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      About the Book




      The House of Farrell – home of The Cream, an iconic face product that has seen women flocking to its bijoux flagship store in the Berkeley Arcade since 1953.




      At Farrell, you can rely on the personal touch. The legendary Athina Farrell remains the company’s figurehead and in her kingdom at the Berkeley Arcade, Florence Hamilton plies their cosmetics with the utmost discretion. She is sales advisor – and holder of secrets – extraordinaire.




      But of course the world of cosmetics  is changing and the once glorious House of Farrell is now in decline, its customers tempted away by more fashionable brands.




      Enter Bianca Bailey, formidable business woman, mother of three, and someone who always gets her way. Athina and Bianca lock horns over the future of the House of Farrell but it is the past that tells its devastating tale of ambition and ego, passion and wonder.




      Here is a tale of survival . . . and a perfect heritage.


    


  




  

    

      




      For my four darling daughters. 
Who are all the world to me.
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      Prologue




      So – this was it.




      Goodbye, really, in a way. However it was dressed up, the Farrell’s that had been her life’s work, her life’s love really, was no longer to be.




      The brilliant, colourful, joyous thing that had been born that coronation year, that she and Cornelius had created together, was to change irrevocably, move out of her control. No longer her treasure, her comfort, her sanity. Most of all, her sanity; in the first months after Cornelius died, she had turned to it for occupation, distraction, support in her awful, empty grief. How wonderful she is, people had said, still working all the hours God sends, refusing to give in or give up, how amazing to carry on like this. But they were wrong, so wrong. It would have been amazing, indeed, not to have worked, to have given in, for then the grief and the loneliness would have engulfed her, and she would have had nothing in her life at all. She might no longer have Cornelius to temper her excesses, but she had his legacy, the House of Farrell, its creation and its success a bright, brilliant memorial to everything she and he had done together.




      Wonderful that you have your children so close to you, people said, and she would smile politely and say yes, indeed, but what they could give her was as nothing compared to her work. What they felt for her could hardly be described as love; she had been a distracted, neglectful mother, over-critical of the dull little girl that had been Caroline and the timid little boy that had been Bertie. And besides, like all children of a successful marriage, they remained outsiders, intruders even, on two people who would have been just as happy without them, however much they might deny it. Whereas the House of Farrell, that was worthy of the brilliant pair of them; it did not fail them, it was their pride and their joy.




      They had been stars in the social scene at the beginning, she and Cornelius, acknowledged as clever, daring, inventive, their creative instincts rewarded by financial success; they had had money, style, grace. Their circle, embracing both the establishment and the new, creative aristocracy of the late fifties and early sixties, was fun, colourful, interesting. They had a house in Knightsbridge, a weekend flat in one of the regency terraces in Hove; they moved from one to the other, and to Paris and New York, in pursuit of further inspiration and success, leaving their children with nannies and boarding schools.




      It had been an absurdly early marriage – Cornelius twenty-three, she twenty-one, but from the outset, a success; and creating the House of Farrell had been a natural, almost inevitable result of that.




      It had been Cornelius’s idea in the first place. Fascinated by the new sciences of marketing and advertising and with a fortune inherited from his banker godfather and an undemanding job in the same bank, he was an entrepreneur in need of a project. Fate provided it, in the form of an eccentric ex-actress mother who mixed her own face creams because she didn’t like those on the market, and spent an hour every morning and another every night transforming a nondescript face into a thing of great beauty, and he had suggested to the lovely girl he had married, also well versed in the wonders make up could work, that they might invest the legacy into a cosmetic business they could run together.




      ‘You can develop it, my darling, and I will stay at the bank until it can support both of us.’ Neither of them had ever doubted that the House of Farrell could do that, and indeed they were right.




      They had bought the basic formula for her creams from the now ex-Mrs Farrell, who had run away from her academic husband, and set up production in a small laboratory where they employed a brilliant chemist who had trained with M. Coty in Paris, and had re-created not only The Cream, as it was christened, which was (as the early advertising said) ‘the only thing skin really needs’, but some colour products, too, lipsticks and nail varnishes; adding face powder and a foundation product, The Foundation, a few months after.




      Recognising that they couldn’t hope to beat the big boys at their own games, the Revlons and the Cotys and the Yardleys, and that they had to launch their business on a very different basis, they had transformed the Berkeley Arcade shop from a rather plain bespoke stationer’s into one of the prettiest shops in the row, installed the tiny salon on the first floor, and literally opened its doors to the world. They were lucky; they caught the eye and the imagination of the press, and the praise heaped upon it exceeded their wildest dreams. Tatler pronounced it ‘THE place to find true individual beauty’, Vogue as the ‘first stop for charm and beauty care’, and Harper’s Bazaar proclaimed it ‘the place to find your new face’. Cornelius, who had a genius for publicity, and after flattering the latter’s beauty editor over a very expensive lunch at Le Caprice, converted that into their advertising slogan. He also sold the shop to the public on posters and, more controversially, sent sandwich men to stand all over the West End proclaiming the shop as ‘The Beautiful Jewel in London’s crown’ and people flocked to it. It caught part of the great wave of optimism and creativity that was just breaking that summer, born of the coronation, the beautiful young queen, and the end, finally, of war-time economy. DeLuscious Lipstick, as their first great colour promotion was called, literally became part of the vernacular for a few dizzy months, and the rest swiftly became Farrell history.




      It had faltered in the eighties, overwhelmed by the dazzling colour cosmetics and scientifically based skincare financed by the vast fortunes of large houses, had revived briefly in the nineties, and in the year of Cornelius’s death, in 2006, had very nearly disappeared altogether, saved only by her tenacity.




      Now, falling behind helplessly in the money-fuelled marathon that was the beauty business, even she could see that they desperately needed help – financial to be sure, but creative also. For although she would have joined Cornelius in his grave rather than admit it, her own vision was no longer flawless. She disliked the pseudo science spawned by the huge laboratories of the cosmetics giants that were, as one journalist had remarked, the size of General Motors, and nor did she understand it. She felt out of step, just a little bewildered; and while deeply hostile to her new colleagues – she refused to think of them as masters – she felt also a grudging sense of relief at their arrival.




      But – it was going to be a painful process. She would have to sit, she knew, listening to different voices, new languages, speaking what would have once been heresies.




      The owners of those voices would have no links with the House of Farrell; they would care nothing for what had made it great, for what it had stood for. What would matter to them were the grey columns of profit and loss, the harsh facts of commercial life. And she would have to yield to them – to a degree.




      But she would fight on at the same time, she would hold true to Farrell’s, she would not give in. It had done everything for her – she would not fail it more than she had to now.


    


  




  

    

      




      Chapter 1




      Love at first sight, that’s what it was; heady, life-changing, heart-stopping stuff. It had happened to her only twice before, this sense of recognition, of something so absolutely right for her and what she was and what she wanted to do and be. She hadn’t hesitated, hadn’t played any silly games, hadn’t said maybe, or I’ll think about it, or I’ll let you know, just yes, of course, of course she’d like to do it very much, and then looked at her watch and seen she was already late for her board meeting and, after the briefest farewell, had left the restaurant.




      The first thing she did now, in the taxi, was call her husband; she always did that, he needed to know, and she needed him to know. He was so very much part of it all, his life hugely affected as well as hers; and he had been pleased as she had known he would be, said he would look forward to discussing it over dinner. Only of course she was going to be late for dinner, which she reminded him of, and he had only sighed very lightly before saying, well, he’d look forward to seeing her whenever it was.




      He really was a truly accommodating man, she thought. She was very lucky.




      ‘Well, that was very satisfactory.’ Hugh Bradford sat back in his chair and ordered a brandy; he never drank at lunchtime normally, had gone through the whole lunch on water and one modest glass of champagne to seal the deal. He’d have liked to, had thought more than once that the superb beef Wellington he was eating really did deserve better than Evian to wash it down. But he’d resisted, and it was impossible to imagine Bianca Bailey allowing even the smallest sip of alcohol – well, she had a very few sips of the champagne, but he could feel her reluctance – to blur the clear-blue-sky clarity of her brain.




      He wondered – briefly and inevitably, perhaps, for she was very attractive – if she ever surrendered control, whether, in flagrante at least, she might lose herself – and then returned to reality. Such meanderings had no place in his relationship or those of his colleagues with Bianca.




      ‘Yes, it’s excellent. I thought she would, but you never quite know . . . yes, thanks . . .’ Mike Russell, colleague of many years, nodded assent to the brandy bottle. ‘Now all we’ve got to do is sell her to the family.’




      ‘The family don’t have any choice,’ said Bradford, ‘but I think they’ll like her. Or at least the idea of her. Better than some man – or so they’ll think. Best fix a meeting for early next week?’




      ‘Or later this? There really is very little time.’




      ‘I’ll get Anna to sort it.’




      ‘So, I’m going to meet the family and board of Farrell’s on Friday,’ said Bianca to her husband that night. ‘Friday afternoon. I can’t wait. It’s a fantastic set-up, Patrick, straight out of fiction. Or even Hollywood.’




      ‘Really?’




      ‘Yes. There’s a matriarch, of course – there’s almost always a matriarch in the cosmetic business—’




      ‘Really?’ said Patrick again.




      ‘Well, yes. Just think. Elizabeth Arden, Estée Lauder, Helena Rubinstein . . .’




      ‘I’m not sure that any reflection on the cosmetic industry on my part would be very rewarding,’ said Patrick. ‘It’s not a business I know a lot about, at the moment. But I suspect I’m about to.’




      ‘You could be. It’s an industry you have to live and breathe, just to understand it. Anyway, she – the matriarch, Lady Farrell – founded it in 1953 with her husband who died five years ago – so sad, apparently it was a great love match, lasted nearly sixty years – and then there’s a daughter and a son on the board, neither up to much as far as we can make out, and another old biddy called Florence Hamilton, who’s been with them from the beginning and is also on the board, I presume for old times’ sake.’




      ‘My word. A completely family affair.’




      ‘Anyway, they hold all the shares at the moment and she’s not giving in without a fight, but she’s got to because the bank is about to pull the plug, so hideously in debt are they – anyway, I – well we, Hugh, Mike and I – think there is some magic there. I can’t wait to get to work on it. Going to be a long meeting, that’s for sure. That OK?’




      ‘Of course. I’m taking the children to see the Tintin film. You said you didn’t want to go . . .’




      ‘I don’t,’ said Bianca, ‘can’t think of anything worse.’




      ‘That’s all right then,’ said Patrick Bailey lightly.




      Bianca Bailey was, in business parlance, a rock star. The stage on which she performed was not the O2 Arena, or even Wembley, but the platform of high finance, its success measured in balance sheets and company flotations. A high-flying, high-profile figure, a female Midas, with a dazzling record in turning businesses around, she was, at thirty-eight, a gift to whatever publicity people she was working with, being extremely attractive. She was tall (five foot ten in her stockinged feet), slim, stylish, and if not quite beautiful, very photogenic and telegenic, with her mass of dark hair, and large grey eyes. She was highly articulate – an automatic go-to when anyone wanted a quote on some deal or buyout – and charming. She was also happily married, had three delightful children, lived in a stunning house in Hampstead and also, almost inevitably, in a very pretty country house in Oxfordshire which she persisted in labelling, rather inaccurately, a cottage. As more than one of the Baileys’ friends had remarked, if they weren’t so nice, the Baileys would be hugely dislikeable.




      Bianca had been wondering what to do next, having been a crucial part of the very successful sale of the company of which she was currently CEO – a hitherto low visibility, almost downmarket toiletry brand – when Mike Russell of Porter Bingham, a private equity firm, had called her to say would she like to come in for a coffee and a chat. They had teamed up before so she knew what that meant – they had a challenge for her in the form of another unsuccessful company that needed her considerable powers.




      The prospect they had laid before her was daunting – and Bianca liked daunting. Indeed, she found it irresistible.




      ‘They came to us,’ Mike Russell had said. ‘Well, the son did, Bertram. Looks like a Bertram too, but nice enough. They’re currently losing five million a year and don’t know what they’re doing financially at all. But there’s a load of potential, especially with you on board, probably with a view to selling the company in five to eight years. Have a look at it and see what you think.’




      And Bianca had looked, shuddered at the figures and the state of the brand, saw what they meant about the potential, and the result had been the lunch at Le Caprice and the agreement between her and Porter Bingham to take things further towards an investment in Farrell’s.




      ‘I think what’s possible is a turnaround from that five million pound loss into a ten million pound annual profit in five years,’ she said. ‘But I’d say you’ll have to make an overall investment of around thirteen million, say ten upfront and another tranche of two or three million to complete later development work, but yes, I think it can be done.’




      She smiled at them: her wide, Julia Roberts-style smile. She liked them both, which was important; they were straightforward, decisive and could be great fun. And Hugh was extremely good-looking, in a conventional, establishment-style way. She often thought it was as well he wasn’t her type, or she might occasionally make some less than completely professional decisions. Knowing, however, that in her successful life she had never been swayed for an instant by personal considerations. It was one of the many reasons for her success.




      ‘I’m really excited about this,’ she had said to Patrick when she got home after that first meeting, ‘but I’d like your agreement. It’s going to be tougher even than PDN. What would you say to that?’




      And Patrick said that if she really wanted to do it, then of course she must, resisting the temptation to ask her what she would do if he withheld his agreement. Bianca did what she wanted, always; anything else was just so much window dressing.




      He knew what lay ahead of him; as with any new project of Bianca’s there would be a lot of lonely evenings, a commitment from her to the new company that amounted almost to an obsession, and a feeling, quite often, that the company under her command was situated, if not actually in the marital bed, then certainly at the family table. He put up with it for two reasons: he found it quite interesting himself, observing it as he did from as dispassionate a vantage point as he could manage, and he loved Bianca as much as he admired her and he wanted her to do what made her happy. It required some unselfishness on his part, but on the other hand it allowed him to do whatever he wanted – like buying paintings – without too much interference from anyone.




      He was not greatly given to tortured introspection – he was an only child, with all the self-confidence that condition trailed in its wake. ‘We’re not like other people,’ Patrick often said and it was true.




