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  Oh, life is a glorious cycle of song,

  A medley of extemporanea;

  And love is a thing that can never go wrong;

  And I am Marie of Roumania.

  Dorothy Parker
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      Chapter 1

      
        
          There are things you ought to know about Tom Drummond. For a start, he never intended to own a restaurant. Well, half of one. Not that there’s anything wrong with owning half a restaurant, but it would be a mistake to assume that he had either an obsessive interest in nutrition or a burning desire to entertain. He had neither. He became the owner of half a restaurant entirely by accident. He’d intended to be a farmer. Or, more accurately, his mother had intended him to be one. Tom himself had long harboured dreams of being a writer, but it’s difficult to persuade your single parent that you are working when all you do is gaze out of the window wearing a vacant expression. So partly to please his mother and partly because no other job held any particular appeal, Tom became a farmer. It surprised his mother, and it surprised Tom by being particularly enjoyable.

      Now you could argue that looking after sheep on the Sussex Downs isn’t exactly on a par with crofting in the Cairngorms, but in spite of their supposedly soft location in the southern half of the country, the rolling slopes above Axbury Minster are often blasted by biting winds in winter. Tom and old Bill Wilding would regularly feel the bite of the baler twine on their knuckles as they doled out the summer-scented hay to the obliged Southdown sheep, and the ice on the duck pond would crack like a pistol shot when broken with the heel of a well-placed welly. But on a good day in June or July the smooth, soft slopes were framed by a fuzz of deep green woodland and clear blue sky, and from dawn till dusk Tom shepherded the sheep, cleared the ditches, made the hay and worked the land with a song in his heart and a spring in his step.

      Friends asked him why he did it. Why commit yourself to slave labour for peanuts, you, with your nine O levels and three A levels? He knew why: because it gave him thinking time, dreaming time, time to write in his head. So in spite of the long hours and paltry wages, he was, to use an agricultural term, as happy as a pig in muck.

      But the happiness was short-lived. Old Bill Wilding popped his clogs in the dead of winter and the farm came up for sale in spring. After just two years Tom was out of a job and his mother was out of sorts. They took her into a nursing home. For months she deteriorated slowly but steadily and the following summer she departed this life quietly, leaving Tom with a small terraced house, a smaller legacy, a heavy heart and a clean slate.

      It was time to write. Unfortunately, as it turned out, it was not the time to publish. After a year of setting down his finely crafted prose on paper only two short stories had appeared in print – one in a regional newspaper and the other in the Lady. It was a fair way short of the stuff dreams are made of. Tom conceded that it was time to knuckle down. But to what? Over a bowl of soup in a local bistro he scanned the sits-vac column. Its offerings were not immediately attractive: ‘Household insurance: experience essential for liaison and telephone support role’ or ‘Expanding estate agent requires trainee negotiators’. Difficult to work yourself up into a lather about those. He was beginning to consider seriously how he could fulfil the role of ’Deputy matron required for full-time day duty’ when he fell into conversation with the chef – a fair-haired, fresh-faced youth called Peter Jago. Together they bemoaned their respective fates: Tom at a loose end with the remains of a modest legacy, and Peter, with a refreshing lack of anything approaching modesty, desperate to strike out on his own. It was foolhardy, really – they didn’t know one another – but they pooled their resources and opened a bistro, the Pelican, with Tom running front-of-house and Peter slaving away in his whites over a hot stove.

      To everyone’s surprise, except Peter’s, the venture took off. But then Peter knew his gnocchi from his goulash and Tom, with his easy-going nature, turned out to be a natural host.

      So that’s how it started. And it didn’t end there. Success encouraged the pair to open another bistro, the Albatross, in a nearby village. But with a twist of irony as bitter as an underripe kumquat, it proved to be more appropriately named than either of them could have foreseen. Although they struggled for the best part of five years to make it pay, in the end the seasonality of the business forced them to cut their losses and sell up.

      Not that the Albatross was a total failure on other counts: Peter could bestow his culinary expertise on only one establishment so he had taken on a young cook, a dark-haired girl with a lively wit, a quick mind and a smile that could melt a disgruntled diner three tables away.

      It melted Tom, too. They had married within the year and Pippa told him, with a warning flash of her nut-brown eyes, that if he thought he was marrying her just for her cooking he had another thing coming. Tom had not taken the plunge on account of his gastronomic predilections; he had married her because he had never been so totally, irrationally and ridiculously in love in his entire life.

