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To my father, for everything




Cast of Characters

Mimi Fleming (née Malone): curly-haired former Notting Hill journalist, now full-time Dorset farmhouse-frau, who fights off continuous hunger with homemade scones, and perpetual cold with one of those green padded, poppered jerkins called a Husky, which she even wears in bed.

Ralph Fleming: passionate only about dry fly-fishing and wild trout, Ralph (pronounced Rafe) is a consultant in oil and gas and a pro at avoiding anyone that falls into the dread category of ‘New People’.

Mirabel Fleming: 13, sulky teen who thinks both her parents are, like, totally skanky and sad.

Casimir Fleming: 12, lives for cricket and Clarkson.

Posy Fleming: 9, collects free toiletries from hotels and believes in unicorns.

The Flemings live at Home Farm with Ana from Poland, the au pair girl, and Calypso, the dog.

Rose Musgrove: Honeyborne’s answer to Martha Stewart, with plans for her own heritage cheese, Rose has impeccable taste in everything House and Garden, wears Ralph Lauren tailored tweed and only slips up when it comes to choosing other people’s husbands.

Pierre Musgrove: a sculptor whose glittering future recedes daily, Pierre reserves his artistry for ever more fiendish ways of annoying Rose.

Ceci Musgrove: 13, their perfect only child.

The Musgroves live at The Dairy, which is tended by Rose’s much-coveted daily, Joan.

Catherine Cobb: California-born superwoman, mother of four, châtelaine of Court Place, and owner-manager of the breath-takingly swanky Court Place Farm Shop.

Granville Cobb: the husband and bankroller of the above.

Serena Cobb: the blonde daughter with vanity job in magazine PR.

The Cobbs also have three sons, Hector, Marco and Florian, and also live in Gstaad, Tuscany and California, even though the super-rich can only ever be in one super-prime property at any one time.

Ned Bryanston: local landowner, living on capital, with an expensive second wife.

Lulu Bryanston: former model-actress-whatever, Lulu now wrangles literary figures for display at her annual writers’ shindig, the GodLitFest.

Jesse Marlon Bryanston: Ned’s first son by his starter marriage to Judith (now called Jude, a poet and a lesbian).

Little Ned and Fred Bryanston: 11; spoilt twins by Ned and out of Lulu, although she annoyingly looks much too young and buff to have had one child, let alone twins.

Celia Bryanston: Ned Bryanston’s widowed mother, who takes dowagery spikiness to the next level.

All the Bryanstons except Jesse Marlon live at Godminster Hall.

Sir Michael Hutton: ancient and crusty baronet, married but without issue to Lady Elizabeth.

The Huttons’ ancestral seat plus estates measureless to man is at Hutton Hall, Hutton.

Virginie Lacoste: stone-cold French superfox and children’s culotte magnate who never regrettes rien.

Mathieu Lacoste: her colourless walkover of a husband who is big in L’Oréal.

The Lacostes have three children, Guy, Capucine and Clementine, who love their nanny, NouNou, much more than their parents.

The Lacostes live in Lonsdale Gardens, London, W11.

Clare Sturgis: Mimi’s former neighbour in Notting Hill, Clare is a garden designer and elderly primigravida who bought the shabby Fleming house on the communal garden from Ralph, mainly to install her housekeeper and nanny in.

Joe Sturgis: her toddler son, whom Clare and successful architect husband Gideon are currently failing to enrol in the impregnable Ponsonby Prep, alma mater of Mirabel, Posy and Cas (as well as the adorable scions of many Notting Hill haves and have-yachts).

The Sturgises live in Colville Crescent, London, WII.

Sophy Mills: a hippie herbalist and single mother of

Noah Mills: a teething baby of indeterminate paternity and

Spike Mills: 13, a well-adjusted pupil at Acland’s who is ‘friendboy’ to Mirabel and Ceci.

The Mills family live in the eco-village Spodden’s Hatch, in a pitchy yurt near the handmade house of Jesse Marlon Bryanston, who also dwells there.

Gwenda Melplash: known as Scary Gwenda, and preferring horses to humans, Miss Melplash lives in jodhpurs and cracks the whip at Honeyborne Stables and Livery Yard.

Colin Watts: adopted son of the butchers, Colin is a local log-supplier who has his own van, ergo is one of the most eligible males for literally miles around.

He lives in Stable Cottage.

Henry Pike: the Master of Foxhounds, lunger, toper, shagger and the only resident of Honeyborne who is allowed to enter the Stores on horseback.

Biddy Pike: his Boden-clad wife and stalwart of many Pony Club Summer Camps.

Flavia (Flaves) Pike and Harry Pike are their two never knowingly unhorsed children.

The Pikes live at Lower Foxcombe with their terriers, Jiggy and Frisky.

