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Dear reader,

Your first book always has a very special place in your heart. It is often a result of years of writing, re-writing, tears, glasses of wine, hopes and fears and a dream that sometimes seems impossible. At the turn of the century, as we slipped into the new millennium, I finally finished Honeycote, and sent it out into the world. A few weeks later, I had my first book deal.

I wanted to write a book about a large, slightly glamorous and sometimes dysfunctional family who live in a large rambling house in the Cotswolds. The inspiration for their business came when I was still working as a script editor in television and was researching locations for a new drama. I fell across a tiny brewery, steeped in tradition, that had been in the same family for generations. It was the perfect backdrop for my story, ripe for power struggles, feuds and takeovers, as well as complicated affairs of the heart, betrayal and good old-fashioned greed and envy.

And so the Liddiards of Honeycote Ales were born. Little did I know when I first started thinking about them that their antics would sustain me over three novels. But they endlessly provided me with material: the relationships between parents and children, husbands and wives, siblings, friends, lovers . . . And, of course, the brewery itself is a big part of village life. Many of the locals have been working there for generations, and the pubs belonging to the brewery are a rich source of story material, with their roaring log fires and cheeky barmaids.

From angelic Lucy, queen of the huge, chaotic kitchen at Honeycote House, to hapless, feckless Mickey, who can’t get by on charm alone for much longer, the Liddiards and their friends and neighbours are loveable, high-spirited and endlessly fascinating. At the root of their escapades is the importance of family, friendship – and, of course, food.

The books were first published as Honeycote, Making Hay and Just A Family Affair. We have re-titled them and given them a gorgeous new look so they can all be devoured in one greedy sitting. They are filled with passion and scandal – and are just a little bit naughtier than my later books. Perhaps it’s all that country air?

I still long to live somewhere like Honeycote. Whenever I re-read these books I feel as if I belong there. I want to go for Sunday lunch at the Honeycote Arms, whizz around the tiny lanes in a battered old sports car, be asked to the Liddiards’ for Christmas drinks . . . For Honeycote seems idyllic whatever the season, whether the hedges are white with blossom or snow.

So curl up on the sofa and come there with me. Fill up your glass of wine or your mug of cocoa and see what the Liddiards are up to. I know you will love them, for all their faults and impossible behaviour. You will laugh, cry, blush and fall in love, just as I did all those years ago.

And I suspect their story is not over yet . . .

With love,
Veronica Henry


A COUNTRY
WEDDING

Veronica Henry
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A COUNTRY WEDDING


Prologue

The little church at Honeycote was bursting at the seams. Toned buttocks vied with broader beams for space on the slippery wood of the pews. Shafts of golden sunlight pierced the stained-glass windows, shining on the congregation. The organist, confident now she was in her stride, shifted her repertoire up a gear. Usually, the service was over before she’d even had a chance to warm up, so she was taking advantage of this rare opportunity to demonstrate her musical prowess.

Every alternate Sunday, the stone walls were host to nothing more exciting than dull tweeds and gabardine. Today, the church was crammed with a veritable rainbow of colours in every imaginable stuff – silk, chiffon, velvet, linen and lace. Hats, it seemed, were back with a vengeance, from straw cartwheels trimmed with fruit to ostrich-feather headdresses to dainty pillboxes. And the scent! Most of the seven deadly sins were represented, and several more weaknesses besides – Envy and Obsession and Passion mingled with the woodier base notes of the men’s cologne.

Everyone was seated now. The initial cocktail party atmosphere had settled, the ritual two-cheek kisses and squeals of recognition over for the time being, although guests were still peering over their shoulders to see who had come in behind, wiggling their fingers surreptitiously in greeting. And raising eyebrows. Shrugging shoulders, as if to say ‘I don’t know what’s going on. Do you?’

In the front row, the mother of the bride took a deep breath, thanking God she had dropped two diazepam with her lunch. She’d chosen to wear a cream brocade coat dress woven through with metallic threads, picking out the bronze for her accessories – St Laurent courts and a matching clutch. Which she was now clutching, knuckles white with anxiety. This eventuality hadn’t been in her list of possible disasters. She had contingency plans for every technical hitch and natural disaster, but this hadn’t occurred to her in her wildest nightmare.

Achingly handsome ushers were stalking the aisles, exchanging worried glances whilst trying not to cause alarm. The organist ploughed valiantly on, drowning out the rustle of hymn sheets and the occasional cough. The vicar conferred with the best man. Not that he was in any hurry. Honeycote was a quiet parish; this was the first wedding he had presided over this year and he was determined to enjoy it. He was particularly looking forward to the reception – he’d been asked back to Honeycote House afterwards, and the Liddiard hospitality was famous. And he was partial to a pint or two of Honeycote Ale, which was bound to be on tap even if there were rumours abounding that the Liddiards were as good as bankrupt – again! – and the brewery was about to be sold off.

Ten minutes later, even the vicar was starting to have doubts. Twenty minutes was the longest he’d ever been kept waiting. The church clock struck the half-hour solemnly. As if anyone needed reminding of the time; the invitation had stated two o’clock quite clearly.

Outside the church, the bride’s fingers tightened around her bouquet. Her father gave her arm a kindly pat, and she tried to feel reassured. She wasn’t the hysterical type, but it was hard not to feel a little disconcerted.

After all, it was the bride’s prerogative to be late for the wedding, not the groom’s.


1

Six months earlier

Kay Oakley stretched out on her sun-lounger, wiggled her toes and decided that the deep plum polish the beautician had talked her into really was too dark. The nails looked bruised, as if someone had stepped on her foot. The infuriating thing was she’d known all along she wouldn’t like it, but had given in. Now she’d have to go back tomorrow and have them re-varnished her usual pillar-box red.

Then she sighed. Was this what her life had come to? When the colour of her nail polish constituted a crisis? It wasn’t as if another trip to the salon was even an inconvenience. She genuinely didn’t have anything better to do. And when had she lost the ability to paint her own toenails? When had the prospect of lifting a finger to do anything herself become inconceivable?

From an outsider’s point of view, she had little to complain about. The twenty-metre pool rippled in front of her, blue and inviting. The gardens were lush and well kept, the stone of the terrace glowed warm in the afternoon sun. The nearby poolhouse provided a wet room, a huge fridge stocked with beers, wines, and soft drinks, and a stack of fluffy towels that was replenished daily by the maids. A walkway sheltered by a vine-covered trellis meandered back up to the house, with its whitewashed walls and cool tiled floors. Her daughter Flora and her little friend splashed in the children’s pool under the watchful eye of the nanny.