      Bianca had no siblings either and they often, in the early days of their relationship, discussed this and the bond it created between them. Indeed, she produced some statistic – she was very fond of statistics – that onlies were drawn to other onlies – ‘or eldests, much the same really’. She went on to say that only children were statistically highly successful and driven; Patrick was not sure that this could possibly apply to him, but he was flattered by the observation. The last thing he wanted was for the dynamic Ms Wood to regard him as some kind of amiable low achiever. Or indeed her father, the distinguished and highly esteemed historian, Gerald Wood. He sometimes wondered if Gerald knew any of them existed, so immersed was he in medieval constitution and literature, always far more immediate to him than the twenty-first century and more so than ever since Pattie, his beloved wife, had died when Bianca was only nineteen.




      ‘Hello, Mr Bailey. Good day?’




      ‘Yes, not bad, thanks, Sonia. You?’ He wasn’t going to tell the housekeeper that he’d been so bored he’d actually dropped off in his office after lunch.




      ‘Very good, thank you. I’ve done the menu for the dinner party for tomorrow week if you’d like to look at it – so you can order the wine.’




      ‘Oh, thanks. I’ll take it up to my study.’




      ‘And I’ve made a bolognese sauce for tonight – Mrs Bailey won’t be home you said?’




      ‘No, she’s got a big meeting tomorrow so she’ll be working very late. I’ll eat with the children in about – oh, half an hour? But I’ll cook the spaghetti, don’t worry about that.’




      ‘Right. Well, I’ll just make a salad and then I’ll be on my way. Ruby’s in bed – Karen’s reading to her now and then she’s off.’




      Karen was the nanny; Ruby was still only eight and some one-on-one care was still necessary and outside Sonia’s brief. Karen came in after school until Ruby was in bed and full-time in the holidays; a job, as she often remarked to fellow nannies on her social circuit, of unbelievable cushiness.




      ‘Fine. Thank you, Sonia – oh, hi, Milly, how was your day?’




      ‘Cool.’




      ‘That’s all right then.’




      ‘And how was yours?’




      ‘Oh, pretty hot.’




      She reached up to kiss him.




      ‘You’re so funny,’ she said kindly.




      ‘I try. Done your homework?’




      ‘Of course!’




      ‘Sure?’




      ‘Daddy! Don’t be horrid.’




      ‘She has done it, Mr Bailey,’ said Sonia, smiling at Milly. ‘She started as soon as she got in from school.’




      ‘See! Thank you, Sonia.’




      ‘What about your clarinet practice?’




      ‘Done that too.’




      ‘You’re too good to be true, aren’t you? Where’s Fergie?’




      ‘Playing on the Wii.’




      ‘Tut-tut. Not allowed before seven.’




      ‘Daddy! You sound like Mummy. See you later.’




      She wandered off, her attention entirely on her phone. Patrick smiled indulgently at her back. Emily, nicknamed Milly at birth, was, at almost thirteen, tall and slender with long, straight dark hair and large brown eyes; sweetly bright and charming, not yet tarnished by adolescence, still affectionate, still chatty, and extremely popular – one of the girls everyone wanted at their parties and sleepovers. She was in the second year at St Catherine’s, Chelsea, a new and fiercely academic girls’ day school, that was giving both St Paul’s and Godolphin a run for their money. A talented musician as well – Grade 6 Distinction on the clarinet – her only failure was games at which she was hopeless.




      Fergus, at eleven, had the family charm and good looks, was as good at games as Milly was bad, was in every first team at his prep school, and, being clever, managed to hang on to his place in the scholarship class by the skin of his teeth.




      Patrick went up to his study on the first floor of the house, a large, detached Victorian, and looked over the equally large garden. He loved the house, had spent his early childhood in a similar one only two streets away. The extremely large deposit had been a wedding present from his father; people always said that simple fact told you almost everything you needed to know about the Bailey family: that it was rich, happy, close, and generous.




      Guy Bailey had been a stockbroker in the golden age of the City, made a fortune, retired early in 1985, ‘just before the Big Bang, thank God,’ he often said, and moved to a large country house with a considerable amount of land and some stables where he indulged in the life of a country gentleman, became a very good shot, and turned his lifelong hobby of antique dealing into a ‘half-day job’, as he put it.




      Patrick had left Oxford with a respectable Upper Second in PPE and joined his uncles’ chartered accountancy firm, based in the Strand. Here he was given a very nice office, earned an excellent salary, and was greatly liked by the staff and his clients alike; he did well, being charming and equable as well as clever. He would probably have left after a couple of years, finding the work at best uninspiring and at worst boring, but he had met and fallen in love with Bianca Wood, and in Patrick’s world you didn’t propose to a girl unless you could offer her a proper set-up, which translated as a nice house in a good area, and a handsome salary to support her should she wish not to work, or when she had children. He wasn’t miserable at Bailey Cotton and Bailey; indeed he was very happy, he was just not very excited by the work. Which was not sufficient reason to keep him from proposing to Ms Wood in 1995 and marrying her in 1996.




      He had met her at a dinner in the City and been immediately enchanted by her; she was sparkly and articulate, and clearly found him interesting too. She was, she said, a marketing manager at a toiletries company.




      ‘Toothpaste and deodorant might not sound very exciting,’ she said, ‘but last year it was washing powders, so a big improvement. And of course it’s exciting because it’s not the product, it’s what you can do with it. Sending the sales graph in the right direction is hard to beat!’




      He asked her out to dinner that weekend and they talked for so long the waiters were piling chairs on to tables before they realised how late it was, and she invited him out the next Friday.




      ‘My treat this time. No, that’s how I operate, sorry, don’t like spongers.’




      Patrick found her signing the credit card slip extremely painful and said so; she replied that he was clearly very old-fashioned. ‘Most of the men I know would be thrilled.’ In the event, any discomfiture on Patrick’s part didn’t last very long because in three months they had moved in together.




      By the time they were married in 1996, Bianca had moved jobs twice and become marketing manager of an interior design company. She continued to work until the week before Milly was born and was back at her desk in four months; when Fergie joined them two years later, she only stayed at home for twelve weeks. There was the nanny, she said, and she got very bored rocking cradles. Which did not mean she was a bad mother – she was intensely loving and passionately involved with her children. She just operated better maternally if she had something else to do and when Ruby made her embryonic presence felt, unplanned and the result of a bout of bronchitis, a strong antibiotic and a resultant decrease in the effectiveness of the pill, she did not, as some women in her position might have done, opt for a termination, just welcomed Ruby determinedly and said she liked to keep busy. Which she did.




      Her career trajectory had been impressive; Patrick, while being immensely proud of her, couldn’t help wishing she would take more time off when she had the children; but they certainly didn’t seem to have suffered, they were all bright and charming and self-confident. He sometimes felt also that Bianca might take a little more interest in him and his work; but then, as he so frequently said, there wasn’t anything much to take an interest in. He was a partner now, extremely well-paid, his hours were civilised – more than could be said for Bianca’s – and on the whole he didn’t mind being the ballast in their household, as he put it. He was exceptionally good-natured. Then, when Milly was five, Bianca was made sales and marketing director of a fabric company. That was when her salary overtook Patrick’s and Patrick did mind that – quite a lot. Bianca teased him about it.




      ‘Darling! It’s our money, just as yours is; it pays for our family, our life, what do the proportions matter?’




      He once asked her, when he had a great deal to drink, if she would give up her job if he really wanted her to; she leaned across the table and said, ‘Darling, of course, if you really wanted it, but you wouldn’t, would you? You’re not like that – and that’s why I love you.’




      And she did: very much. As Patrick loved her. And when life was a little less than perfect, he would remind himself that a little boredom at the office and an occasional sense of resentment was more than made up for by having a clever and beautiful wife who loved him, three enchanting children, a wide circle of friends and a lifestyle most people would envy.


    


  




  

    

      




      Chapter 2




      Bianca Bailey was often quoted as saying that meetings, like life, were not rehearsals. However small, they mattered; they needed proper attention and careful planning. No one, not the most junior secretary, not the least regarded maintenance manager, had ever left a meeting with the formidable Ms Bailey feeling they had not had a proper hearing and that their concerns were not being addressed.




      The one in prospect that afternoon, when she, Hugh Bradford, and Mike Russell would try to persuade the Farrell family to come on board, mattered very much indeed; consequently, they had devoted several days and a great deal of work to planning its conduct.




      ‘They’ve reached the point, I think,’ said Hugh, ‘where they know they need us, so that’s good, but it’s crucial they feel we like the company, that we’re not just in it for a fast buck. In other words, that we want to make it work. They must also feel we understand it, and the whole industry. Your department, Bianca, obviously.’




      ‘Of course. Hopefully, my background should convince them of my understanding of the industry. I’ve a lot to learn about cosmetics though, and they know it, and I’ll use that fact to help get them on side: the brand itself – well there’s quite a lot not to like. I’ve had a cursory look at it, products, outlets, image – pretty non-existent really – but there are a couple of areas I can talk about very enthusiastically. The hero product, for instance, The Cream it’s called – great name, isn’t it? – that’s the sort of thing they should be building on, skincare and quality, and I’m going to say that. There is a wonderful Englishness about them, brand launched in 1953, coronation year, and I don’t need to tell you how much we can capitalise on that in the immediate future, with things like royal weddings and next year’s jubilee. I won’t really know anything, of course,’ she added, ‘until I’ve done a deep dive – and I can’t do that until I’m there.’ Bianca’s Deep Dives – a minute scrutiny of not just the finances and the products, but the infrastructure of a company went very deep indeed. ‘Let’s hope we can talk them into that being sooner rather than later.’




      ‘Indeed.’




      ‘That’s all from me – for now. Except I do feel so excited about it.’




      ‘Excellent,’ said Mike, smiling at her. He found her endless enthusiasm for new projects extremely endearing. It was, of course, one of the prime reasons for her success.




      She had dressed cleverly for the occasion, in a dress with a cardigan over it, rather than the jacket and trousers that was her usual style, her hair swinging loose on her shoulders, not pulled sharply back, and just a little more make up than she usually wore. The Farrells would see a woman who enjoyed clothes and cosmetics, who would be in sympathy with their world, not some brisk androgyne whose only concern was numbers and the crunching thereof. It would be important to them – and the fact that Bianca recognised it was what made her special, revealing that she cared about and understood a company and its products as much as its economics. In her own words, she got it. She could see the magic of a brand while absolutely recognising that it had to be made to work for its living. They were lucky, Hugh thought, to have her.




      Athina Farrell had also dressed carefully. She might be eighty-five, but she was still absolutely in charge of Farrell’s and she felt that needed to be spelled out in every possible way, starting with her appearance. She was wearing a calf-length Jean Muir dress in navy jersey, and red suede shoes, both emphasising her still extremely good legs; her silver bob was immaculate, her make up minimal but skilful, the jewellery she was wearing carefully chosen: the pearl choker that Cornelius had given her on their thirtieth wedding anniversary, the Chanel pearl earrings, the Tiffany watch, a twenty-first birthday present from her parents, and her twin diamond rings – one for their engagement, the other identical, made up at Cornelius’s request, for their golden wedding. ‘These people’ as she thought of them, more than a little disparagingly, would see a woman of considerable substance and style, not some foolish old has-been. She had run the House of Farrell for almost sixty years and yielding any part of it had been, until very recently, simply unthinkable, akin to giving away her children. Indeed, it was said by those who knew her best, that she would probably have handed the children over with less anguish.




      However, she had been made to face the fact that the company was approaching bankruptcy and needed help. And such help did not come free; there would be a price tag. Her main concern now was that the price tag should be as high as possible, to alleviate the intense pain of the yielding.




      She had, therefore, been persuaded to the meeting that cold Friday afternoon in January with the people from Porter Bingham, Venture Capitalists, and was in a mindset that was brave, obstructive – and totally unconciliatory.




      She had summoned her two children and Florence Hamilton for a briefing, as she put it, which actually meant telling them what they should say and do, before the meeting. They were all board directors: Bertram, known as Bertie, was managing and finance director, Caroline, known to close associates as Caro and everyone else as Mrs Johnson, was company secretary and personnel director and Florence, known simply as Florence, was board director with an overall responsibility for property.




      Athina wasn’t at all sure any of them should be on the board at all; were they not her children – or in the case of Florence, almost as much part of Farrell’s as she and Cornelius – they probably wouldn’t have been. Their lack of substance worried her. Bertie and Caro were both clever enough, but they lacked the instinct and the flair to carry on what she and Cornelius had created, and Florence, who had the instinct and the flair, lacked drive. In truth, she had never been in favour of Florence’s appointment to the board; the idea had come from Cornelius and she had been ill at the time and unable to argue with her usual force.




      The highest Bertie would have risen, she felt, had he been working for a firm where there was no automatic assumption of privilege, was higher middle management.




      However, the best had to be made of the situation, and so she had summoned them to her flat in Knightsbridge and, as she put it over a sandwich lunch, ‘We need to present a united front, absolutely crucial, no dividing and ruling on offer to them. Of course, our lawyers, Walter Pemberton and Bob Rushworth, will be there—’




      ‘You don’t think they might be just slightly out of their league?’ said Caro.




      Athina said that she was perfectly confident in them.




      ‘I’ve had several conversations with them and Bob has already made a couple of very shrewd observations. After all, they’ve been with us from the beginning; Cornelius appointed them, and he knew a good lawyer when he saw one.’




      ‘Ye-es,’ said Caro, ‘but with every respect, Mother, that was sixty years ago.’




      ‘Caro,’ said Athina, and there was clearly to be no more discussion on the subject, ‘Pemberton and Rushworth are not going to be a pushover.’




      ‘Good,’ said Caro. ‘Well, I just thought I should mention it.’




      ‘As you have,’ said Athina. ‘And now to this girl, Bianca Bailey. I have no idea what she will be like on closer acquaintance, but she clearly has a track record of sorts, and she knows the industry, I suppose – what she did with PDN was clever, although they’d better not think they can sell Farrell’s. And we have to retain our majority share. That’s non-negotiable.’




      ‘And neither can they mess about with it,’ Caro said sharply, ‘turn it into some cheapskate thing. And of course they mustn’t even think of selling The Shop. That’s the sort of thing they’re bound to want to economise on.’




      The Shop, as it was known throughout the company, was Farrell’s exclusive outlet in the nineteenth-century Berkeley Arcade just off Piccadilly. The arcade was a magnet for tourists, the shops exclusive purveyors (as they were still named) of jewellery, leather goods, bespoke shirts and other such delights. The Farrell shop was small and enchanting, with a glass-paned door and windows. It not only sold the Farrell range, but offered facials and was where Florence had her office. The lease had passed to Cornelius from his father and it was generally regarded as the company’s treasure. It did not make any money whatsoever.




