrutinising the icing.

‘Christ! It looks like a stag party for toddlers. Are those jelly tots or silicone implants?’

Izzie was startled, not sure how to react and then from somewhere dug up a witticism. ‘Just the job for Abigail’s party,’ she mused. Madeleine stifled a laugh and at that moment there seemed to be a connection - almost imperceptible, but it was there. She shot her a quick glance then looked more closely at the cake.

‘How on earth did you get the wretched doll to stand up? Did you shove her in there with brute force?’

‘Pretty much,’ replied Izzie. ‘It was either that or cut off her legs.’

A shocked murmur ran round the room, but the newcomer’s eyes sparkled with mischief. ‘Sounds a bit like Boxing  Helena,’ she challenged, now staring straight at Izzie, who came straight back with, ‘Not so much Boxing Helena, more Nigella meets Hannibal Lector.’

Madeleine’s peal of laughter was all the more pleasing because of the uncomprehending stares of the others there. Izzie, who was still clutching the cake despite Sue’s orders, had a look of sheer delight on her face as the significance of  what was happening began to sink in. Apart from the two of them, the room was in puzzled silence, but in Izzie’s head an angel chorus was crooning. For the first time in two years someone, apart from Marcus of course, actually seemed to be on her wavelength.

‘It’s Maddy by the way,’ she said, as if for Izzie’s ears only.

‘Mine’s Izzie, to rhyme with busy.’

Disconcertingly, the rather exquisite little girl holding on to her mother’s leg giggled shyly. Maddy whispered conspiratorially: ‘I’m sorry, Florence thought you said Zizi - which is the French word for a willy . . . !’

Izzie snorted with mirth. ‘No way! I never knew that. I’ll book my Eurostar seat right away.’

Sue muscled in, puce with anger. ‘Well, I think it’s a marvellous cake,’ she chirped, and whisked Maddy off to the beanfeast going on for the other children in the playroom.

Left undefended in the kitchen, Izzie felt her balloon of happiness slowly deflate as the others looked her up and down. Trying to hang on to that elusive feeling of confidence, she placed the cake firmly on the pristine Corian work surface, then turned round to confront them with a smile bravely pinned to her face.

‘Wine, anyone?’ she said perkily, and seizing the bottle in its frosty plastic insulated jacket (‘icy condoms’, as Marcus had dubbed them) sauntered over to the table. She really didn’t fancy sitting next to the Frau at the far end, but Linda and Clare had formed an apparently impenetrable barrier on the far side, and the fug of ‘Opium’ and ‘Mitsouku’ that surrounded them was enough to repel all boarders, welcome or otherwise. Sitting at the head of the table seemed presumptuous so she sat down on the only other chair, opposite them, and surreptitiously moved it as far from Fiona as she could. Three sets of eyebrows shot up and meaningful looks were exchanged.

‘Well, Izzie, you look as tired as I feel,’ murmured Clare with phoney solicitude. ‘Working hard at the moment? That  lovely little house of yours must take some keeping up. Give me modern, any time. So much easier!’

Linda joined in. ‘How’s that hunky husband of yours - Marcus? I haven’t seen him at the gym lately. Not that he needs it; he’s in such fa-a-antastic shape. I remember him saying while we were in the sauna one time that you had a joint membership. Don’t you ever go? So good for the posture - and the skin!’

Posture! Skin! Izzie’s shoulders had gradually hunched up round her ears, and she could feel her own face now going blotchy with rage. How dare these ignorant trollops try and get her going! Well today she wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction. Summoning up the remnants of her self-control, she strove to remember Marcus’ nicknames for them. Linda he referred to as ‘the Lizard’ - all sunbaked and scaly with swivelling eyes and a tongue that kept flickering in and out. Clare was ‘Daisy’, and there was indeed something cow-like about her huge, over-made-up eyes and wobbly, pushed-up boobs. Yes, that definitely helped. Izzie sat up straight again and smiled broadly.

‘Marcus is really great at the moment, thank you. How clever of you to remember his name. He often used to mention seeing you both at the gym. But you know Marcus, he always has such funny stories to tell when he’s been anywhere, and he makes me just curl up with laughter with the things he tells me. He hasn’t had time to go there lately and, you’re so right, he really is in wonderful shape. We get plenty of exercise together though! The house - well, what can I say? We’re so happy there. We always dreamt of living in a house with character and charm, and we’ve certainly got that. I suppose people always choose houses to suit the way they are. I’m sure yours suits you down to the ground, Clare.’