She looked down at her body. Kay had never had a problem with weight, even after giving birth, but she had to admit she was in tip-top condition for a mother just on the wrong side of forty. Her stomach was flat, without a stretchmark in sight, and thanks to her healthy Mediterranean diet of meat, fish, vegetables and fruit, she had no cellulite. Her white Gucci bikini showed off her even tan – not too dark, for Kay was vigilant about not overdoing the sun. She knew from their social circle that there was nothing more ageing, except perhaps a forty-a-day habit. She didn’t want to look like a tortoise. Furthermore, there wasn’t a superfluous hair or skin cell on her. Every day she looked for some imperfection that could be ironed out, just to give her a challenge. She longed for a hairy mole or an unsightly bulge that she could get her teeth into, but thanks to her daily gym and salon visits there were none.

She reached out a languid hand for the tumbler of mineral water filled with ice and wedges of fresh lemon she’d picked off the tree earlier. Here she was, leading the perfect magazine existence, in a luxury villa on a luxury complex in Portugal, and she was bored out of her mind. She’d thought about getting a job, but there were none. At least nothing that would make it worth her while. She could get a job as a manicurist. Or as a guide, showing potential purchasers around the new developments that her husband Lawrence and his cronies were throwing up overnight. But neither of these opportunities was what she had in mind. She wanted something that would shake her out of her complacency. Something that would make her feel excited. Afraid, even. Something that would enable her to justify her place on this planet. It wasn’t as if they needed the money. At the moment, they couldn’t get rid of it fast enough. What she needed was some mental stimulation.

A few months ago, in desperation, she’d tried setting up a book club. Kay was no boffin, but she longed for some banter, some witty repartee. For the inaugural read she’d chosen Chocolat, because she didn’t want to put the other women off with anything too erudite. But out of six, only three managed to finish it, and the ensuing discussion revolved around the calorific content of the subject matter and the casting of Johnny Depp in the movie. Hardly an intellectual debate. Kay, who’d devoured it, adored it, and been enchanted by the concept of magical reality (which she’d read about in the reader’s notes on the website), realized she was onto a losing wicket. There were no like-minded women in her social circle. Kay had never been one for close friends, but she found that for the first time in her life she was lonely.

Added to which, she missed England dreadfully. She’d never considered herself particularly at one with nature, but she missed the changing seasons. The relentless Portuguese sunshine was driving her mad. She’d give anything for a sparkling frost, or a brisk autumnal breeze, or even a torrential downpour.

In her mind’s eye she longingly imagined Honeycote, the tiny village in the Cotswolds she and Lawrence had lived in before they moved here. It would be hunkering down for winter now, shedding its leaves, putting on its mantle of mist, the air crisp and sharp. And she was fairly certain its inhabitants could have managed more than five minutes of discussion on Joanne Harris before moving on to the inevitable salacious gossip about who was bonking whom in the local hunt.

Kay jumped to her feet and marched over to the children. The nanny eyed her warily, wondering if she had inadvertently put a foot wrong – were the children being too loud? Were they splashing too much? But no – Mrs Oakley was smiling at her.

‘You might as well have the rest of the day off. I’ll look after them.’

The girl blinked in astonishment, then panicked that she was going to be given her notice. The English never came out with what they were really thinking. Was this Mrs Oakley’s way of saying her services were no longer needed? Would she have a curt phone call that evening telling her not to bother coming back?

‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’ Kay was getting impatient. The nanny was dithering – didn’t she know a good thing when she saw it? Eventually she went, and Kay took the two little girls into the kitchen to make them milkshakes. Kay wasn’t a natural hands-on mother, but anything to stop the tedium.

She wasn’t sure how much longer she could endure this way of life. Swimming pool. Shopping. Beauty parlour. Shopping. Cocktail parties and barbecues. Shopping. There was nothing to strive for. Nothing to think about, except what to wear and whether to go one shade lighter or darker with the highlights. And what to throw on the barbecue each evening for the so-called friends they entertained night after night. Even though they could hardly be described as anything more than acquaintances. They were all indistinguishable from each other, the people that she and Lawrence mixed with. They all had the same values. Or lack of.

She took a carton of ice-cream out of the freezer and a box of huge ripe strawberries. If they were in England, she could be leading Flora round the paddock on a fat little pony. There were stables here, of course, but it wasn’t the same. She longed for trees and hedges and hills and valleys and ponds and streams. And air that was fresh, not air that hit the back of your throat.

Kay hulled the strawberries, throwing them carelessly into the blender. She wanted a change. She’d had enough. Nearly four years, they’d been here. Surely that was long enough? Surely they could go back to England now? Any gossip would have died down by now. They could start again afresh. Not that she cared about rumour-mongering, but she knew Lawrence was sensitive. He was the one who’d wanted to move away to escape the wagging tongues. Brazen Kay would have happily faced the speculation and scandal, but she gave in to his wishes. After all, he had made a pretty big sacrifice, taking her back when she’d given birth to another man’s child. So she had capitulated, initially seduced by the picture he painted of life in the sun. What wasn’t to like?

A lot, it now turned out. She flicked the switch on the blender and watched the fruit bounce wildly in the glass jar, spurting out red juice, staining the white of the ice-cream, until eventually the two mingled into a satisfying deep pink. She poured the unctuous liquid into two tall glasses and topped it with sprinkles. Sitting on a chrome bar stool, resting her chin in her hand with her elbow on the granite work surface, she watched Flora and her friend giggling and spooning the concoction into their mouths. They were happy enough. But Kay was worried how Flora would turn out, brought up in this sterile environment. She missed the English class system, the little giveaway clues that allowed you to pigeonhole people. Here, you were simply judged on how much money you had, and people speculated on the state of your bank balance interminably. In England, you could be top dog without cash; even the wealthiest person could slide to the bottom of the pecking order if they weren’t seen to be spending their money on the right things. Kay loved the nuances; the way you could never be quite sure of your position. The way it was always the people who didn’t care who came out on top; the ones who did care often languished at the bottom, desperate to make their way up the greasy pole to recognition and respectability.

