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For Michael







Chapter One







WHEN ONE HITS the age of thirty-seven, then the pinnacle of manhood that is forty, which has been growing gloriously in one’s sights with each progressing year, is so close that one can actually, finally, sadly, glimpse what lies beyond – the steep decline to decrepitude that one’s forebears have already descended to en masse, and then the sudden precipice from which one tumbles into oblivion. 

Rather bleak, what?

But let no one say that The Honourable Neville Hardencourt IV (son of Lord Neville Hardencourt III, naturally enough) let circumstances get him down. 

No, as I contemplate my imminent arrival at “middle age” (for that is what my mother called it, as if it were some communicable disease I had been careless enough to pick up by taking the Tube to Covent Garden one evening instead of being driven), I remind myself, as I have always done throughout my adult years, that life is as one defines it.

And I, Neville Hardencourt IV, define life as an adventure one undertakes with gusto and joie de vivre, along with the contact details of wealthy distant relatives one can stay with when that joie de vivre makes one unpopular with the nearest and dearest. 

By which I mean my mother and brother. 

I shall get to my mother in due course, but first let me get the subject of my brother out of the way. 

Although I am the oldest, the family business nous and dashing good looks were passed to the younger of the Hardencourt heirs – my brother Eustace. 

Irritatingly handsome and effortlessly charming to those he wishes to ingratiate himself with, Eustace glides through life as if it were the calmest of seas and he its captain. 

He stands a dashing six foot with broad shoulders and flawless tan, I a weedy five foot nine with the tendency to turn strawberry pink at the first sunny day (which are mercifully few and far between here in London). He sports a full head of thick brown hair, while mine is mousy and can’t yet decide whether it will recede or leave me with a prominent bald patch behind.

As you would expect, he at thirty-five is married to a short, slightly plump, very efficient little wife who is progressively giving birth to short, slightly plump, very efficient little children. They have two so far. Or perhaps it is three. I never can keep up with the little assembly line they seem to have going. 

Eustace is also head of the family business. 

What the family business is exactly I never could quite get my head around, even when my father was alive. Something to do with trade. Ships are involved, I think. Or is it trains? Some form of transport that has been around for centuries and shows no sign of being put out of business by the advent of the Internet. 

Anyway, when Lord Neville Hardencourt III popped his clogs, his will divided the business and the family estate equally between Eustace and me. It quickly became apparent that my visions of setting myself up in a plush dark wood office with floor to ceiling bookcases and leather wingback chairs did not marry up with Eustace’s visions of the same office.

In fact, he bought me out of the business altogether. 

I didn’t mind really. After all, desks and offices aren’t really my thing. I’m more of a stocks and shares kind of man (by which I mean I employ a stocks and shares kind of man to do all that stocks and shares kind of stuff. I live off the interest. Or equity. Or whatever it’s called.).  

And now we come, naturally enough I suppose, to the subject of my mother, who, as this narrative begins, I am actually on my way to see. 

My father, Lord Neville Hardencourt III, although of British ancestry, was actually from the U.S. of A. (Thusly the numbering system for the family Nevilles.) He was also, at the time of him being an America, not a Lord. He saw a business opportunity in his youth to buy out a London-based company and so uprooted himself from a sleepy backwater of Maryland and returned himself to the heart of the Empire. 

It was here, on a stormy summer’s night, in transit between office and pub, that he met my mother, huddling in a doorway to keep herself dry on her way home from her job as a telephonist. 

It was love at first sight.

He says it was the clear blue of her eyes and the dimple of her smile that attracted him. She says it was the rain rendering her crepe blouse almost see-through. Whatever it was, the businessman from Maryland married a girl from Dagenham and together they began scaling the corporate and social ladder. 

By the time of his death, my father owned a sizable house in Kensington along with a country house, a yacht, and goodness knows what else. It is in front of this detached, three storey house with white render and sash windows that I now pull up in my Leopard Roadster.

I shall talk about the roadster, that love of my life, in good order, but we are now on the subject of my mother and so I shall pursue that to its conclusion. 

I hop out of my faithful automobile and brush down my neatly pressed navy blue trousers and natty tan knitted jumper. A quick run of the fingers through the hair brings everything back into place. Then I pull down the little zip at the neck of my jumper and tug the collar of my blue and white striped dress shirt out so that I look suitably laid back for meeting the matriarch. 

