



  [image: cover]






  




  




  Press and Praise for Dead Rich, the prequel to Fame Game




   




   




  ‘Hilarious: part murder mystery, part social satire.’




  YOU magazine




   




  ‘Her book peers underneath the stone of celebrity, and it’s not pretty – but it is unputdownable. In fact, I am in a terrible decline that I didn’t write

  it myself.’




  Rachel Johnson – The Lady




   




  ‘Dead Rich is so engrossing I was reluctant to put it down. Sex, drugs and murder are on the menu . . .’




  Lee Randall – The Scotsman




   




  ‘Staggeringly funny and sharp and black. I couldn’t put it down.’




  Joanna Lumley




   




  ‘Witty, racy and hilariously funny, Dead Rich is a gripping satire on the modern culture of celebrity. Fennell is a master of her world.’




  Santa Sebag-Montefiore




   




  ‘Chic lit at its very best: pacey, funny, glamorous and witty. Dead Rich saved me from a minor nervous breakdown.’




  Violet Hudson – Tatler




   




  ‘We can’t get enough of the lives of the rich and famous, and tabloid lovers and closet celebrity gossip addicts (you know who you are) will love Louise

  Fennell’s debut novel Dead Rich.’




  Harper’s Bazaar USA




   




  ‘Dead Rich is an epic, but light-hearted cautionary tale on fame.’




  VOGUE




   




  ‘Dead Rich is dead funny and dead interesting with drop-dead gorgeous people. Loved it!’




  Joan Collins




  





  




  Louise Fennell lives in London. Fame Game is her second novel.




   




   




  Also by Louise Fennell




   




  Dead Rich




  





  [image: ]




  





  First published in Great Britain by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2013


  A CBS COMPANY




  Copyright © Louise Fennell, 2013




  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


  No reproduction without permission.


  ® and © 1997 Simon & Schuster Inc.


  All rights reserved.




  The right of Louise Fennell to be identified as author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act,

  1988.




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  1st Floor


  222 Gray’s Inn Road


  London WC1X 8HB




  www.simonandschuster.co.uk




  Simon & Schuster Australia, Sydney


  Simon & Schuster India, New Delhi




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library




  ISBN: 978-1-47111-336-9


  eBook ISBN: 978-1-47111-337-6




  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

  actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




  Typeset by M Rules


  Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




  





  For my beloved family




  Theo, Emerald, Coco, Mum, Julia, Duncan,


  and, of course, for Susan
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  CHAPTER ONE





  Boy Banbury woke to the sound of a telephone ringing somewhere in the distance. He groaned, struggled out of bed and stumbled onto the wide landing of his huge and decrepit

  house, Banbury Court.




  His bare feet slapped softly on the worn tread of the sweeping stone staircase. The old house-phone sounded calamitous on that dark morning. It hardly ever rang and the sound of it now filled

  Boy with trepidation. Reaching the hall, the cool flagstones felt slightly damp underfoot and he shuddered. Clutching his pyjama bottoms with one hand, he rubbed his naked torso with the other, in

  a vague attempt to get warm.




  ‘Hello, hello.’ His voice sounded bleary with sleep.




  As Boy put the telephone down a few minutes later, he heard a rustle above him. Two of his teenaged daughters had emerged from their rooms and were listening expectantly.




  Flora spoke, her voice husky. ‘Is Mum coming home?’




  Boy looked up. ‘No, darling, I’m sorry. That was my old pal, Jake Robinson. He’s coming down to stay, with his family – the Spenders.’




  ‘In the middle of the fucking night! Why?’ exclaimed Doone, his eldest and undeniably feistiest daughter.




  ‘Come down, we’ll get some breakfast and I’ll tell you why. Oh and, Doone, a word of advice. If you are going to do a balcony scene; put some pants on. Lucien Freud might have

  got away with ogling his daughter’s bush, but I’d really rather not have to, if you don’t mind.’




  Doone stepped back. ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ She pulled her tattered red kimono tightly around her, hastily covering her short silk slip and long legs. ‘The other Freud

  might have had something to say about that. Honestly, Boy, you are disgusting!’




  Doone Banbury was nineteen, beautiful and generally annoyed by almost everything and everyone. Her short dark hair had been ruffled by the night and her silver eyes glittered with indignation as

  she flounced downstairs after her father.




  Kitty, the youngest, emerged. ‘Why is everyone up? It’s not even morning yet.’ Her pretty face was screwed up and her pink cheeks looked hot. ‘Was that Mum?’




  ‘No, of course it wasn’t! It was the bloody Spenders!’ Doone huffed tactlessly.




  Flora put her arm around her little sister and hugged her. She knew that Kitty would be feeling more disappointment than her sisters. She was the one who missed their mother the most. Kitty was

  only eleven and although Flora did her best to make her feel loved, she knew it wasn’t enough. She felt a familiar twist of anger towards their errant mother.




  Flora’s dark hair tumbled in a dishevelled mess down her Rolling Stones ‘lips’ T-shirt. She watched quietly as her family trailed despondently after each other, towards the

  only really lived-in room in the house, the kitchen. She was left alone on the landing for a moment, and as she stood there, she felt a small stab of excitement.




  The Spenders, Britain’s ex-favourite family, were coming to stay with them! The most infamous family in England, if the press were to be believed, and they were coming to stay with

  her.




  Flora was delighted, although, to look at her, no one could ever have guessed.




  With her pierced nostrils, tattooed shoulder and skinny frame, Flora’s fierce look belied her sweet nature. She was sixteen and desperate for her grown-up life to begin. The

  Spenders’ arrival was more than she could ever have hoped for in her wildest dreams.




  At last, she thought, something was happening to relieve the tedium of her existence in this mouldering mausoleum.