Kay took no comfort from the fact that here, she and Lawrence were at the top of their social ladder, simply by dint of their perceived financial success. She really didn’t care that she was the queen bee, for she didn’t value the opinion of any of their associates. She wouldn’t care if she never saw anything of them again. She picked up a perfectly ripe strawberry and bit into it savagely.

She’d talk to Lawrence when he got home this evening. She was starting to suspect that he too had had enough of paradise. He had been restless of late. A bit heavy on the vodka and tonics too, which she didn’t like. It was often the way, when you had the Midas touch. Money didn’t always make life easier. Maybe they should cut their losses, get out while the going was good, and settle for a quieter existence. She pictured a small house back in Honeycote – well, not small small, but certainly not as big as the palatial manor house they had once lived in. Flora could go to a decent school – she pictured her in the red and grey uniform of the prep school in Eldenbury, the nearby market town. And she could have a proper conversation, with a man who wasn’t a sexist git drenched in Hugo Boss, trying to paw you under the dinner table at every opportunity. Not that men in the Cotswolds didn’t have wandering hands, but they were more subtle about it. Kay allowed herself a little smile, both at the memory and the prospect, and felt a flicker of adrenalin. Perhaps they could be back in time for Christmas? Images of roaring log fires, flickering candles and intoxicating mulled wine rushed through her head. Surely Flora deserved a proper English Yuletide? Perhaps that was the tack she should take with Lawrence? Flora was his Achilles heel, after all.

Something had to happen to get them out of this anodyne existence.

At half past four the doorbell rang, the chimes echoing through the marble of the hall. Kay automatically checked her appearance in the mirror and swiped a lipstick across her mouth, because you could never be seen to look anything other than your best – that was when the rumours started. She put the lid back on the lipstick and sighed. She’d been brain-washed. Why should she care what people thought?

She walked through the hall, discerning two shadowy shapes through the thickly frosted glass of the front door. Bulky figures. Definitely men. Disconcerted, for a moment she thought about not answering, but something drew her forward.

As she opened the door and saw the solemn expressions, then recognized the uniform of the police, a warning sprang into her mind. What was that irritating strap line that people seemed so fond of these days?

Be careful what you wish for . . .
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Lucy Liddiard woke with butterflies and a smile on her face. A trickle of golden sunlight was filtering through the curtains, the sound of birdsong hinting that spring was on its way and the long winter was at last coming to an end. She estimated that it must be about half past six – the house was quiet, which meant the heating, still necessary to take the edge off the morning chill, hadn’t come on yet. The pipes usually rumbled and groaned for the first half-hour of their wakening.

Next to her, her husband Mickey was still out for the count. In the half-light, the few silver threads in his dark curls couldn’t be seen, nor the laughter lines that were just starting to deepen at the corner of his eyes and around his mouth, now he was approaching fifty. One year closer today. She considered waking him and wishing him a happy birthday, but decided against it. It was still far too early – she’d take advantage of the peace and quiet. She had a lot to do.

For the fifth time she added up how many she had coming for lunch. For months, it had been just the two of them for Sunday lunch at Honeycote House, which had been horribly strange. In the end, Lucy had stopped bothering doing a roast, because it was hardly worth it. But today, everyone was coming round for Mickey’s birthday, and she couldn’t wait.

Her stepson, Patrick, and his girlfriend Mandy would probably arrive first. They usually rushed off somewhere glamorous on a Sunday. To the races, or shopping in Bath, or for lunch with friends at a rowdy restaurant in Cheltenham. But then they were young and in love and with no real responsibility, although Lucy knew that Patrick had taken a lot on board at Honeycote Ales. He’d stepped into Mickey’s shoes straight after the ghastly accident that Lucy didn’t like to think about any more, now it was becoming a distant memory. Even now Mickey was back on form Patrick seemed to manage more than his share of the workload. God knows where the boy had inherited his sense of duty from. Certainly not his father – Mickey was notoriously irresponsible, only marginally less so now he was undeniably middle-aged. And not his mother either. She had been by all accounts a hippydippy flake, which was why Mickey had managed to get custody in the end. Lucy had brought Patrick up as her own, and she thought the world of him.

He was so like Mickey in some ways. They both had the devil-may-care insouciance that only the truly handsome can carry off, combined with boyish charm, immaculate manners and a fondness for the good things in life. But Lucy knew Patrick had hidden depths. He was not as transparent as his father; he took things to heart, though he was always desperate not to show it. Mickey, on the other hand, was a bona fide ostrich. If he could pretend something bad wasn’t happening, then he would. Patrick did the worrying for both of them.

Which made Lucy wonder if Mandy was quite the right girl for him. She was very sweet, but perhaps a little . . . well, superficial seemed an unkind description. But Lucy couldn’t help feeling that Patrick needed someone who could unlock whatever it was that lay underneath his beguiling exterior, someone who understood his complexity. On the other hand, perhaps someone like Mandy was good for him. She was a simple soul, straightforward and relatively undemanding, not like a lot of girls these days, who seemed to expect everything their own way with gold-plated, diamond-encrusted knobs on.

Next to appear would be Mandy’s father, Keith. Lovely, cuddly Keith, with his ready smile and the broad Brummie accent he would never lose. He’d come for one of their infamous Sunday lunches a few years ago, just after his ghastly wife had left him. Disillusioned with the empty life he was leading in soulless, suburban Solihull, he’d fallen under the Liddiard spell immediately, plunging all his money into the ailing brewery, which had been on the verge of bankruptcy at the time. He was virtually one of the family now. He would be bringing Ginny, his . . . what would you call her? Girlfriend? Lover? Mistress? Other half? Lucy wasn’t sure of the official term. She’d introduced the two of them to each other three years ago, when they had both been abandoned souls licking their respective wounds, and they had been living together ever since.

Lucy’s younger daughter, Georgina, was also coming back from university in Gloucester for the day, bombing over in her clapped-out Fiesta. Madcap Georgie – the phrase ‘jolly hockeysticks’ could have been coined just for her. She was halfway through her degree; Lucy had never quite got to the bottom of what it was all about, but it seemed to involve hospitality and sport and tourism – perfect for the sporty, bossy Georgie. Lucy was eternally grateful that she’d chosen a university close enough for her to pop back for the day if she felt like it. Her older daughter, Sophie, was on yet another jaunt to Australia with her boyfriend Ned, and it was Lucy’s greatest fear that they would never come home.

