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      A former journalist for the Daily Mail and Evening Standard, and social editor of the Tatler for ten years, writer and broadcaster Una-Mary Parker is a bestselling author whose glamorous, stylish and irresistible novels
         have been published throughout the world.
      

Follow Una-Mary on Twitter @UnaMaryParker

   



      
      Praise for Una-Mary Parker’s scandalously sinful bestsellers:

      ‘This novel has everything – intrigue, romance, ambition, lust . . .’ Daily Mail

      ‘Deliciously entertaining’ Sunday Telegraph

      ‘A meticulous reconstruction of a society at play’ Evening Standard

      ‘Guaranteed to make you gasp, giggle and stretch your eyes as you gallop through the pages at one sitting’ Company

      ‘Filled with romance and intrigue but with an unexpected twist’ Best

      ‘The accent is on elegance and style, with seamless plotting by this bestselling writer’ Lady

      ‘Will keep you glued to the page’ Prima
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About the Book
      
      We are all conjurors in our own way, Julia thought as she looked at Douglas, the man who had created a fairy tale world for
            them. But was it an illusion?

      It is their wedding anniversary and Douglas and Julia Rutherford are giving the party of the year. With their family and friends
         gathered around them, it seems nothing can jeopardise their happiness. But even Douglas cannot conceal the turmoil caused
         by the arrival of an uninvited guest, whose revelation of a shameful secret forces them to come to terms with betrayal, a
         tragic death and a charge of murder from which there is no magical escape. Their love for each other takes on a new dimension
         but whether they can survive depends on their ability to face the truth.
      

   



      
      This book is dedicated to all the friends whose talent and expertise made the parties we organised together over the years
         such tremendous fun. They include Duncan MacArthur, the best Banqueting Manager ever; John Plested for his brilliant originality
         with flowers and decorations; Nigel Tulley, who with The Dark Blues produces music no party should be without; Bryn Williams,
         the Top People’s Toast Master who makes sure everything runs smoothly; and many others too numerous to mention.
      

      Thank you for your help then and for giving me the inspiration which helped me to write this book.






      Tuesday

18 June 1996






      
      
      One

      
      Nancy Graham moved house every three years because by then her neighbours had stopped talking to her. This time she was more
         than glad to go. As soon as she saw the marquee going up on the lawn of Highfield Manor, not three hundred yards away from
         her cottage, she knew that this was yet another village event to which she had not been invited. When she’d first moved into
         Cherry Tree Cottage, the Rutherford family had seemed a friendly lot, and she’d quite looked forward to getting acquainted.
         In the beginning they had invited her to a drinks party, but Douglas Rutherford had been dismissive of the advice she’d given
         him on growing roses, and Julia Rutherford hadn’t been at all gracious when Nancy had suggested their drawing room would seem
         lighter if she changed the colour of their curtains.
      

      
      People are so unappreciative, Nancy reflected, as she stood on a stool in her bedroom window, watching as men hauled at the
         ropes of the white canvas, like the sails of a boat on a silent sea, until it was upright. And BIG. She blinked rapidly. One
         hand, glittering with diamond and emerald rings, clutched claw-like at her glazed chintz curtains to steady herself. With
         the other she shaded her delicately made-up eyes from the sun which slanted into her room through the beeches that divided her garden from theirs.
      

      
      Her knowledge of the family, gathered and absorbed as if by osmosis, enabled her to work out now what was happening. Douglas
         and Julia had been married twenty-five years, their eldest daughter, Anna, was about to be twenty-one . . . and their eldest
         son, William, was nearly eighteen. It didn’t take Nancy more than a brief raising of her pencilled eyebrows to cotton on to
         the fact that they were going to give a party, an enormous bash, very likely a ball. And once again she had been Left Out.
      

      
      It was the story of her life and Nancy simply couldn’t understand why. If anyone had a grievance it was her. No one knew how
         much stress she’d suffered by living next door to the Rutherfords. And in spite of her constantly complaining how inconsiderate
         they were being, they still continued to cause her annoyance so that sometimes she thought they were actually doing it on
         purpose! Their constant comings and goings, not to mention that of their endless stream of guests, drove her demented. They
         swished up and down the gravel drive in their racy cars at all hours of the day and night, without a thought for her, living
         in a cottage not fifty yards away! And what had they done to cut down the noise made by their dogs and horses and music, after
         endless requests from her? Nothing.
      

      
      Then they let William and his friends play tennis at the most unsociable hours, so that the plock-plock of the ball hitting the racket gave her a headache, while their nine-year-old son, Michael, was allowed to charge around
         on his bike, constantly going dring-dring on the bell. As for Anna . . .! Surely a girl on the eve of her twenty-first birthday should have ceased to frolic in the
         swimming pool with her flock of friends, giggling and shrieking in the annoyingly silly way all young girls have?
      

      
      Nancy Graham compressed her thin lips and the wrinkles around her mouth deepened as she reflected bitterly on the bad manners
         of her hellish neighbours. Thank God, by this time next week she’d be installed in her new house. It was just five miles away
         because she liked this part of Hampshire and had no intention of moving into another county. The trouble was, though, by now
         she was beginning to run out of villages.
      

      
      Autocratic in bearing, superbly well dressed and bejewelled, coiffeured and manicured twice a week, Mrs Philip Graham, as
         she liked to be called although she’d been widowed fifteen years before, acted as though she was royalty. Her long-suffering
         husband had been an extraordinarily delightful and easy-going man and people had often wondered how he’d managed to live with
         Nancy for thirty-nine years, without even the distraction of children to lighten the atmosphere.
      

      
      When, at last, his great heart had stilled, leaving her forever on her own, she’d been instantly aware that his charm, which
         had protected her like a cloak throughout her adult life, had gone. There was no one to defend her now with the firm but quiet
         loyalty that Philip had always shown. She would have to fight her own battles. Fortunately, this presented no problem. Having
         been the instigator of most of the contretemps that arose with anyone who displeased her, standing up for herself came naturally
         to Nancy, although Philip had been too nice, or too weak, to realise it. She’d held the all-powerful trump card, too. Their
         money was hers, inherited from her father. Not many people wanted a head-on collision with five million pounds.
      