Mr and Mrs Hitchens: master and mistress of the village Post Office and Stores (aka the gossip-interchange).

Garry and Debbie: publicans of The Stag, in which they serve locals with slopping pints of Badger Ale and keep a wolf.

Dr Ashburton: GP who hunts, grunts and reluctantly runs the surgery in his spare time.

Esmond d’Oplinter: aka the Bonking Baron, a courtly Frenchman married to the defiantly hideous Jacqueline, his even more aristocratic wife. They live in Paris but shoot in the West Country twice a year.

Revd Wyldbore-Smith: vicar of St Mary of All Angels and the go-to man if you want to secure a plot in the graveyard. He lives in The Rectory.


PART ONE

Mimi

I’m sitting in the kitchen, only warm place in the house.

I have a pint of coffee in my Thermos (bought from the Wild Bean Café at service station, price of latte redeemed against price of cup) to my right, and am reading the paper. Calypso is lying pressed against my feet, which are – I’m ashamed to report –inserted into my exciting new fake-fur electric footwarmer with dual-setting massager which I ordered off the Argos website during one of my more recent online shopping jags. (I easily justify the regular delivery of squishy parcels addressed to me by telling myself there are no normal shops – i.e. ones selling Swarovski-crystal-encrusted designer jeans, organic hemp baby-clothes, Elle MacPherson Intimates – within a hundred-mile radius of Home Farm. Works for me.)

The radio is on, and I am half listening to a report on shea butter made by a women’s collective in Northern Ghana on Woman’s Hour.

Inside the footwarmer, I am wearing my favourite cashmere socks from Brora, sadly tiger-striped from having been dried and scorched on the Aga.

I am also ‘working’ some long johns, last year’s ‘boyfriend’ jeans (skinny jeans are so over, according to Mirabel, which is a relief), an M&S merino thermal vest, army surplus jersey, a scarf and a quilted padded waistcoat in army green with brass popper buttons of the type that used to be seen, in the days, on Lady Diana before she became Princess of Wales.

Yes, I am wearing a Husky.

Like tapestry-patterned hand-knitted cardigans with toggles, crewelwork, English teeth, women in rugby shirts tucked into fractionally too tight high-waisted jeans, the Conservative Party, and Grow the Longest Carrot contests, Huskys have never gone out of fashion outside built-up areas.

I am taking full advantage of this reassuring fact.

The telephone.

‘Hello?’ I say, powering up my laptop so I can multitask while taking the call.

‘Mimi?’ comes a tweeting voice I know well. ‘It’s Fenella!’ she announces with excitement, as if she has produced her own grandchild.

‘Hiiiii!’ I cry.

Fenella Prigeon is the beauty editor of Results∗ magazine. We used to work together on the Telegraph, a million years ago. Last glimpsed by me at a tea party in Burlington Arcade for Tatler types and their posh pets (I was returning a pair of Vilebrequin swimming trunks that I’d bought for Ralph as a lovely present, which he had spurned without a second glance, reminding me that his old pair, minus elastic, were absolutely fine, and would be for many years, thank you very much).

‘So, how are you?’ I cry, as if I really really want to know, automatically slipping back into insincere mode. I have never mastered the trick of simply being the same with everyone. With Fenella, therefore, I go all glossy and gushy.

‘Oh,’ comes a faint sigh, an exhalation, as if I simply can’t imagine the suffering. ‘I don’t honestly think I’ve ever been so exhausted. It’s been completely utterly frantic. Really manic.’

I log on, input my password.

‘Why?’ I ask, knowing what’s to come. Ralph has a theory that, if you listen to Fenella talk, you’d think that in harsh contrast to testing cellulite gels and naso-labial creams for a monthly magazine, slogging it out in the trenches of the Somme was a teddy bears’ picnic.

‘It’s the, the spa guide,’ says Fenella, with a break in her voice. ‘I’ve had to write up no fewer than fifty – that’s five zero – spas over the past six months, including some in the Far East and the Caribbean. I’m totally wiped out, before I’ve even begun on the living nightmare that is the annual teenage skincare issue.’

‘You poor thing,’ I say automatically.

‘That’s why I’m calling you, actually…’ Fenella goes on, a wheedling note entering her voice.

‘There’s this new spa, I thought you could go, take Mirabel. You only have to write 150 words, and you’d get, I’d say, at least two free treatments.’ Fenella throws this morsel in knowing full well that there’s nothing, nothing, I like more than a luxury junket.

As she speaks, I am already picturing my eldest daughter and me lounging around in fluffy white robes, having massages to tinkling New Age music – somewhere hot, I’m thinking, Bali, or the Maldives – while demure maidens minister silently and with total concentration to our toenails.

‘Gosh, Fenella,’ I say, playing it cool, wanting her to think I’m still a player, ‘I have a black diary at the moment, things are sooo busy, I don’t know if I could squeeze a minibreak abroad in right now… where is it?’