Last of all, and late, because they were always late these days, would be Mickey’s brother James, his wife Caroline, and their three children, who were all under five. Lucy prayed that James and Caroline would be on speaking terms. Their relationship was pretty strained at the moment. James, it was safe to say, was not a new man, and Caroline was volatile at the best of times. At least everyone would muck in today and look after the kids so she could have a bit of a break.

All in all, that made a total of twelve for lunch. Lucy wasn’t fazed. She preferred catering for large numbers. It was what she was used to. She’d been hopeless at cooking for just her and Mickey; half of what she prepared had ended up in the bin or the dog’s bowl each night. Today she was cooking two enormous fillets of beef – one medium, one rare – and her mouth watered at the prospect of the beetroot-red velvety slices. Batter for dozens and dozens of Yorkshire puddings was already resting in a jug in the pantry.

She padded down to the kitchen. Every time she walked in, it still gave her a shock. The kitchen at Honeycote House had long been legendary. Hundreds of meals, impromptu parties and spontaneous celebrations had taken place around the enormous table in its midst. No one cared that the doors of the antiquated kitchen units were hanging off their hinges, or that the plaster was falling off, or that the walls hadn’t been redecorated for years. But two months ago Lucy had finally decided that enough was enough. If you looked at it in the cold light of day, and not through a fug of wine and smoke and laughter and cooking smells, it was a disgrace. She had looked around one morning and seen nothing but grease stains and cobwebs. Time for a makeover, she’d decided.

Lucy was no princess. She gutted the kitchen herself, manhandling the old units out into the tack room where they could be used to store animal food and cleaning equipment. Then she’d been through all her old gadgets and utensils, chucking out anything broken or out-of-date. The process had been exhausting. She’d found mementos and treasures from years ago. Postcards from long-lost friends. An old Rimmel lipstick, the smell of which brought the past rushing back to her so vividly it turned her stomach. Cocktail sticks and paper cases that reminded her of all the sausages on sticks and fairy cakes she’d done for children’s parties over the years. A gingham bun-holder trimmed in ric-rac that Sophie had made for her, which Lucy had proudly displayed at dinner parties for years, even though her guests had looked askance at it. Tupperware boxes that still smelled of the picnic food they’d once held. Lucy felt flayed alive emotionally as she forced herself to rid the kitchen of anything remotely rancid, which was pretty much everything.

She’d sat for hours looking at the row of empty champagne bottles that used to sit on the top shelf of the dresser, the occasion they had marked inscribed on each label in thick black pen. Why was she so desperate to hang on to them? Would life change one iota if she took them to the recycling centre in Eldenbury? All they did was gather dust, and, if she was honest, remind her of times that could never be repeated. She forced herself to drop each bottle into the bin in the supermarket car park, wiping away tears with her remaining hand, hoping desperately no one would spot her. As the glass shattered, it occurred to her that over the past couple of years nothing had happened worth celebrating. It had been a period of farewells, as first Patrick had moved out to live with Mandy, then Sophie and Georgina had flown the nest, leaving Lucy and Mickey to rattle around in Honeycote House, which had always been large but now seemed positively cavernous.

One wall in the kitchen had been smothered in photographs. It was a veritable rogues’ gallery – Mickey dressed as a woman, the girls on a toboggan being pulled by Patrick; Lucy in a flapper dress for the Great Gatsby party they had for her fortieth; a toothless Georgie on the family pony. They were cracked and faded. Lucy took them all down carefully, annotated them as well as her memory allowed, and took them to a girl who specialized in photographic collages. The snapshots had come back beautifully mounted and framed in a chronological unfolding of life at Honeycote House. It was a work of art, but Lucy still preferred the slapdash version that had been stuck to the wall with browning sticky tape.

Then she commissioned some simple cupboards in oak tongue and groove, held together with huge black hinges she’d found in a reclamation yard. The walls, once a cheery egg-yolk yellow, were now painted a calm and restful duck-egg blue. The ancient Laura Ashley curtains were replaced with a smart Vanessa Arbuthnott roller blind – the fabric had been screamingly expensive, but Lucy had got a remnant and made the blind herself, which had involved a fair amount of swearing. Then she’d treated herself to some new appliances. A new fridge, for a start, with a freezer that defrosted itself. All she’d had before was an ice box that got so full the peas invariably slid out every time you opened it.

By the end of the project she was even more unsettled. There was no doubt the kitchen was stunning. Decluttering it had seemed to double the size and the light, but to Lucy it didn’t feel quite right. She felt faintly embarrassed every time she cooked in it, rather as if she had a new dress on that she wasn’t quite sure about. Everyone who had seen it had exclaimed how fantastic it looked, but she could tell deep down they preferred the previous incarnation, as did she. She sighed. She would get used to it. It just needed distressing; perhaps today’s celebrations would take the gloss off it and make it feel more lived in.

Lucy felt as if she’d been treading water for ages, waiting for the next phase of her life. Surely it didn’t just fade into complete nothingness? She’d heard of empty-nest syndrome, but didn’t that belong to women of a different age – menopausal, grey-haired creatures with thick waists and no dress sense? Technically, Lucy could still have another baby if she wanted. She’d been barely in her twenties when she’d had Sophie and Georgina. This solution to her ennui had occurred to her in a wild moment when she’d folded all the girls’ baby clothes away one afternoon and put them in the attic, but she’d dismissed it fairly rapidly. If not a baby, then the traditional route for a dissatisfied, middle-aged woman was either an affair or an Open University degree. Neither of which particularly appealed.

She checked the warming oven of the Aga to see if her pavlovas had dried out – three dense, chewy discs of meringue as big as dinner plates which would be piled on top of each other with dollops of whipped cream flecked with raspberries – madly out of season but now she had the facilities, she could take advantage of frozen fruit. That would keep the sweet-toothed brigade happy, while the rest could delve into Stilton or Brie. There was a whole one of each resting on a marble slab.

At the prospect of the banquet to come, Lucy felt like her old self again. She sang as she put on the kettle, dancing round the kitchen in her striped pyjamas and bed socks, lighter of heart than she had been for months.

Mickey Liddiard stood in the doorway of his transformed kitchen, smiling. His wife still did it for him. Lucy had never used anything more exotic than Ponds Cold Cream, but it had done the trick – her skin was smooth and glowing, her treacle-brown eyes unlined. Her tousled chestnut hair fell to her shoulders, without a hint of grey. She was still as slim as a reed; riding kept her waist trim, her buttocks taut, her arms toned.