  She wanted to whoop with excitement as she scampered downstairs to join the rest of her family. But she couldn’t because, whatever happened, she had to remain cool.




  





  CHAPTER TWO





  Jake Robinson swung the Mercedes sharply through the old stone gates of Banbury Court. The turning had come up more suddenly than he remembered and he’d almost overshot

  it.




  The car juddered across a cattle grid and Zelda Spender stirred. She opened her legendary violet eyes to be greeted by the tranquil rural scene of ancient landscaped parkland. Some horses

  drifted by gracefully, through a low-lying mist.




  Jake felt a surge of hope. Perhaps everything would be alright, now that they were here. Hidden away, safe from all the madness they had left behind in London.




  Zelda wriggled uncomfortably in her seat and closed her eyes again. ‘Fucking hell!’




  Jake’s heart sank as he realised that not all the madness had been left behind in London. Most of it was still sitting right next to him. His fabulous, famous wife might not have been

  entirely responsible for their fall from grace but . . .




  Jake glanced at his sleeping nieces in the rear-view mirror. The baby, Willow, stirred in the back of the car. Her teenaged sister, Dusty, smiled softly and patted her, saying, ‘Good

  girl’, without opening her eyes. Then Ed, his son, woke up, looked out of the car window and said simply, ‘Wow!’




  Banbury Court rose majestically out of the mist. Dusty slowly opened her eyes and was instantly captivated. It was the most romantic house she had ever seen, a huge Georgian mansion of quite

  spectacular beauty. From a distance, it belied its true state of dilapidation.




  Jake turned right abruptly, following a sign marked ‘The Dower House’. He swung through ivy-clad gates and stopped outside a long, low house, which was almost entirely covered with

  roses. Dusty squealed with delight.




  The front door opened and a young man emerged. He was wearing combats and a battered grandpa shirt. He greeted Jake as he got out of his car.




  ‘Morning, Mr Robinson! I’m Frank. Boy asked me to open up the house for you. Feels a bit damp, I’m afraid. No one’s been in there much since the old lady . . .’ He

  hesitated as he saw the children pouring out of the car.




  ‘My girlfriend, Karen, will be in later with some basic supplies for you. I’ve left my mobile number on the kitchen table.’ Frank seemed totally oblivious to the fact that one

  of the world’s most famous actresses had just emerged in front of him. He merely nodded at Zelda and said, ‘Morning.’




  Zelda ignored him and stomped into the house.




  Jake looked apologetic. ‘Difficult day, thanks so much, sorry, bloody early and everything . . .’




  Frank smiled. ‘No problem. I’m always up before dawn, I look after the estate for Boy. It’ll be good to have someone in the Dower House again.’




  Jake could see that Frank was a warm and impressively handsome young man. He was surprised Zelda hadn’t noticed; she really must be in a spectacularly bad mood, he thought to himself

  despondently.




  Frank helped unload the suitcases from the boot of Jake’s beloved old Mercedes. Then he tactfully left them to it.




  Carrying her baby sister Willow on her hip, Dusty appeared slight, but she was stronger than she looked, emotionally as well as physically. She’d had to be; having lost her mother so

  recently, she found herself in almost sole charge of her baby sister which, at fourteen, was a huge responsibility.




  Since they had moved in with their Uncle Jake and his wife Zelda Spender, Dusty had received more help and support from her young cousin Ed than the older members of the family. But she

  understood. Things had been very complicated for everyone lately; the Spenders were having a very rough time. She had been brought up in the chaotic world of her famous mother, the singer Georgia

  Cole, Jake’s sister, and that had prepared her for almost anything.




  Dusty and Ed dashed off to explore the house and choose their bedrooms. Zelda sprinted upstairs after them, just in time to find her son hurling himself across the bed in what was, quite

  obviously, the master bedroom. He shouted, ‘Mine!’




  Zelda followed him in. ‘Not so fast, buster, I’ll think you’ll find this is mine.’




  Ed jumped up again and grinned at his mother. He was the most agreeable teenaged boy in the world.




  The children disappeared and Zelda surveyed her surroundings glumly. The old-fashioned bedroom was large with low ceilings and was overstuffed with what she considered to be very dreary

  ‘brown’ furniture. The curtains and bed were draped in reams of Colefax and Fowler chintz. It was about as far from the modern minimalist chic that Zelda favoured as it was possible to

  imagine. Standing there, Zelda suddenly had a terrifying premonition of being old.




  She sat down on the bed in despair. How had this happened to them? Everything she loved had been taken; gone, lost, ruined. She could hardly bring herself to think of the architects of the

  family’s downfall.




  Her ex-PA, Kate, ‘Don’t mention that fucking girl’s name!’, and her scandalous revelations. Thinking of that double-crossing bitch and her tell-all book made Zelda so

  enraged she felt that she could almost commit murder.




  Then there were all the other losses, not least her ex-agent Lucien Dark’s destruction of her entire fortune, which she had worked so bloody hard for all her life, and then, worst of all .

  . . but she just couldn’t bear to think about that. Somehow she had to keep herself together. To think, plan, sort things out.




  Get herself back; back to London, back to life. They might have been hounded out of the city by the paparazzi for now but one thing was certain, she wasn’t going to be staying in this

  dreary dump for long.




  She noticed a tattered satin dressing gown draped over a chair. It suddenly occurred to her that the old lady, Boy Banbury’s mother, must have died here; in this bed probably. She

  shuddered and jumped up, thinking she might just have a quick look around the rest of the house, in case there was another room she could sleep in.




  Zelda had finished recceing all the bedrooms when she ran into Jake on the landing. She looked awkward. Everything was so uncomfortable between them since Kate’s book. Now the whole world

  was aware of her bad behaviour, things that she had never wanted anyone to know.