‘It’s in Somerset,’ she says, in the reverential tones of one who has dutifully swallowed all the guff about expensive English holidays in the rain being so much nicer than cheap hot hols abroad. ‘On an organic farm, where they make their own pizza and muesli and bread, with – hold on, let me just grab the bumf – spelt. Spelt. Apparently it’s some ancient type of wheat – hold on, it’s a grain from the grass family with a fragile gluten content, whatever that means. Anyway, all the therapies in the spa, and treatments, well, they’re spelt-based too, and I just thought, well, you’ve lost your column on the mag, you‘re local, aren’t you? – you’re in Dorset – there’s no way I can fit it in with all my other commitments to do with the eco hair products special issue we’re planning for the spring, just no conceivable way! Not from London. It takes longer to get to Somerset than it does to Ibiza. I can’t pay you, but you could drive over, check it out, file 150 words… I thought it’d be a treat.’

I replace the receiver with a sigh, having promised Fenella that I’d get back to her on the spelt spa gig.

Nothing could make it clearer. My friends, my former colleagues, my old neighbours think I’m flying below the radar. I’ve gone… free-range.

It’s time to face it.

I’m not in Notting Hill now. I am not obeying an unwritten law that all women approaching forty have to weigh eight stone, wrangle with celebrities, interact with the atrophy wives, take their pedigree pets to the new dog spa and deli off Westbourne Park Road, and pretend to each other they don’t suffer from ‘bonus envy’.

I’m not doing the supermodel sweep at the Whole Foods Market on Kensington High Street as they load up on acai berries and seeds from the Food Doctor while bragging about how they, like, never go to the gym, and how they’re, like, so busy running after their kids they don’t need to work out, they’re just naturally this skinny, and they are trying and trying but they can just never put on weight even though we know and they know, it’s nil by mouth for them for literally years at a time.

What a relief, in so many ways.

But.

Because there always is a but.

But, to be brutally honest, though it is a relief, I stand by that, of course – I love the grass, the mud, the fact that I have a view of the rest of Dorset and the sea from my bedroom window (if I stand on tiptoe), and I love drinking in the fresh and clean smell of the countryside, with its wholesome tangy topnote of manure, I love the chill evening airs, the silence, the peace, and I love the fact that I can see all the stars on a clear night, and the Milky Way, and have become best friends with some barn owls, i.e. have allowed myself to be fully penetrated by the beauties of nature – I do still kind of miss it. London. Notting Hill, and all that.

But mainly I miss it because there’s no going back. After all, as everyone knows, and does so love repeating to you, once it’s too late, as if I have made a brave lifestyle choice to dwell in the seventh circle of Hell rather than in an utterly idyllic Dorset model village, ‘Once you’re out of the London property market, Mimi, that’s it, you know! You never get back in.’

All the children are at school, but it’s already 10.30 a.m. so it’ll be dark in a few hours, and if I don’t leave the house soon and walk Calypso I’ll be tempted to go back to bed for a snooze, as that’s so much more inviting a prospect than finally getting to grips with the vegetable patch. My morning dogwalk circuit takes in the Post Office and Stores, the pub, the Stag, and the village green.

OK, the Stag: standard-issue Dorset pub, i.e. it’s wall-to-wall roaring fireplaces, growling local ‘characters’, smell of old pipe-smoke from before smoking ban, nicotine-stained orange ceilings, skull-cracking low beams, Badger ale, famous for… not the beer, not the snug, certainly not the food or the friendliness of its regulars – the chainsmoking woodcutter ‘young’ Colin Watts, the butcher’s son (only young in comparison to most drinkers); the Melplashes; the farmers; the farriers; and so on – but its annual nettle-eating competition, and the house pet.

I didn’t know anything about it until Garry, the landlord, who serves underneath a sign saying ‘Garry’s Bar’, asked me if Calypso was ‘OK around wolves’.

I didn’t really take it in and then he said, ‘Because they smell differently than dogs.’

And then he brought this rangy, ribby thing with pale eyes and trembling flanks through on a lead and I quivered, ‘What sort of wolf is it?’, drawing Calypso close, and he said, ‘A wolf wolf,’ and that he had gone to Alaska to get it when it was so big, holding his hands apart like an angler describing his catch. Anyway, the animal’s name is Cherokee, but the children call it Wolf Wolf.

As for the nettle-eating contest, well, that’s a contest during which people eat as many yards of nettles as they can, and if you don’t believe me, there’re pictures of contestants, gaping mouths stained with green, pinned up next to the postcard advertising the next meeting of the Pudding Club.

You have (2) New Messages

Although I had discovered after doing an online search that there is a riding stable in Honeyborne with ‘qualified owner on site’ and ‘excellent hacking’ that takes children of all ages and abilities, I couldn’t resist switching screens and clicking open the new arrivals.