He knew she’d been struggling over the past few months. She hated the house when it was empty. Lucy thrived on company, the more the merrier. When the children were young, there had been a constant stream of friends in and out, coming for tea, sleeping over, sometimes staying for days on end. Patrick’s girlfriend Mandy had been one such guest – she’d come to stay for the weekend with Sophie and to all intents and purposes had never actually left. But with Patrick and Mandy now in their own little cottage, Sophie in Australia and Georgina at uni, the stream had dried up. Mickey had watched Lucy almost wither away. Once or twice he’d offered to find her a job at the brewery, but she’d batted away the idea with what was bordering on scorn. She’d be no use at the brewery. She had no idea how it was run. And as she’d never done a day’s work in her life, she’d be a liability. Lucy had no confidence in her own abilities.

And now, thought Mickey, he was glad she hadn’t taken him up on his offer. Business was pretty grim, and he preferred to protect her from the harsh reality of belt-tightening and redundancies. Had she been working for Honeycote Ales, he’d have found it hard to hide the truth.

‘Morning, Mrs Liddiard.’ He affected a cod bumpkin accent.

She turned round with a start. He grinned at her, lounging against the wall in his chambray pyjama bottoms, his shoulders still as broad and his stomach still as flat as the day she had met him, then gave her a lascivious tradesman’s wink as he held up the bottle of milk he’d retrieved from the doorstep.

‘I brought you your usual. Will that be all today, or was there something else you were after?’

‘Oh, thank you.’ She played along immediately, her eyes sparkling. ‘Actually, I wouldn’t mind one of your specials today.’

‘Ooh, right, Mrs Liddiard. I’ll see what I can do.’

She giggled as he unbuttoned her pyjama top, then scooped her up and carried her upstairs, dropping her on the bed in a heap.

‘They don’t call me the fastest milkman in the west for nothing,’ he murmured as he ravished her amongst the rumpled bedclothes.

An hour later, Lucy woke with a start. They’d fallen asleep, tangled in each other’s arms.

‘Come on, Mickey. Get up. They’ll all be here soon and I’ve got mounds of potatoes to peel and the table to lay.’

She flew back down the stairs to the kitchen, put the kettle back on the hotplate and drew breath. It wasn’t quite nine by the clock on the wall. She leant back against the Aga for a moment to wait for the water to boil, breathing out a little sigh of contentment. Spring in the air, a quick roll in the hay, followed by a houseful for lunch. It didn’t get better than that.

By midday, everything was under control. Lucy stood back to admire her handiwork. It was unusual for her to be so particular; at Honeycote House, meals and celebrations seemed to evolve by some sort of osmosis that took no planning, underpinned with a slight air of chaos. Today, because there was no one in the house to distract her, no dilemmas to deal with, she could concentrate on the task in hand, which was making her nervous. In the old days, the phone would have been ringing continuously, dogs would be barking as people came and went, an argument over clothing would break out between the girls, Mickey would slope off at the last minute, just when she needed him to carve or bring in some logs . . . but today peace and order reigned.

The table looked stunning. When she’d finished the kitchen, Lucy had reflected that she and Mickey had been using his parents’ old crockery all these years, old-fashioned and chipped and mismatched. They had Wedgwood and the Waterford for special occasions, of course, but in the kitchen they had always made do. It had never seemed to matter before, but now the plates didn’t fit at all. So Lucy had rushed out and bought a dozen cream dinner plates – rustic Provençal china with scrolled edges. And a dozen chunky wine glasses with square bottoms that she’d fallen in love with – for years they had drunk out of the boring goblets they got from the supplier who did the pubs, because glasses at Honeycote House always got broken and there was no point in having any nicer ones.

Now, all her purchases were laid out on the table. There were also soft linen napkins trimmed with lace that Lucy had found in the airing cupboard, and laundered and ironed, another legacy from Mickey’s mother – they didn’t usually bother with such niceties. A huge wrought-iron candelabra sat in the middle, stuffed with proper beeswax candles. Lucy reminded herself to remove it at some stage during the meal or it was bound to get knocked over. Two enamel jugs were stuffed to the gills with white tulips.

Sunlight shone in through the open kitchen window, lighting up the whole room, and Lucy could hear the peal of bells as the Sunday service at the little church in the village finished. Lucy sometimes went, because she knew the church might be in danger of closure if it wasn’t supported, but today she hadn’t had time. She slid a tray of cheese straws into the baking oven of the Aga and rushed upstairs to get changed.

In recognition of spring, she put on a pale yellow linen skirt, a white cashmere cardigan, and white ballet flats. She had a moment to look in the mirror just as the front doorbell jangled madly, shook her hair out with her fingers, and ran down the stairs to greet the first of her guests.

*

It was Caroline and James who arrived first, which was unusual. Their oldest, Henry, hurtled in through the door with a bloodcurdling Red Indian war cry and a plastic tomahawk. James followed, looking awkward with Percy in his portable baby chair. He had never been at home with baby paraphernalia but as someone pointed out, Chippendale didn’t do car seats. Caroline brought up the rear with two-year-old Constance, who stumped over the gravel and up the steps clinging on to her mother’s finger, solemn beneath her ginger pudding-bowl haircut.

‘Happy birthday. And for Christ’s sake, open it quickly,’ James muttered to his brother, thrusting a bottle of vintage Veuve at Mickey as he deposited the car seat on the kitchen table. Lucy promptly picked it up and put it on the floor. Percy had once rocked his chair so hard it had fallen off the kitchen work top, a fact James never seemed to remember. She popped open the buckle and scooped Percy out. He promptly puked over her.

‘Welcome to my world,’ said Caroline, puffing with exertion, even though there were only three steps up to the front door of Honeycote House. She was terribly unfit.

‘Don’t worry,’ Lucy reassured her, dabbing at her cardigan with a tea towel. ‘It’s only a little posset.’

James looked as if he might be sick himself. Mickey sniffed, wrinkling his nose.

‘I think Connie might have done a poo.’

‘Your turn,’ said Caroline to her husband.

‘How can it be my turn?’ asked James acidly. ‘I changed her just before we came out.’

‘Well, I changed her fifty-nine times last week. So you’ve got a lot of catching up to do.’

‘I’ll do it,’ said Lucy, popping Percy back into his seat and holding out her hand. ‘Come on, Connie.’