The simultaneous intakes of breath round the table told Izzie she’d hit the mark, and she sat back, pleasantly surprised at how easy it had been. She was saved from further interrogation by the return of Sue and Maddy, their hostess still braying and honking her way through her monologue.

When they reached the table, there was an unexpected pause in the running commentary and Izzie looked up to see Sue glowering at her. Oh God! What had she done now? Sue stomped off to get another chair which she shoved in next to Izzie, scraping the leg spitefully down her ankle, then banged another knife and fork down next to hers. Izzie looked in surprise at the cutlery (very scrolly, repro Georgian). How very remiss of Sue to forget to lay a place for Maddy!

Lunchtime chitchat was steered expertly by Sue towards subjects about which Izzie knew nothing - and cared less. Someone’s dog had come into season, someone’s car went like a bomb, someone else was going to Dubai for half-term. Izzie kept schtum, but was encouraged by Maddy’s scant contribution to the conversation. As pudding, a plate of individual sticky strawberry tarts, was produced, Sue looked theatrically at her watch. ‘Oh Izzie, look at the time. You’ll have to be going, won’t you?’ she said pointedly, then turned conspiratorially to Maddy. ‘She has a bit further to go to collect her children from school than we have, you see.’

Bewildered, Izzie put down her fork. ‘I will have to leave in a bit, but I’m all right just for a moment.’ She laughed uncertainly.

‘No, no. I won’t have you rushing. It’s just not fair on those poor little children of yours if you’re late. I won’t have it on my conscience! It was such a nice surprise that you decided to stay on for lunch, but we won’t keep you any longer. Thanks for the cake. Smashing.’

Now on the other side of the front door, Izzie shook her head in puzzlement. What on earth was going on there? It was only when she was parked near St Boniface’s, a good twenty minutes before the children were due to come out, that it all fell into place. With a sickening lurch, Izzie realised she hadn’t been invited for lunch at all. She was supposed to drop the cake off and go - or have a glass of wine at the most. Sue had set the extra place only when it  was clear she wasn’t budging - and the strawberry tarts! Of course, there had only been five.

Quite out of character, Izzie felt tears pricking in her eyes. She leant her head on the steering wheel and howled.

 



Maddy awoke the following morning full of resolve. She had escaped Sue Templeton’s at a time she hoped wasn’t indecently early, only to be swamped by a wave of despair, not helped by the misery a couple of glasses of wine at lunchtime can precipitate. Those two hours had confirmed her greatest fear - that this was the way life would be from now on.

As she had pulled into the Eagles’ car park, she had vowed that the minute she got home she would hurry along the completion of the spare room and invite friends for every weekend stretching out as far as the eye could see. Turning off the engine, she had sat in the car and glanced back at the children asleep in their car seats, soft little mouths fallen open, oblivious to the world as only sleeping children can be. Sequestered there, warm in the early autumn sunshine, she had decided she would wait until Will’s teacher opened the school door to let out the flood of children before she got out to greet him. Just at that moment, she couldn’t have borne another second of banal chat and provincial platitudes with the other mothers.

Now, as soon as the radio burst into life at six-thirty, she jumped out of bed and headed for the shower.

‘What the hell’s got into you?’ mumbled Simon, without even opening his eyes. As a rule, Maddy never stirred until she had downed a mugful of Earl Grey and she was sure Colette had dealt with the messy business of Coco Pops, toast and baby mush with Will, Florence and Pasco downstairs.

‘I want to get a move on.’ She stomped across the floor, wincing as she stepped on a nail proud of the floorboards. When would the goddamn carpets arrive?

‘Well, wonders will never cease.’ Simon yawned as he  swung up on to the side of the bed, crumpled and tousled from sleep. He sat for a moment summoning the energy to stand up. Maddy paused for a second and looked at her husband. With his broad shoulders, and thick unruly fair hair, he was such a good-looking man, she thought, and God I must love him to have sacrificed everything.

She stopped and put her hands on her hips. ‘I’m just fed up of waiting on everyone - carpenters, carpetlayers, the decorators - today I’m going to be dynamic and kick some butt.’

‘I love it when you get arsey,’ he chuckled, pulling her by the arm so she tumbled on top on him on the bed. Her nose filled with the scent of his body. ‘You know you’re in your element really,’ he kissed her nose. ‘This place will be beautiful when you’ve finished - you are so clever,’ his mouth moved to her ear, ‘and so sexy,’ he murmured softly, his breath sending delicious shivers right down to her toes.

‘Oh you English boys, you love to be dominated - must be all that boarding-school repression.’ She could feel her body responding to him, despite her resolve. ‘Shall I play matron?’