      Another thing you ought to know is that Tom Drummond had not given much thought to becoming a father, so it came as a bit of a surprise when a few months after they were married Pippa broke it to him that the patter of tiny feet was a short time away. Over the following months, he accustomed himself to the imminent arrival of their offspring.

      Tom was not lacking in the intelligence department, being as quick on the uptake as any other average male. Neither was he ignorant of the probable genetic permutations that might befall, so when Natalie Daisy Drummond – Tally for short – came into his life on 5 May 1985, it took him just seconds to realize that he had become the father of a daughter, and that from now on his life would not be his own.

      Partly funded by the sale of the Albatross and partly by Pippa’s late parents’ legacy, the Drummond family moved from Tom’s mother’s tiny terraced house in the centre of town to a converted barn that had been one of Bill Wilding’s outbuildings. With an acre of land, it suited them down to the ground. Tally grew up among the buttercups and daisies while her mother raised herbs to supply the bistro and a couple of other local businesses.

      If you eavesdropped on conversations at the local shops you would discover the general opinion was that the Drummonds had the perfect lifestyle – a view tainted with the merest tincture of envy but not an ounce of ill-will.

      The Drummonds have lived at Wilding’s Barn for sixteen years now, with never a cross word. Well, that’s if you don’t count the daily spats about the school run, Tom’s exasperated complaints about Tally’s loud music when he’s making yet another attempt at the now legendary first novel, Pippa’s regular complaints about the low prices she’s paid for fresh herbs, and Tom’s occasional questioning of Tally about the men – or, rather, boys – in her life.

      He tries to keep out of her hair as much as he can, but he does find it difficult.
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Chapter 2

      
        
          Any father who wants to survive the role learns very quickly to recognize the different tones of voice in his offspring. It’s probably a throw-back to a time when we were on all fours and needed a language less subtle and more succinct in its vocabulary than our present sophisticated lingua franca. Tom Drummond had learned to read Tally’s minimalist expressions, subtle key changes and vocal inflections after the fashion of a wildebeest at the water-hole responding to the grunts, sighs and gurgles of its progeny.

      This morning, it was the tone of voice that indicated the need of a favour – always requested in what Tom had come to think of as ‘the three-note “Dad” ’  – the middle note being a semitone lower than the first and last.

      ‘Da-a-ad?’

      Tom sighed and stuck his head round the corner of Tally’s bedroom door. ‘Mmm?’

      ‘Are you busy?’

      ‘Do I look busy?’

      Tally sized up the fraught, preoccupied expression and worked out, in an instant, that the best approach would be one of hurt bewilderment. ‘It’s just that Mum said she’d drop me off in town and she’s gone without me.’

      He looked at her as she zipped up the sides of her short, brown, high-heeled boots, the slender legs encased in white jeans, and wondered, as he did almost every time he looked at her, where the years had gone. Cliched though it might be, it really did seem like only yesterday that she had been knee high and pudgy, clasping his finger in her own plump fist and wrapping her arm around his leg at the approach of any stranger. Now she was sixteen, airily confident yet plagued by insecurities, pretty as a picture yet worried about her spots, trim of figure but fearful of the onset of orangepeel thighs.

      Her head was on one side now and she was running a brush through her fine, fair hair in swift, repetitive strokes. Her face, free of make-up except for the mascara on her lashes, and free of spots, if you didn’t count the three at her right temple, wore a troubled expression that only her father could lift. She knew the challenge would be irresistible.

      ‘Well, why has she gone without you?’

      Tally shrugged and looked blank. ‘Don’t know.’

      ‘She’s gone without you because it’s half past ten. She had to be in Axbury at ten o’clock to drop off some herbs. She told you that yesterday.’

      Tally looked suitably contrite. ‘Slept in.’

      ‘I’m not surprised. What time did you get home last night?’

      ‘Just after eleven.’ She said the words lightly, endeavouring to give them little importance.

      Tom lowered his head and looked at her from under his frowning brow. ‘A quarter past twelve.’

      ‘Was it?’ She tried to looked shocked. Her father nodded.

      ‘Well, you should have been asleep.’

      ‘I’d like to have been. But I wanted to know you were home.’

      ‘But you knew I was with Emma.’

      ‘It doesn’t stop me worrying . . .’

      She came up to him and smiled, then laid her head on his chest and hugged him. ‘You are sweet.’

      ‘Stop trying to butter me up.’ He kissed the top of her head. ‘If you’re ready in two minutes I’ll take you. But I’m off then, whether you’re ready or not. I want to meet your mum for a coffee.’

      She stood upright and looked up at him. He was grateful she was still shorter than he was. Just.