My mother still keeps a limited staff and so it is her butler, Sauvage, who greets me at the door with his typical raised eyebrow. His eyebrows, grey and neatly trimmed, are the only outcrop of hair on his round, plump head apart from a grey, neatly trimmed moustache that twitches whenever he is displeased – which is often. Apart from that he is your typical butler, proportioned like an inverted bowling pin, dressed impeccably in a black suit and bow tie.  The day a butler comes to the door dressed in anything but a three piece suit is the day we shall know England’s end is nigh.

“Mister Neville,” he says, in that same, diminutive manner he has used since he was first called to address me as “Master Neville” just after my christening. Not that I remember that first address, mind you. One usually doesn’t, being far too interested in sleeping, suckling, and keeping the laundry in business. It wasn’t until I was approximately five years old that I became aware of the servants round about me, as if until that point they had been strangely invisible to me. But I suppose that was not surprising as my father was strangely invisible to me also, and so he remained until his dying day. 

My mother, on the other hand, has never been strangely invisible to anyone. In fact, one cannot walk into a room, no matter how large, and manage to miss Lady Hardencourt.

Yes. Lady. My father received a life peerage at some point during my youth, which pleased my mother no end as it gave her a title and thereby compensated for the embarrassment she felt about her East London connections. With the title came a change in accent and a change in manner.

It is before this great, self-made personage that I am now introduced by Sauvage, using the same diminutive tone I referred to earlier. Indeed, were I ever to make it to matrimony and actually need to be introduced with wife in tow, I doubt Sauvage would know how to alter his condescension in the pronunciation of my name. Perhaps this is why the Neville Hardencourt line has insisted on naming the firstborn after themselves, to keep the butler distracted.

 Lady Hardencourt, or Mother as she will forthwith be known, is eating breakfast in the conservatory, a massive glass-panelled room overgrown with ferns, small palms, and other miscellaneous flowering bushes. The smell of damp soil hangs in the air, tinged with a floral fragrance – Jasmine perhaps – which may just as easily originate with my mother as it could a flower. Some large, pink flower with wrinkly petals is currently in bloom and seems to have taken great pleasure in dropping said petals over the white and green tiled floor as if it had rained down confetti on a miniature wedding overnight. 

Mother, her short coppery-blond hair set in large, soft waves like perfectly sculpted butter cream and her makeup perfect bar a smudge of egg yolk that has marred her deep red lipstick, rises from the wicker chair she has been seated in and holds our her arms in a come-here-my-darling-and-let-your-mother-kiss-you gesture. 

Though my mother is several inches shorter than myself (and I, as I have already outlined above, am not the towering pillar of strength one expects from the modern generation of men), her ample figure gives the impression of her being significantly more imposing than even my brother. She is shaped like a snowman whose head is slightly too large for its body but who makes up for the lack of proportion with beaming features.

I cross the tiled floor, obligingly allowing myself to be enveloped by the flowing pink chiffon sleeves of her morning dress. Jasmine perfume wafts from her person like fog from a fjord. I peck affectionately at her heavily powdered cheek and she smacks her lips at my jaw, leaving a smudge of lipstick and egg.

“So,” I say, pulling away and surreptitiously dabbing at my face with my handkerchief, “what can I do for you this morning, Mother?”

She waves for me to take a seat in the wicker chair placed across the glass table from her. On the table is the remains of a full breakfast spread, the cutlery and plates revealing what I guess to have been boiled eggs, toast, bacon, more toast, jam, tea, and possibly an early morning scone. 

“You need some breakfast in you first,” she says, the high timbre of her voice juxtaposed with the raspiness of her throat, which she puts down to the strain of old age but which Eustace believes is due to a secret smoking habit. “Sauvage,” she says, pronouncing his name as if he were a French import rather than a cockney with delusions of grandeur, “bring Neville some eggs and bacon and another pot of tea.”

That Sauvage is still in the room is a surprise to me, his silent presence blending him into the greenery, and yet he disappears before I can make my protests known. 

“I have no need of breakfast, thank you, Mother,” I say firmly. “I ate before I came.”

“What did you eat?” She raises one of her pencilled-in eyebrows at me. I’m sure she’s learnt the move from Sauvage, as I don’t remember the eyebrow raising being a problem in her younger years.