‘Oh please,’ he groaned, ‘I could really go for you in one of those uniforms.’

‘Right, Hoare Minor.’ Maddy playfully rolled him over, as he started to pull at the drawstring on her pyjamas. ‘A cold shower for you, my lad, and PE on the lawn - look sharp!’ and slapped him on the backside.

‘Spoilsport!’ he called after her, laughing, as she headed for the bathroom.

She was like a woman possessed over the next twenty-four hours. The builder, who went under the implausible name of Crispin, positively reeled under the barrage of Maddy’s requests and deadlines. Suddenly the woman who had wafted around, waving her hand vaguely and talking dreamily about bleached-string-coloured walls and obscure door handles made by companies from London he had never heard of, was behaving like a whip-cracking foreman. Maddy wasn’t completely green. She knew he’d been hoping  to stretch out this job for a while, when she’d accepted his estimates without question. She was prepared to bet that, when he’d smelt the size of the budget involved, he hadn’t shied away from adding a nought or two. Now perhaps he’d begin to panic that the holiday he’d no doubt planned on the back of this little earner may not happen at all.

When she wasn’t barracking Crispin, Maddy stormed from room to room, with the phone glued to her ear.

‘I don’t care what the warehouse says,’ she shouted imperiously. ‘You said three weeks for the carpets and it’s been four. I want them by the end of the week or you can forget it.’ She jabbed her finger on the disconnect button, confident that she’d see the carpetlayers’ van in the drive on Friday. At sixty-five quid a square metre, they weren’t going to risk losing this contract.

Sure enough, eight-thirty Friday morning, two surly-looking blokes were carrying rolls of carpet upstairs and the rest of the morning was spent to the accompaniment of banging. Excited at the prospect of being able to step out of the bed the next morning to feel soft wool under her feet, she rang Simon at work.

It took a bit of time to get through, and Maddy was impatient in her excitement. Lillian, Simon’s secretary, seemed to be stalling her. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Hoare, he’s rather tied up at the moment. Can he call you back?’

For a brief moment Maddy was disconcerted. Simon would usually interrupt anything to speak to her. She hung up and instantly forgot it as Pasco crawled across the hall towards her. She scooped him up into her arms and nuzzled her nose into his soft neck.

‘I do think, Mr Pasco Hoare, that we just might be getting somewhere with this blasted house. Now all we need to do is find someone half decent to invite here.’

‘Let’s celebrate,’ she said, when Simon finally called back, sometime after lunch. ‘The carpet’s gone down. How about supper at that new place in Ledfinch? I’ll book, though I can’t imagine they’ll be that busy. Do these peasants go out  for meals?’ He agreed but sounded a little distracted. She reckoned he must be dealing with some new client - not entirely confident she knew what exactly Simon would do in a discussion with someone in business. Funny, she mused, grabbing her keys to go off and collect Will from school, you can marry someone, share their bed and have their children, yet you haven’t a clue what they do for ten hours a day.

‘I thought I might go down to London on Monday and have lunch with Pru,’ she ventured after they were seated at their table that evening and had ordered. Simon looked weary and not terribly interested in the menu or the surroundings of The Vinery in Ledfinch. To Maddy it was an amusing, and not completely unsuccessful, stab at mixing country pub with brasserie. Large leather sofas had replaced pub seating, and instead of beer mats the tables were minimalist, with a single flower in a tiny vase and a bowl of olives.

‘It would be fun to see her,’ she continued, ‘and I thought I might go back to the house. The new people have found a couple of things in the attic we’d forgotten. Some old stuff of Mémé’s.’

Obviously suspecting that somewhere between these two appointments, Maddy would find the lure of Selfridges irresistible, Simon smiled indulgently. ‘Go easy on the autumn collections, will you? Or at least stick to just one complete new outfit.’

‘Oh darling,’ Maddy laughed, ‘you can’t honestly expect me to find anything half decent in Ringford, can you?’

‘Whatever,’ he replied and took her hand over the table. ‘You are happy here really, aren’t you, darling?’ It was an odd question. Simon was usually so upbeat, never one for quiet introspection. He was a bull-by-the-horns man, equally capable of doing a hard day’s work and then being the life of the party until the wee hours whenever they went out in London, which had often been four or five times a week.

‘Once we get the house shipshape I will be.’ She tried to  sound as jolly as possible in an attempt to shake off her slight feeling of unease. ‘How’s everything at work?’

‘Oh fine, fine,’ he replied and leant back, yawning and stretching in his chair. ‘Couple of problems to iron out and it’ll be fine. These damned American venture capitalists are proving tricky but we’ll get there. Jeff Dean is flying in from New York on Monday. I thought I’d go and collect him at Heathrow and try and soften him up before we get to the meeting at the office.’