  In the furore that surrounded its publication, she was surprised Jake had stayed. But here he was, asking her where she’d like her suitcases? She waved towards the master bedroom. It was

  the only one that was even vaguely habitable after all, and frankly she was getting used to sleeping with ghosts, so one more wouldn’t matter.




  One thing was certain: Jake wouldn’t be sleeping with her. Kate had put paid to that.




  Jake had barely spoken to Zelda since the first devastating extract of the book was serialised in the Mail, and he had moved into the spare room at the London mews house. Although he

  had deliberately avoided reading Kate’s book, he wasn’t a fool and his wife’s indiscretions were hard to ignore when they were being discussed at length, in every sector of the

  media. Jake was good at denial but even he was struggling with this crisis in their marriage.




  The revelations had brought the familiar, bloodthirsty pack of paparazzi back to torment them again, on an almost unprecedented scale. There was no way that any member of the family could leave

  their home. They found themselves under siege, in a very small house. Tensions ran high.




  Zelda had spent her time harassing her new agent, Helen Baldwin, who finally suggested in desperation that Zelda should try to get her family out of sight, out of London, ‘to allow the

  media to move on . . . and to put a little space between the scandal and your future projects.’




  Which Zelda translated, not inaccurately, as, ‘Get the fuck out, you washed-up has-been, and stop bothering me!’




  The final straw was when a particularly reckless journalist was discovered trying to take photographs through the baby’s bedroom window, in the middle of the night. The police were called,

  but by the time they arrived the culprit had disappeared.




  The family had all had enough; they were frightened and frayed. One thing was clear: their mews house was no longer a viable place to live in the maelstrom of a media feeding-frenzy. The family

  needed to get away, without being followed. In a brilliant stroke of ingenuity Jake had managed to orchestrate a moonlight flit through a somewhat surprised neighbour’s flat.




  And so, here they were at what felt like the end of the road.




  The end of this particular road had turned out to be Boy Banbury’s estate in Oxfordshire. It could be described as quite a lovely road; but not to Zelda, not today.




  She glanced out at the garden. The lawn was overgrown, the borders wild with flowers and shrubs. If the mist had lifted, to reveal a sunny morning, things might have seemed different. But the

  sky was a dull grey, and, as she stood there, dejected, looking out onto that chaotic, neglected place, the dreadful reality of her situation finally dawned on her.


  

  Everything she loved was lost.




  





  CHAPTER THREE





  The Banbury family had been sitting around in the kitchen for ages. It was everyone’s favourite place to congregate at the Court.




  It was a vast room, with four sets of French windows leading out onto a walled vegetable garden. The Aga kept it warm all year round and, on this particularly chilly summer morning, it was alive

  with excited chatter about the spectacular fall from grace of their new neighbours and guests.




  In fact, the Spenders were the topic of choice at practically every breakfast table in the land, and the Banbury girls were pretty thrilled to find themselves in a somewhat exclusive position at

  the very heart of the drama, amongst all the main protagonists.




  That is, except for Doone, who thought the whole thing, ‘Absolutely dire. Typical of our disgusting celebrity-obsessed society.’ She declared herself mortified that they should be

  sheltering such ‘low-life scum’ and she threatened darkly that, ‘Everyone better make fucking sure no one finds out they’re here,’ because, apparently, her Leeds Uni

  friends would not understand at all.




  Boy responded brusquely to her derogatory remarks. ‘It isn’t in anyone’s interest to find out where the Spenders are hiding, except the press obviously! That’s the whole

  point of them coming here.’ He felt this might be an appropriate moment for some sage fatherly guidance. ‘You should know better than to judge them until you’ve met them

  anyway.’




  He proceeded to clatter about looking for a clean saucepan. The old butler sinks were piled high with unwashed pots and pans.




  Boy had been quite surprised to hear from Jake. They had seen very little of each other in the past twenty years. When they’d run into each other by chance, in the street, a couple of days

  previously Boy had thrown out a casual, ‘If things get too tough come and hide out with us. My mother’s house is empty now so . . .’ The sort of glib throwaway line he often

  uttered. He was a generous man, despite the fact that he had little left to be generous with. He never seriously imagined that Jake would ever need to take him up on it; certainly not so soon.




  But Jake Robinson was the kind of friend you could just pick up with any time, he was funny and clever. They had been inseparable at Cambridge. Having him around again might be fun.




  Since Jake had married Zelda Spender, they only got the chance to see each other occasionally, when Zelda was away filming. Then they would go off, on riotous nights out, get completely wrecked

  and Boy would have to spend days recovering. Jake had always been able to drink him under the table.




  He hadn’t actually laid eyes on Zelda for years. He was pretty sure she had always disapproved of him and he certainly disapproved of her. She struck him as a dreadfully spoilt woman and

  he could never work out what Jake saw in her. Nor could he understand how they were still together, particularly after this recent humiliating debacle.




  But then Jake was a very loyal person. Boy was feeling rather cheerful at the prospect of having him around. He had been quite overwhelmed by all his daughters’ demands since Frances,

  their mother, had . . .




  There was a clatter. Flora had found a saucepan, which she handed to her father. Boy got back to thinking about breakfast. He took some eggs from a basket by the Aga and as he broke them into

  the pan he thought longingly, ‘If only there was some bacon too.’




  Doone and Flora sat quietly at the kitchen table ignoring their little sister, Kitty, as she gaily performed a song from Les Misérables.




  Boy had an old tweed jacket draped over his shoulders, his chest was bare and with his pyjama bottoms slung low he looked much younger than forty-two, almost like a brother to his daughters. He

  began humming along to Kitty’s song, a cigarette clamped between his teeth, as he expertly proceeded to scramble some eggs.




  ‘Less of the Glums, someone get the fucking toast!’ he mumbled.