‘You’re a saint.’ Caroline flopped into the big chair at the head of the table. She had on a black wrap dress that had fitted perfectly once but was now two sizes too small. As soon as she sat down the fabric strained, revealing hold-up black stockings and an impressive cleavage. Mickey’s eyes nearly popped out of his head.

‘It’s OK. I’ve been there.’ Lucy grinned in response. ‘It must run in the family. Mickey didn’t change a single nappy when my lot were little.’

‘Quite right. Women’s work.’ Mickey worked the cork out of the bottle of champagne. It flew obligingly across the room. Caroline promptly picked it up and threw it back at Mickey, who ducked.

‘I know you’re only trying to wind me up,’ she shouted. ‘But there’s no need.’ And she promptly burst into tears.

Oh dear, thought Lucy.

‘Nappies? Baby wipes?’ she asked hopefully.

‘Shit!’ Caroline wailed. ‘I forgot the changing bag. James, you’ll have to go home and get it.’

James already had his paw around a chilled glass of Veuve Clicquot.

‘No way.’

‘Don’t panic,’ said Lucy. ‘I’ll phone Patrick and Mandy. They can stop off at the supermarket in Eldenbury on their way through. Connie can go without for half an hour.’

‘She’ll piddle on your tiles,’ warned James.

‘She won’t be the first,’ said Lucy cheerfully, ‘and I’m sure she won’t be the last.’

Once Connie had been divested of her soiled nappy and everyone had a drink, Georgina bounded in. Georgina, it was safe to say, did not have her finger on the pulse of fashion. She really didn’t care about clothes, just threw on whatever was closest to hand. Today that was an outsize rugby shirt (Lucy didn’t like to ask whose), a denim miniskirt, opaque tights and pink clogs. Her hair was tied up in two stubby bunches.

‘Glad to see you’ve dressed for the occasion.’ Mickey kissed his daughter absently on the head and handed her a glass.

‘You should have seen what I had on earlier,’ retorted Georgie. ‘Anyway, it’s just Sunday lunch, isn’t it? No big deal.’ She relented, grinning, and thrust a parcel at her father. ‘Happy birthday, Dad. Sorry about the crap wrapping paper.’

Mickey duly unwrapped it. It was a book.

‘Fifty Places to See Before You Die?’ Mickey raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m not quite sure how I’m supposed to take that.’

‘I thought it was about time you and Mum did something,’ declared Georgina. ‘When’s the last time you stepped foot outside Honeycote?’

‘In case you’d forgotten, I’m forking out for your university fees at the moment,’ Mickey shot back. ‘Which means we’d be lucky to afford a day trip to Weston.’

‘But thank you, sweetheart.’ Lucy shot her husband a warning look, not wanting dissension amongst the troops. She’d almost forgotten what it was like when they all got together. And they weren’t even all here yet.

‘Wow!’ said Mandy. ‘I had no idea. Barbie or the Little Mermaid. Which do you think?’

Patrick rolled his eyes. They were in the middle of the supermarket in Eldenbury, following an SOS call from Lucy. It was astonishing, he thought, how Mandy could turn the most mundane of shopping trips into a retail experience. She was dithering over the choice of nappies as if she was choosing a bracelet in Tiffany’s.

‘Can’t you just get plain ones?’

‘That’s boring!’ Mandy reached out a decisive hand, and Patrick sighed with relief. ‘The Little Mermaid, I think. Or maybe I should get both.’

‘No!’

Mandy gave him a reproachful look.

‘They won’t go to waste. She’ll use them.’

Patrick smiled, despite himself. Mandy could justify any purchase on God’s earth.

‘Come on, then.’

He went to walk off, then realized that she was staring at the rack of baby clothes with a strange look in her eyes.

‘Mandy?’

‘Aren’t they sweet?’

‘Those are too small for Constance. Or even Percy.’ He sensed he would have to be firm.

‘I know . . .’ She trailed off wistfully.

Patrick frowned.

‘You’re not . . . ?’

‘No. But it makes you think, doesn’t it? I mean, look.’ She picked up a tiny red and white striped babygro. ‘It’s just adorable.’

‘Very nice. Now come on. Connie’s running round without a nappy on, remember.’

Mandy hung the little outfit back up reluctantly.

Patrick found himself staring at it.

A baby.

Why the hell hadn’t he thought of it sooner?

Patrick had no concrete evidence, but he had a funny feeling that Mandy’s father wanted out of the brewery. After Keith Sherwyn had come on board, nearly five years ago now, things had gone swimmingly for a while. He had brought a much-needed lump sum and a significant amount of business acumen to the table.

Now, they had run out of cash. Keith’s investment had allowed them to completely renovate and refurbish the Honeycote Arms, make a few long overdue improvements to the brewery itself and do some very basic running repairs to their other tied houses. They had just about managed to break even for the past two years, but now it was clear that if they wanted to move into substantial profit they would have to do for their other pubs what they had done for their flagship. Traditional pubs were all very well, but people expected tradition with a twist these days, not faded banquettes and the offer of a cheese and onion bap at lunchtime. Mod cons and luxury had become the norm; style and design were the buzzwords right down to the last knife and fork. And this couldn’t be brought about on a shoestring. A decent refurb was, on average, a hundred grand. To transform all their pubs into successful gastropubs like the Honeycote Arms meant a budget of more than a million quid.

Realistically, they had three options.

The easiest was to limp on as they were. Honeycote Ales itself sold a reasonable amount of beer, as the brew had a good reputation and a loyal following, albeit locally. The pubs had their established clientele, who weren’t big spenders but were regular enough to ensure a steady income stream. But they would only be prolonging the agony, postponing the day when the pubs finally fell into total disrepair and the ancient equipment gave up the ghost.

The next option was to sell off a couple of pubs, giving them an instant injection of ready cash which they could then spread around the rest. But the Liddiards had always firmly resisted this path, as it diminished their property portfolio, and once you gave into that temptation where did you stop? The tied houses were their collateral, what made them millionaires on paper.

Or they could sell up completely. They had offers all the time, from bigger breweries that would have the means to do everything needed to turn Honeycote Ales into a cash cow almost overnight. It would be tempting to take the money and run. But to Mickey and Patrick, that was anathema. Honeycote Ales had been in the Liddiard family since the middle of the nineteenth century. And even Keith, who had no such ties, had been drawn to the brewery in the first place because of what it represented – family values and age-old traditions. If he urged them to sell he would be hypocritical.