“Berries, yoghurt, and muesli,” I say proudly. 

I omit that I had bought it as a ready-made pack at Marks and Spencer on the way over but my mother blanches anyway. 

“What’s got into you?” she says. Before I can reply (something to the effect that hitting thirty-seven makes a man think about things like clogged arteries and other less mentionable problems associated with the ageing male), she says, “Ah, of course. Cecilia.”

It is now my turn to blanch.

“Yes,” says my mother with that dreadful knowing eye that tells you that whatever you think you have hidden from the matriarch, you are very much mistaken. Her features become grim. “I know all about Miss Cecilia Cardew.”

Suddenly the reason for my summons has become clear. I think I will have that bacon after all to quell the butterflies that are now doing the backstroke in my stomach.







Chapter Two







THE CONSERVATORY, WHICH until now had been pleasantly warm, collecting the insipid rays from above and concentrating them through the glass roof onto the floral menagerie surrounding the glass breakfast table, suddenly becomes sub-tropical and I find myself tugging at the collar of my white and blue striped dress shirt, even though the collar is unbuttoned.

The matriarch holds me in her stern gaze like a hovering falcon does a field mouse it has spotted amidst the undergrowth. She has spoken the name Cecilia Cardew and now she watches for those flickers of expression that cross her child’s face when he is attempting to slip one past the old flesh-and-blood.

Thankfully I have a practised poker face which can fool even the keenest card player. 

“Oh?” I croak nonchalantly, the wicker chair creaking as I attempt to slide myself back to a relaxed sitting position. “What does Cecilia have to do with this?”

“Don’t think I haven’t noticed those subtle changes about your person that only the presence of feminine influence has upon you.” The gaze does not alter. “You are wearing actual cuff links instead of those little bobble thingies for starters, which you only do when there is a girl in the offing.”

I finger the family crest on my silver cuff links as I remember the wise counsel that Puffy Bingly once told me. When being interrogated, first fish around to see what your interrogator already knows about the situation, lest you lead them to facts they have not yet uncovered. 

Too many good men crack under this kind of pressure and have hung themselves out to dry with their own tongue. 

Puffy would know. He had once been under the inquisition of the parents of a smart young girl of good breeding and headstrong character. She had convinced him to elope with her on the next full moon and he, being the chivalrous gentleman that he was, was willing to oblige her in any way she asked. However, when the girls’ parents invited him for afternoon tea and said, rather menacingly, that they knew of their daughter’s plans and did not approve, Puffy dutifully explained that the elopement would cause them no hassle at all and he’d have their daughter back by eleven thirty at the latest.

Unfortunately for Puffy, the parents had merely been referring to a shopping trip their daughter had planned with him for the next day during which she intended to purchase a cairn terrier. Seeing as they were a cat family, the parents were naturally alarmed. 

Not half so alarmed as they were, though, once Puffy spilled the matrimonial beans.

The elopement discovered, the parents forbade Puffy and the girl from ever seeing each other for the rest of their natural lives. Quite the rescue for Puffy, if you ask me, for it was discovered shortly after that he suffered from an extreme allergy to dog hair.

Still, in the present case, the outcome of an injudicious use of tongue at this moment could have far worse consequences. I had been most careful to keep knowledge of Cecilia away from my mother until the right time, for an introduction to Lady Hardencourt too early in a relationship could snuff out the flame of love as surely as a fire hose douses a candle, not to mention leave me in my mother’s bad books for a considerable length of time. 

I had not yet decided on exactly what concatenation of events would constitute the right time. Mother had strict expectations for the women who intended to wed her sons. 

With Eustace, Mother had listed very few requirements. Practical. Not extravagant. Of good family. And an excellent card player so that she and her daughter-in-law could entertain themselves of an evening when Lady Hardencourt came to call. Television viewing was out, apparently, unless it was To the Manor Born.

Eustace had only traversed this minefield twice. His first girlfriend wore a feather coat when she came to meet Mother, and her extravagance was noted, even though Mother herself had owned such a coat not two seasons before. 

The second girl, the now Mrs Eustace Hardencourt, passed the requirements with flying colours, so much so that I wonder if Eustace searched for a girl with Mother’s exact requirements in mind or schooled his beloved, Marcia Dullwood, in how to ingratiate herself with the other woman in his life. Knowing Eustace, neither was beyond his ability.