      ‘They might begin to wonder,’ said Bertie mildly, picking up his fourth sandwich, ‘what they can do with Farrell’s. Surely we have to allow them some freedom? They’re here to sort the company out, not just pour money into it.’




      Athina and Caro stared at him.




      ‘Bertie, we are quite aware of that,’ said Athina, ‘but we have to set out our stall clearly from the outset. That’s the whole point. Otherwise they’ll be destroying everything that makes the House of Farrell what is is. And Bertie, I thought your doctor said you had to lose some weight?’




      ‘I do rather agree with Bertie,’ said Florence, reaching for a third sandwich of her own, as much to display support for Bertie as to satisfy her appetite which was greatly out of proportion to her tiny frame.




      ‘Well, I don’t,’ said Caro. ‘This is a huge opportunity for them. They wouldn’t be coming on board if they didn’t see that. They’re going to make a lot of money out of the Farrell brand. We own something very precious. We must not forget that.’




      ‘So precious the bank wants to pull the plug,’ said Bertie. ‘Porter Bingham are saving us from that. All I’m saying is, that’s the bottom line.’




      ‘It is,’ said Florence, ‘and Bertie is right. Which is not to say we shouldn’t put up a modest fight.’




      It was Bertie who had responded to Porter Bingham in the first place. He had received a letter addressed to him as the finance director. After introducing himself as a partner at Porter Bingham Private Equity, the writer, one Mike Russell, informed him that Farrell’s had caught his eye recently while doing some research on a similar business, and that he wondered if Mr Farrell might be interested in a meeting: Porter Bingham was currently investing a £367 million fund and was looking for high-growth investment opportunities where they could support management to accelerate the growth of their business.




      Since Farrell’s had no growth to accelerate, Bertie didn’t think Porter Bingham would be very interested in them as a proposition, but he mentioned it to his mother, who was dismissive.




      ‘I know all about these people. They come in, take over, and before you know where you are, the company isn’t yours any more. Don’t even think about it, Bertie, as your daughter would say.’




      ‘But Mother, something has to be done. I don’t think you quite realise the – the mess we’re in.’




      Athina looked at him sharply. ‘I prefer to regard it as a temporary difficulty, Bertie. And we should certainly not be rushed into some extremely unwise liaison of this sort.’




      ‘I don’t think it is temporary,’ said Bertie, his voice firmer now. ‘I think—’




      ‘Bertie,’ said Athina, ‘no.’




      But two days later the bank wrote to Lady Farrell and said they would like to remind her that Farrell’s were in breach of bank covenant and that they could call in the overdraft at any time. Perhaps she would like to make an appointment to discuss the situation?




      The meeting was unpleasant, culminating in a suggestion that the bank would put in a firm of accountants to do what they called an Independent Business Review and it was clear that they could end up with the company being declared insolvent. Athina, apparently cool, told them they would consider their position, but travelling back to the offices, Bertie could see, for the first time, a flash of panic in her eyes. His suggestion that they should, after all, perhaps meet with the people from Porter Bingham was met with a rather grudging nod.




      ‘Yes, all right, Bertie, if you really think it might do any good. May I say I very much doubt it?’




      The initial meeting at Porter Bingham’s gleaming head office in the City had done nothing to reassure Athina and she had, in fact, told them there could be no possibility of a collaboration as far as she could see and left mid-agenda, trailing a highly embarrassed Bertie. However, a fruitless journey round her own connections in the banking firmament had resulted in a further approach to Mike, via the unfortunate Bertie.




      ‘Mr Farrell,’ Mike said, ‘I greatly enjoyed meeting your mother and it only confirmed my opinion that she – all of you – have a considerable asset in your possession. She knows what she wants and where she is going, and believe me, that is a quality we value. Why don’t we come to your offices for a further meeting with the three of you, and talk some more?’




      Granted the confidence of being on her own territory, Athina became more malleable, and at a second meeting they had agreed to meet Bianca over lunch in the Porter Bingham boardroom; Bianca had been charming, displaying an almost equal blend of confidence and diffidence about the project, which had gained her, if not approval from Lady Farrell, a slight lessening of hostility. And so they had continued along the difficult, winding road towards today’s meeting – the purpose of which was to reach Heads of Terms.




      It was a long afternoon; progress was slow, patience stretched. Tea was brought in and cleared again, arguments came and went, concessions were offered and withdrawn, Pemberton and Rushworth raised endless points of order, argued every tiny detail, referred frequently to the past and generally held things up considerably.




      Hugh and Mike remained admirably patient.




      Six o’clock brought sherry, which everyone refused; another long hour passed.




      Mike cleared his throat.




      ‘I think it is time,’ he said, ‘to discuss the allocation of shares; that, after all, is the crucial issue as far as we are concerned. Your position is unaltered, I believe, Lady Farrell: you still insist on a majority share?’




      ‘Absolutely,’ said Athina. Her gaze was steely.




      Hugh and Mike looked at one another; Bianca knew this moment well. She had witnessed it before. In a game of chess it would be check, if not checkmate.




      ‘Lady Farrell,’ Mike said, looking at her with an extraordinary blank face, ‘the House of Farrell needs a very large investment to save it from extinction. At least ten million pounds to put it back on a sound footing, with a further injection of up to three million to fund the sort of development that Bianca might envisage. Are you really suggesting that we should do all that and still leave you with a controlling interest?’




      ‘Yes,’ said Athina, ‘I am. Without us there will be no House of Farrell for Mrs Bailey to, er, develop.’




      Walter Pemberton cleared his throat; it was clear this was the moment he had been waiting for. ‘Our position on majority shareholding is non-negotiable. Absolutely non-negotiable.’




      Bianca sat in silence as the negotiations went on, enjoying the rhythm, the exchanges of power, realising which victories were important, which window dressing, waiting for the kill. It was half past eight now and she marvelled at Lady Farrell, who appeared as fresh and as razor-brained as she had been seven hours earlier. Caro too had stayed the course, although she had contributed little; Florence had remained alert, but said even less. Bertie was clearly, within the family, the least important member: never consulted, his mildest opinion brusquely swept away by Lady Farrell. But she noticed something else too; a couple of arguments, one on the location of the factory, another on the advisability or otherwise of relocating the offices, were shrewd. He was undervalued, she realised, not to be written off lightly.




      ‘Right,’ said Mike Russell, after a lengthy discussion and a part-victory over company reconstruction, ‘I think we’re getting somewhere. But we do still have to solve this problem of the shareholdings. Lady Farrell – you’re still adamant?’




      ‘Absolutely. This is our company, and our company it will remain.’




      ‘Perhaps you would excuse us for a moment,’ said Mike. ‘Hugh . . .’




      They left the room and Bianca, left with the Farrells, smiled at them.




      ‘Lovely room,’ she said, looking round at the tall windows, the shutters, the fine Edwardian fireplace, the polished floor. ‘I wish all boardrooms were as pleasant.’




      ‘We pride ourselves on our buildings,’ said Athina. ‘My husband set up the House of Farrell in this very room. I don’t suppose you’ve been to our shop in the Berkeley Arcade. That too is very special.’




      ‘I have indeed been,’ said Bianca, ‘but only to look in from the outside. It’s lovely. Quite charming.’




      ‘And it has a value to the brand that is inestimable,’ said Athina, ‘in terms of image, and customer loyalty. A journalist once wrote in Vogue that it was the heartbeat of Farrell’s. I wonder if you would agree with that?’ Her tone was defensive.




      ‘Lady Farrell, it would be impertinent of me either to agree or disagree,’ said Bianca, smiling at her. ‘I simply don’t know enough of Farrell’s at this stage to comment in any detail on anything. But I thought it was a delightful place.’ She smiled at Florence. ‘I believe it is your headquarters. How nice that must be for you.’




      ‘It is indeed.’




      Mike and Hugh returned.




      ‘Right,’ said Mike, ‘this is what we propose in broad outline and by way of a compromise. You will keep your fifty-one per cent of the shares, we will take forty per cent and Bianca and the new finance director we will be appointing will have nine per cent between them.’




      ‘Mrs Bailey will have shares in the company?’ Lady Farrell’s tone implied this was tantamount to handing over the entire control of the British government to the Monster Raving Loony party. ‘Why on earth should she be given shares? I understood she was to be an employee.’




      ‘Lady Farrell, I do assure you there would be no question of Bianca coming on board at all without her having shares. That is always one of the bases of these deals.’




      ‘But – why?’




      ‘Because she is ultimately the person who will be responsible for making the company profitable once more. Saving it, indeed. I do not use that word lightly. No salary could reflect the contribution she will be making, nor indeed the risk involved.’




      ‘Well, I’m not sure that we could agree to that. Allowing you a share is reasonable, of course. And I suppose the finance director, who I presume would be part of your team. A reflection of the investment you are making. But . . .’ her green eyes flashed briefly in Bianca’s direction ‘. . . how can that apply to – to her?’




      If Bianca had never been so utterly disparaged in her entire professional life, no one observing her would have suspected it. She leaned forward, smiled briefly at Athina, and said, her voice sweetly earnest, ‘Lady Farrell, if we can reach a position today where I am to be appointed the chief executive of this company, my investment in it will be one hundred per cent, in terms of time, commitment, passion, and every skill I possess. My reputation will be on the line every bit as much as Farrell’s own. I believe in the company absolutely and I know it has a future, or I wouldn’t be here, I do assure you. I think that together we can take it forward and make it very successful once more. But – it has to be together. I need your commitment to me as much as you need mine to you. So – I need to be a part of the company, not just an employee. Does that help at all?’




      There was a short, intense silence, then,




      ‘Very well,’ Lady Farrell said, ‘we will agree to that. Providing the rest of what you offer is satisfactory, of course.’




      Mike nodded. ‘Let’s hope it is. In return we will put the money in by way of a loan note, and shares, and if the company underperforms the loan note gets repaid first and the remaining value is for the shareholders. We would charge interest on that loan note, at fifteen per cent, but it means you keep your share and if you believe in the House of Farrell and its ability to survive, you will be prepared to take that risk. Release a bigger share, and you get a lower loan rate. Simple as that.’




      There was a silence.




      ‘Clearly,’ Athina said finally, ‘we must discuss it further, particularly with our lawyers, but I think perhaps we have something to build on. Meanwhile it’s late and we’re all tired. We will get back to you on Monday. Thank you. I will have your coats brought in.’




      And she rose and swept out, followed by her entourage, Walter Pemberton smiling graciously at Mike as they passed.




      ‘Well done everyone,’ said Mike with a weary grin as the door closed behind them. ‘Nearly there. I was a little nervous that their lawyers might put a spanner in the works at the last minute.’




      ‘I don’t think Pemberton and Rushworth know about anything as useful as spanners,’ said Hugh.




      ‘It’s a very clever deal,’ said Bianca. ‘Well done us.’




      ‘I think so too,’ said Mike modestly.




      ‘And we gained some very good ground. That salary thing, they swallowed that.’




      ‘Yes, I thought the lawyers might spot the flaw there, but—’




      ‘Nah,’ said Hugh, ‘too busy admiring their own negotiating skills.’




      ‘Fascinating, isn’t it,’ said Bianca, ‘how vanity obscures common sense? They have no idea even now what a mess they’re in. Just so busy hanging on to the past and its successes. The only one who seemed to have the slightest grasp of reality was Bertie. Funny, he seemed such an idiot at first.’


    


  




  

    

      




      Chapter 3




      Bianca burst into noisy tears.




      This always happened. Patrick smiled at her tenderly, pushed her tangled hair back, and held her close. Soon she would stop and move into the absolute calm and sweetness that sex led her to, hunger satisfied, desire stilled, pleasure absolutely achieved.




      She felt it now, the calm, reached for it, settled into it with a soft, appreciative sigh.




      ‘Thank you,’ she said as she always did. And, ‘My pleasure,’ he said as he always did.




      She was quiet for a while, enjoying the warmth, the smell, the feel of him, contemplating what they had just shared and discovered and achieved. It surprised her, every time, the height, the intensity of it; that after so many years and such complete familiarity and knowledge of one another, it should be so fierce and so different. It was a source of great joy to her that it was so; of course, there had been times, after babies, during crises both domestic and professional, that it had been just a little less of a delight, indeed not a delight at all; but the crises had passed, the babies had grown and slept, and they had been able to return to this extraordinary thing, so vital and so precious to their marriage.




      It surprised her when it happened, often at times when she would least have expected it, when she was exhausted or stressed, or even, indeed, after a day of quite mundane domesticity. She would look at Patrick and he at her, and they would acknowledge without a word what lay ahead, sometimes in minutes, sometimes many hours later, but they would know it was there, waiting for them, and enjoy the contemplation as much as the reality.




      People – well, many people – thought Bianca must be the dominant one in their relationship, given her position in the world, her glossy public success, but it was not so, and Patrick was not dominant either: they were rather wonderfully equal. They discussed, they argued, they compromised; moreover, they respected and enjoyed one another and their entirely complementary roles within the family. It was, she knew, or might sound so to the cynical, rather too good to be true.




      She raised her head a little now, looked at him, smiled.




      ‘Want to talk?’




      After sex they were both energised rather than tranquillised and moved into a state of emotional and intellectual closeness, discussing problems, sharing dilemmas, debating issues in a way that their standard days did not allow.




      Bianca knew this was unusual; indeed, as far as she could gather, almost unheard of. She only knew that of all the unexpected blessings in their marriage, it was perhaps the greatest.




      ‘Well actually,’ said Patrick, ‘yes, I rather do . . .’




      Bianca now found herself seriously frustrated. PDN had decided she should go on gardening leave with immediate effect, while the Farrells, or rather Athina and Caro, had refused to agree to her joining the company until the deal was signed and sealed. They were not prepared to have her installed as CEO under, as Athina put it, false pretences.




      ‘They’re so bloody arrogant,’ she said, storming into Mike Russell’s office one morning after a fruitless attempt to persuade Caro to at least let her look at the consultants’ sales figures. ‘What do they think I’m going to do, sell their secrets to Lauder?’




      ‘Probably,’ said Mike. ‘I’m sorry, Bianca, but hang on; won’t be long now.’