      
      
      Then Lloyd’s of London had suffered the unthinkable, or ‘The Crash’ as she referred to it, and a big chunk of her fortune
         disappeared into the sea along with the oil spill from the Exxon-Valdez, and Mrs Philip Graham wasn’t so rich anymore. Refusing to ‘down grade’, referring to it instead as ‘wanting a simpler life’,
         she had lived in a series of small cottages since Philip’s death. If the exteriors were plain, the interiors were like the
         inside of a jewel box: filled with exquisite objects that glowed and glittered against a background of cream silk wall coverings
         and burgundy velvet furnishings, giving a whole new slant to the estate agent’s use of the description ‘bijou’.
      

      
      Nancy Graham stepped down carefully from the stool, and gave an aggrieved sigh. Moving again was the most fearful bore, but
         she wasn’t altogether sorry to be going. There was something very shady about the Rutherford family, for all their apparent
         devotion to each other. Something told her they were heading for trouble, and judging by the gossip in the village, she thought
         she knew what it was.
      

      
      When Julia Leonard married Douglas Rutherford in June, 1971, she had no idea that by the eighties they would be wealthy, thanks
         to the string of restaurants he’d opened, or that by 1987 he would be listed in The Sunday Times colour supplement as ‘one of the hundred richest men in the country’.
      

      
      With a flair for business, though no culinary experience, he’d bought a run-down café on the corner of Lots Road and King’s
         Road, in the Fulham area of London. He’d called it Lots and turned it into a bistro with red-checked tablecloths and candles
         jammed into empty wine bottles. Then he created an amusing menu that recommended customers to: ‘Have Lots! Lots of pasta. Lots of salad. Lots
         of creamy puddings’.
      

      
      Spurred on by its instant success, he opened a second bistro, ten minutes’ walk away in Hollywood Road. Here he was competing
         with several other established restaurants, but he reckoned on picking up customers when they couldn’t get in anywhere else,
         and he was right. He called it Hollywood, covered the walls with pictures of famous film celebrities, and devised a ‘Dine
         with the Stars’ menu, which included a starter called the Jane Fonda Appetiser, (light, lean and worked-over), the Robert
         Redford Main Attraction (a tender steak with something on the side), and the Joan Collins Final Indulgence (a dark rich smooth
         chocolate pot, with a dash of fiery Cognac).
      

      
      By 1978 he’d opened a third theme restaurant, this time designed for people with children. Not only was there a special menu
         aimed at two- to ten-year-olds, but there was also a crèche on the floor above where babies could be left in the care of trained
         nannies. Waiters were dressed as clowns and trapeze artists, sometimes performing simple conjuring tricks or juggling with
         apples and oranges, and the atmosphere was relaxed and jolly. For the first time in London, there was a place for parents
         to eat which actually encouraged them to bring their children and The Kitchen became a huge success, propelling Douglas into
         the limelight. His career as an innovative restaurateur had taken off and there was no stopping him. The Evening Standard gave him his own cookery column, he was offered a regular spot on breakfast television, where he became the Family Cook,
         slotted in on alternate days with the Family Doctor, and suddenly, from not knowing how to boil an egg, he found himself an adept chef whose name had become synonymous with family values and How To Keep the Family Happy by Feeding Them Well. After
         years of hiring the best chefs from all over Europe, he had to learn fast and he did. Douglas became a kitchen hero and restaurant
         writers gave his bistros rave reviews.
      

      
      At the beginning of 1979, he and Julia bought Highfield Manor, on the outskirts of a village called Stickley, near Stockbridge
         in Hampshire, a place Julia hoped would provide the peace and quiet she’d begun to long for, but which instead turned out
         to be the perfect photogenic setting for the ‘successful Rutherfords and their children, Anna, three, and William, one’.
      

      
      Sunday colour supplements featured the four of them in either the enormous pine-fitted kitchen, amid glittering copper pans,
         in the garden where Douglas grew herbs for his restaurants as well as his home – according to the public relations blurb –
         or relaxing in their elegant drawing room, playing a family game of Monopoly.
      

      
      It was a heady time and Douglas enjoyed every minute of it. By the mid-eighties he owned restaurants all over the country.
         In 1986 he floated his company, Bistroesque Ltd, on the Stock Market, and before the bubble burst, sold all his shares for
         a cool £60 million.
      

      
      Sensing that people would soon want something altogether different, he bought a disused cinema in Lower Regent Street, and
         converted it into his first mega-restaurant, which seated three hundred people. With state-of-the-art kitchens, visible through
         the slatted walls down one side, ultra-modern decor, live music in the evenings, a delectable nouvelle cuisine menu and reasonably priced wine list, Futures was an instant hit. As far removed from a homely kitchen as it was possible
         to be, the mode was all glass and glitter, with waiters gliding about like skaters on speed. From noon, when the atmosphere was as
         heady as the champagne cocktails, and the beau monde filled every table, greeting each other with shrieks of delight, until the evening when the jeunesse dorée took over and live music belted out as the money came rolling in, Douglas congratulated himself on having once again correctly
         judged the mood of the moment and made the right decision. This was where the future lay and so far his only rival was Sir
         Terence Conran, who’d had a similar idea.
      

      
      By 1996 Sir Terence had opened Quaglino’s, Bibendum, Mezzo, and was planning to open Bluebird the following year, but Douglas
         Rutherford, not yet knighted but working on it, had opened Futures, Trendy’s, Smart’s and Butterfly. The majority of his clientele
         were half his age but that didn’t worry him. With a team of young chefs and designers, he reckoned he had the scene sussed.
         Nothing fazed him now and that included this party he and his wife were giving to celebrate their Silver Wedding Anniversary,
         and the twenty-first and eighteenth birthdays respectively of Anna and William. They also had nine-year-old Michael, an unexpected
         but welcome later addition to the family.
      

      
      Julia, of course, looked upon the ball as a private family affair, but for Douglas it was much more. Photographers from Hello! and OK! magazines were coming, and so were Richard Young from the Daily Express and Alan Davidson from the Daily Mail. He’d also invited the social editors of Tatler and Harpers & Queen.
      

      
      There was no way he could let a public relations opportunity like this pass without ensuring it would be covered by the press.

      
      
      From her desk in the study of Highfield Manor, Julia watched through the window as the tent was erected by the marquee contractors.
         The guy ropes were taut now, and the iron pegs had been hammered savagely into the once virgin lawn. Soon the garden would
         be unrecognisable, filled with an alien area of white canvas shelters which would house kitchens, storerooms for drinks, portaloos,
         and changing rooms for staff, apart from the main marquee where on Saturday night three hundred people would dine and dance.
      