They chatted on about the children and Maddy’s idea for making a cottage out of the ramshackle sheds in the garden, then she finally made him laugh with her description of the Templeton lunch. ‘The whole house was a shrine to a DFS furniture showroom. Sue is absolutely ghastly. There was this Izzie woman there who seemed like she might be quite fun. In fact, she’s refreshingly different from the appliqué brigade - a bit boho, sort of reminds me of a little elf. Anyway, she arrived with this extraordinary cake for Abigail’s birthday. Christ, the poor woman! I thought she was the nanny or something. Sue treated her like dirt.’

Later as they lay in bed, wrapped around each other and satiated in the aftermath of comfortable and familiar lovemaking, Maddy fell asleep to the still unfamiliar silence outside and the strong smell of new carpet.

Simon lay wide awake beside her.

Instead of Selfridges on Monday, Maddy spent an hour or so, after a giggly lunch, absorbing the familiar smell and bustle of Knightsbridge. A couple of hours with Pru Graves was always a tonic. As usual they’d gossiped about old school mates and Pru updated her with tales from the world of PR. Maddy in turn had regaled her with anecdotes from Huntingford, the school playground and the neighbours, playing up their awfulness.

‘God, darling,’ Pru’s heavily made-up eyes had been wide at her tales of hop-festooned kitchens and ‘country’ pubs with play barns, ‘as your townie therapist, I insist you come down twice a month for treatment.’

Later, as Maddy ran her hands over the soft leather trousers on the racks in Joseph, she wasn’t convinced twice a month would be enough.

She returned to her car bearing some stiff carrier bags and a satisfied smile. But as she pulled up outside their old house in Milborne Place, her euphoria turned again to panic. It was almost desperation by the time she was greeted with a big hug by the new owners, a Sunday newspaper editor and his petite wife. How Maddy had loved this house, with its beautifully regular façade, its high narrow hallway, floor-to-ceiling windows and French doors to the garden. Simon and she had sat so often there on the terrace reading the papers and drinking coffee on summer Sunday mornings. Letting go of the house had not been a bereavement. It was more like relinquishing a lover, and having to watch them go off and marry someone else. Houses, thought Maddy, are fickle things.

Thankfully, yet somehow painfully, little had changed inside except for the furniture. She cast her eye covetously over the chrome kitchen units she had so carefully chosen, and thought about the dinner parties they’d had. Friends drinking wine and laughing late into the night. Even the grandeur of Huntingford House seemed to diminish. This was her real home. Suddenly she felt tired and resentful. What the hell had she agreed to relinquish here? She had lived in London all her life, except for a year living with her adored grandmother, Mémé, in Paris to perfect her French. Slice her in half and she was city girl through and through.

After tea and conversation about a London she was beginning to know less and less about, she squeezed the box of Mémé’s dusty bits and pieces from the attic into the boot of the car, careful not to crush the carrier bags containing her new purchases, and headed out of town and on to the A40 towards Huntingford and what, to Maddy, felt like purdah.

As she opened the front door, the children, fresh from their baths, flew into her arms and the next half-hour was spent opening presents she had bought them. Florence  pranced about enchanted by her new pink tulle dress, and Will disappeared with a remote-controlled car he had coveted from the Harrods’ toy department. OK so it was a spoil, but Maddy felt that somehow she had to make up for the deprivation she felt sure the move had inflicted on them.

Later and with Simon not yet home, she poured herself a glass of wine, lit a cigarette, went through the post and tried to seek inspiration for supper from the rather pathetic contents of the fridge. Then she noticed the light flashing on the answering machine.

‘Maddy, it’s Sue. Sue Templeton.’ Maddy raised an eyebrow. ‘Lovely to see you for lunch last week. We’re planning a little get-together for the mums from class, Thursday week. Do hope you can come. I’ll call back.’ I bet you will, thought Maddy. Beep.

‘. . . er Maddy, it’s Izzie. You know from the lunch last week. The one with the horrendous cake. I just wondered if you wanted to come over for lunch or something er . . . sometime. I’m sure you’re too busy but if you’re not...’ Beep.

‘. . . er Maddy, sorry Izzie again. I forgot to leave my number. It’s two-two-five-five-seven-one. Speak to you soon.’

Maddy took a slug of wine and smiled slowly. Yes, that just could be fun.