 Mother’s requirements for the woman who would be Mrs Neville Hardencourt IV, however, were far more stringent. 

The woman in question must be of strong character, someone who could take her oldest son in hand and make something of him, and yet not such strong a character as to cause her to clash with her mother-in-law. 

My first girlfriend, Susan Rutfield, who my mother herself had handpicked, fell foul of this one when they clashed over the subject of facial hair. Susan felt that a moustache would give me a more intelligent appearance, whereas Mother feared it would draw attention to my already-receding hairline, the outcrop of the one showing up the thinning of the other, you see. When Susan was not prudent enough to quietly submit to Lady Hardencourt’s feelings on the matter, Mother declared the relationship immediately ended. 

The fact that I had only been informed of the relationship’s existence several hours before, by my mother herself, meant this event had very little bearing on me. I barely knew the girl, although I had to admire her views on enhancements to my appearance and wished she had stayed the course a little longer.

The second requirement was an understanding of fashion: a woman who could take control of my wardrobe and keep my outfits classic without needless trendiness. 

Although my mother claimed to permit some leeway with this requirement, Francine Collins fell at this hurdle when she allowed me to wear a purple and yellow polka dot bow tie when attending La Boheme. 

Which was a shame. 

I really liked that tie.

The third requirement was for her to be a woman of intelligence, who could converse coherently on topics of politics, religion, and culture without offending anyone with opposing views. Dear Sofia Prince came a cropper on this one when she told a joke at a family dinner that started something to the effect of “a rabbi, the Pope, and Jesus walk into a bar.” She was marched out of the house before dessert. 

We never heard the punchline.

Fourth, if she must be a foreigner, let her be from no farther afield than Germany. But not German. Preferably from Greater London. 

I found this one to be the harshest of all, and protested that it hinted strongly of racism. Mother merely quoted the difficulties that cultural chasms caused in marriage and cited her own as an example – the Americans and the English not even speaking the same language, so she claimed. 

Zhang Ling and Pandita Badami never made it to the stage of meeting my mother. And Bridget Maxwell fell by the wayside when she opened her mouth to tell my mother how lovely it was to finally meet someone about whom she had heard so much, and revealed herself to be Australian.

The fifth requirement was that the woman’s first name must meld seamlessly with the Hardencourt surname. I protested here too that surely in this modern day and age such things were of so little importance as to be ridiculous, but still Mother would have none of Lexi Poplar, Jenny-Rae Lewis, and Candice Ferrer (known as Candy to her friends). I pointed out to each of these women the simplicity of changing one’s first name along with one’s surname when marrying, but each found this suggestion strangely offensive. My mother felt this was just as well seeing as she would no doubt not get on with parents who could call their children such hideous names. 

And so we come to Cecilia Cardew, a blunt and famously outspoken interior designer with eclectic dress sense, whose father is English and mother is Vietnamese. A stunning looking woman, with a wit that can slice glass and a confidence that mesmerises even the most self-assured man. But as far as meeting Mother’s requirements, the best that can be said about her is that Mrs Cecilia Hardencourt doesn’t sound half bad.

“How long are you going to sit looking like a stunned codfish?” asks my mother, bringing my concentration back to the conversation at hand. 

I blink at her, buying myself a moment to gather my thoughts. “I like looking like a stunned codfish,” I reply. 

“Rubbish,” she says. “Close your mouth before something flies into it.”

I comply, noticing that my bacon and eggs has appeared before me. Sauvage’s stealth capabilities really are a marvel.

“We were speaking,” says my mother, with the impatience of one talking to a child of dubious intellect, “about your latest attachment – one Miss Cecilia Cardew.”

“Were we?” I take up my cutlery and begin dissecting my first fried egg. “What about her?” 

“You know I don’t like secrets being kept from me, Neville.” She purses her lips for emphasis. “Especially when it comes to the women in your life.”

“Mother!” I say, looking up from my plate, quite shocked at her tone. “You make it sound like I have been running after every skirt who crosses my path.”

“Haven’t you?” She raises that pencilled eyebrow once more. 

I look around to check Sauvage is not coaching her from behind me. The room is, thankfully, empty. 