      ‘Let’s go on that half-term skiing holiday after all,’ Bianca said to Patrick that night. ‘I’ve got nothing to do until the wretched Farrells deign to play ball, and it would be a distraction as well as fun.’




      ‘Oh . . . right.’ Patrick looked at her, almost sharply. ‘You do realise I said we wouldn’t be going? I’m pretty busy myself now, cancelled the time off, and the Rentons have probably filled our space in the chalet?’




      ‘Darling, don’t be awkward. You know you can always get time off,’ said Bianca, ‘you only have to tell them. It’s only a week, and if the children are kicking their heels at home over half-term and I’m kicking mine with them, we’ll all go mad. I’ll have a word with Patsy, see if there’s still room for us.’




      Patsy Renton, who knew it would do her school gate cred no end of good if she announced the Baileys were going to join them in the chalet in Verbier, said she would see what she could do, while mentally already moving three sets of children into two rooms, and rang Bianca later that day to say that would be fine and they’d love to have them. ‘Just the flight to sort,’ she said.




      ‘I’ll get Patrick on to it,’ said Bianca. ‘Wonderful, Patsy, I’m thrilled.’




      And settled as contentedly as she could into some extra sessions with her personal trainer preparing herself physically for the trip – there was no way she was going to find herself anything but as good as the other female skiers in the party – and spent a dizzily expensive morning at Snow and Rock, equipping them all with new skiwear. She was a lucky woman, she thought, able as she was to bestride the best of both her worlds, her family and her career.




      ‘Cool,’ said Milly, surveying her loot later.




      ‘Really cool,’ said Fergie.




      ‘I hope I’ll be better this time,’ said Ruby, her voice showing just a slight lack of conviction. She had spent much of the previous skiing holiday falling over.




      ‘Of course you will be,’ said Milly. ‘It was only because that instructor was such rubbish last time. I’ll help you lots, promise.’




      ‘I’m just going to do snowboarding,’ said Fergie. ‘Skiing’s no fun. Can you get me a board, Mum?’




      ‘I already did,’ said Bianca.




      ‘You’re the best!’ said Fergie.




      ‘I know,’ said Bianca modestly.




      Patrick had actually had some trouble persuading the other two partners that the huge audit he was supposed to complete within the next seven days could wait until the week after that. And it had meant postponing his meeting with his friend Jonjo Bartlett which he’d been rather looking forward to. But Bianca did holidays like she did everything else – one hundred per cent. She was the best companion, joyfully energetic, full of ideas, up early, urging them all out of bed to go and see or do something before the day proper began, bringing an extra dimension to everywhere they went. And it would be great to have a real family holiday. The last one, sailing off the Turkish coast the previous summer, had been interrupted when Bianca had to fly home halfway through.




      It was Bertie who first heard the bad news: Bertie, white with apprehension, who was forced into being the messenger, therefore, and thus placing himself in the firing line – being too decent to insist on that role going to the people actually responsible, Bernard Whittle and Sons, the firm of accountants employed by Farrell’s ever since Cornelius and Athina had founded the firm.




      It turned out that someone had totally failed to declare the income from The Shop for the last three years – and with interest and VAT a million and a half was owed.




      ‘Well, of course it’s absolutely ridiculous,’ said Athina. ‘But it’s not our fault, except possibly yours, Bertie.’




      ‘Why me?’ asked Bertie, quite mildly. ‘I don’t do the accounts.’




      ‘As financial director,’ said Athina, ‘it’s the sort of thing that surely comes under your watch? Although I’m surprised at Bernard Whittle, I have to say. We shall have to tell those people, I suppose,’ – she continued to refer to Porter Bingham as those people – ‘because it’s not the sort of money we can get out of petty cash, and another million won’t mean anything to them, surely? You’d better get on to them today. Just ring them up and tell them – I’m sure they won’t mind.’




      ‘I think it would be better, Mother, if you did it,’ said Bertie, ‘or at least we should see them together. This isn’t petty cash. It’s quite major. I think we owe them the courtesy of a formal representation.’




      ‘I see,’ said Mike Russell, struggling to remain calm in the face of Lady Farrell’s blithe assumption that a demand for a further one and a half million was a minor matter set against the overall sum they were investing in Farrell’s, as she put it.




      ‘Lady Farrell, we’re talking quite serious money here. And a considerable incompetency on the part of your accountants. Frankly, I’m appalled. We shall have to go back to our board. Every deal has to be approved and I had trouble getting this one past them. I might have to ask you to find the extra money yourselves.’




      ‘Well, that’s ridiculous! We can’t lay our hands on that sort of sum.’




      ‘Perhaps one of you could sell your own property? You’re all living in very expensive places, and—’




      ‘I don’t think so,’ said Athina, looking slightly unnerved. ‘Although, Bertie, your house is far too large for you and Priscilla’s been talking about moving back into London for years. We might consider that.’




      Bertie was silent.




      ‘Well . . .’ Mike stood up, walked over to the window, looked out, ‘this has rather rocked my faith in the accuracy of any information you can provide. We are struggling to do our financial due diligence, and this sort of thing makes a bit of a mockery of it. As you know we are going to appoint our own accountants to work with Farrell’s in future, and they are commencing their audit next week – I dread to think what else they might find. And I’m still not sure this isn’t the sticking point on this deal. So it might be that we have to take a charge on the family properties, just as a gesture of good faith on your part. Mrs Johnson, I know, has a house in Hampstead. Mr Farrell, where is your property?’




      ‘In – in Surrey,’ said Bertie, ‘in, er, Esher.’




      ‘Very nice. And I presume there’s no mortgage on it?’




      ‘No.’




      Bertie looked at his hands, clenched as they so often were, Mike had observed.




      ‘Well, we might go down that route,’ he said, ‘or – and I would frankly prefer this, I want Bianca to have access to any information she might need with immediate effect. It is clearly crucial. She needs to draw up her own plans for the company and time is of the essence.’




      ‘I don’t see why there is such a rush,’ said Athina.




      ‘Well, I’m very surprised at that, Lady Farrell,’ said Mike. ‘We can’t meander along, losing millions a year, hoping for the best. So if we are to continue with this, I want Bianca given your full cooperation from Monday. Otherwise, as I say, I begin to doubt if we can continue. One more disaster like this one and we certainly can’t.’




      ‘I really can’t see any problem with that,’ said Bertie. ‘In fact, it seems very reasonable to me.’




      ‘Well, it doesn’t to me,’ said Athina. ‘But I suppose we should discuss it.’




      Bianca was packing the children’s cases when Mike rang her.




      ‘Bianca, you’re on. Or rather, in.’




      ‘What?’




      ‘Yes, from Monday. The old girl has graciously agreed you can have access to any information you require. She’s told Lawrence Ford, that excuse for a marketing manager, that he’s to cooperate fully with you, and that you can go round all the stores as well, talking to the consultants. Frankly, it’s a huge relief to me. I’ve never seen goalposts shifted so swiftly and on an almost daily basis. OK?’




      ‘Well,’ said Bianca, looking rather wildly at the mountains of jackets, helmets and goggles on her bed. ‘I was going to take a week’s skiing—’




      ‘Oh, what?’ Mike’s voice, normally so easy, sounded suddenly harsher. ‘Bianca, I need you there; time is absolutely crucial, you know that. You can take a holiday later in the year, when it’s all up and running. Don’t let me down.’




      ‘I – won’t,’ said Bianca and even as she stood there, listening to Fergie telling Patrick, who had just come in from the office, that he’d beaten every other boy in the group at the dry ski slope that morning, she felt the familiar thud of excitement at the prospect of actually getting to grips with the reality of Farrell and its complexities, and yes, being herself rather than some slightly unsatisfactory impostor.




      ‘I’ll be there,’ she said, ‘of course. Monday morning. Don’t worry. Thanks, Mike.’




      And walked out of the room, and into her study, calling to Patrick to follow her.


    


  




  

    

      




      Chapter 4




      This was so awful. She was going to have to chuck it in. It was getting worse every day. It wasn’t just the job, and never feeling she was getting anywhere, it was what it was doing to her and her professional reputation. You couldn’t afford to be associated with failure. She wished she’d never taken it in the first place – but it had sounded so enticing.




      ‘I know we don’t seem the most exciting outfit in the business,’ Lawrence Ford, the marketing manager, had said, ‘that’s why we want you. To make us exciting. We’ve got a lot of plans, going to make big waves – with your help. And if you do it, well, Ms Harding,’ he looked at her rather intensely, ‘the sky will be your limit.’




      Hmm. Pretty dark sky, Susie was thinking. She really should have known better. She hadn’t even liked him very much, he was so smarmy, but he had also been talking, in some ways, a language she appreciated. Like offering her twenty-five per cent more than her current salary. Like health insurance, very generous expenses, company credit card. The Lot, in fact.




      And lovely as it had been, working for Brandon’s, the newest, wildest, colour cosmetic kid on the block, with people fighting to get near the counters at their space in Selfridges at lunchtime, she felt she had been there, done that, and was ready for a challenge. Her reputation was sky-high, she was the default PR girl all the journalists called when they wanted anything, from a story to the latest product. She had spent a couple of days studying Farrell’s, googled its range and company history (plenty of PR opportunities there, and old Lady Farrell sounded amazing) and decided she’d go for it. She could see where it had gone wrong; and she had lots of ideas of how it could be put right. Lawrence Ford had assured her he would welcome any such input so it had all sounded good.




      She talked to Henk about it; Henk was her new boyfriend, a so far unsuccessful photographer. He’d urged her to go for it.




      ‘It’s more money, babe, and you’ll be more your own boss.’




      A small voice told her the appeal of that for him was that she’d be able to carry on paying for everything, and use him professionally, but she crushed it. And the biggest attraction was the challenge. She’d called Lawrence Ford and told him that.




      Well, it had been a challenge. She had worked all hours, called in favours, thought laterally, created stories – all to absolutely no avail. An email or call from Susie Harding to the beauty editors and bloggers slowly, but obviously, became something to avoid. Make-up artists declined the invitation to stock their palettes with the full range, and the bait of a personal interview, so irresistible when it had been with Kris Brandon, carried no weight at all if it was to be with one of the Farrells – except of course Lady Farrell: everyone still wanted her. And she flatly refused to consider anything of the sort unless she was allowed to vet every word of the copy. As if!




      And when she did manage the impossible and got The Cream listed on A Model Recommends, one of the top ten blogs, for God’s sake, as ‘absolutely yummy’, they didn’t even thank her. In fact, the old bat came in and complained that all she had managed was ‘a blog’.




      ‘It’s Vogue we want here, Susie, Vogue and Tatler; I would like you to try to remember that.’




      She closed her computer with a sigh, pulled on her coat, dropped her mobile into her bag and set off for the lift, her high heels (Louboutin, but honestly, these days who cared? She might as well wear sandals!) clacking across the wooden floor. She was meeting Henk at Soho House in half an hour; he’d approve; he’d been telling her she was wasting her time ever since she’d finished her first week at Farrell’s. Not that he knew anything about it; he just missed being able to hang around while she entertained her mates in the press. He was getting rather worryingly stroppy about it. He was very possessive and getting more so. Which might have been all right if he was offering anything in return, but he wasn’t. Sometimes, Susie thought, just sometimes, it would be nice to have a proper relationship that was supportive and ongoing, not just for laughs and sex. It had eluded her so far.




      And at least she had someone. Someone cool and sexy. That was what mattered: being on your own didn’t do your image any good, quite apart from its otherwise obvious drawback.




      Anyway, she had to get away from Farrell’s. She was getting depressed, and nobody could do publicity if they were depressed. It was a job that demanded absolute, upbeat self-confidence.




      ‘Patrick, hello. Jonjo here. How are you, you old sod? Hope you enjoyed the skiing you cancelled me for! Anyway, I might have a proposition for you and I wondered if you’d got a minute in the next couple of days and we could meet, have a chat?’




      ‘Of course. Love to.’ And how did it feel, Patrick wondered, not to have a minute: to be properly busy and, even more, to be overstretched, stressed, exhausted, desperate for a break – all the things he was unable to imagine, as he made his calm, thoughtful, pleasant progress from client to client, meeting to meeting, lunch to lunch. It was what Bianca knew very well and although most of the time he was thankful not to operate like that, there were times when he envied her. For they could seem long, those calm, thoughtful, pleasant days and he knew very well that his presence in them was far from imperative.




      ‘Great! Well, how about a drink, Thursday, L’Anima, just off Broadgate West. Six-ish suit you?’




      ‘Bit early,’ said Patrick in a desperate bid to sound busy. ‘Six thirty’d be better.’




      ‘Six thirty it is. How’s Bianca?’




      ‘Oh, fine. Probably about to start a new very, very high-powered job. As opposed to just a very high-powered one.’




      ‘Why am I not surprised?’ said Jonjo, laughing. ‘She’s amazing. But we all know that. See you Thursday.’




      Patrick wondered what proposition Jonjo could possibly have for him. Jonjo Bartlett, coolest of the City boys, sharp, funny, clever, who made and lost and always made again millions at the drop of a computer key, Jonjo whose job as a City trader was almost incomprehensible to Patrick, with its vocabulary of options and income rate swaps and futures, whose friends were all sharp, funny and clever too, working-class boys made very, very good for the most part; Jonjo who lived in immense style in an apartment in Canary Wharf, spent a fortune on clothes and cars and an endless succession of flashily gorgeous girls, and professed on the occasions he visited Patrick at home to be jealous of him. He’d been married once and divorced two years later and since then claimed to have been looking for the next wife. As, along with being sex on legs personified with a perfect face and flawless figure, she would be required to have the patience and tolerance of Mrs Job, this seemed to Patrick a somewhat fruitless quest.




      Unlike most of his colleagues, Jonjo came from old money, had gone to public school with Patrick, and a close, if odd, friendship had formed.




      At the end of his time at Charterhouse, while all his contemporaries went off to university, Jonjo, tired of the academic, went straight into a job in the City and within two years was making large waves. At least once a year he and Patrick met for dinner and Jonjo plied Patrick with vintage Bollinger and, more recently, sushi, and towards the end of the evening, told him, his voice slurring increasingly, what a lucky chap he was and how he would give his new Ferrari to be in his shoes. And Patrick, who knew very well Jonjo would last for roughly a week in his shoes, would nod sympathetically and pat at first his hand, then his shoulder and finally Jonjo’s head, slumped over his arms on the table, and tell him he was sure all would be well one day.