  Doone got up to pop up the toaster, which was beginning to smoke a bit. Flora surreptitiously helped herself to a cigarette from the packet on the table.




  Doone spun round. ‘Get your own cigarettes! I’m fed up with you cadging mine.’




  ‘Can’t afford any. I haven’t got a student loan like some people.’




  Doone looked daggers at her sister.




  Boy took the saucepan off the Aga and took another drag before asking, casually, ‘Student loan! Doone, darling, how crafty of you. How did you get that?’




  ‘It’s not rocket science, I just applied. Everybody has one.’




  ‘Really, do they? Maybe I should apply for one. How much is it? Could be bloody handy; things are pretty tight at the moment.’




  ‘Things are always pretty tight! And you have to be a student to get one, obviously.’




  ‘That sounds perfect. I could study again. I’d like that. Maybe something useful this time, like estate management or something.’




  ‘Bit late for that, I’d say, Boy-oh!’ Doone sparred. ‘If that’s all you can come up with then we really are buggered!’




  Kitty stopped singing. ‘Maybe the Spenders can lend us some money. They are very, very, very rich.’




  Flora jumped up to sit on the Aga and casually lit the cigarette she’d stashed. ‘Not any more, Kitty. That’s why they’re hiding here, because they can’t afford to

  go anywhere else. Most people would have just disappeared to hide in another country. But disappearing is expensive when you are as famous as them. We are the cheap and easy option.’




  ‘Nothing new there then.’ Doone took the lit cigarette away from Flora and defiantly put it into her own sultry mouth, gently blowing the smoke into her sister’s face.




  Boy was surprised at how well-informed his sixteen-year-old daughter was about the Spenders’ situation. He was mystified by the endless fascination people seemed to have for the details of

  celebrities’ lives and he was vaguely disapproving of his young daughter’s expertise in that area.




  Flora had got down from the Aga; it was too hot to sit on. She buttered the toast, Boy doled out the scrambled eggs and they tucked in. All except for Doone, who pushed hers away dismissively

  and said, ‘I bet they are all ghastly, and I hope you don’t expect us to hang out with them.’




  ‘I think they look lovely, they can hang out with meee!’ said Kitty.




  ‘Me too,’ Flora agreed. She certainly intended to hang out with them, as much as humanly possible.




  Boy looked at his eldest daughter warily. ‘There, everyone else is on board. They are our guests, they have had an absolutely horrific time . . . so I’d appreciate a little

  compassion from you.’




  ‘Oh, yes, because we are all so lucky and nothing horrible has ever happened to us. Jesus, Dad!’ Doone stood up and stormed out of the kitchen.




  Boy knew she very was cross, because she never, ever called him Dad.




  At the other end of the room something stirred on one of the enormous battered sofas. An old wolfhound slowly got down, shook itself, yawned loudly and followed Doone out.




  Boy considered going after her. But he thought perhaps he’d better leave it for a bit. Yes, he’d let her calm down first.




  *




  Doone felt very annoyed. She had kept her loan a secret from her father for a reason and now her bloody sister had gone and mentioned it. Her family really was the limit. She

  couldn’t believe she had the whole summer stretching ahead of her with them and some new lunatics to add to the mix. It was going to be hell. She wondered how she might get away.




  Maybe I’ll get a job, she thought. God, what a nightmare. She opened the library door and let the dog out onto the lawn.




  ‘There you are, Oscar, I’d make a run for it if I were you.’




  The dog looked up at her adoringly, then he loped out into the garden.




  





  CHAPTER FOUR





  Zelda had had a little lie down. Then she had pulled herself together again, and made a plan. Zelda adored making plans; she prided herself on her resourcefulness and

  resilience.




  This plan had a way to go, but it went roughly along the lines of: tell the new agent, Helen, to push for a job that could redeem her client, Zelda, in the eyes of the public . . . OK, she

  wasn’t quite sure what that job might be yet, but that’s what her bloody agent was for!




  In the meantime she intended to get herself back into shape. Locked up in the mews house in London, hemmed in and stressed, she had been guzzling all sorts of forbidden things and she was

  feeling distinctly out of control. Get the body back into tip-top nick and the mind would follow. That’s how it always worked for her and she didn’t see why it wouldn’t do so now.

  She just needed to get on with it.




  She had rummaged through her luggage and was dismayed by the lack of warm clothes; Jake had made them pack in such a rush. She wasn’t used to packing her own cases anyway and she certainly

  wasn’t expecting to be hiding out in a damp bloody fridge of a house, in the vilest summer on record. She eventually found a tracksuit and some trainers.




  So now she was up and ready to go.




  Headphones on, cap on; not that a disguise was really necessary in the middle of nowhere, she realised, but old habits die hard.




  Zelda set off at a steady jog up the drive, which was full of cracks and pot-holes in the tarmac, not a running surface she was used to. She saw a grass track to her left and swung onto it,

  running steadily up a gradual slope through a wood.




  Watery sunlight had begun to filter through the old beech trees and even Zelda had to acknowledge that it looked rather charming. Perhaps this would be a nice place to run after all. She pushed

  on, up the hill, and was amazed to find that the path opened up to reveal a wide, dark lake, which disappeared around a bend further along the treeline.




  Zelda stopped for a moment, her hands resting on her slender hips, panting gently, before turning up her iPod and continuing her run. Listening to one of her favourite songs, she felt her

  spirits lift.




  As she ran, a pair of ducks took off, startled, flying low across the water.




  For a while she found herself running in sunlight, and she began to smile. Then she disappeared back into the shadows again as she moved lithely along the far side of the lake. She was wondering

  whether to do a second lap, she was enjoying herself so much, when she suddenly felt something knock her from behind.




  She was falling and the ‘something’ dragged her tracksuit bottoms down with it.




  Something? Someone!