“Indeed I do not,” I say, systematically layering egg, bacon, and toast in such a way that I can spear them with my fork. “I am very selective about the women I pursue. They must meet a certain grade.”

A snort escapes her. “Grade? Is that what you call it? I would think it had more to do with their dress size.”

“I would have you know, Mother,” I say between munches of toast and bacon, “that I am a very discerning man with fine taste in women.”

She sets her jaw to prevent another unladylike snort from escaping. “We are wandering from the topic.”

I cut a corner from the toast and use it to mop up the egg yolk that is oozing over my plate. “What is the topic, Mother? I find it strangely vague.”

“The topic,” she says, reaching behind the cushion of her wicker chair, “is this.” 

With a flourish she drops a thick glossy magazine onto the table with a thump.

I cease my mopping and allow the egg to bleed dry. 

So. She did indeed know all.







Chapter Three







I LIKE TO think of myself as a rather photogenic kind of person, able to pull off suave and sophisticated from any angle. Even so, the photograph of myself that graces the August cover of Designer Magazine, which now lies face up on the breakfast table between myself and my mother, takes my charm and good looks to an entirely new level.

Perhaps it is the light purple Armani dress shirt that I am wearing, perfectly creaseless, with double cuffs and collar of a darker hue. Or the dark green waistcoat and suit trousers, wool blend with a sheen, which sets the purple off to even greater effect. Or perhaps it is simply the airbrushing that all good cover photos require, which gives me a full head of hair and a slightly more pronounced jaw line. 

Still, I doubt any of these elements are responsible for catching my mother’s eye.

No, I believe the thing that has really grabbed her attention is the woman gracing the cover with me.

Cecilia Cardew stands next to me, her shoulder-length black hair blowing in an artificial wind, her curves accentuated by the figure-hugging, off-the-shoulder, knee-length dress, the perfect orange to match my outfit. 

The same orange as the untied bow tie which is draped around the collar of my shirt, the ends of which she holds in her hand as if she is leading me like a horse to water.

She looks sultrily at the reader, her deep orange lips parted as if she is about to speak directly from the page.

Or sneeze.

Which is not unlikely considering the gale that seems to have seized her hair.

Mine is, thankfully, completely untouched.

Mother clears her throat in the distinctive manner that implies my attention is not where she wishes it to be.

“I didn’t realise you were a subscriber of Designer Magazine,” I say, my eyes lingering on the cover for just a little longer. 

“I am not,” she says pointedly. “Eustace brought it around last night.”

“I didn’t realise Eustace was a subscriber of Designer Magazine,” I say, still not yet ready to relinquish my gaze.

Mother slams her hand down on the table, rattling plates, cutlery, and cups. “Neville. Subscriptions are not at issue here.”

“Perhaps not,” I say, finally looking up. “But I do take it this issue was purchased legally.”

“How long did you think you could keep this a secret from us?” Her stare burns like the midday sun in a parched land. 

“I didn’t think it would be a problem.” I return my attention to my egg-stained toast. “I did not realise Designer Magazine had such a wide distribution.”

“I mean the girl,” she says, tapping a manicured fingernail forcefully on Cecilia’s face, leaving indents in the paper. “Although we will come to the magazine article in due course.”

I do not like the sound of this. It seems this meeting with my mother has an itinerary and therefore could be quite lengthy. This isn’t what I want to hear as I have promised to meet Cecilia at half past eleven to help her set up for a luncheon gathering at Hampstead Heath and it is already past ten thirty. She is very picky about promptness, is dear Cecilia. Half an hour either way greatly unsettles her for some reason. 

Still, not everyone can be as easy-going as I try to be. It is a quality I have spent a good deal of time cultivating. 

A quality I think my mother and brother would do well to imitate. 

“Surely mother, at thirty-seven years of age I do not need to account for my every movement. A man must have some independence.”

The flush of Mother’s face breaks through her make-up powder, giving a mottled effect. “Independence? You call this independence?” She digs her finger once more into Cecilia’s flawless features.

I tug the magazine away from the point of her nail, moving it to the side of my plate where I can run a quick hand over the damaged image. I don’t know why I feel so protective of a paper magazine. After all, I have several pristine copies of it at home and one already preserved in a glass frame. Still, one must have respect for such skilled artwork. 

I glance at my perfect hairline one more time before answering.