 Chapter 3

Izzie crouched down beside the phone and groaned, covering her furiously blushing face with both hands. What a cock-up! And after all the preparation too! She had started psyching herself up to call Maddy Hoare last week. The question was, would Maddy want to get together with her for lunch or a coffee? Izzie, frankly, couldn’t care less about being rejected by the Stepfords. She’d have rejected them first if she could have. But if Maddy gave her the cold shoulder, it really would be upsetting. Thank God Marcus hadn’t witnessed her lamentable performance. He’d have teased her mercilessly.

Or maybe he wouldn’t. He’d appeared quite uninterested when she told him about Maddy. Normally people were his favourite subject. She’d only mentioned her in the course of relating the story of the Templeton débâcle anyway, because she’d thought it would make him laugh. He’d been a bit down about the tedium of his temporary work lately, and the best way to cheer him up was usually to poke fun at herself. He’d always hoot with laughter, tousle her hair, tell her she was a scream. Somehow, having him laugh along with her at the Stepfords made the whole thing seem different, less hurtful. Together they’d made up daft names for Sue and the crew, speculated on their sex lives, marvelled at the blatant malice. But when she told him about Maddy, and their quick-fire conversation, how good it had made her feel, he’d frowned.

‘She sounds ghastly, sweetheart! Just the sort of person we left London to avoid. God preserve us from that kind of Euro-trash with their highlights and Vuitton bags, and those horrible shoes with little knobbly things on the back!’

She happened to covet some driving shoes, but she didn’t mention Maddy again.

After the fiasco of the Templeton lunch, the rest of Izzie’s week had gone pretty much as usual. She’d pottered around at home, trying to help Marcus with a new idea he’d had - taking photographs at weddings and other dos (she was at a loss for a moment to think what these other dos might be). Of course, it was fantastically expensive setting up with all the equipment - the cameras he’d had as a student were hopelessly out of date - and it had made a bit of a dent in their holiday fund, but he’d been so excited about the possibilities it would open up for him. He’d carried her along with his enthusiasm - just like he had when he’d bought that old Triumph bike before they were married, and they’d spent weekends zooming around the countryside, her clinging on to him for dear life.

By Friday, she’d run out of excuses not to call Sue Templeton to thank her for lunch. Fortunately, the answering machine had been on.

With the unexpected arrival of a knitting book to copy-edit super fast, Izzie was head down over the manuscript, and it gave her another excuse to put off the nerve-racking business of calling Maddy. Knitting was really not her thing, and she’d fibbed to the editor that she could take it on. She’d had to get some background info from the library even to begin to make head or tail of the manuscript. God alone knew if she was doing it right, but it was work! So the last few days had passed in a blur of ‘knit one, slip one, purl one, pass slip stitch over’.

By Monday she couldn’t delay it any longer. If she didn’t call now, Maddy wouldn’t even remember who she was. So that was how she’d come to leave that pitiful message.

The following day she’d finished the blasted book and sent it off, after carefully checking that each jumper had a front, back and two sleeves - beyond that, she couldn’t be too sure. Picking up the children at three-fifteen made a pleasant change from the eye-crossingly dull work. Waiting in the  drizzle, she shifted restlessly from foot to foot with her arms crossed and shoulders hunched against the cold breeze that always seemed to race across the playground. She’d come out without a coat again, but at least she’d remembered to bring the kids a snack.

True to form, Charlie was out first, a dishevelled eight-year-old torpedo streaking through the doors as soon as they were opened. He dumped his bags and coat at her feet, took the offered muffin as if it were his due and was sharing it with two friends, but there was still no sign of Jess. Year One were always last. Eventually she came mincing out, socks pulled up neatly and her book bag clutched firmly in one hand, her classmate Susan Summerscales holding grimly on to the other. Izzie groaned.

‘Jeth ith by betht fred!’ announced the permanently congested Susan. ‘She thayth I cad cub for a thleepover thoon.’ Her parents couldn’t have predicted the lisp and the adenoids, but surely even they should have realised that christening a child Susan Stephanie Summerscales was making oneself a hostage to phonetic fortune.

‘Smashing!’ Izzie muttered. Feeling her hair starting to frizz uncontrollably in the rain, and offering a tea date as consolation, she urged the children through the throng around the school gate.

‘Let’s get home so you can see Daddy.’

Charlie looked hopeful. ‘D’you think he’ll let me take some more pictures with his camera?’

‘Well, sweetie, cameras are very expensive. They’re not toys, you know. And no more close-ups of my backside, please.’

Marcus had not returned by the time they got home. The answering machine, however, was flashing. Taking a deep breath, Izzie pressed the button.