      
      Julia and Douglas were used to entertaining but she felt this party was going to be special. Smiling to herself, she found
         it hard to believe how quickly the last twenty-five years had passed. She’d been only nineteen and a student at St Martin’s
         School of Art when she’d met The Dashing Douglas Rutherford, as her half-brother Christopher teasingly referred to him, at
         a dinner party. It had been love at first sight. A bolt that came from nowhere and was to pin her forever to his side and
         his bed, like a butterfly to a velvet pad. Even now, when he came into a room, her heart still contracted with an exquisite
         pain. His closeness made her grow weak and filled with desire, the smell of his skin and his hair almost made her faint. She
         loved him with every cell of her body, and she knew she could never look at anyone else. Douglas was her love, her life, her
         very reason for being, and when she had the morbid thought that he might die before her, she already felt sick with grief.
      

      
      ‘How’s the seating plan coming along?’ Anna shouted from the garden, as she passed the open window.

      
      Julia blinked, remembering the job in hand.

      
      ‘It’s nearly finished,’ she called back, pulling the large white sheet of paper towards her again. There were going to be thirty round tables, each seating ten guests, and each had
         to be hosted by either one of the family or a close friend, so that no one would feel they were at an ‘inferior’ table. Julia
         was always thinking of other people. If it wasn’t her husband and family, it was the animals, or someone in the village who
         might need a helping hand, or a charity that needed support. In spite of their wealth, she had kept her feet on the ground,
         never forgetting how broke they’d been when they’d first married. On occasions, Douglas had even waited on tables at Lots,
         while she’d been out at the back washing up.
      

      
      It was all such ages ago and they’d come such a long way, but they’d done it together, she reflected. They’d done everything
         together, standing by each other every inch of the way. That was what was so wonderful. That was why this party was so thrilling.
         A celebration of love and friendship and a loyalty nothing could break. Surrounded by Anna and William and Michael, it was
         going to be a truly marvellous night.
      

      
      Suddenly Julia seized her pencil and added ‘Michael’ to her list as one of the table hosts. Why not? Even if he was only nine
         he could be trusted to behave and it would encourage him to develop a sense of responsibility.
      

      
      Then she strolled into the garden to see how it was all going. Petite and very slender, with black shoulder-length hair, and
         large, very dark eyes, set in a pale face that still looked young because of her fine bone structure and high cheekbones,
         she made an elegant figure in a navy blue trouser suit with a long jacket, a silk scarf in vivid blues and greens slung casually
         around her neck.
      

      
      ‘How are you getting on? Can I get you some coffee? Tea? A cool drink, perhaps?’ she asked, sweetly.

      
      
      ‘We’re OK, thanks,’ the foreman replied with a grin. ‘We’re nearly finished for today. Tomorrow we’ll be laying the flooring.
         It’ll look a lot better then.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t wait!’ She clasped her hands together, as enthusiastic as a young girl. ‘I’m not allowed to see the decorations,
         you know, until Saturday night. My husband wants to give us all a surprise.’
      

      
      Douglas had commissioned John Plested and his versatile team at Town & County Flowers to design the themed decor, lighting
         effects and floral arrangements for the marquee, and for the past four months there had been endless meetings between them,
         with drawings being considered and rejected, designs discussed and colour schemes talked over. At last Douglas had given the
         go-ahead but everyone involved was sworn to secrecy and all he would tell Julia was: ‘Think fantasy, think magic and something
         out of this world. Nothing like it has ever been done at a private party before,’ he’d added tantalisingly.
      

      
      She looked around the cool empty space, like a blank canvas waiting for an artist to paint a fabulous picture on its vast
         surface, and longed to know what had been planned.
      

      
      ‘What a pity we can’t keep this up permanently. It would make a marvellous extra room,’ she joked.

      
      ‘Your husband could start another restaurant in it, perhaps,’ the foreman jested.

      
      Julia raised finely arched dark eyebrows.

      
      ‘Oh, he wouldn’t think it was nearly big enough. You couldn’t get a thousand people in here!’ she retorted with mock reproof.

      
      ‘Bloody old bat!’ Anna exclaimed, crashing the phone back on to its cradle.

      
      
      Julia, coming in from the garden, paused in the french windows of the study and looked enquiringly at her daughter.

      
      ‘Who was that, darling?’

      
      Anna cast her eyes to heaven. ‘Who do you think it was, Mummy? Who else complains all the time about everything we do?’ She
         flopped on to the sofa, and wriggled her bare toes. The soles of her feet were black from running in and out of the garden.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Graham, I suppose. Oh, dear! What did she say?’

      
      ‘She said she’s phoning the police in Stockbridge, and planning to get an injunction from the noise abatement people to stop
         us giving the party. She says it’s not as if it’s going to be held during the day. She said we’ll disturb the whole village
         all night and no one will get a wink of sleep.’ Anna scowled at her mother defiantly. ‘I’d like to throttle the old bat!’
      

      
      Julia frowned. ‘I knew we should have invited her, but your father wouldn’t hear of it. I wonder if it’s too late?’

      
      Anna pulled off the white scrunchie that held her hair back and, bending forward, shook her head so that her long fair tresses
         fell into a silky cascade which she scooped up expertly and secured once more. Looking at mother and daughter an onlooker
         would never have thought they were related. Anna was totally her father’s child: big-boned and grey-eyed, with bronzed skin
         and blonde hair. Beside her, Julia looked as fragile and dainty as a humming bird.
      

      
      Anna said dryly, ‘If you ask her now she’ll know you’re only doing it to stop her making trouble. Anyway, why can’t we get
         an injunction to shut her up?’
      

      
      ‘We’ve got to do something.’ Julia’s brow puckered and her eyes looked troubled. ‘This is serious. I’d better get on to Daddy right away. You were polite to her, I hope, darling?’
      

      
      Anna’s scowl dissolved into a smile. ‘Of course I was, Mum. I’m not entirely stupid.’

      
      ‘It’s a pity she’s not leaving Cherry Tree Cottage before the party.’ Julia returned to her desk and, sitting down again,
         picked up her mobile phone. Douglas was at Butterfly today, lunching with a free-lance journalist called Stephen Parsons who
         was doing a piece for the August edition of Tatler. But this was something she urgently needed to talk to him about, so she’d have to interrupt.
      