“Yes, I do call this independence. I had every intention of introducing you to Cecilia when the time was right.”

“And yet you felt it perfectly reasonable to introduce her to the entire readership of Designer Magazine and anyone who walks past the cover before you did your own family?”

As much as it pains me to admit it, I do see her point. 

Women have such a frustrating way of turning a subject on its head and coming out right in the end. It is a habit I have had to talk sharply to Cecilia about on several occasions. Once or twice one can let slide. But when it becomes a regular event, a man must put his foot down.

“Mother,” I say, reaching across the table and taking her hand in mine. “I had no idea which photo they intended to grace their cover. They take hundreds of photos at these shoot thingies. Most were of Cecilia alone. As much as you would like to believe that the world revolves around your beloved firstborn, they did not consult me on the matter. Merely told me where to look and when to smile.”

Mother wrenches her hand from my grasp, clasping it to her forehead as she stands up from her wicker chair. She paces back and forth across the tile floor once, from fernery to the pink flowering bush and back, then turns to look at me with simmering calmness.

“It astounds me,” she says, the rasp in her voice quivering, “that a family who has produced such intellectuals as your father and your brother, could somehow have popped you out as the first on the production line for this generation. I should have fired that nanny on her first day. I’m sure she dropped you on your head at a delicate developmental stage.”

I can’t make head nor tail of this feminine babbling and so I return to my breakfast, which is now too sodden with egg yolk to even contemplate. I therefore move on to my cup of tea.

“Did you have no concept of how this would appear to anyone who was acquainted with you? With your family?” She grabs the magazine from beside me and flicks through the pages until it falls open at the feature article. 

The page spread is a photo of a kitchen, one Cecilia has designed, with stone bench tops, chrome appliances, and white wood-grain cupboards. Cecilia, dressed in an equally stunning blue number, is leaning back against the bench, watching on as I, under her guidance, lean down to unpack a dishwasher. 

Mother flicks the page over and there Cecilia and I are in a laundry, she holding the box of laundry power with a smug look as I dig into it with a little plastic scoop, my face intent on my new duty.

The next page reveals me ironing while Cecilia lounges voluptuously on a nearby settee. Well, when I say ironing, I was, at the time, holding an iron in exactly the way the photographer had told me to, metal side down with a firm but relaxed grip on the handle. Up until that point I had never held such an appliance before. I am only grateful that the dratted thing wasn’t turned on. I hear they can do great damage if wielded by an amateur.

“Anyone acquainted with me would know that such photos were merely for show,” I respond. “I’ve never even set foot in a kitchen before. I have a valet.”

Mother throws the magazine into my lap with an hysterical huff. “I should have listened to your brother,” she says, going back to her pacing while clutching her forehead. “He said he should be here when I spoke to you, that we would do it together. That he would drum it into you somehow. But no, I figured not even you could be so thick as to—”

The door to the conservatory opens and an elderly head with a white bob of hair and a well-lined face looks in. “Are you both finished in here?” she says. “Only I had intended to trim the hibiscus before lunch.”

“Grandmother!” I cry, jumping to my feet and crossing the room to embrace my mother’s mother. She barely comes up to my chest, proportioned like a stick figure with a paunch, but she squeezes me, with the enthusiasm of a child who has discovered a long lost doll, until I fear she will suffocate in my shirt front. 

“I hear you have been domesticated,” she says, pulling back and thumping me heartily on the shoulder with an arthritic hand. Her Dagenham accent is still coming through strong even though she has lived with Mother for seven years now. She is wearing an old house dress made of some faded floral material that looks like it started life as curtains in the First World War. A tatty blue apron is tied about her with a bulging pocket in front housing a pair of gardening gloves and rusted garden shears.

“Don’t encourage him, Mummy,” Mother replies, stopping her pacing and gently patting at her hair to make sure her outbursts haven’t unsettled her coiffure. “And for the last time, you do not need to trim the hibiscus. We have a gardener.” She speaks with the tone of one addressing a younger sibling rather than a parent.

Grandmother pulls the aged gloves from her pocket and begins to tug them over her hands. “Yes, but the man has no idea what he’s doing. Just look at the state of this place. I’m sure I saw an aphid on the window in here just the other day.”