‘Hi, Izzie! Maddy here. Thanks for your call. Sorry I didn’t get back to you yesterday - sodding plumber, driving me round the twist. Yeah - I’d love to come for lunch. I’ll be a bit tied up later in the week. Tomorrow any good?’

The children came scampering downstairs when they heard the first yell. It took them a moment to get over their astonishment, then, whooping and shrieking, they too joined in the little dance Izzie was doing round and round the kitchen table.

 



Maddy was pretty relaxed over the next few days. For the first time in ages she was feeling positive - the weather was warm for October and summer still hung in the air. The garden was tumbling with colour and they’d managed to eat the odd lunch outside on the mossy terrace. The house was really beginning to take shape - the kitchen was finished, and she’d even found a passably nice table lamp at the rather old-fashioned furniture shop in Ringford - but best of all, Izzie had proved to be what Maddy had so hoped she would be - fun and intelligent. They couldn’t be more different really. Izzie was sort of fluffy, with a mass of wild, dark hair and pale skin, and those amazing blue eyes. She wore combat trousers, tie-dye T-shirts and denim jackets, and very ugly lace-up boots, clothes that Maddy wouldn’t have been seen dead in, but somehow the look worked for her. Effortless and eccentric. Maddy couldn’t quite imagine they had that much in common, but she just might become a friend. She cautiously let herself believe there was a chink of light in the long dismal tunnel here.

It had started with Izzie’s lunch last week. Maddy had had a suspicion that she shouldn’t tip up late. It was one thing to keep La Templeton waiting, but something had warned her that she should not mess with the sensitivities of this rather vulnerable-looking woman with the slightly bobbled black cashmere sweater.

She hadn’t really had time to imagine the sort of house Izzie would live in, but she was pretty confident that an executive box it wouldn’t be. When she’d called back the night before to give her instructions, Izzie had told her to turn into Hoxley and look out for a ‘tatty brick hovel with a far too narrow gateway’. When Maddy had pulled in,  scraping the sides of the car down the unclipped hedge, somehow she hadn’t been surprised by the toy-strewn front garden and look of general chaos, but she recognised a pretty house when she saw one. An old-fashioned, deep pink rose rambled around the casement windows, and mismatched terracotta tubs by the door overflowed with fading summer bedding.

The overall picture of shabby-chic, inside and out, seemed to fit with the little she knew about Izzie. The woman obviously had style, and had certainly once had money: the bright modern paintings on the walls (painted by Izzie’s father, she learnt later), the bookshelves heaving with intellectual stuff, and the odd holiday read crammed in between, the heavy crewelwork curtains, mellow kilim rugs, unusual modern ceramics sitting on nice bits of oak furniture and a baby grand piano. It had all the right ingredients, and blended with ease. But Maddy couldn’t help noticing the worn arms of the sofas, and walls, scuffed and crying out for a fresh lick of paint. Things chez Stock obviously weren’t as prosperous as they had been.

Lunch in the cluttered, aqua-painted kitchen had been fun, once Izzie had a glass of Chablis inside her and had stopped flapping. She’d obviously faced a culinary crisis at the deli, and the kitchen table heaved under a variety of foods which would have better suited a buffet at a European Union trade delegation: the decanted contents of little plastic deli tubs containing tired-looking feta and olives, oily pasta salads, salami, more olives and sun-dried tomatoes. Maddy freely admitted she was a food snob - it was either genetic or learnt during her stays in Paris - and she had always loathed olives. Her heart had sunk. She was certain this wasn’t the sort of thing Izzie usually produced, and it had bothered her a bit that Izzie felt a ham sandwich wouldn’t have sufficed. But keen not to offend her hostess, she’d gamely forced down a couple of black olives and a shedload of French bread.

The wine had loosened Izzie’s tongue, and she’d told  Maddy about her life BC (before children). Izzie’s London was clearly very different from the one Maddy had inhabited - where the hell was Stoke Newington anyway? - and Maddy found herself uncharacteristically underplaying Milborne Place and the life they had led. What they were both agreed on, however, was the awfulness of La Templeton’s little coterie.

‘Blimey!’ Izzie had shrieked, as she grappled with making two cups of coffee after lunch. ‘That lunch was hard going. I’ve had more laughs at a wake. I’ve got to admit they’re not exactly my type.’ She’d suddenly looked a bit alarmed, as if she’d overstepped the social mark, so Maddy found herself agreeing quickly.

‘Mine neither! But at least I’d only met the women a couple of times at school. Why were you honoured with an invite?’