      
      He answered immediately. ‘Hello?’

      
      ‘Darling? Sorry to disturb you, but we have a problem.’

      
      His tone was brisk. ‘Yup. What is it?’

      
      While he listened to her, his eyes were noting everything that was going on around him. Butterfly was his latest venture and
         he liked to keep an eye on every detail. He glanced first at the two pretty young women who greeted the clients as they arrived
         and were trained to remember the regulars by name as they discreetly checked the reservations. Douglas knew that people could
         be intimidated by large noisy restaurants so he continued to watch, to make sure the customers were taken to their table immediately,
         unless they chose to drink at the mirrored bar first, and that they were swiftly offered the menu. Waiters must be knowledgeable
         about that, and the wine list, too, but at the same time had to remain unobtrusive. Douglas continued to listen to Julia,
         saying ‘Yup’ occasionally but watching all the time. The presentation of the food was something else he was fanatical about,
         so that it looked as wonderful as it tasted. ‘Like painting a picture on a plate,’ as he described it.
      

      
      
      There was a buzz about Butterfly that spelled success. He noted that the clients still looked happy even when they were presented
         with their bill, a sure sign they would come again.
      

      
      ‘I’ll deal with it when I get home later,’ he said at last.

      
      There was a pause before Julia answered, ‘Mightn’t that be too late? Mrs Graham gave Anna a hard time on the phone and it
         sounded as if she meant business. Suppose the police prohibit us from playing music?’
      

      
      Aware that Stephen Parsons was listening to what he said, although he was trying to look absorbed in breaking his bread roll
         into small pieces, Douglas spoke non-committally. ‘I’ll deal with it. It’s no problem. Everything else OK?’ He sounded up-beat,
         energy radiating from him like heat.
      

      
      ‘Everything’s fine.’ Julia’s voice was small, very feminine.

      
      His was warm and husky, promising more than the cool brevity of his words. ‘See you later then. ’Bye.’ Then he smiled at the
         journalist as he returned his mobile to his pocket. ‘Sorry about that. There’s always something happening with four major
         restaurants to run.’
      

      
      Stephen Parsons stopped reducing his bread to fine crumbs and looked alert again. ‘I know you own three places apart from
         this new one, but how extensive is your actual involvement in the others?’
      

      
      Douglas shrugged expansively. ‘They’re each as important as the other. I visit all four every day, and usually have lunch
         in one of them. Sometimes dinner, too. Standards have to be maintained and the staff kept constantly on their toes, and I
         make all the major decisions – from approving a new dish to the choice of napery and cutlery. I also audition musicians to
         play in the evenings . . . I utterly detest muzak and think whoever dreamed it up, ought to be shot!’ He laughed easily. ‘And I work closely with the architects on the design of a new restaurant. The Look.
         I want people coming for the first time to recognise it instantly as one of mine.’
      

      
      Stephen Parsons, gazing around him at the awesome space that made him think of busy railway stations in the rush hour, smiled
         politely.
      

      
      ‘And I control all the finances, of course,’ Douglas added.

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      Douglas shot him a wary look. Did he detect a touch of sarcasm in the journalist’s voice? He had a love-hate relationship
         with the press. He did his own PR these days, not trusting anyone else to speak on his behalf, not even when he’d told them
         what to say. Journalists had a way of taking things out of context, in his opinion, and working to their own agenda, burrowing
         like rats into forbidden territory. He didn’t trust any of them.
      

      
      For the next hour, as they ate grilled goat’s cheese salad with pickled damsons, followed by salmon smoked in a wok with orange
         zest, fresh fronds of dill and rice, and then plum and kirsch fool, Douglas told Stephen Parsons only what he wished him to
         know and no more. At two-fifteen exactly, he brought the interview to an end.
      

      
      ‘Forgive me, but I’m due at a meeting in ten minutes and it’s on the other side of London!’ he said, giving Stephen the impression
         that he’d already spared him more of his valuable time than he should have done.
      

      
      In fact, Douglas was anxious to get down to Stockbridge to sort out Mrs Graham. He would not let the old bitch screw up their
         party. As he headed out of London in his new thirty-thousand pound TVR sports, he decided there were several options open
         to him. He could offer Mrs Graham a night in any hotel of her choice, perhaps the Ritz or the Savoy, all expenses paid. Or he could go straight to
         the police and tell them to pay no attention to her grumbling; the whole village knew what a pain she was. Or he could offer
         her financial compensation for having her night disturbed. One thing was certain: under no circumstances whatsoever was he
         going to invite her to the party.
      

      
      Douglas Rutherford considered Highfield Manor to be his greatest trophy. He wanted to be able to give his children all the
         material advantages his parents hadn’t been able to offer him and his brother, and that included a beautiful home, but he
         also wanted something that would be a visible symbol of what he’d achieved. The memory of the ugly red brick, semi-detached
         1930s house he’d been brought up in still made him shudder. The moment he’d seen Highfield he’d known it was exactly what
         he wanted. Entering it for the first time was like the breathless excitement of falling in love, a sense of tumbling ecstasy
         that left him dazed. He snapped it up immediately, gazumping another couple who were also after it though he never told Julia
         that bit. The day they moved in was one of the happiest of his life, and there had not been a single day since when he hadn’t
         felt delight at owning such a place.
      

      
      It was a long, low, mellow brick house of elegant symmetrical proportions, with an imposing porticoed entrance. Through the
         double front door one stepped straight into a large square hall, in the centre of which Julia always arranged a huge display
         of flowers on an oak table. To the left, the L-shaped drawing room, decorated and furnished in pastel shades, had windows
         overlooking the garden on three sides. Douglas had cleverly divided the room into four seating areas, each effectively screened from the
         others by tall orchids placed on side tables.
      