      But it would be good to see him, Patrick thought; he’d had such a filthy time recently, what with work being increasingly unrewarding and that nightmare of a skiing holiday, with the children all crying, actually crying, when they were told their mother wasn’t coming, and then trying to look after them when they were in Verbier, as they veered between feeling the lack of their mother rather acutely and running a bit wild and showing off their independence as a result.




      He had never been so glad to get home from a holiday in his life.




      ‘Hello! I do hope you don’t mind me just dropping in like this. Lady Farrell said I could come in and talk to you, Miss Hamilton.’




      Florence Hamilton smiled politely at her visitor, over the counter of the Berkeley Arcade shop.




      ‘How very nice.’




      Florence’s voice lacked enthusiasm. There was no doubt in her mind that Bianca would want to close The Shop.




      Bianca beamed. ‘What a showcase this is for the House of Farrell. I think it’s enchanting. And you’ve run it since – what? 1953?’




      ‘Yes,’ said Florence. ‘Lady Farrell – Mrs Farrell then, of course – took me on in the March and we opened in May, just in time to get all the tourists who’d come to London for the coronation. They just flocked down the arcade, and the American ladies in particular loved it. It was a very exciting time.’




      ‘It must have been,’ said Bianca. She looked more interested than people usually were over such reminiscences. She picked up a sample jar of The Cream that was lying on the counter. ‘May I?’




      ‘Yes, of course,’ said Florence.




      Bianca opened the box, smiling like a child unwrapping a Christmas present, and rubbed a little of the cream into her wrist. ‘I love this stuff.’




      ‘You must take a jar for yourself.’




      ‘Well, that’s kind, but of course I have some already. I bought it, wanted to experience the product that made Farrell’s famous.’




      ‘And?’ said Florence.




      ‘Well, as I said, I love it And of course I look at least ten years younger than I did.’ She smiled. ‘I do love those boxes too. Now – body lotions and so on – where are they? Oh, yes, I see. And eye make up and so on are . . . ?’




      ‘Here, under the glass counter,’ said Florence.




      ‘Oh how clever. This is just a lovely old-fashioned shop, isn’t it? I imagine the trade here is a bit seasonal – more in the summer and so on?’




      ‘Of course. But it’s never very quiet,’ said Florence firmly. ‘Now, can I offer you a cup of tea? I have a small sitting room upstairs – I call it my parlour. Of course I work up there,’ she added hastily, lest Bianca might think it was a piece of self-indulgence. ‘It’s where I do all the paperwork, the sales figures and so on.’




      ‘I’d love that,’ said Bianca, ‘how kind. And you can tell me more about your long, long time here. It’s such a wonderful story that I’m surprised it hasn’t been featured in all the magazines. I mean, this is the heart of the brand, it seems to me.’




      ‘Oh, Miss Harding – the PR, you know? She was pressing me to do exactly that. But Lady Farrell didn’t consider it appropriate.’




      ‘Why not? It seems very appropriate to me!’




      ‘Well – we have never really courted that sort of publicity at the House of Farrell. What she was talking about sounded much too . . . personal. In the old days, Vogue and Tatler would do photographs here, have a model leaning on to the counter, applying one of the new lipsticks, that sort of thing. Which was wonderful. But Miss Harding wanted this to focus on me and my story here. Lady Farrell didn’t approve of it at all.’




      ‘Oh really?’ said Bianca.




      ‘Or my talking about past famous customers and clients. Well, many of them are still alive and we have always prided ourselves on our discretion.’




      ‘I see,’ said Bianca. ‘Which magazines did she want to approach with this idea?’




      ‘Well, the newer ones. Which I do rather admire. Glamour I enjoy, and Red. That’s intelligent, as well as glossy. And even more recently, one of these blogs. Which I believe are very important now, almost as much as the magazines.’




      ‘That’s absolutely true,’ said Bianca, impressed by Florence’s appreciation of the modern media.




      ‘But Lady Farrell was very opposed to the idea. She feels Miss Harding is not quite our style.’




      ‘And how do you feel about her? Purely professionally, of course?’




      ‘Well, I think she’s rather fun,’ said Florence, ‘but of course Lady Farrell understands the brand and what it needs far better than I.’




      Her expression was carefully innocent, Bianca thought. Interesting.




      ‘Well, look, let’s go up to your parlour and have that cup of tea and we can chat some more. About your work here, and how you see the House of Farrell, all that sort of thing.’




      After Bianca had gone, Florence sat down rather heavily and thought about the small kingdom where she had spent so much of her life. A tiny, shabby place it had been the first time she saw it, transformed by Athina Farrell’s vision – ‘I want it to be like a little jewel box, filled with treasure.’




      It had been the first exclusive outlet for Farrell’s, the shop on the ground floor, with its curvy window and paned glass door with its brass handle and knocker, its old-fashioned glass showcases and gleaming mahogany counter, the salon on the first floor where women – only one a time, so utterly exclusive it was and wonderfully private – could have their faces cleansed and massaged and then anointed with The Cream, and then on the top floor, the parlour, with its pretty small desk where she did the accounts each day – by hand, of course, in a perfectly kept ledger – a small chaise longue where she read the glossy magazines, not as a self-indulgence but to acquaint herself with what mattered in the world of fashion and beauty, and the tiny kitchen to the side of it, where she could make tea, sometimes just for herself, sometimes for important visitors, as she had for Bianca today: always in fine china cups, sugar lumps in a matching bowl complete with silver tongs, and silver spoons with which to stir the tea. And of course, biscuits from Fortnum’s just along the road.




      It was home to Florence just as much as her small house in Pimlico, bought with a legacy from her father; it had been the setting against which she had lived out her life, the professional life that had replaced the personal one for the most part denied to her. Her young husband had been killed almost at the end of the war in a wonderfully successful Allied attack called Operation Varsity, which was agonising enough in itself, but had been made even more so by the way military historians had since questioned its necessity, meaning that perhaps Duncan had died for nothing. She had failed to find anyone else, had never really wished to. Once she recovered from her grief she had decided a single life suited her. Being a wife and mother seemed to her restrictive and exhausting while she was free to pursue her career, to travel where and when she wished, and to spend such money as she had entirely on herself. And indeed to conduct her entire life as she chose. Many people told her these days that she had been born considerably ahead of her time.




      Florence felt anxious suddenly. For all Bianca’s charming appreciation of The Shop, she had clearly been appraising it very carefully. And Florence was a realist; she could see quite clearly that, defend it as she might as an important jewel in the Farrell crown, the economics really did not add up. And then what would she do?


    


  




  

    

      




      Chapter 5




      It caused excitement in some of their employees, trepidation in most, the news – or rather rumour – that Farrell’s was about to be taken over, or bought. Nothing had been confirmed, but neither had it been denied. The Farrells were utterly tight-lipped about it, so everyone was edgy, unable to concentrate, and both those who were excited and those who were trepidatious discussed the prospect endlessly, at water coolers, in wine bars and even in the lift and the lavatories.




      The rumours that Bianca Bailey might be joining the company had sent Susie Harding googling her frantically; she was clearly a star, had relaunched the toiletries company PDN with great success and before that had done the same for an interior design company. It would be great to work with her; it would certainly make it worth hanging on.




      Marjorie Dawson was one of the more anxious staff members waiting for news; in the world in which she lived, that of the beauty departments in the big stores, gossip moved with great speed. She didn’t really have any good friends at Rolfe’s of Guildford, where she was based these days – once she had been the Farrell queen bee at Selfridges – but she still pricked up her ears as she walked into the staff dining room.




      Marjorie was fifty-five and had worked for the House of Farrell since her twenty-second birthday when it had still been a very respectable member, if not one of the stars of the cosmetic firmament. She had done well from the beginning, her weekly figures always among the top five accounts; Lady Farrell had picked her out quickly, appreciating the irresistible combination of sweet-voiced prettiness and a steely determination to reach the top. At the age of thirty-five, she had been put in charge of consultant training, visiting all the stores on a regular basis, often dropping in unexpectedly. The occasional young consultant, caught gossiping while a customer struggled to attract her attention, never repeated the offence again after a few to-the-point words from Marjorie.




      She was also an invaluable source of information about the brand and its customers, reporting as she did to the Farrells on a twice-monthly basis; Marjorie could tell them not only which colours were selling best, and which promotions had worked, but how the customers actually felt about the latest advertising campaign or counter card.




      But that was the peak of her career; as the eighties drew to a close and brash colours and intense, chemically based perfumes took over the market, one by one the Farrell consultants found themselves sidelined, smiling brightly and hopefully by their endlessly tidied counters while women walked past them unseeingly, lured by the hard, sexy sell of what was forever to be known as the shoulder-pad era.




      Gradually the accounts in the big stores were closed down; the successful, clever girls, like Marjorie were moved on to smaller, less glamorous establishments, the less fortunate dismissed. Countrywide there were now only twenty-eight department stores with Farrell counters – and only a handful of them, Marjorie knew, justified their space. She was no fool; she had spent her life in the cosmetic business, and she knew that in spite of its fluffy image, its heart was as hard as nails. It was big business; and big business had to pay. As one of the gay make-up artists – there seemed to be more and more of them, these days – who did events at Rolfe’s said to her over several very jolly glasses of wine, ‘Marjorie, darling, it don’t mean a thing if it don’t go ker-ching!’ Ker-ching being, of course, the music of the till.




      Rolfe’s did not do badly; she had a loyal clientele who had always used Farrell products, but sometimes she read of the millions of pounds annually turned over in the top stores and felt quite sick and anxious because she was the family breadwinner. When Marjorie walked out of the house in the morning she left behind her a husband who hadn’t worked for fifteen years; he had been a scaffolder in his youth, a handsome young man called Terry, who had won Marjorie’s heart, and for a time they had been a rather dashing young pair, with what looked like a very promising life before them. Then a horrible fall had crushed his spine and left him in a wheelchair. His disability allowance was smaller than ever thanks to ‘the cuts’, and they were fairly strapped for cash, as Terry put it. Marjorie’s income was essential: without it, she had absolutely no idea what they would do.




      Patrick looked round the incredibly cool bar Jonjo had brought him to, all glass and mirrors and black and white. He’d ordered a gin and tonic, which Jonjo had clearly found quite amusing, and was listening to Jonjo telling him about his new job. As usual, he didn’t really understand much of what he was saying. He’d googled the company Jonjo now worked for which was called MPR, and learned that it provided brokerage services, trade execution trading platforms and other software products, and that its revenue in 2010 had been 702 million dollars – which he more or less understood. Jonjo was a foreign exchange trader.




      ‘We’ve got some very blue chip companies,’ Jonjo said now. ‘It’s high pressure, of course, but it’s a genius set-up, all the guys on the desks are really cool, so good to work with. I’m having a great time. How about you?’




      ‘Oh – you know,’ said Patrick, deliberately vague, ‘more of the same, really.’




      ‘Yeah?’ Jonjo looked at Patrick rather intently. ‘You still enjoying it?’




      ‘Absolutely,’ said Patrick, trying to sound convincing. ‘I mean, it’s nothing to get really excited about, but I have a lot of good clients, my colleagues are great, and I more or less write my own job spec.’ He wished it sounded just slightly more exciting.




      ‘Yeah, well I suppose you would. It’ll be yours one day.’




      ‘Possibly,’ said Patrick primly.




      ‘Oh, P, come on, you know it will – it’s a family firm and you’re the only one of your generation. Anyway, that kind of brings me round to what I want to talk to you about.’ He hesitated, looking mildly embarrassed; Patrick was intrigued.




      ‘Well, come on, spit it out. You don’t want me to cover up for some woman do you?’




      ‘Patrick! Would I?’




      ‘Yes,’ said Patrick and grinned at him. ‘Wouldn’t be the first time.’




      ‘I know, but I’m not married any more. God, which reminds me. I can’t be much longer. I’ve got a hot date with a sculptor.’




      ‘A sculptor?’ Patrick struggled not to sound astonished.




      ‘Yeah. Thinking of buying one of her – er – what are they called?’




      ‘I could make any amount of suggestions,’ said Patrick, with a grin, ‘but the word I think you’re looking for is pieces. What are her . . . pieces like, then?’




      ‘Oh lord, no idea. Bronze, I think she said. A good investment anyway. Want to come along? It’s the private view. Quite fun. Cork Street.’




      ‘I’d love to,’ said Patrick, and it was true: he rather liked private views with their heady blend of attractive people and pretentious chatter, ‘but I can’t. I’ve got a hot date with a history project.’




      ‘Yeah?’ Jonjo’s expression veered between boredom and – what? Sympathy? It depressed Patrick.




      ‘Come on, then,’ he said, ‘you’d better tell me what this proposition is. I don’t want to keep you from your sculptor’s pieces.’




      ‘Right,’ said Jonjo. ‘Now, I don’t know if you’d ever even consider it. But, well, it goes like this . . .’




      ‘Bertie, I think we should move.’ Priscilla Farrell’s deceptively good-natured face wore its most determined expression. ‘This house is too big for us now, with the children both away most of the time, and I never wanted to live out here, it was purely for their benefit.’




      She made it sound as if Esher was the Outer Hebrides.




      ‘And mine,’ said Bertie carefully. ‘I like it here, very much. And I have to do the commute, after all.’




      ‘But look at the performance every time we want to go to the theatre or a concert, for instance. Do we take the car, where shall we park? When I look at people like Margaret and Dick, just walking into the Barbican – so much easier. And I’ve just taken on this new charity, it’s London based and I shall be forever on the train—’




      ‘Priscilla, I really don’t want to move,’ said Bertie, trying to sound decisive. ‘There’s enough upheaval in our lives at the moment, with Farrell’s being taken over, and God knows what will happen – I could be out of a job for starters.’




      ‘You’re the financial director! Of course you won’t be out of a job. I talked to Athina about it and she said all your positions would be absolutely unchanged, that you’d still got your majority share—’




      ‘I don’t think anything will remain unchanged,’ said Bertie. ‘These deals don’t allow for it.’




      ‘Well, I’d back your mother against a venture capitalist any day of the week,’ said Priscilla. ‘And anyway, if you’re right and you might be in a less certain position, all the more reason to move now, into something smaller and cheaper, rather than later on in a panic. I really think a flat at the Barbican would suit us very well and I thought you’d like the idea.’




      ‘Did you really? I can’t think why. And what about the children, where are they supposed to live in the holidays?’