Izzie snorted, as she opened the fridge door for the milk. ‘I thought they’d let you know the moment my bum was out of the door - I got the wrong end of the stick and thought I had been invited for lunch, but when I saw the portion-controlled strawberry tarts, the penny dropped. I was only there to deliver the cake - that’s why Sue hussled me out. Miss Congeniality she isn’t!’

Maddy had kept her face deadpan. ‘But she’s my new best friend, and I’m hoping Fiona’s going to give me the in on the gossip.’ She’d watched with glee as Izzie’s face fell. ‘In fact, I’m having them all back to my place and I was hoping you’d join us,’ she’d let a smile creep over her face. ‘I’ve just got to dig out my paper doilies.’

‘And don’t forget the quilted loo paper, love,’ Izzie had giggled. ‘The amazing thing is Sue’s the style guru to her set - the Martha Stewart for the Stepford Wives.’

‘Stepford what?’

‘Oh that’s one of Marcus’ nicknames - he comes up with something for everyone.’

Maddy was intrigued. ‘And what’s mine?’

Izzie had coloured, so Maddy had quickly changed the  subject by asking sheepishly if she could smoke. Izzie had dug out a saucer and hesitantly asked if she could bum one too. ‘I haven’t for years, but it’s just a poke in the eye to that lunch - thank God you didn’t light up there. Can you imagine the disgrace!

‘So,’ Izzie had asked, trying not to cough as she coped with the novelty of the cigarette, ‘what brings you out to the frozen shires? Sue mentioned something about your husband setting up a new company.’ Maddy had found herself telling Izzie about Simon’s dream of being the great IT entrepreneur, and her horror at having to up sticks to the sticks. ‘He was pretty canny,’ she’d said laughing. ‘He put on a charm offensive and whisked me around the area, studiously playing up the good bits and omitting the bad. He’s always been good at that.’

‘How did you meet him?’ Noticing Izzie had stubbed out her cigarette, half smoked, she had realised she couldn’t remember the last time anyone had asked her that. Once you have kids people tend to forget you were ever a single entity, and everyone she had met here was more interested in whether she was settling in or fishing for invitations to check out the house. It was fun to recall how she’d been introduced to him through a mutual friend, and how he’d wooed her in the old-fashioned way with tickets to Covent Garden, and dinner at Quaglinos. ‘Then he showed his true colours and took me to an England game at Twickenham. Well, I hadn’t a clue what was going on, except that it was very noisy and bloody cold. England lost and that was the end of my rugby-watching career, thank God! We did the big white wedding in Richmond, where my mum lives, and then we procreated . . . What about you and Marcus?’ She’d hoped she’d got the name right.

Izzie had seemed a bit dismissive somehow. ‘Oh nothing so glamorous. I met him at an advertising party. I was working for Greville Dane, you know the children’s book publisher, as an editor, and a friend invited me along. Marcus was a copywriter for a big ad agency - Mitchell Baines  McCormack - they did all those trendy jeans ads in the eighties with the big American cars. I thought he was a dish - all leather jacket and sparkly eyes, very witty and amusing - and he sort of swept me off my feet. Anyway we moved in together and did the eighties two-mortgage thing. We were far too trendy-lefty to get married or anything like that, but then I discovered I was pregnant with Charlie and, well, I made an honest man of him!’

Izzie had trailed off and had looked down into her coffee, smiling. Maddy, ashamed of her curiosity, had felt compelled to ask, ‘So why here then - did the agency move?’

‘Oh God no! Far too provincial.’ She suddenly looked cautious and Maddy was sorry she had asked. ‘No, there was a pretty aggressive takeover, and heads had to roll. In advertising you are only as good as your last campaign, and Marcus had had a lean period, so his head went on the block. It was all pretty hairy, so we decided to sell the house - and made a bit of a killing - and came here.’

‘Any sign of a job?’ Maddy had winced at how different things were for her, with her big house being overhauled at huge cost by the builder, and here was Izzie clearly struggling. She wasn’t sure she’d ever met anyone like this. It was a whole new experience.

‘Oh, he’s doing some freelance for an agency in Oxford, brochure-writing, that sort of thing, but not quite so glamorous. And I’m still editing stuff here and there.’ Izzie had suddenly seemed evasive, and keen to lighten the tone. ‘So now you know why I don’t quite make the grade with Old Templeton. That and the fact that I don’t share her passion for plug-in air fresheners and coffee mornings.’

They had both been gasping with laughter when the door had opened and Marcus Stock had come in. He had seemed surprised to find someone else there, but had kissed his wife and shaken Maddy’s hand.