  Zelda realised to her horror that she was being attacked, brought down on the hard ground, by a maniac! She kicked out wildly, which wasn’t easy, with her trousers at half-mast. She kicked

  again and felt her foot hit its mark – hard. Her attacker swore and relaxed his grip. She struggled to her feet, clumsily pulling her trousers back up, and ran off blindly screaming,

  ‘Help . . . help!’




  But she knew no one could hear her. She was in the horrible, frightening, desolate countryside; being pursued by a monster. She didn’t dare look back. She could feel him coming after

  her.




  She ran on wildly until she arrived back at the Dower House, where she burst through the front door, screaming hysterically, ‘Jake, Jake! Call the police!’




  Jake emerged from the study. ‘What’s the matter?’




  ‘Someone tried to rape me!’ Zelda felt like bursting into tears. ‘I was running, and he attacked me; knocked me over from behind. Call the police!’




  ‘By the time they get here he’ll be gone. Where were you?’




  ‘By . . . by the lake.’




  ‘OK, I know where that is. Sit tight, I will go and see if I can catch the bastard. Are you alright? Apart from knocking you over did he . . .?’ Jake looked concerned.




  ‘No, I kicked him off. But he was very strong. Don’t leave me, Jake . . . don’t go after him. Call the police.’




  But Jake was up and at the door, shouting, ‘Ed, get down here, look after your mother, now!’




  Ed appeared. ‘What’s up?’




  ‘Just hang on with Mum for a minute, OK?’




  Jake rushed out, slamming the front door behind him, then darted back in again to grab a golf club from a dusty old bag in the hall.




  Ed asked his mother what was wrong.




  ‘Someone attacked me in the woods. I knew we shouldn’t have come here.’ She sniffed and hugged Ed.




  Filled with fury that someone should have tried to hurt his lovely mother, Ed immediately grabbed another golf club and flew out after Jake, shouting at his cousin Dusty, ‘Call the

  police!’




  He was running along the drive when he heard something from the woods. To his surprise he saw his father, calmly walking next to a tall, fair-haired man and they were laughing. As they drew

  nearer Ed could see a huge amount of blood running down the man’s face.




  *




  ‘I seem to have located your attacker,’ Jake announced as they entered the kitchen. ‘May I reintroduce you to my old friend Boy!’




  ‘What the hell are you talking about! Have you lost your mind? He attacked me, tried to rape me!’




  ‘I didn’t, actually.’




  Jake handed Boy a drying-up cloth, which he held to his face and mumbled, ‘Thanks.’




  Boy stepped towards Zelda and she pulled back dramatically, shrieking, ‘Stay away from me!’




  Boy retreated, embarrassed and a little annoyed. ‘Frank and I were doing a bit of tree-felling up by the lake. You appeared out of nowhere, we yelled “Timber!”, but you just

  kept on coming! So I had to tackle you, or the tree would have, and that could have been quite nasty.’ He held out her headphones. ‘These came off when you kicked me. I’m sorry I

  frightened you.’




  ‘Well, I’m sure Zelda’s very sorry she kicked you!’ Jake offered.




  ‘I am not! He attacked me. Whose side are you on?’ Zelda glared furiously at her husband.




  Dusty appeared, still carrying the baby. ‘The police are on their way.’




  Zelda looked panicked. ‘Well, stop them! The last people we need snooping around us now are the local coppers. We know how watertight they are! They’ll be onto the press with our

  whereabouts within seconds. You didn’t tell them who we were, did you?’ Zelda’s voice rose again.




  Dusty looked confused. ‘Sorry, I thought you said . . .’




  Boy interjected, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll sort them out. We’re not in London now. Nobody is interested in that sort of thing here.’ His implication was

  clear.




  Zelda knew he meant no one was interested in her. God! He really was bloody rude. She’d known coming to this place would be a disaster. Collecting up what was left of her dignity,

  she swept out of the room.




  ‘Sorry about that,’ Jake said. ‘Let’s have a look at what she’s done to you. A nasty kick in the face, that’s familiar – ouch!’




  ‘My mother kept first-aid stuff up there.’ Boy pointed to a cupboard. Dusty handed the baby to Jake and went to get the things she needed to patch up their host’s face.




  She came over with a bowl of Dettol and some cotton wool. ‘Hi, I’m Dusty.’




  Boy smiled a bloody smile and said, ‘Hello, Dusty,’ as if he really didn’t know who she was.




  Which was kind, because, as Dusty was only too well aware, everyone always knew exactly who she was: the daughter of the late, great, tragic Georgia Cole, famous singer and even more famous

  fuck-up. Yes, that was Georgia’s legacy to her daughters, to be known as ‘those poor little girls’ for evermore.




  Dusty gently bathed away the blood from Boy’s handsome features. He was tanned from a life spent mostly outdoors, and she could see small white lines when he creased and uncreased his eyes

  as he tried not to flinch while she cleaned him up.




  In turn, Boy studied Dusty’s sweet face. Fair-haired and with flawless skin, she was much prettier in the flesh than in her pictures. A child-woman. He supposed she must be a bit younger

  than Flora, with the same caring nature, he could tell. Flora’s Goth exterior concealed her soft heart from most of the world, but not from her father. Boy knew that the motherless girls had

  much in common, both caring for younger siblings.




  Dusty stepped back and put the bloodied cotton wool back into the bowl.




  ‘I think it’s OK now, the cut’s not too bad. But you might get a black eye.’ Dusty wrinkled her nose. ‘Bad luck!’




  Boy thanked her. ‘You must come up and meet my girls. They are very excited that you’re here. They’re pretty sick of me as a companion. Bring Ed too, all of you, in

  fact!’ He looked at Jake. ‘Come for supper tomorrow night, after you’ve settled in?’ He started to head towards the door.