      ‘Oh – we can get one with two or three bedrooms.’




      ‘Which will cost as much as this house. Priscilla, I love it here. And I love the garden – you know what it means to me. What would I have at the Barbican? A window box at best.’




      ‘You can grow herbs in window boxes,’ said Priscilla, swinging as always into a well-informed attack. ‘I was reading about it in the Sunday Times only last weekend. Or flowers, of course; whatever you like. Anyway, I’ve asked some of the local agents to come and do a valuation, but as a rough guide we should get at least three million for this house. Which, if you are going to be out of a job, will come in pretty useful. Bertie, I really want you to give it some serious consideration.’




      ‘I will consider it,’ said Bertie. ‘Of course. Now I’m going to go outside and have my gin and tonic on the terrace. Such a lovely evening.’




      Bertie fixed himself a very strong gin and tonic and went out into the lovely March dusk. It had been an incredible spring, with temperatures at a record level, and the garden was thick with birdsong, the great clumps of daffodils he had planted years ago seeming to shine through the half-light. The magnolia tree was heavy with its hundreds of pink candles, the camellia studded with white stars, and he felt, as he always did on such occasions, the garden enfolding him, soothing his ever-present sense of anxiety. Esher might be laughably suburban to the metropolitan dwellers; to him it meant peace, the place where all was right with the world.




      Priscilla’s desire to move was intensely worrying. She was so very good at getting her own way.




      As was his mother. For the two of them, negotiations could only mean one thing: winning.




      ‘Mr Russell, no.’ Athina’s voice was icy. ‘It’s unthinkable. We cannot run the House of Farrell from an office in some squalid area in South London. I can’t believe you’re even suggesting it. It would seem to indicate a complete lack of grasp of the cosmetic industry. We need to be in the West End. Revlon are in Brook Street, Lauder in Grosvenor Street. Are you really suggesting the House of Farrell has an address in Putney?’




      ‘Lady Farrell, Putney is not squalid. It’s extremely pleasant. Boots are there, in—’




      ‘Boots!’ Athina’s voice would have withered a row of vines. ‘Well, there you are. That makes my point.’




      ‘In magnificent offices on the river,’ Mike continued, without drawing breath, ‘probably at a fraction of the cost we are paying in Cavendish Street. I’m sorry, Lady Farrell, but you have to think about it. You can’t afford not to. Looking at alternative office sites was agreed in the Head of Terms – and I intend to put into the contract that when your lease expires, in January 2014, there will be no question of renewing because the rent will probably quadruple then. As will the rates. You’ve been very fortunate to have it for so long at the level you do. Now, I would also like to propose we dispense with your personal chauffeur—’




      ‘Out of the question! Colin Peterson has driven us for thirty years. There is no way I am going to tell him he is out of a job.’




      ‘Well, that is your prerogative, Lady Farrell, but I’m afraid you will have to pay him yourself.’




      ‘But Mr Russell, not only has Colin Peterson worked for us all his life, his father did so before him. What do you suggest I say to him? That he has to go on the dole?’




      ‘You won’t have to say anything, Lady Farrell: we will of course negotiate with Mr Peterson. It may be that he can come up with some proposal himself. But the current situation is financially untenable. I’m sorry.’




      ‘And do I understand that I am now to pay rent on my flat? A property owned by the company?’




      ‘I’m afraid so, Lady Farrell.’




      ‘I think that is probably the most outrageous of all your proposals.’




      ‘Well, I’m sorry. But you see, what is happening now is against current tax laws. It’s forming a tax-free component of your income. And that is simply wrong.’




      ‘But Bernard Whittle has always said it was perfectly ethical.’




      ‘Lady Farrell, this is not the first time that I have found Mr Whittle to be under some very erroneous impressions. Now, either you must pay rent for the apartment, or it must be set as a taxable benefit against your income. One or the other. I’m sorry.’




      Athina was perfectly sure that he was not sorry at all. She drew herself up as she asked her next question.




      ‘And what is this about a new chairman? I’ve spoken to Walter Pemberton and the rest of the family and none of us recollect any such suggestion being mooted. I am the chair of this company and intend to remain so.’




      ‘Lady Farrell, the chairman will be a non-executive position. That is to say, he will not have shares in the company, he will only be in attendance two days a month, let us say, and he will certainly have experience of the cosmetic industry, so he’ll know what he’s talking about—’




      ‘Are you suggesting I don’t?’




      ‘No, no of course not. No one understands the industry better than you. But we need someone to run the board.’




      ‘I don’t understand you. Run the board in what way?’




      ‘Primarily at board meetings. Which, as you will remember, will be held monthly. He will control the agenda, the debate at the table and so on. The official jargon is that he will force structure, compliance and good governance on the board.’




      She looked at him witheringly. ‘It sounds to me rather insulting to suggest that we need such – such discipline.’




      And so it went on, day after painful day, with what seemed to Athina endless concessions; she was exhausted by it, not just the actual discussions but the emotional strain, as she felt the control of Farrell’s slip irreversibly away from her.




      They were painful and desolate, those days; and more than once she considered sending them on their way, her tormentors, choosing death rather than dishonour for her life’s work. On those occasions, surprisingly, it was Bertie, rather than Caro who helped her stand firm, who told her it was what Cornelius would have wanted, that it was worth anything, anything at all as long as the House of Farrell lived on.




      ‘But Bertie, it won’t be the House of Farrell,’ she said. ‘It will be some other bastard brand, not the thing that Cornelius and I created.’




      ‘No,’ he said. ‘I know it’s hard, I know there is much change, but we shall still have ultimate control and I think, too, we can trust Bianca. She will see us and Farrell through.’




      ‘Well, I can only say I do hope you are right.’




      ‘I hope so too,’ he said.


    


  




  

    

      




      Chapter 6




      ‘So – yes. I am interested. Of course.’ Patrick smiled at Saul Finlayson. ‘It sounds like a fascinating opportunity.’




      That was, he knew, a rather understated response to Finlayson’s proposition, conveyed via Jonjo, that Finlayson, one of the biggest movers and shakers in the City of London, and runner of a very successful, fairly new hedge fund, was looking for someone with Patrick’s qualifications and experience to work for him personally as a research analyst. And that was a dizzying prospect, of possibly finding himself in the heady uplands of a market that he hardly understood, let alone where he might have something to offer.




      Jonjo had arranged for them to meet in the Blue Bar at the Berkeley Hotel, near Finlayson’s office, so that he might meet the man and hear his proposition first hand. ‘I think you’ll like him, extraordinary fellow,’ Jonjo had said, ‘but you must make your own mind up about that.’




      Finlayson smiled back at him now; but so briefly that a blink would have obscured it. It was one of his trademarks, Patrick discovered, that brief smile, unnerving to anyone who didn’t know him. He had other unnerving habits; he spent a lot of time during a conversation with his fingertips together, staring up at the ceiling, and he ate and drank with extraordinary speed. His plate was often empty before his companions had so much as picked up their knives and forks and he was leaning forward again firing questions, demanding answers, generally making a mealtime as uncomfortable as it could be. Fortunately for Patrick they were not having a meal, merely an early evening post-work drink; Finlayson had ordered a tonic on the rocks and downed it in one, while Patrick and Jonjo were taking preliminary sips of their martinis.




      ‘Well,’ said Finlayson, ‘I don’t know about the fascinating, but it’s important. Now, you are a chartered accountant, and one of the things you do, or are trained to do at any rate, is look at the accounts of a company in huge detail. That sound right to you?’




      ‘Yes, it does. But—’




      ‘OK. So you can be given an annual report that’s two hundred pages long, look at it for two days, and then come back with stuff most people couldn’t possibly find out or know in a month of Sundays. You are someone who can look into what I call the weeds of the company, who knows how and where to look for possible problems, someone who has a sort of instinct about something that doesn’t seem to quite add up. Because to my mind – our minds – that’s where genuine ideas can come from. About what might happen to that company and what it’s actually up to. All right?’




      ‘Yes, I . . . think so,’ said Patrick. He felt increasingly edgy. ‘I don’t know that I’m your man, not if you want ideas.’




      ‘No, no,’ said Finlayson impatiently, ‘the ideas would come from your reports and observations, not you. Most people don’t have time to do that sort of in-depth stuff, and don’t employ anyone who does, either. But to me it’s essential. Jonjo suggested you, so do you think you have that sort of ability? To trawl endlessly through stuff and spot anything that – well, asks a question. I’ve always maintained,’ he added, ‘a really good accountant would have spotted that Enron was fudging their accounts.’




      ‘Really?’ said Patrick. ‘Good God. Well, you really should know that the stuff I’m involved with at the moment is pretty tame by anyone’s standards. I really don’t know that I’m high-powered enough for that sort of thing.’




      ‘That’s for me to judge,’ said Finlayson. ‘Look, it boils down to this: if I feel you’re the right man for the job, then you probably are – and I’d like to take it on to the next stage.’




      Patrick felt a mild sensation of panic.




      ‘Well . . .’ he said. ‘Well, I’m deeply flattered but I’d like to think about it a bit more, talk to my wife about it, that sort of thing . . .’




      ‘Yes, yes, OK,’ said Finlayson. He seemed to find this understandable but irritating. ‘And on that tack, you should therefore point out to her that even though you’d be doing familiar work, it would be a much more demanding environment than you’re probably used to and you’d work pretty long hours. Think she’d be up for that? You’d probably have a few uneaten dinners, that sort of thing.’




      ‘My wife’s very realistic about all that,’ said Patrick, hoping this was true. ‘She works pretty long hours herself.’




      ‘Of course. I googled her. Clever girl. Well, have a think, and so will I. The package should be pretty attractive but we can discuss that when you’ve made up your mind. I get the feeling we’d work OK together and Jonjo thinks so too. Want another of those?’




      ‘No, no, thank you,’ said Patrick.




      ‘OK. Well I’ve got to go – dining with a client, God help me.’




      And he was gone. Jonjo sat back in his seat and said, ‘I think he liked you. Up to you now, I’d say.’




      ‘Really?’




      ‘Yeah. Whether you think it’s your bag, whether you can work with him.’




      ‘Bit hard to say,’ said Patrick, ‘after . . .’ he looked at his watch . . . ‘twenty-five minutes.’




      ‘That’s a long time in his day, believe me. I think you’d enjoy it, you know. Only thing is, it would be pretty stressful. You’ll be working longer hours and you won’t get home to see the children nearly so much. Better spell that out to Bianca. She might get a bit of a shock.’




      Patrick was so used to his orderly existence, it was hard to imagine getting home late from time to time, and not being able to play his role of semi house-husband quite so devotedly. He could see he might even be unable to attend some crucial parents’ meeting while Bianca sat in all-night financial sessions or jetted off to New York at little more than a moment’s notice. For some reason – and he was shocked at himself as he realised it – it was a rather intriguing notion.




      Lucy Farrell was leaving university. She was leaving, however, not in a cloud of glory, with a First, but in the middle of her course. With no degree of any size whatsoever.




      She was hating the course. English literature – or certainly the way it was being presented to her – was a load of crap. Like the last essay, ‘the Marxist view of Jane Austen’, indeed. What could be less relevant to Jane’s work than that, for God’s sake? There’d been loads of others, just as hideously stupid, and almost two more years stretched ahead of her. She just couldn’t face it, wanted out. And she’d taken a deep breath and said so to her tutor. And he’d said she should take time to think about it and she said she didn’t want time, she was quite sure. And he’d been really very nice about it and said well, if that was how she really felt, then perhaps it would be better, and asked her politely, clearly not really wanting to know the answer, if she had any other ideas about her future.




      She’d said no, and it wasn’t true, but she knew that if she’d told him, he wouldn’t even begin to understand. He would have certainly thought it wasn’t a proper job, think she was only doing it because, given that her family was in the cosmetic business, she could just walk into a job, no problem at all.




      She wanted to be a make-up artist. She had read lots of articles about it, had watched a programme on the fashion shows, showing the make-up artists working in the chaos of the Paris collections. It looked like hard work, but huge fun. And she would be good at it, she knew that. She loved doing her own face, painting it all kinds of wonderful ways for parties, and had a bit of a reputation for doing her mates’ as well. And, while she didn’t think she’d ever want to work at Farrell’s, and had always resisted any idea of going into the business on a managerial level, there were lots of people there who’d be able to advise her how to go about this plan at least. She’d read in the article that you had to do a course somewhere, but that’d be fun, and if her father wouldn’t pay for her, she could fund it working at bars and stuff like that.




      She was a bit worried about her father; he might not like her new plans. But he could hardly argue about them, when the cosmetic business was his whole life. Not that he particularly liked it being his whole life; in fact, he never seemed to enjoy it very much.




      Hopefully Grandy would be pleased. Lucy was very fond of her grandmother. She found her more fun – and in many ways she seemed years younger – than her mother. Grandy was still quite incredibly glamorous, took her to lunch at The Ritz every year on her birthday, and quite often they went (mostly window) shopping in Bond Street. Lucy had tried to persuade her to go to Westfield, but Grandy said she hated shopping malls.




      And then they’d go and have tea in the Berkeley Arcade with Florence – she was allowed to call her Florence once she was sixteen, before that it had been Miss Hamilton – Grandy was very strict about things like that – up in the little room at the top of The Shop.




      She’d loved Grandpa too, and she’d been terribly upset when he died; but the good part of it was that it meant she could see a bit more of Grandy because she was suddenly alone a lot at the weekends. Well, she would see lots of her now; that would be fun.




      But first she had to break the news to her father that she was leaving uni . . .




      John Ripley, who was working for Pemberton and Rushworth on a vacation placement, had been given the draft contract between the House of Farrell and Porter Bingham, Venture Capitalists to read.




      ‘Interesting one, this, John,’ Walter Pemberton said, ‘we’ve worked very hard on it. You could learn a few things from it.’




      Ripley did indeed study it very carefully, and when he had finished wondered why nobody had raised the question of voting rights. The more he thought about it, the more he wondered. He thought perhaps he ought to raise the subject with Mr Rushworth, but the question seemed to him to represent something of a criticism of Mr Rushworth’s legal skills and he didn’t want to alienate him in any way. He was hoping to get a training contract with the firm, and they were pretty thin on the ground these days.




      He decided finally that it was impossible they could have failed to discuss it, and let the matter rest.