      
      To the right of the hall was Julia’s sitting room, pretty and feminine with its crisp colour scheme of blue and white, and
         next to it was the study which commanded a view of the lawn where the marquee was today being erected. Behind the hall lay
         the panelled dining room which could seat twenty-four guests. When they gave a dinner party the glossy expanse of the mahogany
         table, surrounded by matching Georgian chairs, reflected crystal and silver, candlelight and flowers, and a centrepiece overflowing
         with fruit. Beyond this another large room had evolved over the years from playroom to ‘music room’, as Douglas referred to
         it. In spite of there being a grand piano at one end, however, it was the beat of Oasis that belted out from the hi-fi nowadays
         when Anna and William asked their friends to stay. Secretly, Douglas longed to call it ‘the ballroom’, because at least eighty
         people could have danced on its polished parquet floor, but he knew Julia would think that pretentious.
      

      
      Upstairs, the fourteen bedrooms and twelve bathrooms were rarely unoccupied, although none of the staff lived in the main
         part of the house. Morgan, the butler, and his wife, the cook, had a large flat above the kitchen, breakfast room, larder
         and utility room, at the far side of the building.
      

      
      Douglas had never stopped to count the cost of doing up and maintaining Highfield Manor. It was the house of his dreams and
         what he’d always wanted. A setting for a rich man who had worked hard to give his family the best. And if the house was the
         symbol of his success, the garden in which it was set was the crowning glory. It had a tennis court, swimming pool, large stables and acres of romantically designed lawns and flower beds, with winding stone-edged
         camomile paths bordered with lavender, that led to secret corners where love seats, framed by archways, were hidden from view
         by tumbling showers of roses. To either side of the drive, towering rhododendrons formed an opulent spring display of white,
         pink and red blossoms, though for the rest of the year Julia hated them, begging Douglas to cut the gloomy things down and
         plant something else. In her more fanciful moments she had the strangest feeling they were barring her way to paradise.
      

      
      On the afternoon of 18 June, Douglas had no such notions as he headed for Stockbridge. He listened to the first day’s racing
         from Royal Ascot on the radio, wishing he and Julia had gone this year as usual, and in his mind went over the final details
         for Saturday night. Everything had to be perfect. He felt his reputation was on the line. After all, if a top restaurateur
         couldn’t organise the best party of the year, who could?
      

      
      For Douglas’s parents, Pat and Reggie Rutherford, this was a week they’d been looking forward to for a long time. Reggie,
         a retired accountant from Derbyshire, was extremely proud of both his sons, but while Peter had done well academically and
         was now headmaster of St John’s Court preparatory school near Salisbury, it was Douglas who had made the money, become a high-profile
         media figure and led a glamorous lifestyle. Reggie rather enjoyed being referred to as ‘Douglas Rutherford’s father’.
      

      
      Pat, on the other hand, was looking forward primarily to seeing all her grandchildren again. She’d always been particularly close to Anna because when she’d been three, Pat had looked after her for two weeks after William was born; she
         loved to help out because it made her feel needed. During those weeks she’d really felt herself bond with the little girl
         and couldn’t help regarding her as the daughter she’d never had. Then along came Sweet William, as she always called him,
         a dear boy with a truly loving temperament. The third child, an afterthought born nine years later, turned out to be as appealing
         as he was unexpected, and ‘Little Michael’, as she called him, quickly became his granny’s Little Darling – and knew it. But
         Anna was special, the brightest and the best so far as Pat was concerned, with a rainbow spirit and a warmth that filled you
         with gladness just to see her.
      

      
      In Pat’s suitcase a flat leather case nestled under her sensible cardigans. It contained a pearl necklace with a diamond clasp.
         She’d saved up for a long time to buy it for Anna and hoped she would like it and wear it often. Of course Pat had other granddaughters,
         too. She mustn’t forget them. Peter had married soon after Douglas. His wife was a rather demanding woman called Leonora,
         who regarded herself as superior to the rest of them. Their daughters, Cressida and Sasha, were nineteen and twenty respectively.
         Nice girls, Pat thought, but nothing out of the ordinary. Not special, like Anna.
      

      
      ‘It’s lovely the whole family is going to be together this weekend, isn’t it?’ she remarked to Reggie as she finished her
         packing. She’d bought herself a new dress for the party, navy blue silk with long sleeves and a V-neck. She liked it because
         it wasn’t showy.
      

      
      Her husband rubbed his white moustache, which he’d been trimming with Pat’s nail scissors because he couldn’t find any others.

      
      
      ‘When did Douglas say everyone was arriving?’ he asked. They’d been invited tomorrow, Wednesday, but he knew Peter couldn’t
         get away mid-week during termtime.
      

      
      ‘I think Leonora is bringing Cressida and Sasha on Friday afternoon and Peter’s joining us all on Saturday.’

      
      ‘Then there’s Julia’s family,’ Reggie reminded her as he gave his moustache a final satisfied stroke. ‘They’ll all be staying,
         too.’
      

      
      Pat shook her head though her newly permed white hair remained rigid. ‘I don’t know how she manages. So many people in the
         house. And all the arrangements for the party to be made.’
      

      
      ‘Douglas will be looking after all that,’ Reggie said proudly. ‘You can rely on him. He’ll put on a wonderful show, Mother.’

      
      Leonora Rutherford held up the evening dress she’d bought and hoped its sheer glamour would outshine whatever Julia was going
         to wear to the party. Julia always looked extremely expensively but deceptively simply dressed. During the day she wore understated
         trouser suits by Armani, and for the evening favoured Amanda Wakeley. For some reason that Leonora couldn’t fathom, Julia
         didn’t go in for glitter or bright colours or plunging necklines or sexy splits up the skirt. Leonora’s smile was smug with
         self-satisfaction. She’d got all that in the Gianni Versace model she’d bought at Pandora’s, the famous dress agency in Knightsbridge. And who was to know
         it was second-hand and had cost her only a fraction of its original price?
      

      
      The strapless peacock blue satin top fitted her to perfection, accentuating her bust, and the straight skirt slit to the thigh
         was really sexy. A ton of crystal and sequin embroidery encrusted the bodice, formed a panel down the front and edged the hem. Every time Leonora looked at it she
         smiled, remembering someone had once said: ‘In his collections, Versace knows every sequin personally.’
      

      
      Peter hadn’t seen it yet, and would probably think it too flashy – that is, if he noticed what she was wearing in the first
         place. Leonora’s once lovely face, marred now by a network of fine lines tracing her discontent, gazed at herself in the long
         bedroom mirror and felt the sting of bitter regret. She never had the opportunity to go out and wear dresses like this. She
         was wasted in her present life. When did she ever get to meet anyone interesting, or famous, or amusing? She never went anywhere.
         Instead, she was stuck with Peter in this boring school full of boring little boys, and she hated every minute of it. For
         a long time now she’d nagged him about wanting a little flat in London, but Peter always said they couldn’t afford it. What
         did they need a place in London for? he’d asked. They lived in a spacious flat that was a part of St John’s Court School.
         Wasn’t that enough?
      