  Jake stood up too. ‘Love to. Thanks so much. God, I’m sorry about all this, hurling ourselves on your mercy, then attacking you!’




  ‘No, no. It’s fine, a mistake, understandable, and she’s obviously quite highly strung.’




  ‘You’re not kidding.’ Jake continued out onto the drive with Boy.




  ‘Highly strung, but a very nice arse!’ Boy laughed.




  ‘Sadly, you are not the only bloke to have noticed that.’ Jake grimaced. ‘Hey ho!’




  Boy turned to his friend, a little embarrassed by his faux pas, and gave him a manly pat on the shoulder. ‘It’s really nice to see you, Jake. Glad you’re here; could do with a

  friend. Surrounded by too many women. No idea what’s going on most of the time.’




  Jake studied his friend’s face. ‘Sorry, so caught up in my own stuff, forgot to ask about Frances. Any news?’




  ‘Not really. I’ll tell you about it tomorrow. Come about eight?’




  ‘Lovely, thanks, Boy. This is beyond the call.’




  A police car pulled into the drive.




  Boy approached it at once. ‘Sorry, Peter, I was just about to call you; false alarm. Just a bit of a misunderstanding.’




  Sergeant Peter Powell nodded to him then looked across at Jake. ‘Morning, Mr Robinson. We heard you were here.’




  Jake was taken aback. ‘Oh, right, thanks. We were hoping to be under the, you know, radar.’




  ‘Don’t you worry, your secret’s safe with us. Most discreet force in England, the Thames Valley Constabulary.’ He touched his nose. ‘We’re not like them in

  London, no, no, no. A lot of important people live around here. Happy valley and all that.’




  ‘Very grateful, Peter, sorry to get you out here . . . sure you’ve got a lot of important things to do?’ Boy patted the top of the police car.




  Sergeant Powell put the car into reverse.




  Before pulling away again he glanced up at Boy and said, ‘I should have that cut looked at if I were you, Lord Banbury. Might need a stitch and a bit of witch hazel on it. Witch hazel

  works a treat when someone’s been beaten up.’ His face was impassive as he drove off, narrowly missing a battered green van, as it swung into the drive.




  A young woman jumped out and went to open the back doors. Boy gave her a silent wave as he strode off, and she waved back gaily.




  She grinned at Jake before disappearing into the back of the van. He heard a muffled, ‘I’m Karen . . . look after the house . . . got you a few supplies here. I’ll make up the

  beds and then, if you give me a list, I’ll get whatever else you . . . for tomorrow.’ She re-emerged, pushed back her unruly auburn curls, smiled and said, ‘Told you’re

  keeping yourselves out of the limelight?’ Without waiting for an answer she picked up the box of groceries and walked into the house.




  Before Jake could respond, she was gone. So that was Karen, Jake thought; Frank, the estate guy, was clearly a very lucky man.




  Maybe this was what he needed, a simple country life.




  ‘Jake!’ Zelda shrieked from the house.




  ‘What?’ he hissed, as he went back inside.




  He found his wife in the hall.




  ‘Dusty tells me we are going up to that idiot’s place for supper tomorrow! Have you forgotten there is a baby in the house? Who is going to look after it?’




  ‘Oh, I expect we can take her with us, or maybe you can stay behind and look after her!’ Jake teased.




  Zelda was flummoxed. The last person on earth she wanted to spend an evening with was bloody Boy Banbury. But being left here, looking after the baby, wasn’t something she relished the

  prospect of either.




  Karen appeared from the kitchen. ‘I can babysit tomorrow if you like.’




  Zelda looked up sharply. ‘Who the hell are you?’




  ‘Oh, sorry, hi, I’m Karen, I look after the house.’ She held out her hand to Zelda. ‘Pleased to meet you.’




  Jake was impressed; she didn’t seem in the least bit intimidated by his fractious, famous wife.




  Zelda didn’t take the proffered hand, but just said, ‘Oh, good. Can you do something to sort out my room? It smells like someone died in it.’




  With that she turned on her heel and stomped off to investigate the Internet connection, or at least to find Ed and get him to fix it for her.




  Jake noticed that Karen raised an eyebrow slightly as she went past him to ‘sort out Zelda’s room’. He felt embarrassed on his wife’s behalf; her tactlessness knew no

  bounds. But he was trying to make allowances for her behaviour. He understood that she was on the verge of a breakdown because of everything that had happened. She was still, understandably, in a

  terrible state about Valentine, her beloved son.




  He knew he’d lost a lot himself too. But it was different for him. He and Zelda were miles apart now. Kate’s ‘tell-all’ book had gone off like a bomb, ripping through the

  family, revealing some very compromising secrets. Jake wasn’t sure if they could ever get back to where they were when they’d moved back into the Mews. A golden time, that brief

  renaissance in their marriage.




  But at least he hadn’t relapsed. He was proud of that and grateful for it. He knew that taking to the bottle would be the last thing he and his family needed, when they were in a fullblown

  crisis already.




  Although he wouldn’t be able to get to meetings for a while, his sponsor in AA had assured him that he could call any time, day or night, if he felt he was in danger of a slip. He had

  managed so far, and having weathered a raging media storm, he felt pretty confident he’d be OK. When they had settled in a bit he intended to get back to writing his novel. The study at the

  Dower House was very peaceful and he felt he would be happy, locking himself away to work there.




  There were reasons to be cheerful. You just had to look for the positives; he was trying to take that advice to heart, but it wasn’t always easy.




  





  CHAPTER FIVE





  Cleo Spender put down the telephone to her agent, turned to her husband Max and said brightly, ‘Well, that all seems to be fine. Apparently the television company is

  still delighted to go with my Against All Odds show. It will be signed and sealed later today.’ She jumped to her feet with the agility of a thirty-year-old. Which was impressive for

  a woman in her mid-seventies.