      ‘Thanks, Dad, you’re a gem.’

      He turned for the stairs. ‘Mug, more like.’

      While Tally undertook the finishing touches so vital before the rest of the world could be allowed to see her, Tom locked the back door of the house and grabbed his car keys from the hook in the kitchen. He left by the front door and crossed the cobbled yard towards the open end of the barn where the Land Rover stood under a mossy pantiled roof. He was fumbling with the keys when the familiar ‘Ooo-ooh!’ pierced the clear morning air.

      Tom’s spirits sank, not so much because of the noise but because of its timing. Maisie Whippingham was a good soul, but in the comprehensive list of her personal deficiencies the inability to choose the right moment to do anything was the most well developed. Among her other shortcomings were a dress sense that made Alexander McQueen seem reserved, and a scant understanding of the sun’s relationship with the earth. It wasn’t that Maisie was always running late, it was that she failed to recognize that time could be measured on an hourly basis. She acknowledged the days, weeks, months and years, but any further subdivisions were of little account. She ate when she was hungry and she slept when it got dark; her activity in summer was prodigious and in winter minimal. Now, in June, she was at her most industrious.

      She waved from behind the hedge of Woodbine Cottage, just across the lane from Wilding’s Barn, and beckoned Tom.

      ‘I can’t stop, Maisie. I have to take Tally into town then meet up with Pippa and I’m running late already.’

      ‘Yes. Of course. Sorry. It’s just that I wanted you to know that I’ve a load of manure coming.’

      ‘When?’ Tom realized the futility of the question the moment he had asked it.

      ‘Sometime.’

      ‘Today?’

      ‘Probably.’ Maisie smiled vaguely from beneath the explosion of salt-and-pepper hair restrained under her turban.

      Tom put his hands on his hips. ‘What do you want manure for, Maisie?’

      Maisie’s garden was not so much a garden as a conservation area. Mother Nature had long since gained the upper hand and, aside from an annual summer foray with a machete to carve a hole in the brambles for an old pine chair and an easel, Maisie regarded the patch of ground around Woodbine Cottage as a safe haven for birds, hedgehogs and other forms of wildlife that she hoped one day to commit to canvas. Painting was her passion, and however unrecognizable her subjects might be once they had been immortalized within the frame, she loved the idea of being an artist, and read about painting, sculpting and other forms of ornamental creativity – from origami to macrame – in every spare moment. There were a lot of them. Until she was fifty-five she had worked in a bank in London. Then she had retired, sold her London flat, disposed of every form of timepiece that had hitherto ruled her life, bought Woodbine Cottage and set about being a countrywoman – or her idea of a countrywoman.

      She went to auctions, when she got the day right, bought strange objets d’art to furnish the cottage and dressed like a cross between Edith Sitwell and Vita Sackville-West. Today’s turban was multicoloured and sparkled with gold thread, and she wore a navy blue fisherman’s smock topped off with a purple chenille scarf and a pair of brown corduroy trousers tucked into knee-high boots. She was clearly in outdoor mode.

      ‘Want to have a bash at the herb garden,’ she said.

      ‘But you haven’t got a herb garden.’ Tom tried not to sound too scathing.

      ‘Not yet. Want soups and things. Like Pippa’s.’

      Tom cast an eye over the low hawthorn hedge that surrounded Pippa’s orderly herb garden, where serried ranks of fennel and coriander were surrounded by borders of parsley and chives. Rocket and salad burnet jostled for light and air between orange marigolds and wigwams of sweet peas. It was Pippa’s passion and her pleasure, and Maisie had clearly been bitten by the bug.

      ‘You’ve a bit of a job on, then?’ Tom nodded at the head-high mattress of brambles and thistles that sprang from Maisie’s local landscape.

      ‘Getting help. Mr Poling. Coming soon.’

      ‘Well, good luck. Let us know if you want a hand. Later, anyway. Bit pushed now.’

      Maisie nodded a mixture of gratitude and understanding – a visual aid intended to complement her conversation, which came out in staccato bursts. ‘Tell Pippa – speak later. Need information. Chervil and stuff.’ She waved again before ducking back inside Woodbine Cottage, squeezing past the pile of old newspapers that grew ever taller and threatened, one day, to engulf the little porch and its spiralling honeysuckle vine. That was the other thing about Maisie: she never threw anything away. Everything might come in handy. One day.