      
      The day the iron really entered Leonora’s soul was when Peter happily bought a flat in Fulham for Cressida and Sasha, and
         they started living the life she’d wanted for herself. When she heard about it, she’d locked herself in the bathroom in a
         paroxysm of tears. Torn between gladness for her girls, and jealousy that they would enjoy the opportunities she herself longed
         for, Leonora stormed at a God she didn’t believe in, and wished she’d never had children in the first place. Then she could
         have left Peter a long time ago.
      

      
      It simply wasn’t fair, she thought, desperately. Life was passing her by before she’d ever really lived. She was still only forty-six. There was a whole world out there, to be enjoyed and experienced, while she was stuck in rural Wiltshire,
         having to be polite to tedious parents. It didn’t help to know that Julia, her sister-in-law, was having a terrific time as
         a major player on the London and Hampshire social scenes.
      

      
      ‘The trouble,’ Leonora said to herself, as she hung up the Versace dress, ‘is that I married the wrong brother.’

      




      
      
      Two

      
      It was nearly five o’clock and the contractors had finished laying the marquee floor. They were hot and exhausted, having
         started work at dawn, and were casting longing glances in the direction of the pool. Julia, coming out of the house and realising
         they were now faced with the long drive back to London, immediately suggested they have a swim.
      

      
      ‘There are plenty of spare bathing trunks in the pool house,’ she told the foreman, ‘and I’ll have some beer ready for you
         all afterwards.’
      

      
      They needed no persuasion. While they luxuriated in the cool water, Morgan brought out cans of chilled Carlsberg, glass tankards
         and bags of crisps, which he set up on a table on the terrace.
      

      
      ‘I’d no idea it would be such a big job,’ Anna remarked, as she and her mother went to thank the men after their swim for
         all their efforts. ‘Thank God the weather’s been fine. What would have happened if it had rained?’
      

      
      The men grinned, and the foreman replied: ‘We would have had to stay inside to keep dry. It doesn’t matter if it rains now.’

      
      ‘Don’t even mention rain!’ Julia protested, laughing. ‘I’m relying on its being a balmy night with a full moon.’

      
      
      ‘The forecast says it’s going to be hot and dry, doesn’t it?’ Anna asked. She had secret hopes for Saturday night; hopes that
         her boyfriend, Petroc Tregain, would choose her birthday celebrations to ask her to marry him. In the past few weeks she’d
         even allowed herself to indulge in fantasies of how it would be, with Petroc leading her by the hand along the grassy avenue
         to the rose garden, then kissing her before he murmured those longed for words. It would, she reasoned, be such a perfect
         occasion to announce their engagement. After all, they had been going out for nearly three years now and were looked upon
         as a steady item amongst their friends.
      

      
      When Anna had left Benenden, she’d decided she’d rather ‘get on’ with her life than take a gap year. She didn’t want to go
         to university either. She wanted to get a job and start earning money so she could be independent. Douglas admired this attitude
         because it reminded him of how he’d been at her age; eager to carve out a career for himself, anxious to make his mark in
         the world and feather his financial nest. He immediately bought her a three-bedroomed flat in Chelsea, his only proviso being
         that she must share it with two girlfriends, and they must all contribute to a mortgage in lieu of rent. Thrilled, Anna enlisted
         two of her school chums, Henrietta Walters and Camilla Holland, and within a year they’d all taken a course at Queen’s Secretarial
         College, found themselves jobs and created their own social life. They gave frequent dinner parties, enlarging their group
         of mutual friends as they did so. They could squeeze eight round the table in their bright little kitchen, and each cooked
         one of the courses.
      

      
      One evening, Henrietta’s boyfriend Richard asked if he could bring a chum. That was the first time Anna had met Petroc. At first she hadn’t particularly liked him; thought him rather arrogant and supercilious. But then she realised
         his languid and slightly condescending manner was a cover for acute shyness. Once she got to know him better and had met his
         family who came from Cornwall, she found him warm and funny and very kind. Broad-shouldered, with dark curling hair and penetrating
         hazel eyes, he was also very sexy. During the next few weeks they kept bumping into each other in the Trafalgar in the King’s
         Road, which was a favourite haunt, until one evening it struck Anna with breathtaking force that she’d fallen in love with
         him. She also realised, almost at the same moment, that Petroc felt the same way about her.
      

      
      Now, after nearly three years of being an item, she was frustrated that he seemed no nearer committing himself than he’d been
         at the beginning. He continued to live in his flat in Battersea, sharing with two friends, while she remained in Chelsea with
         Henrietta and Camilla, and the future was never discussed. He never even brought up the subject of marriage and as he was
         now twenty-seven and had a very good job in a computer company, she wondered what he was waiting for? After all, he loved
         her, of that she was sure. Camilla had suggested Anna give him an ultimatum: marriage or they end their affair. Henrietta
         went so far as to suggest Anna should do the proposing, but she shrank from that idea and was now pinning all her hopes on
         Saturday night. Surely, with a few gentle hints, Petroc would realise it was what they both really wanted?
      

      
      ‘So you’ve got a house full of people staying for the party, have you, Mrs Rutherford?’ The foreman’s remark to her mother
         cut across Anna’s day-dreaming.
      

      
      
      ‘Yes,’ Julia replied. ‘There’ll be twenty-one of us for the weekend.’

      
      The foreman whistled through pursed lips.

      
      ‘How do you make it twenty-one, Mummy?’

      
      ‘With all the grandparents and aunts and uncles and cousins, plus Petroc, and William’s girlfriend Stephanie, and my old friend
         Caroline . . .’
      

      
      ‘Wow!’ said Anna, stunned. She hadn’t realised. She tried to multiply twenty-one breakfasts, lunches, teas and dinners over
         the coming few days and realised that was why a tented extension had been added on to the house, leading off the back door
         from the kitchen, with mobile cookers, an industrial dishwasher, and several large work-tops.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Morgan isn’t going to be doing it all, is she?’