    


  




  

    

      




      Chapter 7




      Athina called them all into the boardroom before the final formal signing: the family, of course, all the key people who worked in the offices, and some extraneous ones as well, such as senior consultants and sales reps, and talked to them about what was going to happen. She explained that the deal had not been reached without considerable heart-searching, that they had struggled to find a different, independent solution, but that had, in the end, proved impossible. The arrangement with Porter Bingham had been essential for the House of Farrell, for the family . . .




      ‘And for you. I am aware that without the help we have now secured, some of you would have lost your jobs. These are hard times; many companies more stable than this one are failing every day. I am deeply grateful to the people at Porter Bingham for providing a chance for us but I cannot pretend to you that things will be the same. I fear, and I use the word advisedly, they will not. In spite of absolutely retaining for ourselves a majority share of the company, my family and I will have to make concessions and accept change, and I know we shall have to ask the same of you. But at least the House of Farrell will live on; I think and hope that is what we would all most wish for it. Certainly I know my husband would have done.




      ‘Thank you for your loyalty, for your hard work over the years, and for sharing our vision of the company; I assure you I have never, and will never, take any of it for granted.’




      She stopped then. Susie Harding, watching her intently, felt her heart lurch as the clear, precise voice suddenly trembled, and the brilliant green eyes shone with tears. The House of Farrell would be no longer hers, and that would be hard, so hard for her, for the company was part of her, as she was part of it, and now the two must be wrenched apart . . .




      Bertie Farrell thought he had never admired his mother more.




      And Florence Hamilton, standing close to Susie, thought what a great loss to the stage Athina had been.




      And there it was, next morning, on the front page of the Financial Times, lest anyone might not realise how important it was, and also, Susie thought, how important the part Porter Bingham would play. They had ensured it would be there, she and the PR guy at Porter Bingham, who she had actually found rather sexy in spite of his rather condescending attitude, and it was he who had managed to coerce Lady Farrell into what was actually a very generous quote. There was no doubt about it, Athina Farrell much preferred the opposite sex to her own.




      The Prufrock column in the Sunday Times also had a lead item on the story.




      Bianca Bailey, ex-CEO of toiletries firm PDN, which was sold under her aegis for £40 million, is seen here arriving at the Berkeley Arcade shop that is the showcase for the cosmetic company House of Farrell. Bailey, 38, who has just been appointed CEO of Farrell, following a deal signed this week between the Farrell family and Porter Bingham, Venture Capitalists, said she was ‘excited and daunted in equal measure’ by her new job. ‘The House of Farrell is such a marvellous brand and I am so fortunate that Lady Farrell, who founded it with her husband in 1953 – coronation year – still plays such an incredibly active role in it. She is truly a living legend, and it will be wonderful to work with her – particularly in the next twelve months, with all the excitement in London created by the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee and, of course, the Olympics.’




      Bailey went on to say that several members of the royal family had visited the shop over the years – ‘although not, alas, the Queen herself but maybe we can tempt her now!’




      ‘Living legend indeed!’ said Athina, hurling the Sunday Times across the room. ‘Why not just say very, very old and be done with it. And she’s looking forward to working with me, is she? I find that a little condescending. And there’s another piece in the Telegraph about the Porter Bingham people, saying how marvellous they are and how successful they’ve been over the past ten years. If this is an indication of how things are going to be in the future, I feel even more depressed.’




      ‘Oh, come on,’ said Bertie, mildly, ‘you know what they say about all publicity being good—’




      ‘Bertie, this isn’t publicity for Farrell’s,’ said Caro, ‘it’s for them, Bianca Bailey and the venture capitalists. They could at least have got a picture of Florence at The Shop . . .’




      Had Susie Harding been there, she would have told them that both she and Bianca had tried to persuade Florence to pose outside The Shop with Bianca, and that Florence had said she couldn’t, not without Lady Farrell there as well, and that endless requests for interviews with Lady Farrell had come in from the diary pages – all of which she had refused, saying she had no wish to court what she called irrelevant publicity.




      It had all been rather agonising.




      Patrick had seen the papers heaped up on the kitchen table of the Oxfordshire house, clearly intended for Bianca to read when they were back in London that night. He never failed to be impressed by her ability to compartmentalise her life; the weekends were, as much as humanly possible, for the family, they had both agreed that and she never did anything for the media at the weekends, not even Radio 4 who were always asking for her. And while she periodically checked her emails and her messages, she only acted on them if they were truly urgent; the rest waited till they got home on Sunday evening, when she did disappear into her study. Supper, and getting the children ready for school, was Patrick’s job – those were the house rules, drawn up long ago.




      Just the same, he couldn’t help flicking through the top two papers while Fergie sank into his Nintendo and Milly her phone and clocked very nice pictures of Bianca on the front of Mail on Sunday Money and at the top of Prufrock. As usual, the captions made her sound like a single, or, rather, a divorced woman, unless it was a woman-focused piece which went overboard about the children and the houses and her ‘wonderful, life-support accountant husband’, but he’d got used to that. He hadn’t had much choice.




      Which brought him back to the one matter that he did wish to discuss with her, and fairly urgently. So far she had eluded him three times, pleading meetings, the children, or her own exhaustion; tonight – no, tomorrow night, when she would definitely be home early – he intended to insist on at least broaching the subject. It was too important to be postponed indefinitely, bringing changes as it would, into both their lives, of considerable proportions.




      Patrick felt a little nervous about her reaction, to say the least.


    


  




  

    

      




      Chapter 8




      The image was so hopelessly wrong. About Day One.




      The image of some kind of dynamo rushing in, righting wrongs, firing people, hiring more, slashing budgets, cancelling campaigns, closing departments – all practically before lunch on Day One. What actually happened was you moved in quietly and slowly, finding out who was really there and what they actually did; talking to people, asking for things; studying reports and checking on status; getting a feel for and an understanding of the most important areas; gaining people’s confidence, grasping how they saw things. You had to find your core people, the ones with some insight, a few ideas; you had to find who was driving each department, and who was putting the brakes on it; you had to get your own handle on the politics and to take nothing at face value; you had to be respectful, patient, and extremely brave.




      What Bianca found, on Day One, was a demoralised staff, and a slack work ethic. She found disinterest and self-interest. She found lethargy and cynicism. She found hostility and suspicion.




      She sat in her new office, bland and beige as they always were, with a temporary PA, and an odd, dull silence outside it. Nobody was talking or laughing or shouting or arguing; they sat in a kind of siege condition, waiting for they knew not what. And for the time being they must go on waiting, for nothing very visible would happen at all. And certainly not on Day One.




      The only thing that she always did on Day One was go home early.




      Athina was perhaps the only person in the company not to expect huge change and dramatic action on Day One; mainly because she would not have allowed it, nor on Day One Hundred and One either. She had gone into the deal, recognising at last its inevitability, but determined to make things as difficult for her new colleagues – she refused to admit the word masters – as she possibly could. If they wanted changes, they must fight for them. Apart from anything else, she argued to herself, that would ensure those changes were truly necessary. Nevertheless, once the deal had become inevitable, she had forced herself to take a hard look at the House of Farrell, and she could see that the brand was indeed in a mess.




      She more or less knew why: in a swiftly changing market, there was a loss within the House of Farrell of a sense of direction, and an ageing clientele – but there any certainty ended.




      One of her major uncertainties was caused by, she knew, the fact that she didn’t really like much of what she saw of the new market and its prime customer: both seemed to her either rather tacky, or indulging in a mystique of pseudo-scientific jargon that she found rather irritating. When they had founded the House of Farrell, in a glory of fantastic colour promotions, posters lining all the main roads into London and other big cities, and adorning the sides of double-decker buses, a good quality, high-image skincare range – The Cream its star product – was the perfect counterpart. It hadn’t needed the added benefit of hyper-high, double-depth, super-charged ingredients developed in a laboratory; but then, nor had any of the others.




      That was the difference. Skincare had been skincare then, vital but straightforward, as laid down in the immortal concept and routine of Elizabeth Arden: you cleansed, you toned, you nourished, and after that your well-fed skin would take its make up and look as good as it could. Now science had been smoothed on to the beauty counters in a big way, with talk of cellular levels, free radicals, ultra-hydration. Half the stuff the beauty editors wrote sounded like A Level biology papers. Did women really want that? Athina wondered, and if so, why?




      Finding no satisfactory answer to that one, she faced down again her fears for the future of Farrell; too late now, she knew, but still she wondered – was it really going to be safe with its new masters? Would the new management team, led by the dangerously powerful and glossy Bianca Bailey, really understand what treasures there undoubtedly still were, lying within its admittedly old-fashioned packaging and clearly out-of-date marketing and advertising?




      She half-liked Bianca – she represented too much that was disagreeable to her life to go further than that – but she did respect her. Moreover, she knew both those emotions were returned. And Bianca certainly seemed to understand the importance of charm; and charm went a very long way in cosmetics. The most dazzling colours, the most earth-moving perfumes counted for nothing without it. A cosmetic brand must, at the end of the day, have an aura of pleasure about it. Bianca, she felt, would bring that to the brand at least, and she must encourage her. But it wasn’t going to be easy. And she knew, moreover, that she couldn’t afford for one second of one day to lose one millimetre of whatever ground she had left.




      ‘I really would like to talk about this job,’ said Patrick. ‘Can we . . . ?’




      He had his heavy expression on, a sort of brooding reproach. It was unusual, but Bianca had learned to respect it. Patrick’s breaking point was seldom reached; the last time had been when Fergie had broken his arm playing rugby and she had refused, initially, to cancel an overnight trip she was on to Edinburgh.




      ‘Darling, it’s a huge sales conference and my speech is top of the bill – I have to be here.’




      A few well chosen words had her on the next plane.




      ‘Darling, of course we can,’ she said now, ladling pasta on to his plate. ‘I am totally at your disposal. So – are you more worried than excited by it? That’s how you felt at first. Excited, I mean. And if so – well, tell me why.’




      ‘Yes, well I did feel excited at first. But I’ve been thinking about it a lot more and actually it could be too exciting by half.’




      Bianca reached for the Parmesan. ‘The thing is—’




      ‘Hi, Mum!’




      ‘Oh – hello, Fergie. I thought you were supposed to be getting ready for bed?’




      ‘I am, but I remembered I had to ask Dad something. Dad, can you play in the Parents’ Day cricket match?’




      ‘I expect so. But why on earth are you asking me now? It’s not even this term.’




      ‘I know, but I was meant to take the note back last week.’




      ‘What note?’




      ‘The one I didn’t give you. And Mr Squires gave me a bollocking and—’




      ‘Fergie, that’s not a nice word!’




      ‘Oh, Mu-um! Dad uses it.’




      ‘Well . . . anyway, Fergie, yes,’ said Patrick quickly, ‘of course I’ll play in the cricket match. Tell Mr Squires. Now off you go.’




      Bianca looked rather helplessly at Patrick.




      ‘Now what were we talking about?’




      ‘My new job?’




      ‘Of course. I’m sorry. Oh, God, Milly darling, what is it?’




      ‘Mummy or Daddy, I need you to sign off my homework.’




      ‘Milly, I asked you about that hours ago,’ said Patrick.




      ‘I know, but I hadn’t done it then. And Mummy, I really need a new denim jacket.’




      ‘Milly,’ said Patrick, ‘I’m sorry to be a boring old fart, but when exactly did you buy your last denim jacket?’




      ‘Last term.’




      ‘So it’s not too small?’




      ‘No, of course not. But it’s, like, the wrong sort of denim.’




      ‘Milly darling, that is not needing, that’s wanting. We’ve talked about this before.’




      Milly raised her large brown eyes briefly to the ceiling, folded her arms and waited in silence.




      ‘I think,’ Patrick said firmly, ‘that since you now have about three denim jackets it should come out of your own allowance, not the clothes we buy for you. We’re not a bottomless money pit – and oddly, we do have other things to spend our money on.’




      ‘Well,’ said Milly, ‘it said in one of those articles about Mummy that she could command any fee she wanted. So—’




      ‘Milly,’ said Bianca sharply, ‘I’ve told you before, most things you read in the papers are total rubbish. That’s a silly remark put in by a silly journalist. And anyway, the sort of fee they’re talking about is what I might need for a company.’




      This wasn’t quite true, but it seemed to deal with the situation.




      ‘No! It said your personal fortune was considerable.’




      ‘Well, I wish, is all I can say! Now, give me your homework and I’ll sign it and then you must go to bed. It’s late.’




      ‘But—’




      ‘Milly, I said bed!’ said Bianca.




      Milly looked at her, half snatched the book and walked out, closing the door rather firmly behind her. Bianca looked at Patrick.




      ‘Do you think our little glow-worm is about to turn?’




      ‘It would seem so.’




      ‘Well, it was nice while it lasted. Oh, God, I’m sorry darling—’




      ‘It’s quite all right,’ said Patrick, ‘but I do want to talk to you some more now. I know it’s not as important as your job, but . . .’




      Bianca looked at him sharply. He didn’t often resort to such tactics. When it happened it was a shock.




      ‘Darling Patrick, don’t be silly. You know perfectly well our jobs are equally important.’




      ‘Are they?’ His tone was mild, but it had an edge to it.




      ‘Well, of course they are. It’s just that right now mine is being extra-demanding. But – I’m sorry, and I should have listened before. Let’s do it now. I meant it. I’m all yours. I’ll go and say goodnight to the children and you make us some coffee.’




      Patrick was just pouring the water on to the coffee grounds when the gentle ripple of notes that has become the trumpet call of the twenty-first century, the text message signal, came from Bianca’s phone. He sighed. She was bound to check it when she came back; and looking at it, he saw it had come from Mike Russell.




      ‘It can wait,’ she said firmly when she saw it. ‘Mike knows not to contact me at this time. Let’s get back to your job. Tell me what you’ll actually be doing.’




      ‘Researching companies, looking into their accounts in huge detail, analysing things like – well, this is the example Finlayson gave me – let’s say it’s an international company: where they put their factories, what they pay for them, whether that really makes economic sense, or might it be a cover-up for some other expenditure, or does the wages bill seem a bit high—’




      ‘But Patrick, what you do now is pore over company accounts. This would be the same, surely?’




      ‘Yes, but suppose I missed it?’ said Patrick.




      ‘Missed what?’




      ‘Well, some vital bit of information. I’d be letting them down totally.’