  She smoothed down the skirt of her slim, chic Chanel day dress and said, ‘Ha! So that little bitch, Kate, may have dragged us all through the mud. But apparently there is . . . how did my

  agent put it? Plenty of appetite for a show featuring the magnificent Cleo Spender, pitched against the elements.’ She threw her magnificently toned arms in the air. ‘Ta-da!’




  Max smiled at his wife and said, between gritted teeth, ‘Appetite for seeing you suffer, more likely, my sweet!’




  Cleo shot back, ‘Maybe you should come with me on this trip. They’d certainly like to see you suffer!’ Thinking vengefully: so would I! ‘After all,’ she

  continued, ‘it’s only going to be a jaunt in a little boat, through the Northwest Passage, in the chilly old Arctic, so it won’t be like Everest. I know you couldn’t have

  climbed that with me, obviously! But a boat? After all the time you’ve spent cruising? It would be a doddle for you.’




  Max ignored the double-entendre. ‘No, no, darling. I wouldn’t want to cramp your style. It’s you they want, you are the star, always have been, always will be.’ He

  wandered away.




  He did feel a little twinge of guilt. The success of his long and happy marriage to Cleo had always been conditional on his playing the loving, generous husband. Now most of their money was

  gone; bloody bankers and hedge-fund mis-managing people! And Kate, that sly little PA, had not pulled any punches with her revelations about Max’s predilection for dalliances with young men.

  She even had the temerity to suggest that some of the boys might have been slightly under the age of consent. Which would have been libellous, if it hadn’t been true.




  Max had assured Cleo that he would be pursuing a prosecution. But in reality he wouldn’t, since stirring up any more dirt than was stirred up already would be extremely unwise. Their

  daughter Zelda felt the same way. What was it she’d said? ‘We are just going to have to suck it up!’




  He was relieved that Cleo was going to be away filming. A sabbatical would do them both good. He accepted that he would have to take things a bit easy for a while. He was beginning to feel his

  age; he would be seventy-nine in a few months. Maybe this would be a sensible moment for a bit of a break from what he called his extra-curricular treats . . .




  There was always Jamie, loyal, lovely Jamie; their butler and his friend. Jamie, who’d stood by them, through thick and thin. When he’d heard of their financial difficulties, he had

  even offered to work for no pay.




  Max had insisted that would not be necessary, but Cleo was tempted to accept. Which frankly gave Max a bit of a fright. She could be quite tight-fisted, it seemed, not something that had been in

  evidence when she was spending his money like water, during the long, extravagant years of their marriage.




  But when it was her money – money earned from her Cleo Climbs Everest show; almost a million! – she was as tight as hell. This did not bode well for the future and

  was another reason for Max keeping his head down and his dick clean. An expression that Max had never heard until his wife hurled it at him threateningly when the revelations in the book, and

  subsequently in the press, ran slightly amok.




  ‘Ah, well,’ he sighed to himself. At least they weren’t in as much of a pickle as Zelda.




  Max had lost a considerable chunk of his inheritance because of the mismanagement of his estate by his trustees, and many other financial vagabonds and thieves. But he hadn’t lost anything

  like as much as Zelda and Jake, who had been stripped of everything by Zelda’s ex-agent and nemesis, Lucien Dark.




  Max had never liked that man, hadn’t trusted him from the moment he first set eyes on him. Lucien might have once been the most powerful agent-manager on the planet, but he had lost some

  members of Max’s family their entire fortunes.




  Not only Zelda and Jake were affected, but poor little Dusty and Willow too. Their mother Georgia had been ‘looked after’ by Lucien Dark, up until her untimely death. So her fortune,

  from her astonishingly successful singing career, was lost along with the assets of many of the most famous entertainment-industry people in the world. There were a lot of very poor, furious

  actors, singers, directors and writers out in the cold, because of Dark.




  Oh, yes, Max thought, there will be a great day of reckoning for that bastard, sometime soon. He was still on remand awaiting trial. There were the other charges too, some of them very unsavoury

  indeed. Yes, Lucien Dark would be going to prison for a very long time but, unfortunately, that didn’t mean anyone would be getting any of their money back.




  This was beginning to be a bit of a problem.




  Max Spender was always happy to chuck his money about, that was the point of having it as far as he was concerned. His father had earned it, not him, and he had never been terribly interested in

  his money, until it was almost gone.




  Now that he didn’t have the wherewithal to be so profligate, he was finding his family’s financial demands rather awkward. He had already handed over quite a few thousand to Zelda,

  to tide her over, just until her new deals were signed, she had assured him.




  But since Kate’s book, there were no deals for Zelda, her next big film role had been re-cast and her lucrative contract with the cosmetics company Fabulous was well and truly over,

  cancelled due to her ‘tarnishing the brand and its fabulous reputation’.




  Now Zelda was muttering about boarding-school fees for Ed and Dusty and round-the-clock nannies for Willow; these were all things that were going to cost a lot more that Max could presently

  afford, and a lot more than Cleo would be interested in shelling out for.




  Times were hard indeed, and Max was pretty sure they were going to get harder.




  His mobile rang. ‘Zelda’ flashed up on the screen; his darling girl!




  He pressed ‘ignore’. He really wasn’t feeling up to that now and he was slightly worried that she might have found out that Cleo had been commissioned to do another show.




  That would cause a lot of resentment between the two most competitive women on earth: his wife and his daughter.




  He thought he might just go down to see Jamie in the kitchen, have a glass or two of Bollinger. Cheer himself up a bit.




  





  CHAPTER SIX





  When Boy had returned from the Dower House that morning, he found his eldest daughter alone in the kitchen.




  ‘What’s happened to your face?’