      Tom looked at his watch. There was no sign of Tally. He opened the door of the Land Rover, started it up and sounded the horn, then drove out on to the cobbled yard to wait for his daughter. Still no sign. ‘I’m going!’ he shouted up at her bedroom window, and gave a couple of revs on the accelerator. Tally flew out of the front door, a jacket on one arm and a bag over the other. ‘Sorry! I forgot my mobile.’

      Tom shook his head as she climbed up on to the seat beside him. ‘Have you locked the door?’

      ‘Oh! Sorry!’ Her face contorted and she scrabbled for her keys in her bag.

      Tom sighed, switched off the engine and withdrew his own keys from the ignition. ‘I’ll go,’ he muttered resignedly. ‘I sometimes wonder if you were born in a barn,’ he said, when he got back.

      ‘No. I just live in one.’

      He looked at her with a mock scowl, then drove off in the direction of Axbury Minster. As always, with her beside him, he felt like a million dollars.
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Chapter 3

      
        
          Axbury Minster was the kind of town that Anthony Trollope wrote about, a sort of pocket-sized Oxford with muddy feet. It had once been market town – still was if you counted the farmers’ market on the first Monday of every month – but its days of livestock auctions had ceased a good twenty years ago and the sheep pens were now a smart pedestrian precinct coping with well-heeled rather than cloven feet.

      The Minster itself wasn’t Sussex’s finest example of Early Perpendicular, but Betjeman had been complimentary about it even if Pevsner was a bit sniffy. For the locals it was still the heart of the community, whatever any outsider thought, and held the town together, architecturally if not spiritually.

      The Pelican occupied the ground floor and basement in part of a Georgian terrace, which makes it sound grander than it was. It was listed, but it was also listing – to the north-east. At the moment of its creation in 1730 the architect had been having an off-day and his proportions, although generous on a vertical scale, five floors, were economical on width, twenty feet, and niggardly on foundations. But the building had a quaint charm, and the Minster was just a stone’s throw away so some of its influence and atmosphere rubbed off on its lesser relations.

      Having dropped off Tally outside the Axbury Tearooms where she fell into the arms of her friend Emma with hugs and girly shrieks, Tom parked the Land Rover in the narrow yard to the rear of the restaurant and let himself in through the kitchen door. The usual scenes of lunchtime mayhem – clouds of steam and harassed mutterings from the kitchen staff working their magic over the flames and hotplates of a furnace – had yet to materialize. It was a quarter to eleven on a Saturday morning, the calm before the storm – they opened at noon. Ellen, a plump old dear from the estate on the far side of town, whose arms were a rich shade of rose pink from having been immersed in washing-up liquid continuously for ten years, was sweeping the kitchen floor in readiness for the onslaught.

      ‘Mornin’. Nice one.’ She squeezed out a smile and revealed her shortcomings in the dental department.

      ‘Lovely.’

      ‘Thought you were off this lunchtime?’

      ‘I am. I’ve just parked up here. Peter about?’

      Ellen nodded in the direction of the restaurant, and wiped a drip off the end of her nose with practised dexterity and the back of her hand.

      Tom pushed open the swing door of the kitchen and walked through to the front of the bistro. He wove his way between scrubbed pine tables and bentwood chairs, past framed opera posters and gesso-edged mirrors, towards the bar that ran down one side of the dining area. The Pelican comprised two long narrow dining rooms on the ground floor, plus the kitchen at the back. The cellar ran the entire depth of the building and was packed most mealtimes, Fridays and Saturdays in particular. On Sundays they closed and got their breath back.

      Peter was behind the bar restocking cool cabinets with bottles of lager. He looked up as the kitchen door swung open. ‘Can’t keep away?’

      ‘Just parked here. Everything all right?’

      ‘Funny you should ask.’

      ‘What do you mean?

      ‘Sam’s handed in his notice.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Says he’s found a new job. In Brighton. A partnership. Bastard.’

      Tom grimaced. ‘Well, you can’t blame him. That’s what you did.’

      ‘I know, but his timing’s not exactly brilliant, is it? Summer is a-coming in and all that. All sing cuckoo!’

      Sam had been working at the Pelican for the best part of three years. Peter had taken him on as his junior and trained him up. He’d caught on quickly, not only learning fast but also developing his own creative style, which meant that Peter could have an occasional weekday off – something Tom managed too on account of the growing skills of Sally, the head waitress. Between them Sam and Sally had given Tom and Peter’s lives some semblance of normality.

      Sam also took the reins when Peter had one of his ‘moments’. All chefs have them: they occur when the relentless provision of finely crafted fodder is at an apparent imbalance with the appreciation of the diners. In other words, he got the hump when he thought he was being taken for granted.