      
      ‘Lord, no!’ Julia threw back her head, laughing. ‘Daddy is sending down two chefs, from Trendy’s and Smart’s, and a dozen
         kitchen helpers and waiters. We’re putting them up at The Red Lion, and they’ll arrive each morning in time to do breakfast
         for us all.’
      

      
      Julia continued to look serene because catering had been her life ever since she’d married Douglas and to her it was just
         a job, but Anna blushed, feeling guilty at what must look like an ostentatious show of wealth.
      

      
      ‘Well, everyone’s welcome to share my scrambled eggs,’ she said with rather more force than she’d intended. ‘I’ll be too sick
         with nerves by Saturday to want to eat anything!’
      

      
      At that moment Douglas came briskly across the lawn from the direction of Nancy Graham’s cottage. He was scarlet in the face.

      
      ‘Of all the pig-headed, obstinate, trouble-making old bitches, that one takes the biscuit!’ he spluttered in fury. ‘I’ve spent nearly two hours trying to pacify her, reason with her, bribe her and practically threaten her, but it’s made
         no difference. She’s determined to make trouble on Saturday night.’
      

      
      Julia looked up at him and asked calmly: ‘Did you try inviting her to the party?’

      
      Douglas spun round. ‘How could I possibly do that? At this late stage? It would look so rude.’

      
      She suppressed a smile, knowing he would get even more annoyed if she appeared amused by his attitude. ‘So what can we do?’

      
      He looked determined. ‘I’m going to get the police on my side by going to them before she does. I’m sure a big donation to
         one of their funds would make them turn a deaf ear for the night. If she gets to them first she’ll embellish the situation
         with wild accusations of my trying to rape her while the band played on, or something!’ He strode around, waving one of his
         strong, square hands airily, and the workmen laughed. Douglas always loves playing to the gallery, Julia reflected, and her
         dark eyes were tender as she gazed at him.
      

      
      Anna stood up and faced her father, a younger, feminine version of him, even to the shape of her tanned hands which were adorned
         with silver rings on each finger. ‘Will it be all right, Daddy?’
      

      
      He stopped and looked at her, grey eyes to grey eyes, in recognition of a kindred spirit.

      
      ‘Of course it will, my pet. Saturday will be a night we’ll remember for the rest of our lives!’

      
      A week later Anna remembered those words, but if someone had told her then what was going to happen she wouldn’t have believed
         them.
      

      
      
      At eight o’clock the family sat down to dinner, cooked by Mrs Morgan and served by her husband. This was the last evening
         they’d be on their own until after the party because Douglas’s parents were arriving tomorrow, and on Friday everyone else,
         including Julia’s parents, would be arriving during the day.
      

      
      William, fresh-faced and excited about the celebrations which were partly to mark his coming-of-age, talked volubly about
         his approaching gap year, during which he planned to back-pack around the world with an old school friend.
      

      
      ‘I reckon we can do the whole trip for about five thousand pounds, but we’ll need to take plastic with us for emergencies,’
         he said importantly as he spooned chilled Vichyssoise into his mouth. William was a large and gangling youth who had also
         inherited his father’s genes and was currently going through a phase of knocking things over and tripping up on his size twelve
         feet.
      

      
      ‘Sounds like you’re planning to stay at five-star hotels instead of youth hostels,’ Anna protested, laughing. ‘Five thousand
         pounds is an awful lot of money.’
      

      
      William turned scarlet, so that his blond hair looked white at the roots. He turned on her in fury.

      
      ‘No, it’s not,’ he retorted. ‘I bet the dress you’re wearing on Saturday night cost at least half that.’

      
      ‘No, it didn’t!’ She glared at him indignantly. ‘It cost one thousand.’

      
      ‘One thousand!’ squealed Michael, his soup spoon wobbling perilously in mid-air. ‘What a waste of money! I could buy a really
         good bike for that.’
      

      
      The others smiled indulgently. Michael was always trying to sound grown-up, and it was no secret that he would do anything
         to defend his elder brother.
      

      
      
      ‘Why can’t you wear one of the dresses you’ve already got, Anna?’ he continued belligerently. His dark eyes, so like Julia’s,
         flashed critically at his sister. ‘No one will be looking at you anyway.’
      

      
      ‘That’s enough, Michael,’ Douglas said quietly.

      
      ‘But William is going to need a lot of money to go travelling,’ he insisted, determined to have the last word.
      

      
      Julia smiled peaceably. Michael was the only one of her children who was like her and she felt a strong affinity with him,
         although she tried not to let the others see it. Michael was bone of her bone, blood of her blood, and she knew exactly how
         to handle him. ‘We want William to travel safely, too, darling, and sometimes that will mean staying in hotels, though not
         necessarily five-star ones. We’ll make sure he has enough money for the trip.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t go travelling at all,’ Anna remarked.

      
      ‘That was because you wanted to get a job here,’ Douglas pointed out.

      
      ‘And because you couldn’t bear to tear yourself away from Petroc, once you’d met him,’ Michael added. ‘I’m never going to
         fall in love.’ He cast his eyes upwards. ‘It really messes up your life.’
      

      
      William ignored his little brother and looked thoughtful. ‘Stephanie says she’ll wait for me. I hope she does. Six months
         isn’t all that long.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a long time when you’re young,’ Julia said. ‘When I first knew your father, I thought a weekend away from him was an
         eternity.’
      

      
      Douglas smiled down the length of the polished table at her. ‘You still do,’ he chided gently. Their eyes locked, and he said
         with a twinkle in his eye, ‘I think we should all have an early night. The next five days are going to be pretty hectic, and the florists are arriving at nine o’clock in the morning.’
      

      
      Michael looked horrified. ‘But won’t the flowers be dead by Saturday?’

      
      ‘It will take them three days to set everything up and then they’ll add the flowers to the decorations at the last moment.
         Remember, the theme is going to be very elaborate and a surprise for everyone. You ain’t seen nuttin’ yet!’ Douglas crowed
         with boyish enthusiasm.
      

      
      ‘And how much is that going to cost?’ Michael demanded like a querulous old man, as he stomped upstairs to bed.
      