I see by the look of steel that enters my mother’s eye that this is going to be another one of their protracted battle of wills. Despite Mother’s valiant attempts at introducing her mother to the wonders of upper-class life, Grandmother is born of good working stock and can’t abide being left out of the household chores, primarily because she believes no one can perform the tasks with the required skill and attention that she has been exhibiting since infanthood.

Seeing my possibility for escape, I begin stepping backwards towards the door. “You’re quite right, Mother,” I say encouragingly. “I shall think on what we discussed. Toodle pip.” 

And with that I’m out the door before Mother has time to form a complete sentence.

I dash down the hallway and let myself out before Sauvage even knows I’m moving, closing the front door on the bellow of the maternal mastodon that has set off in pursuit.

I leap into my trusty roadster which hums to life as soon as I turn the key.

By the time Mother makes it to the kerbside, I am zooming off down the street, metaphorical dust in my wake.

But my years of experience with the wills of the Hardencourts tells me this altercation is far from over.




Chapter Four




I PROMISED EARLIER that I would come to the subject of my roadster in due course and now seems as good a time as any to introduce you to her. 

I say her, because to me she is quintessentially feminine. Sleek lines, stunning to look at from every angle, and a gorgeous purr. 

Although put like that she seems more feline than feminine. 

Perhaps she’s a feminine feline type of roadster. 

Whatever it is that draws me to my beloved car, I can only tell you that she holds a place in my heart that no woman has ever come close to touching. There is a loyalty and constancy to a car, a harmonising of purpose, that is unmatched in female-kind. You know that whenever you hop into the driver’s seat, your car will happily take you wherever it is you wish to go. 

No arguments.

No negotiations.

No delays.

Just smooth driving all the way.

And then she patiently waits until you are ready to leave, delivering you back to your door with as little fuss as when you left.

In this age of Ferarris, Porches, and Aston Martins, the classic roadster may seem like a has-been. But any true automobile connoisseur knows that you cannot really call a car a car unless it is a roadster. 

Everything else is merely imitation.

And this beauty that now zips along the mildly congested roads of London is not just any roadster. 

She is a customised Leopard Roadster.

Manufactured in Poland, each Leopard 6 Litre Roadster is individually made to the buyer’s specifications, with a limit of twenty-five produced a year. 

V8 engine. 6-speed gearbox. Nought to sixty in less than four seconds. 

Tan exterior and orange leather seats, with woodgrain dash. Soft top for those days when open air isn’t an option.

She is beautiful in every sense of the word. 

In fact, her company is so intoxicating that I miss my turning and must double back to make it to Hampstead Heath. By the time I have found my darling a parking space, it is a quarter to twelve. 

Fifteen minutes later than promised. 

Still, as I saunter across the fresh spring grass of the open parkland, staring down happily at my perfectly shined black Armani dress shoes, I consider that, although this day has gotten off to a rather rocky start, my devil-may-care attitude has been relatively undented. Mother and Eustace were always bound to get themselves in a tizz when they first discovered Cecilia’s existence, but this is merely par for the course. There are still another eight holes to go before the end of play and I have much experience in introducing women into my family. 

I can’t see a reason why they won’t love Cecilia, given time and a little coaxing. 

She truly is a charming woman.

“Neville, where have you been?” snaps the voice of my charming woman.

I look up to see Cecilia standing beneath a tree, dressed in a purple and gold frock that seems to be both fitted and flowing at the same time, with just a hint of Arabian Nights about it.

 “Ah, there you are,” I say, reaching out my hand to her as I stride the last few feet. “Looking as radiant as ever.”

I manage to get in a quick peck to the cheek before she pulls away and starts walking off toward a large white marquee that has been erected in the middle of the rolling parkland. The London skyline looks to be watching us warily in the distance. 

“You were supposed to be here at half past.” She looks a vision from behind, the heels of golden stilettos never touching the grass. Good thing too or they’d sink right through it. “I had some errands for you to run, some last minute things for you to help with.”

“Oh?” I say, feeling very little necessity to catch her up. “I thought this was a luncheon.”

“It is.” She swings around and gives me one of her frowns, the kind that means I am not yet on the same wavelength as she. “We’re setting up for it and you were supposed to be here to help.” She says these last words slowly and with emphasis, as if trying to inculcate them into my brain. 

“Ah,” I say, nodding, strolling up to her with my hands in my trouser pockets. “Right ho. What do you want help
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