      These occasional wobblies blew over quickly. He’d return the following day as though nothing had happened, and Tom had learned to cope with the creative temperament – wondering, sometimes, if his own literary capabilities might be improved by the occasional tantrum.

      Sam’s departure was bad news. It looked as though they would be plunged back into the dark ages – in the kitchen at least.

      Peter stretched his hands above his head, then ran them through his fair curly hair. ‘It’s a bugger. Rachel’s going to be delirious.’

      Rachel Jago was Peter’s driving force, or so she liked to think, not that she’d been in the driving seat for very long. They’d married just two years previously – it was Rachel’s third attempt. Her first husband had run off with his secretary, and her second husband had just run off. Peter had resisted a long-term relationship for fifteen years or more but buckled under the onslaught of Rachel’s determination. She was the only person he’d met whose will overpowered his own and he seemed constantly in awe of her. The fact that Peter had his own restaurant was convenient from Rachel’s point of view and she dined at the Pelican most days with a girlfriend or two in tow. It still rankled when Tom presented her with a bill at the end of the meal, not that she let it show: she would smile broadly and murmur to her guest, ‘Have to keep the books in order. No freebies here,’ before slipping her gold card on to the saucer and replenishing her scarlet lipstick.

      Rachel would have liked Peter to run a chain of restaurants – Le Caprice and the Ivy preferably. She saw him as a sort of Terence Conran on speed and tried her best to persuade him to give up cooking to become more entrepreneurial. The Albatross disaster had happened long before her time. ‘The climate’s different now. People want variety – they don’t want to go to the same restaurant week in, week out. Open another. I’d come, and so would all my friends. You’re too talented to put all your eggs in one omelette.’

      Having listened to her argument almost daily for the best part of two years, Peter was beginning to think there was sense in what she said – what Rachel lacked in the intellectual approach to an argument she made up for in dogged persistence. So far, Tom was unaware of her apparent progress, but he had detected a certain tension when he was in her presence. The truth was that, for once in her life, Rachel had met her match: Tom Drummond might appear gentle and calm on the outside, but she knew that underneath he was a man of steel. It unsettled her.

      Pippa missed nothing. She read Rachel like a book and teased Tom, suggesting that the real reason Rachel appeared nervous with him was that she fancied him. Tom would shudder and give his wife a reassuring hug. Rachel, with her extravagant ambitions, short auburn hair, sharp features and wardrobe expenditure roughly comparable with the Vatican’s bill for vestments, was not Tom’s type.

      What was his type? He had married Pippa seventeen years ago when he was twenty-two and she was twenty, and had known from their first meeting that there would never be anyone else for him. Which was odd: until then he hadn’t even been able to decide if he took sugar in his tea.

      Now Tom left the Pelican, and a cursing Peter, and walked down the narrow street towards the Minster. Through the window of the Parson’s Pantry he saw her, waiting patiently while the prim proprietress wrapped a loaf in a paper bag and pushed it into her basket. As she came through the doorway she saw him and her face lit up. ‘I thought you were writing.’

      ‘Taxi driving.’

      ‘She should have caught the bus.’

      ‘Well. . .’

      ‘You’re such a soft touch.’

      Tom grinned. ‘Fancy that coffee? No words flowing this morning.’

      ‘Come on, then, my literary genius.’

      Tom’s book had become something of a family joke. Nobody expected him to finish it, least of all Tom himself, but it was taken every bit as seriously as if it were the Bayeux Tapestry or the Forth Bridge. It was something that had to be done little by little, and it kept Tom sane.

      Pippa put her arm through his and they set off in the direction of the glass and chrome cafe with its alloy chairs and tables on the pavement, just across the road from the Axbury Tea-rooms patronized by Tally and her mates. Pippa glanced at the gloomy exterior of the brown-painted teashop. ‘Is she in there?’

      ‘Yes. Dishing the dirt probably. Funny, isn’t it? You’d have thought we’d be in there and that she’d be over here. More her age group.’

      Pippa laughed. ‘No, they love it in there, with all the old dears. Nobody’s bothered about eavesdropping. And they do good toasted teacakes.’

      As they sat and sipped their coffee he told her about Sam, and about Peter’s reaction.

      ‘Well, you can see his point,’ Pippa said reasonably. ‘What a bummer. What are you going to do?’

      ‘Advertise, I suppose.’

      ‘When’s Sam wanting to leave?’

      ‘End of next month.’

      ‘That’s a shame, but it’s too late to change things now.’

      ‘Too late to change what?’ Tom asked.