      
      Anna lay awake for a long time that night, so excited about the ball that sleep was impossible. They’d never given a really
         big ‘do’ before, drinks parties or garden parties for a hundred or so guests hardly counting by comparison. And her mother
         had bought her a wonderful blue chiffon dress, with shoes to match. Would Petroc think she looked beautiful? What a pity they
         wouldn’t be able to sleep together this weekend, she reflected with a flash of resentment. Although her parents knew that
         they often spent the night together in London, and Julia had even taken her to see her own gynaecologist before she went on
         the pill, when Anna came home to Highfield Manor it was made very clear that she and Petroc must have separate rooms and there
         was to be no creeping around the corridors in the middle of the night. Their old-fashioned attitude infuriated Anna, and she’d
         once accused them of being hypocritical, of not minding what she did so long as she did it discreetly, but they’d stuck to
         their guns. Even if she and Petroc got engaged at the party, she’d still end up alone in her room, while he’d be in one of the guest rooms.
      

      
      Nancy Graham peered out of her bedroom window for one last peep before getting into bed. Through the beeches the marquee now
         looked like a great white whale sleeping in the moonlight. It loomed curiously immobile; even the wind that ruffled the grass
         and swished through the leaves didn’t cause it to move an inch. For once the house was quiet, too. All the lights were out.
         Nothing more was going to happen tonight.
      

      
      Getting into her double bed with its ivory brocade headboard and matching bedcover, a jaded relic of a time when she had endured
         the feeble fumblings of the late Philip Graham, Nancy pondered on her confrontation earlier in the evening with Douglas Rutherford.
         He’d made her so angry with his swaggering arrogance, and the confident way he’d assumed she’d jump at the offer of a night
         at the Savoy, that she’d decided it was time he was taught a lesson. To complain to the police about the noise on Saturday
         night would be to let him off far too lightly. She knew for a fact that five thousand pounds was the maximum fine for a breach
         of the peace and to Douglas Rutherford that would be mere petty cash. Her mind worked with swift cunning. Maybe she would
         do a little research into all the village gossip she’d heard when she’d first moved to Cherry Tree Cottage. A little gentle
         coaxing, some encouragement here and there . . . The owner of the local village store could usually be persuaded to talk,
         and as the Rutherfords were giving this big party on Saturday she could bring up the topic of Douglas quite naturally. Without
         arousing suspicion.
      

      
      
      Nancy Graham smiled to herself. With a firm click she switched off her bedside light and settled down to sleep, but it evaded
         her. She was too busy planning her neighbour’s downfall.
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      Three

      
      On Wednesday morning Julia was awakened at six o’clock, by the heavy pattering of rain. Turning over in the enormous double
         bed, she opened her eyes and groaned inwardly. Beside her, Douglas slept on. Sleeping the deep sleep of an untroubled mind,
         she thought with envy, looking at his bulky outline. Her husband was one of those fortunate people who were able to shut out
         all the worries of the day the minute his head touched the pillow. He never read in bed, or talked, and on the nights he made
         love to her he remained totally alert until, with a final embrace, he kissed her goodnight, rolled over, and was lost to her.
         Julia hadn’t slept well since . . . She sat up in the bed and decided it was better to get up and get on with the day than
         lie there tormenting herself with the what ifs of the world. The way to a nervous breakdown was paved with what ifs . . .
      

      
      Sliding out of the bed so as not to disturb Douglas, who didn’t like being awakened before seven o’clock, she pulled on her
         white cotton dressing-gown and crept out of their room. Downstairs, she made herself some coffee, instant because it was quicker,
         and turned on the television. Over the years Julia had discovered two ways of dealing with the feeling of angst that sometimes
         brought her to heart-pounding consciousness at dawn. The first was to get into a vertical position; once her feet were on the ground
         she felt more in control of her life. The second was to distract herself with breakfast television.
      

      
      The more banal the programme the better. But today she had a real reason to concentrate on the screen; she wanted to see the
         weather forecast for the next few days. She was desperate for the party to be a success, not only for Anna and William’s sake,
         but for her own and Douglas’s too. At one time she’d been convinced that they’d never make it. It had been touch and go . . . but reaching this anniversary was like setting the seal on the success of their marriage, something no one could take
         away from them. And a wonderful success it had been. Wrapping her hands around the mug of coffee, she kept her eyes fixed
         on the screen, forcing her fears aside and facing the day with her usual sweet complacency.
      

      
      In a few minutes Mrs Morgan would be darting around the kitchen getting breakfast for everyone, a tiny slim figure with short
         grey hair who could only find clothes to fit her in the children’s department of any store, and whom Douglas referred to as
         a ‘geriatric anorexic’. ‘She’s no advertisement for her own cooking,’ he’d observe dryly. A few minutes later her husband,
         who acted as butler and driver and was in charge of the maintenance of Highfield Manor, would appear, dapper and with his
         remaining hair smoothed neatly over his bald patch, to lay the table for breakfast, each knife, fork and spoon arranged with
         military precision.
      

      
      It was still raining, hissing on the leaves and splattering against the windows. Across the lawn, the marquee stood damply
         against the jewelled grass. It did not look promising.
      

      
      
      ‘Good morning, ma’am,’ Mrs Morgan said gaily as she charged over to the Aga. ‘Chilly this morning, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘Yes. I’m worried about Saturday.’

      
      Mrs Morgan stared at her, small grey eyes round with astonishment. ‘It’ll clear by Saturday,’ she replied dismissively.

      
      ‘I hope so.’

      
      ‘’Course it will. And the garden could do with a drop of rain. Make it nice and fresh.’ She banged the kettle down on top
         of the Aga. ‘Another cup of coffee, ma’am?’
      

      
      Julia shook her head. ‘I’m fine, thank you,’ she replied, already feeling better. By the time she’d finished her coffee, and
         heard that ‘A showery start to the day would give way to warm sunshine’, no one would have guessed how anxious and depressed
         she’d been when she’d awakened. It was part of Julia’s nature to keep her problems and worries to herself. Even Douglas didn’t
         know how almost every morning she had to struggle to emerge from her private prison of depression. The only boon was that
         it wore off as soon as she got going, and as the day passed she felt increasingly better.
      

      
      Douglas was up and about to have his bath when she returned to their room.

      
      ‘Look at that bloody rain,’ he boomed.

      
      ‘It’s going to clear and be sunny later on,’ she informed him, seating herself at her dressing-table and brushing her long
         hair.
      

      
      ‘What? God gave you an assurance?’

      
      Julia nodded, smiling up at him. ‘In person!’
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