He was a good-looking man, and Maddy could understand the devotion with which Izzie had talked about him and his wonderful advertising career in London. He looked lean and  fit, with keen eyes and thick, wavy brown hair down to his collar. But it was also clear that he was a bit drunk.

‘Bloody hell it’s smoky in here,’ he’d drawled. Izzie had jumped up, and fussed around getting another mug for him.

‘Instant, darling?’ he’d teased, draping an arm over Izzie’s shoulders. ‘Wouldn’t the real thing be a bit more suitable for our guest?’ He’d turned to Maddy. ‘So how are you enjoying the frozen north?’

‘Oh it’s grim but I can cope.’

‘Can’t say we miss London one bit, do we, darling?’ He’d smiled warmly down at Izzie. ‘Moving here was the best thing that ever happened to us, wasn’t it?’

Maddy wasn’t entirely sure that Izzie would concur, but she’d made some muttered agreement about how she thought she’d get used to it in time. Over coffee, Marcus had been witty and charming, dominating the conversation with little anecdotes about local life, and on the surface it had been all very jolly. But his arrival had put an end to the easy conversation between her and Izzie, who was now saying very little, and Maddy felt vaguely disappointed. Finishing her coffee, she had looked at her watch, and lied that she had to collect the dry cleaning before she got the children. But she had given Izzie a parting hug with a warmth she really meant.

‘Thanks, that was fun - let’s meet in town for coffee soon. Have you got a mobile? Here’s my number. Let’s meet after the school drop-off one morning.’

Over the next couple of days she had been tied up sorting out the electrician and the plumber, who had managed to chip one of the new CP Hart basins. Simon hadn’t come home until very late on either night - she’d given up and chucked his dinner in the bin - and he’d seemed distracted and even snappy when she’d tried to share her domestic crises with him.

‘God, darling, I don’t know,’ he’d said rather brusquely, grabbing a beer from the fridge. ‘Get the ruddy man to pay for a new basin.’ Maddy was confused. Even on the most  hectic days in the City, when the markets were teetering on the brink of Armageddon, he’d manage to find something amusing about the day, and come home and regale her with it. He was always positive, taking her in his arms and kissing her hair. ‘Who cares what’s happening, my darling? It’s only money and someone else’s at that!’

Maddy had put his mood down to the pressures of running his own business, assured herself it would all be fine as usual, put it out of her head and cracked on with the house. The following Wednesday she had packed off Colette and Pasco to the local toddler group - run by Janet Grant, the vicar’s wife, and rather gruesomely called Ragamuffins - and treated herself to a trip to Burford. What pleased Maddy’s sensibilities most about this agonisingly bijou Cotswold town was that the shops sold antiques as good as any she would find up Kensington Church Street or on the King’s Road, but at less ludicrously inflated prices. Burford was OK. It had kudos. It reassured her that there was civilisation only a few miles away.

She had felt a bit sick with guilt as she’d looked in the rear-view mirror at the two rather delicious garden urns in the back of the car. She’d paid for them with the credit card as quick as she could to somehow lessen the pain - even her unfailingly generous husband would flinch if she came clean about how much they had been - but she’d felt pretty sure that if she positioned them somewhere fairly discreet in the garden, he wouldn’t notice them for a while.

Feeling elated the previous morning, she’d called Izzie first thing before heading off to school, and they’d met for coffee in town. Now as she drove to collect Will from school - thankfully it was Friday and she had a couple of days’ break from the tedious trip - she thought about the morning they had spent together. Had she handled it right? Over coffee at Costa’s - well, you could smoke in there - Izzie had bemoaned her paltry wardrobe and Maddy had persuaded her to come shopping. Acutely aware that Izzie’s budget was probably pretty tight, Maddy had employed all her tact, and  her unswerving eye for a pseudo-designer bargain, and was rather chuffed that she’d managed to find just the thing in Libra on the High Street.

Libra exuded the superior atmosphere of a provincial boutique that is very generously bringing designer fashion to the masses, but its pristine chatelaine, who had a face like a prison warder in make-up, was smart enough to clock Maddy straight away. Izzie hung back - Maddy suspected that she had never set foot in the place before - but Maddy brushed aside the woman’s obsequious overtures, put on her best ‘sod you’ face and headed straight for the sale racks, where, in among appliquéd T-shirts and casual ‘slacks’ for the golf club, she had dug out a pair of gorgeous wide-legged woollen trousers and a powder-blue angora jumper. Izzie had taken some persuading to take off her jeans and T-shirt but, despite the rather dubious Italian ‘designer’ label, the clothes had fitted her beautifully. When she’d looked self-consciously in the mirror, her twinkly blue eyes had lit up.
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