      ‘The arrangements.’

      ‘What sort of arrangements?’

      ‘Holiday arrangements.’

      ‘Whose holiday arrangements.’

      ‘Ours.’

      ‘We don’t have any.’

      ‘We do now.’

      Tom eyed her suspiciously.

      ‘Don’t look at me like that. When did we last have a holiday – a family holiday?’

      ‘Last year.’

      Pippa sighed and rested her head in her hands. ‘I don’t call a long weekend in Bath a proper holiday.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘You need a holiday. We all need a holiday – you said yourself that the words aren’t flowing. You need a break, get the creative juices working.’

      ‘Just a minute . . .’

      ‘No buts. It’s booked. Two weeks in Tuscany, a little villa in its own vineyard.’

      ‘When?’

      ‘End of the month. Tally will have finished her exams and Peter can cope with the bistro.’ He looked at her open-mouthed. ‘You’re not indispensable, you know. It’s only food,’ she said gently.

      ‘But what about Sam?’

      ‘Advertise for a replacement. You can have it sorted before we go. And, anyway, you don’t cook so the kitchen isn’t your province. It’s Peter’s problem.’

      Tom shook his head. ‘No. Rachel is Peter’s problem.’

      ‘Poor love.’

      ‘But even so . . .’

      Pippa drained her cup and smiled. ‘Don’t you want to come on holiday with two dishy girls, then?’

      ‘Well, yes, but. . .’ He tried to cobble together some words that would explain why this was not a good time, but produced no more than a strangled cry of mock anguish.

      With suspiciously adept timing, the head of a fairhaired teenage girl popped through the café doorway. ‘How did he take it?’ she called.

      Her mother turned to her and winked. ‘Like a lamb.’

      Her father took another sip of his now lukewarm coffee. ‘I don’t know why I bother.’

      But he did, really.
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Chapter 4

      
        
          ‘Do you think I’m too easy-going?’

      Pippa surfaced from a deep sleep and turned to face him, her eyes still tight shut, one arm pulling the covers over her shoulders to keep in the warmth. ‘Mmm? What?’

      ‘Sorry. I thought you were awake. I was just thinking.’

      ‘Dangerous.’ She pushed out a hand from under the sheets and stroked the side of his head. ‘Thinking about what?’

      ‘Whether or not I’m a pushover.’

      She opened one eye. ‘What’s brought this on?’

      ‘Dunno.’ He was lying on his back gazing at the ceiling. ‘Mid-life crisis, I suppose.’

      ‘Bit early, isn’t it?’

      ‘I’m thirty-nine.’

      She opened the other eye. ‘Well, I’m thirty-seven and I don’t intend having mine for a good ten years yet.’

      ‘It’s just that sometimes I take stock and I wonder what I’ve achieved. Where has it all gone?’

      They were lying in bed on a Sunday morning, the sun slanting through a chink in the curtains. The house was silent, but the air outside was filled with birdsong and country sounds – the distant bleating of sheep, a breeze rustling through the leaves of a towering sycamore, the low, throaty growl of a tractor coming and going.

      ‘So why do you think you haven’t achieved anything?’

      ‘Well, I just wonder if I should have taken charge more, instead of being pushed around by . . . you know. . .’

      ‘ “The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune”?’ Pippa stifled a yawn.

      ‘Something like that. Fate.’

      ‘You? Pushed around? Fat chance.’ She snuggled up to him and put an arm around his waist.

      ‘Well, it took you to organize this holiday we’re going on.’

      ‘That’s because you hadn’t time.’

      ‘It’s just that I sometimes wonder how I’ve ended up where I’ve ended up. I mean, I never intended to be like this.’

      ‘Thanks very much!’

      ‘I don’t mean us. I mean my life. Work. That sort of thing. Why the heck am I running a restaurant? It’s ridiculous.’

      ‘It’s successful.’

      ‘Yes, but . . . it’s not what I intended.’

      ‘So what did you intend?’

      ‘I don’t know, really. I don’t suppose I ever have. There’s writing but maybe I’m not driven enough. I just seem to have these distant dreams of something – I’m not quite sure what.’

      ‘And this isn’t it?’

      He propped himself up and turned to face her. ‘Well, no – yes. I mean, you and me, this is what I wanted, what I want, but I’m not sure about the rest.’

      ‘Well, I’m relieved about the first bit.’

      ‘But do you see what I’m trying to say?’