It takes ages to open files on my laptop – so annoying, I must have a virus. It’s funny how a delay of just a few seconds can have the power to irritate so much.

‘British Gas Launches New Website’ is the first message.

But the second I stare at for ages before opening. It’s from Clare Sturgis. My heart lurches, and then starts hammering, just seeing her name in my inbox.

I’m reading it now.

It’s like a digest of all the news and gossip from Lonsdale Gardens in one mouthful. Everything I ever wanted to know about what’s going on back in Notting Hill – but was too proud to ask.

Here we go.

I wonder who gave her my new email address?

She hopes I’m well… she misses me (yeah, right – she bought my house, my children’s home, from my husband behind my back, but hey, what’s a two-million-pound house on a Notting Hill communal garden between friends)… my old cleaner, Fatima (Clare poached her too), is very well and Fatty would send love but has sciatica and isn’t working this week… baby Joe is toddling… Trish and Jeremy Dodd-Noble have bought a super-yacht… Anoushka is pregnant with number two (Oof. Hurts. I’ve only just recovered from the cosh blow of little Darius coming along while Si Rasparian was supposed to be in exclusive, extramarital relationship with ME)… stuff about her boring garden design being on hold during Joe’s ‘precious early childhood years’… how she’s interested in the broader possibilities of smallholding and growing veg and becoming more self-sufficient… stuff about London being in the flood zone, and needing to find bolt-hole with food security on higher ground… how Gideon is finding the communal garden ‘too intense’ now they’re parents… what’s it like in Dorset… how is Ralph… da da da… and oh yes, here we are. Here we go.

The point of the email. The ‘ask’ as Ralph puts it, with inverted commas, of course.

I’m going to answer it straightaway while I have the wind in my sails and bit between teeth – which means that the dogwalk and the kitchen garden will just have to wait.


From: mimimalone@homefarm.com

To: claresturgis@gmail.com

Dear Clare

Thanks so much for your lovely email. Crikey, it’s been a long time. It feels about a hundred years since I was last in Fresh & Wild (which has, apparently, closed) trying to persuade myself that a large slab of vegan tofu banana cheesecake for pudding was, actually, really healthy.

I’m really glad, tho’, you got in touch, and don’t remotely mind that the main object of your contact (reading between the lines) was how to get baby Joe into nursery at Ponsonby Prep. Isn’t he getting on for two now? I presume you put him down in utero. And that he is completely proficient in the basics – sackbut, Albanian nose-flute, Sanskrit, etc.

Well… I have to warn you.

One Notting Hill mother – Helene, you must remember her, that power-wife married to Goldman Sachs banker on £5m a year –virtually went down on her knees and begged all the other mothers inc. me to compose handwritten letters of personal recommendation to Doc H on behalf of her daughter Camille. This would have been fine but 1. I’d never met Camille and 2. Camille was all of 5 months, and I couldn’t really vouch for her precocity in key skills like napping, smearing pureed sweet potato on her high chair, but that didn’t matter to Helene, of course.

Helene in addition sent the admissions secretary a bunch of flowers every week for a whole school year before even getting on the waiting list, so watch out. Doc H reminded Helene that Ponsonby (where it is, I remind you, harder to get a place than a table at the Ivy) allocates only five places per month, on a first come first served basis. He said it was better not to leave it until five months after delivery but to ‘schedule a caesarean’ for the 30th or the 31st (as if real due date and Mother Nature, etc., a complete irrelevance) so that ‘in an ideal world’ she would have been first in the queue with a filled-in registration form on the first of the month.

When I told Ralph he listened in silence and then commented, ‘It after all wasn’t easier for a Camille to pass through the doors of Ponsonby Prep ho ho ho than a rich man to enter the kingdom of god ha ha ha,’ and laughed out loud at his own not very good joke.

God, Clare, I thought I would feel all cross and hoity when I saw the email was from you, but I didn’t. I felt pleased. I now realize, and I hope you believe me, that I’m glad YOU bought the house from Ralph and no one else. I was knocked sideways at the time, and now I really am OK about it.

The way things are going in Notting Hill, from what I hear, is that the Russians are block-buying whole London squares without even asking the price, so it’s nice to think of someone reasonably normal like you and Gideon and of course baby Joe and Fatima in the old wreck rather than some flashy private equity magnate or hedge funder. I miss you all, and I miss the garden, now that I’m Country Barbie down here. I miss Fatima’s help – I never realized how much she did.

Anyway, must stop now, and go and stare at green fields through the kitchen window. It’s pouring again. I should really go upstairs, and tidy the linen cupboard, and make my bed.