      ‘But I just don’t think you would,’ said Bianca. ‘You’ve got a mind like an electric drill. You just go on and on till you’re satisfied every tiny thing is right. So you wouldn’t miss whatever it was, the high wages or whatever.’




      ‘Maybe, but—’




      ‘Well, it’s a huge move, I can see that. But it could be a terrific opportunity for you. You’re so understimulated at BCB. And underutilised, in my opinion. How do you feel about it? Do you want to do it?’




      ‘Well, in some ways,’ said Patrick. ‘But it’s just a bit daunting. And you know how I can’t bear to let people down. You’re right about the understimulation, though. I sometimes think if I died at my desk, it would be some time before anyone noticed.’




      ‘Patrick!’ Bianca felt remorseful. Spending most of her working life as she did, in a state of overstimulation, she realised she took the pleasure of that entirely for granted. ‘Is it really that bad?’




      ‘Not all the time,’ said Patrick more cheerfully. ‘I still quite enjoy it. But – if you think I should pursue this a bit further, I will. Only it does mean such changes in our lives. Like – well, like knowing the firm’ll be mine one day. That’s a pretty big thing to give up. We have huge commitments. Children, two properties, school fees—’




      ‘Darling, I know all that. I just think you being so understimulated is as dangerous in its own way. Tell me more about Saul Finlayson.’




      ‘Well, he’s been working for one of the big banks based in Switzerland. And he’s not exactly setting up on his own, he’s doing it with several others. Apparently a hedge fund isn’t just run by one guy, it can be ten different people running the funds in ten different ways.’




      ‘Yes, I think I knew that,’ said Bianca and then added, carefully tactful, as she tried to be when her knowledge and experience outstripped Patrick’s, ‘but it’s all a bit of a mystery, that stuff. What’s he like? As I person I mean.’




      ‘Odd. Awkward. Very direct. Apparently he’s famous for never telling a lie. Which can be awkward personally, and Jonjo says has caused some tricky situations but I guess makes people more likely to trust him in business. I did like him, I have to say.’




      ‘Well, that’s important.’




      ‘Indeed. The only thing I really grasped was that hedge funds need to make money every year and are judged on how often they do – not just do better than the market, which is what the pension funds do, for instance; and as we all know, that means they can end up not making money if it’s a bad year. Hedge funds actually have to make money all the time, day on day, no matter what. They just cannot lose. That’s a pretty scary proposition – incredibly stressful, apparently.’




      ‘And how do you think you’d cope with that?’ said Bianca. Patrick’s stress threshold was notoriously low. He started worrying about traffic jams the night before a journey and they had never arrived at a wedding or a flight less than an hour before they needed to. ‘And would that actually apply to what you’d be doing?’




      ‘Not sure. I should think so. And stress is pretty contagious, wouldn’t you say?’




      ‘Can be. Well, I think you should see him again at the very least, tell him your worries and concerns. He won’t expect you just to accept this job without exploring what it means pretty fully. If he does, you most assuredly don’t want to work for him.’




      ‘Yes,’ said Patrick.




      ‘And – hours, that sort of thing?’




      She tried to keep the question casual, knowing how important it would be to her if the job made him unavailable to the family and its demands, hating herself for even glancing at, let alone probing into that facet of it.




      ‘Well, obviously it would be rather different. I couldn’t call my own shots, in that way, no doubt about it.’




      ‘Yes, well we can get round that I’m sure,’ she said briskly, knowing that sometimes they wouldn’t. ‘Away much?’




      ‘I – didn’t ask that.’




      ‘Maybe you should, just so we could put that into the equation. I think you still need to know a bit more before you make your decision.’




      ‘We make it, I hope,’ he said.




      ‘Patrick, it’s your job, your life.’




      ‘No,’ he said, his eyes on her, thoughtful. ‘It’s ours.’




      ‘Well, that’s very nice of you. And I’d like to meet Saul Finlayson, please.’




      ‘Of course. But only if you really think it’s a good idea.’




      ‘Let’s say I really think it might be,’ said Bianca. ‘How is Jonjo? I’d like to see him again. Ask him to dinner soon, will you?’




      ‘Yes, all right. He’s got a new girlfriend, some sculptor.’




      ‘A sculptor! God, he covers all the professions, doesn’t he?’




      ‘Literally,’ said Patrick and grinned at his own joke.




      ‘Maybe he and Mr Finlayson could come together. Is he married?’




      ‘Divorced. I should imagine, though, he spends weekends on his yacht or jetting somewhere in his private plane rather than attending suburban supper parties.’




      ‘Our supper parties are not suburban,’ said Bianca briskly. ‘Our life was described in the Standard last week as high-metropolitan, Patrick Bailey. I mean, how important is that?’




      ‘Terribly. And I’ll be sure to mention that when I meet Mr Finlayson,’ said Patrick. He leaned forward and gave her a kiss. ‘Thanks, darling.’




      ‘What for?’




      ‘Not underestimating me.’




      ‘I never do that,’ said Bianca. And it was true: she didn’t.




      Just the same, alone in her study later, she thought further about Patrick’s possible career change. She would love him to have some glorious opportunity which would offer his excellent brain something to challenge him. Most of the time working at Bailey Cotton and Bailey seemed to her rather like a ramble in the park: comfortable, pleasant enough, but all on the flat with limited views.




      If there was one thing more dangerous than an underutilised brain, it was an awareness of it. It rotted the soul and she could sense that he was beginning to acknowledge it and compare it with her own absorption. And she genuinely and deeply loved him and wanted him to be happy.




      On the other hand – the present situation meant he was home at the same time every night and could give the children the sort of attention they needed. Which she really couldn’t. And working long, late, stressful hours, neither would he. At a stroke her life as well as his would be altogether different and more difficult.




      She was also genuinely concerned that he might find himself out of his depth; he was unused to stress, to harsh decision-making; he would be very much out of his comfort zone. And his was a gentle soul; he would know much anguish if he felt he had failed.




      She wished she knew more about the job and, indeed, more about Saul Finlayson. She googled him.




      Saul Murray Finlayson, Wikipedia informed her, had been born in Glasgow, but his parents moved to Lancashire while he was still very small and he had attended Manchester Grammar School, one of the great launch pads for successful male careers, from the age of seven onwards. He then went to Durham, where he got a First in history while still making time to deal, with modest success, in antique coins. After a few years with UBS he went to New York and worked for Chase Manhattan and then moved to Zurich where he ran the trading division of a large investment bank. He was now joining with four others setting up a hedge fund.




      He was divorced with one small son, aged eight, and had homes in London and Berkshire; his hobby was flat racing.




      A ‘Twenty Questions’ interview in the FT elicited some further facts: his three best features he said were patience, attention to detail and decisiveness; his three worst a bad temper, intolerance and a tendency to over-acquisitiveness. The two lists seemed slightly incompatible. He said he never switched off his phone, his guilty pleasure was chocolate – ‘I know that’s usually one for the girls’ – and had he not been a banker, he would have liked to be a brain surgeon.




      He sounded, depressingly, a cliché, apart from the chocolate; a photograph of him, presumably taken a few years ago, showed a shock of blond hair, a slightly gaunt face and a distinctly reluctant smile.




      She wondered if the real thing might be a little more interesting or even engaging.




      Florence was sitting at home, looking out some papers – her solicitor had told her to check something on her pension fund – and found herself drawn irresistibly to her stash of cuttings books on the House of Farrell. They went right back to 1953, when the company had just launched, before she had really known Athina, and when she was still working as a beauty consultant in Marshall and Snelgrove for Coty. She had met the already legendary Mrs Farrell when she presided over the counter of the new brand, coming in every week, sometimes to stand behind the counter, sometimes just to talk to the consultants. So elegant she had been, always perfectly groomed, in wonderfully tailored suits, and high-heeled court shoes with matching handbag, her nails long and varnished, her make up impeccable. The girls on the Farrell counter were totally in awe of her.




      Florence was not so easily intimidated, but then she didn’t work for her. After a few weeks, Mrs Farrell would come over to her counter every time she came in, telling her how lovely it looked and admiring the products; she quite often bought something and would carry it away in the lovely flowery Marshall and Snelgrove bag. Florence knew perfectly well why she had done so (Coty’s were not the only products she bought); it was to compare them with the Farrell offering, to study the packaging and the leaflets, and possibly to find something she could imitate.




      And then one day Mrs Farrell had come over to her counter and asked her if she would telephone her when she had finished work and gave her a card with her address and number on it. Intrigued, Florence had done so, and found herself invited to join Mrs Farrell for tea, ‘or a cocktail if that would be easier with your hours. We could meet at the Savoy, or the Dorchester; my husband would like to meet you, I know, and I might have a proposition for you, but we need to have a proper conversation and to get to know one another.’




      Flattered but wary, Florence had said that would be delightful and agreed to meet the Farrells in the cocktail bar at the Dorchester the following Thursday. She spent a lot of time working out what to wear – her wardrobe was rather limited, as decreed by her modest income, but she felt this was so important she actually bought a Frank Usher dress and jacket in navy, trimmed with white, for the occasion. She wondered what exactly the glamorous Farrells might want to discuss with her – she could only hope it was employment, but it could be that they were simply trying to do some more espionage work. Whatever it was, cocktails at the Dorchester were not to be missed.




      During the week, she did some research on the Farrells, and particularly Cornelius who was an unknown quantity. She was friendly with the press officer at Marshall’s who kept all the articles about the store in her office; having heard why Florence wanted to know about them, she sorted out a manila folder of cuttings for her.




      ‘He’s quite a dish, Mr Farrell,’ she said. ‘I wish I was having cocktails with him.’




      Florence reminded her briskly that Mrs Farrell would be there too, and took the folder home to study it.




      Mr Farrell, photographed at Mrs Farrell’s side at several functions and even with the two salesgirls in the store, was indeed quite a dish: tall and dark, with slicked-back hair and burning dark blue eyes, and wearing what were clearly very well-tailored suits.




      It was hard to get much of an idea of what he was like, but he clearly laughed a lot, and he had given one interview to a paper on the brand: ‘We think we are giving our customers something a little bit special, very skilled advice at the counter.’ Cheeky, thought Florence, as if none of the other brands did that. ‘And we listen to them carefully and try to turn their ideas and what they want into products and colours for the next season.’




      The interviewer had asked him how he had become involved with the rather feminine world of cosmetics and he had replied that his mother had been an actress and he used to watch her making up for her performances when he was quite a small boy and was allowed to go to her dressing room – ‘a very big treat’ – before a matinee. ‘It was wonderful to watch her eyes growing bigger, her lips fuller as I sat there. I’ve been fascinated by what make up could do for women ever since.’




      Asked if he had ever thought of being an actor himself he had said, with what the journalist described as charming modesty, that he wasn’t nearly talented enough. ‘I thought I could succeed with cosmetics rather than on the stage. With my wife’s help, of course. No, a great deal more than help: she is the prime mover behind the House of Farrell. I want us to be regarded as a team.’




      Florence liked that; it showed modesty and some rather up-to-date thinking. Her view of men was coloured by the distinctly bombastic ones who ran the store and treated the women who worked there with a condescension that came close to rudeness. She much preferred the rather flamboyant chaps who did the make up for special promotions, clearly homosexuals, although that was only hinted at, with reference to fairies and amidst much giggling in the ladies’. They were fun and gossipy and treated the girls as equals, admiring their hairstyles and their clothes and discussing films and music with them.




      Cornelius Farrell clearly belonged to neither camp; he was a red-blooded man who not only admired women but liked them and valued them. Florence sat looking at his picture and rereading the article and thought how very fortunate Mrs Farrell was to have captured such an unusual example.




      ‘Daddy! Hello, it’s me!’




      ‘Hello, my darling.’ Bertie’s heart always lifted when he heard Lucy’s voice.




      ‘I’m – well, can I come home this weekend?’




      ‘Darling, of course you can. Want me to come and collect you?’




      ‘Um – that might be nice. If you really don’t mind.’




      ‘Sweetheart, of course I don’t mind. What time will you be ready?’




      ‘Well, actually . . .’




      ‘Yes?’




      ‘I’m ready now.’




      ‘But it’s only Thursday. Lectures been cancelled?’




      ‘Um, sort of . . .’




      ‘Now what does that mean? You’re not cutting them, are you, Lucy? You know that’s not a good idea.’




      ‘Well, you see, Daddy, I’m not going to any more. I’m leaving uni. Now.’




      ‘Lucy, you can’t take that sort of decision on your own, there’s far too much at stake.’




      ‘Like – like what?’




      ‘Like your future.’




      ‘Dad, have you read the statistics lately? Half the graduates in the country can’t get decent jobs. They’re working in coffee shops. And that’s the lucky ones. I honestly don’t think a degree’s going to do me any good at all. Unless I wanted to be a teacher and I don’t. It’s different for Rob, he’s doing medicine and there’s a cast-iron job at the end of it. Not for me there isn’t. Honestly, I’ve thought about it really hard, and I know I don’t want to stay here. Some days I feel so bored and – and disillusioned I could cry. Oh, Daddy, I’d like to come home and explain properly. Try and make you understand.’




      ‘Well, of course I – we – will listen very carefully to what you have to say. But Lucy, it’s not even the end of term. Surely it would be better to see that out at the very least?’




      ‘Daddy, what would be the point?’




      ‘The point,’ said Bertie, ‘is that it might look just a little better on your CV. You have to think of these things, Lucinda. You’re not a child any more.’




      He hardly ever called her Lucinda. It meant he was serious. If not actually cross.




      ‘Well, all right. I’ll – think about it. But – well, when can you come? I so want to see you.’




      ‘I’ll come on Saturday morning. As early as I can.’




      Bertie put the phone down. He had a sense of frustration at the thought of what she was so wantonly throwing away, but she was touchingly interested in him. It was soothing, set against Priscilla’s uber-involvement in her charities and her slightly disdainful disinterest in him.




      And Lucy would provide a most useful tool in the battle over the house – the valuation of it at two and a half million had sent Priscilla into overdrive. For a time at least Lucy would need her room, and besides she loved the house, would be horrified at her mother’s plan. And it would be lovely to have her at home, very lovely indeed. Apart from adoring and admiring his children, Bertie loved their company, they interested him and made him laugh and, perhaps most important of all, restored his faith in himself.




      They were his greatest accomplishment, without a doubt: and actually, as he thought increasingly these days, his only one.
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