      ‘I see exactly what you’re trying to say,’ she said. ‘We’re all conditioned from birth to have some sort of life-plan, a career pattern we follow slavishly until we retire. And after that we have time to do all those things we’ve had to miss out on between the ages of eighteen and sixty-five, secure in the knowledge that we’ve achieved our goals.’ She kissed his cheek. ‘You can’t work out why at thirty-nine you’re still not in charge of yourself or where you’re going. Truth is that nobody is, really. Most people are bored out of their brains.’

      ‘I suppose so.’

      ‘Come on, hun. Who do you know who’s really in charge of their lives?’

      ‘Peter is. Rachel is.’

      Now it was Pippa’s turn to prop herself up. ‘And those two are your role models, are they? A temperamental chef and his harpy of a wife.’

      ‘Oh, you know what I mean!’

      ‘I don’t know what you mean at all.’ There was mischief in her voice. ‘Unless you want to throw tantrums every now and again, and have your wife browbeat you into doing things you don’t want to do.’

      ‘Well, you do anyway.’

      ‘You . . .!’ She pinched him and he let out a yell.

      ‘Don’t do that or I’ll. . .’

      ‘What? What will you do?’ She kept pinching.

      ‘This.’ He pushed his naked body on top of hers, then wrapped his arms around her and kissed her. There was a tap at the bedroom door and he rolled away from her swiftly, pulling the sheets up to his neck. The door opened and a tousle-haired teenager walked in, oblivious to the suppressed grins on her parents’ faces.

      ‘Can I have the bathroom?’

      ‘All yours.’

      ‘Thanks.’ The bleary-eyed vision in an oversized T-shirt bearing the legend ‘I am a Natural Blonde, Please Speak Slowly’ retreated from the room and closed the door behind her.

      ‘Close!’ Pippa giggled.

      ‘Probably doesn’t think we do it anyway.’ Tom screwed his face up. ‘Eugh! How disgusting! People your age!’

      ‘Shouldn’t be allowed!’

      ‘It isn’t . . . very often,’ muttered Tom.

      ‘Are you complaining?’

      Tom looked thoughtful. ‘Yes, I suppose I am.’

      ‘Well, she’s having a bath. How quick can you be?’

      ‘Oh, you know me . . . quick as you like.’

      ‘Sssh! She’ll hear you,’ Pippa laughed.

      They lay in each other’s arms, hot and exhausted.

      ‘Bathroom’s empty!’ came the distant cry.

      ‘Thanks,’ Pippa shouted, as she stroked Tom’s forehead. ‘You’re all sweaty,’ she remarked.

      ‘Well, I wouldn’t like you to think that I was going off at half-cock.’

      ‘Never an accusation I’d level at you.’

      He smiled a satisfied smile. ‘I’m very glad.’

      ‘Better get up, then.’

      ‘Suppose so. What’s Madam doing today?’

      ‘Out on the toot. With one of her fellas, I think.’

      ‘One of? How many’s she got?’

      ‘Just the two.’

      There was a sardonic note in Tom’s voice. ‘Can’t make up her mind?’

      ‘Doesn’t want to. Happy playing the field.’

      ‘That’s what blokes are supposed to do. Women are supposed to be faithful. Monogamous.’

      ‘Tom! Welcome to the twenty-first century.’

      ‘Is she still going out with whatsisname – Blob?’

      ‘Blip,’ Pippa corrected.

      ‘What sort of a name’s that?’

      ‘It’s his nickname.’

      Tom looked puzzled. ‘How does a guy come by a nickname like Blip?’

      ‘His parents already had four children, then he came along. They hadn’t intended to have any more. He was a blip in their birth control.’

      ‘Poor little sod. Seems a bit wet to me.’

      ‘Not really. He’s sweet, just a bit shy – especially when you’re around.’

      ‘But it’s not serious?’

      ‘Oh, I think Blip would like it to be, but Tally says he’s just a friend.’

      Tom looked thoughtful. ‘Do you ever wonder what it would have been like if . . . we’d had more?’

      ‘Sometimes. It would have been nice, given her some company. But she seems to have turned out all right. And you can’t fight nature, can you?’

      Tom leaned forward and kissed her. ‘It couldn’t have been any better, could it?’ He saw that her eyes were glistening with tears, and changed the subject. ‘So who’s the other hunk?’

      ‘Ask her yourself.’

      Tom looked hurt. ‘I don’t like to pry.’

      ‘But you’re dying to know!’

      ‘Yes. And I don’t want to be one of those interfering dads who disapproves of his daughter’s boyfriends.’

      ‘But you will be.’

      Tom smiled unwillingly. ‘I know.’