But Patrick had sensed in him a certain malaise of late. Keith had been withdrawn and distracted. Never rude or uninterested, but he definitely had something on his mind. And the last time Mickey, in a moment of despondency when they had a quote in to underpin the subsiding Peacock Inn, had mooted flogging the whole lot, Keith hadn’t demurred. Which was tantamount to capitulation, in Patrick’s book. Keith was a fighter, bullish to the end. If even he was losing hope, well . . . then there wasn’t any. Patrick felt a tight ball of worry in his stomach when he thought about it. Keith could easily get rid of his share and walk away. He bloody well hoped he wouldn’t, but one of the first lessons Keith had taught him was not to be sentimental about business.

Patrick knew he couldn’t manage without Keith on side. Keith was always calm. Practical. He didn’t mind facing problems head on. If Keith jumped ship, Patrick knew he wouldn’t be able to manage. He didn’t have the experience, the vision, the power of his own convictions that came with years of being hands on.

And Mickey was useless. He just put his head in the sand. He didn’t have a fucking clue about business; he wouldn’t know a strategic alliance or an early adopter if he fell over it. Patrick might not be Alan Sugar, but he read the trade papers and surfed the internet religiously to see what their competitors were doing. Mickey didn’t even have an email address, and only just about knew how to go online. Some might think it was an affectation, a pretentious attempt to appear a Luddite, but Patrick knew it was pure laziness. If Mickey didn’t have an email address, then he didn’t have to deal with anything.

Patrick sighed. Sometimes he thought he was a lucky sod. After all, not everyone was handed the chance to go into the family business. And a brewery was slightly glamorous and romantic. Everyone liked a drink, after all, and there was a history to Honeycote Ales that filled him with a sense of pride. He adored the old buildings, whose very bricks and floor-boards were suffused with the sweat of his forebears. It was one of the reasons why he was so desperately keen to hang on to the brewery and not see it slip out of the Liddiard family. It would be a crime against their heritage. People like them had a responsibility to the nation. If they didn’t fight tooth and nail to hold on to their history, the whole country would become homogenized, dominated by a handful of brand names, all the character wiped out and replaced with wipe-clean, EEC compliant machinery.

At other times, however, Patrick wished fervently he’d never been handed this legacy, or had chosen to walk away from it when he’d left school, when he’d been free to make a choice. But a lack of academic qualifications had left him with few realistic alternatives, and now he was too firmly entrenched. He was emotionally attached, as well as financially beholden. And he had a genuine interest. He loved the pubs, their place in local society, the fact that everyone from the merest farmhand to the grandest landowner for miles around rubbed shoulders at the bar and drank thirstily from their pumps. He’d learnt a lot in the past four years, once he’d started taking his position seriously and hadn’t just spent his time drinking and womanizing.

Now Patrick had a very clear vision of where Honeycote Ales should be headed. But he couldn’t do it without Keith. If Keith was disillusioned, if he had fallen out of love with Honeycote Ales – which he had every right to do, for he wasn’t a Liddiard and owed them no loyalty – then Patrick had to take steps to convince him to stay.

If he married Mandy, then Keith would stay loyal to the brewery to protect his daughter’s interests. And if there was a baby too . . .

Patrick emerged from the supermarket, blinking in the unexpectedly bright sunshine, swinging the carrier bag containing not just the nappies but a huge box of Belgian chocolates, a tub of Maltesers for the kids, a bottle of Bollinger – it was his dad’s birthday, after all, so they needed a toast – and a copy of the Eagles’ Greatest Hits. One of Mickey’s party tricks when drunk was a heartfelt rendition of ‘Hotel California’. This would sound great on the state-of-the-art sound system Lucy’d had put into the kitchen.

The new kitchen was a further cause of anxiety for Patrick. Lucy’s extravagance was evidence that Mickey hadn’t even hinted to her that times were hard. Lucy wasn’t a spendthrift, but she’d thrown herself wholeheartedly into the project and hadn’t held back at all. Patrick knew that some of the invoices for materials and work still hadn’t been paid, and were sitting in the in-tray at the brewery office. Lucy would be horrified if she knew.

Never mind, he thought. He wasn’t going to worry about unpaid bills today. He had a far more interesting item on his agenda.

It was the first day to remotely resemble spring, so they put the top down on his Austin Healey. As they drove out of Eldenbury and along the road that led to Honeycote, Patrick turned his idea over in his mind. Today would be the ideal occasion to announce an engagement, he thought. He felt a flicker of excitement in his belly, and the corners of his mouth turned up.

They reached the crest of Poachers Hill, with its dizzying view of Honeycote below. Patrick could see the church, the tower of the brewery and, if you followed the road carefully, the golden walls of Honeycote House peeping through the bare branches of the trees. In a month or so, when the trees were green, you wouldn’t be able to see it at all.

He pulled over into the lay-by that served as a viewpoint for tourists. He switched off the engine and turned to Mandy, clearing his throat.

‘I’ve had an idea,’ he said casually. She looked at him quizzically, and he gazed at her for a moment, remembering the first time he had kissed her. He’d only done it to wind her up, wanting to punish her for transforming his sister Sophie into a total trollop for the ball they’d gone to that evening. Patrick had wanted to make it quite clear to Mandy that no one messed with his family without his say-so, that giving Sophie a cleavage and a fake tan and a ridiculous hairdo had been totally inappropriate. But as soon as their lips had met he had been lost. Tearing himself away from her, leaving her breathless and gasping and desperate for more, had been an act of iron will. In the process of teaching her a lesson, he’d fallen in love himself.

She was smiling back at him now, the little dimple flickering in and out of the creamy flesh at the corner of her mouth.

‘What?’ She was intrigued. Patrick wasn’t one for ideas. He was never conspiratorial. But he was grinning at her, his ice-blue eyes, which could be so cold when he was displeased, sparkling in the sunshine.

‘I think we should get married.’

Mandy blinked. Once. Twice.

‘It’s about time, don’t you think? We’ve lived together long enough. We love each other . . . don’t we?’

Patrick looked at her, suddenly anxious. She burst out laughing. Patrick was rarely anxious or unsure of himself.

‘What’s so funny?’ he asked indignantly.

‘You. You’re nervous! I’ve never seen you nervous.’

‘I’m not bloody nervous. I just . . .’

Patrick trailed off, feeling foolish and exposed. He hadn’t expected Mandy to laugh at his proposal. Was it so ridiculous?