I can’t get away from the fact that I’m bored, I admit it, and Ralph is always away. It was really good to hear from you. I feel so left out. OK, Marguerite calls occasionally, and I do get news of Si from the Sunday Times Rich List and so on, but I totally got the feeling that you think I’ve moved the show off Broadway.

I do know I can’t offer any of the deluxe country-house-hotel comforts that townies now expect, having their rooms tidied and suitcases unpacked, masses to eat, hot towel rails, goosedown mattress toppers, ever-changing cast of amusing guests. Plus, we live in an ancient stone farmhouse in a remote river valley that comes into its own in the summer months without, as one cannot emphasize enough, central heating.

I can – just – survive without being surrounded by cafés, shops, girly boutiques, spas, chi-chi delis, world-class restaurants, cinemas, clubs, vintage markets and all the delights that Notting Hill had to offer.

But going without my lovely, rich, fair-weather London FRIENDS (especially you of course!) is almost too much.

Love,

Mimi

PS Can’t resist saying can’t believe this email is so long and boring – more like a LibDem manifesto than a quick reply so sorry… I do hope it’s all right – now you’ve had Joe – I think I’m pregnant again. Must be Ralph’s world-beating potency. Am sitting here with boobs like Zeppelins, hot flushing, with metallic taste in mouth and, even more telling, could only drink one glass of white wine last night rather than entire bottle on my own before the end of the six o’clock news, and haven’t even missed a period yet. It tasted like vinegar and went down like paint-stripper rather than promised fleshy, flirty, vanilla notes on the palate with a long, buttery finish. Also found myself listening quite happily to Wogan show on Radio 2 and sobbing to ‘Just When I Needed You Most’ by Randy Vanwarmer.

When I just hinted, very offhand, not giving anything away, Ralph only flinched very slightly at the mere topic of pregnancy, rather than blenching, so felt encouraged, but then he said that in his experience women always thought they were in pig but never were.



I press send. I know that telling Clare I might be pregnant is perhaps inadvisable, given her ten-year struggle to conceive, but I simply – given all that’s gone on – can’t resist it.


Rose

‘Pierre has started carrying a log around the house,’ I say, getting straight to the point as I take off my YSL jacket and hang it up, so Mimi, who is rather accident-prone, and doesn’t notice stains on her own clothes so won’t worry about soiling mine, won’t spill anything on it.

‘Mmm,’ says Mimi.

‘When I ask him why he’s carrying a log under his arm, like Paris Hilton carrying Tinkerbell, he just says, “For goodness’ sake, Rose, why do you think I’m carrying a log?” Then I start noticing that it’s always the same log, with silvery bark, sort of peeling off. I’d recognize that log anywhere. I’m beginning to see more of the log than I do of my own daughter.’

Instead of joining in and validating me about how irritating Pierre is at the moment, she howls with laughter.

We are splitting a raspberry flapjack over coffee at our crisis meeting at That New Place, the only café within a radius of about ten miles that serves fluffy coffee, still called That New Place even though it opened we think some time in the eighties, when morning coffee meant Nescafé, if you were lucky, and a digestive, rather than a freshly ground Fairtrade cappuccino accompanied by a Honeybuns gluten-free polenta cranberry shortbread slice.

I’d taken Ceci to Acland’s, the secondary school in Godminster, which is co-ed, progressive, well run and beacon-status but, most importantly, if you are the sole breadwinner with a home business to run and an artist husband to support, completely free. Mimi had taken Mirabel, Cas and Spike, whose mother is Sophy Mills, a hippie herbalist. Sophy doesn’t drive, fly, indeed do anything that depletes the fragile earth’s finite resources. Sophy makes her own clothes, forages and lives in a yurt.

Not that we would ever admit this to Sophy, but we came in two cars. We could, we both know, share the school run; but we also both know that school runs can end female friendships faster than running off with your best friend’s husband or poaching a friend’s nanny – so we are not rushing into anything, yet.

Mimi rang after school yesterday to see if we could meet. I was sterilizing a huge batch of Le Parfait jars in the dishwasher for glasses in the pantry for the next batch of my legendary Plum and Rhubarb Compote, so I had to run to catch it.

‘We have a crisis on our hands,’ she said, not asking if it was a good time, or if I was busy, or why I was panting. ‘Are you alone?’

‘Yes,’ I said, as Ceci was upstairs doing homework, I hoped, in her bedroom, and Pierre was out in the fields, looking for flints. Useless.

‘What is it?’

‘Well,’ Mimi said slowly, ‘I’m afraid I found the girls with some magazines. It’s terribly worrying.’

‘Oh Lord,’ I said. ‘Don’t tell me. Oral sex! Oral sex with animals!! What?’

‘No,’ said Mimi. ‘Worse. Meet me in That New Place at 9.15.’