      ‘Well, you needn’t worry too much. I told you, she’s into friendships rather than romance. Doesn’t want to get bogged down.’

      ‘That won’t last.’

      ‘No, but I think we should be grateful while it does.’ Pippa slid out of bed and walked over to the window, throwing back the curtains to let in the Sunday-morning sun. ‘Nice day.’ She turned round to face him.

      Tom looked at her, framed by the morning light. Her dark brown hair lightly brushed her shoulders, her breasts were round and firm, her waist was still a waist, and her legs, though short, were shapely, taut and lightly tanned. ‘You look lovely.’

      ‘I wish I could say the same for you.’

      Tom threw back the sheets and got out of bed. He was taller and broader than she was and he fixed her with a wicked grin. ‘Right! That’s it!’ He advanced on her slowly.

      ‘Tom! Stop it! You’ll wake Tally!’

      ‘She’s awake.’

      ‘You know what I mean!’ She dodged around the bed as he stalked her, like a wolf with its prey. ‘I’m warning you! I’ll scream!’

      ‘Screams will get you nowhere, little girl! When I’ve finished with you, you won’t be able to scream.’

      ‘Dad, are you being stupid again?’ The voice came from the landing outside their bedroom. ‘Put your clothes on and be your age. I’ve made some tea.’

      They froze and looked at each other wide-eyed, then collapsed in fits of laughter.

      ‘So, er, what are you doing today?’ Tom tried to sound casual as he munched toast and marmalade.

      ‘Going out.’ As he had expected, Tally’s reply was non-committal.

      ‘Anyone I know?’

      ‘Dad! Don’t be ridiculous.’

      Tom coughed as a crumb went down the wrong way, then rook a sip of coffee to wash it down. ‘Only curious.’

      Pippa sat down opposite him at the kitchen table, and turned to Tally. ‘You know what dads are like, anxious about their children’s welfare.’

      Tally raised her eyes heavenward. ‘And you know what daughters are like,’ she said. ‘Irresponsible and flighty. Especially after exams when all they want to do is . . . let their hair down!’ She smiled at her father. ‘Don’t worry, Dad. I’m not a slapper.’

      Tom choked on his coffee, then recovered himself. ‘I should hope not.’

      ‘You’re quite safe,’ Tally went on. ‘As far as I can see the only things that guys are interested in are sleeping, drinking and farting.’

      Tom paused, mid-chew, surprised first by his daughter’s candour, and second by her accuracy.

      Tally warmed to her subject. ‘It’s true. They’re children, basically. I’m not ready for children yet.’

      ‘That’s a relief.’

      ‘I think she’s trying to reassure you,’ Pippa put in.

      ‘I’ll try to be reassured.’ He drained his cup. ‘So where are you wanting a lift to today?’

      ‘I’m being picked up.’

      ‘Thank heavens for that. At last, a friend with his own car.’ Then the other side of the coin showed its face and concern set in. ‘Is he a good driver?’

      ‘Dad! Stop worrying!’ She laid a hand on his. ‘He’s very careful and he knows I won’t even get into the car if he drinks. OK?’ She looked at her father’s furrowed brow.

      Tom sighed. ’Sorry.’

      ‘Oh, it’s very flattering, really. I rather like a protective dad. Up to a point.’

      ‘And no further?’

      Tally smiled. The sound of tyres crunching on gravel and two short blasts of a horn signalled the arrival of the beau of the day. The object of his affections got up from the table and took her leave. ‘I won’t be late. Alex has to go out with his parents tonight so I should be back about six. OK? ’Bye.’ She kissed her mother’s cheek, patted her father’s head as though he were a favourite dog, and ran out of the front door, leaving behind her the heady fragrance of a scent that her father wished he were young enough to recognize.

      ‘Well, that’s that, then.’ Pippa began to clear the table.

      Tom gazed out of the window. Then, he asked casually, ‘Who’s Alex?’

      It was Rachel and Peter’s day off, too, but it would not be spent, ad hoc, as the Drummonds intended. Life at No. 1 The Cloisters – an elegant, white-fronted townhouse in the shadow of the Minster – was planned with precision. Sundays began with a late breakfast, cooked by Peter, and ended with dinner for friends, Rachel’s in particular, which she insisted, was a joint effort. This meant that Peter cooked it and she laid the table. The time between might allow Peter to escape for half an hour to walk Delia, his Jack Russell, but was occupied mainly with projects of Rachel’s devising. Today they were visiting Payne, Ward and Hatherley, a firm of estate agents. It was a stroke of luck that they were open all day on Sunday.
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