‘I’m sorry,’ he said stiffly. ‘I thought it was a logical step. Obviously I was wrong.’

Mandy bit her lip, realizing he had mistaken her laughter for derision, not delirium.

‘I’m laughing because I’m happy, you idiot!’ She flung her arms around his neck. ‘I think it’s a fantastic idea. Of course I want to marry you.’

Patrick felt the tension in his shoulders melt away at her touch. His worst fear was always ridicule; any suggestion that he was being laughed at or undermined meant the barriers went straight up. But now he knew he’d misunderstood, relief flooded through him and he managed a smile.

‘Good.’

She frowned. ‘You do mean . . . soon, don’t you? You’re not just going to ask me and then make me wait for ages and ages?’

‘Of course not,’ said Patrick.

‘And we don’t want a fuss, do we?’ she asked anxiously. ‘A nice service in the church, of course. And then everyone back to the house for lunch.’

That was what he loved about her. She might love her labels and her shopping, and she might spend an inordinate amount of time on her appearance, but Mandy was surprisingly down to earth. Anyone looking at her would think she’d want the full works: Sudeley Castle, an army of bridesmaids, vintage cars, a Robbie Williams lookalike to serenade her. But it seemed not.

‘Everyone makes too much fuss about weddings these days,’ she went on. ‘I think it would be much more fun to keep it low key. Though obviously . . .’ she leaned forward with a mischievous smile. ‘I want a fuck-off dress.’

Patrick pulled her to him, suddenly turned on by the fact that here they were, engaged.

‘I can’t wait,’ he murmured, his voice hoarse with desire. ‘Let’s do it as soon as we can.’

‘I’ve always wanted to get married in May.’

‘Bloody hell,’ said Patrick. ‘That quickly?’

‘Why not?’ Her eyes were shining with excitement. ‘The longer you have to wait, the more of a nightmare it becomes. If we’ve only got a few weeks to plan it, it can’t get too complicated. And if anyone can’t make it, they can’t make it. But Sophie and Ned will be back from Australia by then—’

Patrick suddenly looked at her, aghast.

‘I forgot about the ring,’ he said. ‘I should have done that whole flip open the box thing . . .’

Mandy brushed his worries away with her hand. ‘Listen, I’ve got more rings than you can shake a stick at. Let’s save the money and put it towards the reception.’

Yet again she surprised him. Most women would be gagging for a rock. And how sweet that she instinctively seemed to know that money was tight. Patrick smoothed her hair in a gesture of affection, appreciating her unspoken consideration for the depths of everyone’s pockets. Or should he say shallowness.

‘Are you OK with us telling the others at lunch?’

‘Definitely,’ grinned Mandy. Patrick turned the keys in the ignition, slammed the car into first, and they whizzed off down the hill, their hair streaming behind them in the spring breeze, she in her Prada shades, he in his Raybans, the absolute picture of happiness.

It was going to be fine, Patrick told himself. He was going to marry the woman he loved, thereby bringing about the union of two families for the benefit of the business. It was terribly old-fashioned, but in some ways – despite his musical tastes and his dress sense, which were both bang up to date – Patrick was.

Minutes later, the car turned in through a pair of Cotswold stone pillars that seemed to be missing their gates and roared up the rutted drive, following the line of grass that grew through the middle before screeching to a halt before the front door. The house was glowing a mellow gold in the spring sunshine – it was large and rambling, with mullioned windows that begged to be peered through, a mossy roof, and stone as crumbly as home-made fudge. Of course, on close inspection a surveyor would have a field day, but to Patrick, who’d been brought here when he was barely as tall as the two urns that stood either side of the front door and held a cluster of primroses, it was perfect.

And one day it would be his. His fondest memories were of the kitchen at Honeycote House, of all of them together round the table. Him and Sophie and Georgina. He had always presumed that he would keep the Liddiard bloodline going. For a moment, he allowed himself a vision of his own offspring sitting round that kitchen table, bashing the tops off their boiled eggs. Then he jumped out of the driver’s seat and went round to open the door for Mandy. As he took her hand, his heart burst with pride, and he couldn’t resist taking her in his arms once again.

‘I love you,’ he murmured as he kissed her, running his fingers through her sleek, dark mane. Moments later the front door opened.

‘Ugh! Cousin Patch! Stop snogging!’ Henry stood in the doorway, his snub nose wrinkled with distaste, and Patrick and Mandy pulled themselves apart, laughing.

Ginny and Keith arrived bang on half past twelve, delightfully prompt as ever. Ginny was carrying a wicker basket stuffed with offerings – she had the knack of remembering things that no one had thought of. Not that Lucy ever forgot anything when it came to entertaining, but Ginny was super-thoughtful, without being saintly. Anyway, she’d been to the Liddiards’ enough times to know that things could get a bit, well, heavy on the drink front, and the children might be glad of a diversion.

‘I made some Rice Krispie cakes for the little ones. White chocolate, so they don’t get covered. And some homemade lemonade.’ There had been an incident once when a thirsty Henry had drained the dregs from everyone’s Pimm’s glass, with ensuing panic.

‘You’re an angel.’ Lucy took the basket off Ginny and gave Keith a kiss. He was wearing a pale green lambswool sweater and beige cords, a totally different man to the besuited, swaggering powerhouse that had arrived on their doorstep to collect his daughter five years ago. He was softer, more relaxed, and looked younger for it, though Lucy knew that beneath the gentle exterior were nerves of steel. Keith was the archetypal iron fist in a velvet glove. Lucy had given thanks over and over when he had taken the helm, for the brewery had been adrift on very dangerous seas. Keith had put them firmly back on course.

‘The twins might pop in later, if that’s OK?’ Ginny looked apologetic, as she always did when she was about to inflict her nubile and ebullient daughters on any social gathering.

‘Of course it’s OK. It would be lovely to see them.’

Kitty and Sasha were by Ginny’s marriage to David, a philandering dentist who had run off with his hygienist. Cruelly ousted from their family home as a result of the ensuing divorce, Ginny had come to Honeycote with the twins to make a fresh start, renting a tiny barn conversion in the village. Lucy had found her in the village post office looking woebegone, and had promptly adopted her as her latest cause. Lucy was always looking after neglected horses or abandoned dogs, but she specialized in people too, healing them and putting them back on their feet.

Now, Ginny was a changed
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