To begin with, though, I say to Mimi, getting it off my chest straightaway, how sad it is that we’ve turned out like every other married couple, with our strengths having become our weaknesses, and the exact things we previously used to find charming and attractive, we now find irritating.

Mimi isn’t interested in the fact that our marriage is as awful as everyone else’s, but she does perk up at the mention of the log.

‘Oh, that! That’s an old country-house trick,’ she tells me. She speaks as if I had never stayed at a country-house weekend, as if I had never experienced the joys of forty-eight hours in which everyone tucks into huge fried breakfasts before going out to kill things, or plays vicious games of croquet, gossips about their mutual friends, namedrops so loudly you can hear it in the next county, and then passes out in freezing bedrooms after late-night drinking jags of whisky and playing Freda, a lethal but much loved upper-class icebreaker of a game which demands all age groups run at high speed round and round the full-size billiards table instead of talking to each other. The whisky and the Freda are essential tools of survival in country houses, being the only two things that stop guests freezing to death, of course.

One of the nice things about having our own lovely place in the country, lovely enough to have featured in Dorset Living, House and Garden, and I hope, eventually, Gardens Illustrated, is that it completely kills the desire to stay in anyone else’s lovely place in the country. I can’t stand the fact that guests, even sensitive ones, are expected to play ghastly after-dinner games, requiring me to go and hide somewhere remote, like the icehouse or the pets’ graveyard, until it’s safely over, which is usually not for hours.

‘If you’re staying in someone’s house, a big one, and they don’t have much help, the key thing is to avoid being given tasks to do by your hostess,’ Mimi confides, ‘so you carry a log purposefully from room to room, as if you are in the middle of nobly building a roaring blaze for everyone. See, if a hostess has a big house, lots of friends, she’ll never generally speaking have enough help, she quite understandably wants guests to earn their keep, and will treat them as unpaid Gastarbeiter.’

Mimi then tells me all about various friend-rich, staff-poor friends of hers who wait till they have huge house parties before deciding to move all the furniture around, assemble four-posters, clear out attics, or suddenly bray that the ‘team’ must earn their keep by removing rocks from some field on the estate, so the hosts can erect a marquee or something.

‘But Pierre isn’t ligging in some remote Scottish pile like some awful castle-climber,’ I point out to Mimi, when she’s finished. ‘He’s in his own home, where he should be pitching in without complaint, and pulling his weight. Far from pitching in, he creates more work. Did I ever tell you about the rivers of jam episode, when I was making jam, and he insisted I help him find something he accused me of moving, so I left him in the kitchen for a second and when I came back the whole saucepan of boiling jam where I was bubbling off the scum –’

‘But Pierre is in his own home, Rose,’ Mimi interrupts, taking something out of her bag. Oh my God – she lays them face down on the table, so all I can see is a picture of an oiled torso and a pair of white swimming trunks containing a bulging crotch thrusting forwards out of the picture that is the latest Dolce and Gabbana aftershave ad. My heart sinks.

But I don’t ask yet. I can’t exactly say this to Mimi – even though we are past the stage of pretending to each other that we have perfect lives and are still deeply in love with our husbands, we haven’t properly begun to share yet – but everything about Pierre is beginning to grate.

Everything I used to love. His fisherman’s smock. His hands grimed with clay, him being ‘artistic’, even his name, which I used to find terribly attractive, even hip.

Now all these things make me feel cross. Why didn’t his pretentious parents from Biggleswade call him Peter? It’s not as if he’s French.

Some of this spills out to Mimi.

‘He is in his home, but I’m the only one at the Dairy who works,’ I point out, when our coffees finally arrive, after much hissing and jetting of milk and steam, slopping over the sides of the cups. I mop the table and set the cup on the napkin, while Mimi brings hers straight to her lips, and sups without noticing that foamy brown liquid is coursing down the side, and on to the table. I go up to the counter, looking bleakly at the cakes and things underneath glass at the front, wish for a second that I was tempted, and take a few napkins from the pile.

Apart from a man with a collie and a woman in a headscarf with a Labrador and a terrier, both reading the Daily Telegraph, we are That New Place’s only customers.

‘Not him. I’m the main breadwinner, and I do all the gardening, the cooking, the shopping, the childcare,’ I say, rejoining Mimi. ‘You know, my jams and chutneys are doing really well, so are my hampers – Waitrose Food Illustrated has just done a thing on them, so has the Observer Food Monthly, which is great. I don’t know if you know this, but I do the labels, the khaki-and-plum ones, handwritten, for those tall, thin flavoured vodkas. And then I’m doing the air-dried slices of apples and pears idea I mentioned as an alternative to crisps. I may even be bringing out my own cheese next year.’