  Boy toyed with the idea of telling her that a tree had fallen on him, but he realised that the truth would come out soon enough. So he’d better just be straight with her. Annoyingly, it

  did rather confirm her worst suspicions about Zelda Spender.




  He tried to play it down, unsuccessfully.




  ‘So she kicked you in the face, before she’d even said hello, or thanks? Nice!’




  ‘I think I gave her a bit of a fright.’




  ‘I can’t imagine why. I thought falling underneath every man she met was her speciality.’




  ‘Oh, don’t believe everything you read. I’m sure she’s a very nice woman once you get to know her.’ He tried to sound convincing; for his friend Jake’s sake,

  he wanted to keep the peace. Being on the wrong side of Doone was a scary place to be.




  He wasn’t sure how to break his other news, so he just dived in. ‘Well, I’ve asked them all to supper tomorrow night. So you can judge for yourself.’




  Doone said, ‘Pity I won’t be here. I’m going to see Charlie, some of the band are down and he’s asked me over.’




  Disquietingly for Boy, Doone had recently made friends with the lead singer of the Giant Spiders, Charlie, who had moved nearby to start a llama farm. His reputation as a very wild man was

  well-known, even to Boy, and he had already had words with Doone about their friendship.




  Boy said, ‘Oh shit! But I will need you here. I can’t cook for them!’




  ‘You should have thought of that before you asked them!’ But then she had a flash of inspiration, a way of diluting an evening with the Spenders. ‘Maybe I should get Charlie to

  bring his chums over here for supper?’




  Not what Boy had anticipated. ‘But we are trying to keep the fact that they’re here a secret!’ he protested weakly.




  ‘Charlie’s band are so famous, they certainly wouldn’t be “grassing up” the Spenders,’ Doone reassured him, slightly patronisingly. ‘The Celebrity Code

  of Honour and all that.’




  Boy was perplexed, having not a clue what a Celebrity Code of Honour might be.




  Doone patiently explained what her pals had told her. ‘Never share the famous person’s whereabouts, phone number, address or email with anyone, ever. If you are famous and talking

  about someone else who is famous too, they are always “fabulously kind, down-to-earth, lovely people”, no matter how vile or deranged.’




  People only broke the code at their peril. Everyone knew that.




  Everyone except Boy, apparently.




  ‘Anyway,’ Doone said, ‘I can’t see what you’re worried about. No one need know that the Spenders are staying with us. They aren’t, technically anyway, they

  are in the Dower House.’




  Boy admitted that she had a point. And before he knew quite what had happened he found he had somehow agreed to his daughter’s plan.




  Now Doone had gone off for a long walk with her beloved dog, Oscar.




  She felt much happier at the idea of having some of her friends over with the Spenders. Charlie hadn’t been to Banbury Court before and Doone knew that, despite its shabby state, it was

  hard for anyone not to be seduced by its grand, romantic charm. She also knew she’d end up being the one having to cook the dinner; she might as well do it for people she liked.




  She started to make plans: lots of pasta, cheap and delicious, no ‘showing-off ’ food, not that they could afford any, anyway.




  She didn’t think Zelda Spender would eat pasta, but what the hell.




  *




  Flora and Kitty pushed open the door to the cellar and were immediately hit by the familiar smell of dry plaster and stale wine. Neither of them had been down there since the

  night their mother left.




  Flora flicked the light switch and the old cellar sprang back into somewhat dusty life. This place, part vault, part nightclub, had always been almost sacred to Flora. The impending dinner party

  seemed like a good reason to get it all going again; there hadn’t been any parties at Banbury Court for such a long time.




  A lot of happy, and some embarrassing, memories had been formed within the crumbly old walls and under the nightclub’s starlit sky; the ceiling was papered in midnight blue, printed with

  huge silver stars. The walls were covered with old posters from the ’60s and ’70s: Jimi Hendrix, Rod Stewart, Elton John, the Byrds.




  She and Doone used to love dancing around on the old sprung dance floor, pretending to serve each other drinks at the bar, smoking their first cigarettes, snogging their first boyfriends or, in

  Flora’s case, boyfriend, singular – if a snog with your best friend’s brother, once, counted as a boyfriend?




  Procol Harum’s ‘A Whiter Shade of Pale’ and anything by the Rolling Stones were their favourite old records. They used to play them over and over on the jukebox, dancing wildly

  for hours, until their mother or father came and told them to ‘Go to bed!’ Flora flicked a switch to see if the jukebox was still working. Pressing some buttons,

  ‘Satisfaction’ suddenly boomed out.




  The girls grinned at each other and started to dance. By the end of the song they were both quite puffed. They threw themselves onto the wide velvet banquettes; clouds of dust flew out of the

  cushions.




  Flora said, ‘I think we need to clean it up a bit, before tomorrow night. The bar is filthy and we should get some more glasses.’




  Kitty asked, ‘Can I do sweeping and mopping?’




  ‘You sure can,’ Flora said, ‘but don’t get it too wet, we don’t want it to be like Glastonbury.’




  Flora went off to find a light bulb for the lamp on the bar. She was going to search for candles too, as she liked the way they looked in the old wine bottles, which were caked in wax from the

  ’60’s – way back when her grandfather had had the cellar converted into a nightclub.




  *




  Their grandfather, Guy Banbury, was a famously wild and profligate man. His family home was once one of the finest small estates in the country. But he had managed to go through

  the family’s considerable fortune in one generation, which was a tragedy for Boy and his mother.




  Guy loved speed. Everything had to be fast. Racing cars were his passion for a while, a very expensive passion. Then he moved on to racehorses for a few years, but they didn’t prove to be

  fast enough either. Latterly, he spent considerable amounts of time at the gaming tables with the Aspinalls and Goldsmiths, but with less success than his chums.
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