I don’t know why it all gushed out, not all of it is even strictly true – the bit about the cheese is definitely somewhat premature. I do want to produce my own cheese, as cheese is not only milk’s leap to immortality, it’s a lovely way of showing how connected to the terroir one is, and one of my biggest worries at the moment is that Cath will unveil her Honeyborne Blue or her Court Place Cheddar before I do.

‘Golly, you’re Dorset’s answer to Martha Stewart,’ Mimi says, as she breaks the flapjack in two and takes the nice crunchy half for herself, leaving me the flabby bit. ‘You’re a one-woman cottage industry. Remind me not to tell Ralph. He’s been muttering about me retraining as a country solicitor and us getting an au pair, so I can pull my weight again.’

She munches away.

‘Did I tell you, I went into the Stores to see if Mrs Hitchens could help, about my cleaner crisis?’

I shake my head, enjoying the fact that, with Mimi, everything is a drama and a crisis.

‘She merely sighed and opened a drawer under the till. It was like this, you know, dog-eared piece of A4, absolutely covered with scribble, she’s obviously had going for ages. So she added my name to the list of those in the area who have needed cleaners for much longer than me, i.e. not just for months, but decades.’

I keep quiet, obviously, because I have a cleaner, Joan, and Mimi knows I have a cleaner, but our relationship has not and may to be honest never reach the point where I will make the ultimate sacrifice and allow my cleaner to work for her. After all, I barely dare ask Joan to work for me, and I’ve been paying her ten years. And even Mimi knows that even so much as humbly and nervously suggesting I provide her with Joan’s number would be too much to ask. So she doesn’t.

‘So I just say, “What a good idea, darling,” every time the au pair idea comes up,’ Mimi continues, ‘like I do when he talks about renting a cottage on Dartmoor for half-term, because I know that if I don’t do it, it won’t actually happen. But I don’t want to, you know, sound totally neg every time he suggests we actually do anything.’

‘But why would you want to rent a cottage on Dartmoor when you’ve just bought a gorgeous old farmhouse in the wilds of west Dorset?’ I ask, pleased that we have swept on past the cleaner issue. ‘I mean, you’re surrounded by beautiful landscape here, and, er, friends. Why would you leave all that to pay a lot of money to go to some cottage in the rain with polycotton sheets and nasty thin pillows with no dishwasher? Anyway, don’t you want to do the house up a bit first, concentrate on getting it, er, right, rather than spend the money on renting somewhere else?’ I don’t want to say that Home Farm is a complete wreck, obviously, but it does need some poshing up, I mean, the truth is that Honeyborne is absolutely full of photoshoot-ready country spreads, with trugs and hide gloves artfully arrayed on oak ledges in greenhouses, cutting gardens full of colour and bloom, manicured lawns, wildflower meadows, ancient wisteria-clad period dwellings awash with stone floors, sumptuous bathrooms and sprawling flagstone-floored country kitchens replete with batterie de cuisine, working fireplaces and bread ovens. While Home Farm is still defiantly unmodernized – I don’t think they’ve even got central heating, let alone more than one bathroom – which the Flemings appear content to regard as part of its charm.

‘Well, that is my response entirely,’ says Mimi. ‘I can’t stand the idea of renting, anywhere! Especially one of those places where the owner says, “It takes very special people to appreciate Little Maltings,” and then it turns out that the reason why is because Little Maltings is a hovel in a bog with no running water which the family loves dearly for historic and sentimental reasons but is everyone else’s idea of the holiday house from Hell. The problem is, though,’ she says, looking down into her coffee, ‘well, there’s no budget for doing anything at Home Farm at the moment. I thought when we sold our house – well, Ralph’s family house, in Notting Hill – that we would be rolling, but then the trustees all waded in, and said though we could sell it, and of course buy Home Farm with cash, we had to leave the remainder in trust, for the children’s education. So selling up in London hasn’t been the financial lifeboat I thought it might be. The rising property market doesn’t, turns out, float all boats. Not ours, anyway. Nice for the children, though. Hey ho. So – shall we trickle on home, or shall we go completely wild and get another late?’ Mimi giggles when she says ‘late’ rather than ‘latte’. The couple who run the New Place can’t spell, a fact that gives her endless pleasure.

‘I’m loath to leave the warmth of here and go back to Home Farm. It’s like a freezer cabinet.’ She gets up, with her purse in her hand.

‘Mimi,’ I say, putting my hand on the magazines. ‘Put me out of my misery. What is all this?’

Mimi subsides back into her chair, and flips them over.

We both scream in unison, and the Labrador staggers to his feet and comes over, wagging his tail.

For the magazines our thirteen-year-old girls have been buying, in secret, and poring over while we thought they were safely adding to their Facebook and MySpace pages are… Brides. Modern Brides and Wedding. And last but not least, Martha Stewart Weddings.

All the covers feature dainty, wasp-waisted damsels in white holding bouquets and have coverlines such as ‘Perfect Day’, and ‘The Day You Always Dreamed Of’, alongside elaborately tiered and stepped cakes adorned with ribbons and crenellated icing or a spun-sugar-laced croquenbouch pyramid of choux buns.

We both look at each other in horror.

‘What did they say?’ I breathe. ‘And how on earth did they get Martha Stewart Weddings? The only person around here I can imagine might want it is Serena or Cath Cobb.’

‘I don’t know where they got them, but as for why they got them,’ Mimi says, ‘well, according to Ceci and Mirabel, who as you imagine I have interrogated under Gestapo conditions about this worrying development, what they say is –’

‘Yes?’

‘That all they want when they grow up is for their wedding days to be perfect.’

‘So what’s Pierre doing all day?’ Mimi asks, in a leading way, when she returns, balancing our brimming cups, and another flapjack on a saucer, which we have decided we need in the wake of the discovery that our daughters are living and breathing place settings, rose-petal confetti and trousseaux rather than something healthy, like older boys, skunk and gangsta rap. ‘Is he working on some mega-commission?’

‘Ha!’ I bark.

I think she’s getting back at me for suggesting that Home Farm was not just in need of refreshment but in need of being dragged into the twenty-first century.

I explain that Pierre ferries Ceci to and from school, once a week, while I’m busy in Godminster with the vodka and my other range of the Dairy-label products. He does a bit of shopping.

‘Don’t forget the log – he carries his log,’ adds Mimi. Mimi annoyingly finds the log thing very funny and I am beginning to wish I had never brought it up.

I explain that though Pierre was – I mean, is – a sculptor of great gifts, Pierre’s main occupations, currently, are time-wasting and medical self-diagnosis. ‘He spends most of his time in that huge shed in the garden, the studio. He makes cups of tea, listens to the radio, birdwatches, reads the Independent and the Art Newspaper and all his boring magazines, checks his latest symptoms in his massive Dictionary of Medical Symptoms. But what he doesn’t do, Mimi, is earn money.’

I spare her the fact that he uses a sort of outdoor privy, over a trench, on occasion, in order to avoid coming into the house and risk being given a chore by me. He claims ‘it’ disperses into a reed bed, a claim that no one, let alone me, has ever sought to disprove.

‘Oh God, I’m sure that’s what Ralph thinks about me,’ Mimi replies. ‘I haven’t really got my act together yet. Everything takes so long. Just having three meals a day and keeping warm and reasonably clean – me, that is, not the house – is a full-time job. There literally isn’t any time at all!’

‘Well, it does take a while to find one’s feet, I agree,’ I admit. ‘It’s taken me ten years, and you’ve only been here, what, a year and a bit.’

‘Anyway, I think Pierre is charm itself,’ Mimi tells me. ‘He’s soooo good-looking! Sort of teddy-bearish, all rumply, and he’s still got masses of lovely tufty hair. I love brown hair. It’s terribly underrated, don’t you think? Thank God Ralph hasn’t lost his either! And I like the way he does that funny walk in his slippers to make the girls laugh, with his feet turned out, like a penguin…’

I am a bit sharp with Mimi at this point.

‘I’d be very good-looking too if I had never had any stress of any kind in my entire adult life,’ I snap. ‘I’d look ten years younger than I do if I was being kept by someone else, without working or exerting myself in any way. And, anyway, that’s not a funny walk, it’s how Pierre walks.’

At this point I am sorely tempted to tell Mimi about Jesse Marlon. I’m longing to tell someone.

Jesse Marlon Bryanston – the son of Ned, but not the son of Lulu – he’s started coming up to the Dairy to help out. It’s become our little routine. But I don’t tell her. After he’s done his chores at Spodden’s Hatch – he is a little vague about them, but slug clearance seems to feature quite a lot – he’s up to the Dairy quite often, if it’s not a ‘communal work day’, when they all do horrible jobs like moving compost heaps or stripping down the steam engine that cuts all the trees into planks and oiling all the moving parts.

But I do clue Mimi in about the Bryanstons and Godminster Hall, just to give her the headlines, because she asks who the ‘village rock star’ is and describes Jesse Marlon to a tee, having spotted him in Horse Supplies a couple of days ago.

‘Tall, with dark hair, jeans,’ she asks. ‘Er, T-shirt with aggressive slogan?’

So I rather formally explain that the raven-haired youth in jeans and Every Little Hurts Fuck Tesco T-shirt is without any doubt Jesse Marlon, Ned Bryanston’s oldest son and heir by his starter marriage to Jude, a poet. I feel my stomach do a little flip when I say his name, which is how I know.

I have started on that road again.

‘She could afford to be a poet,’ I explain, thinking, Oh Lord, here we go. ‘Not because Ned is loaded, though. He did come into some capital, but inherited wealth doesn’t get you very far, these days. No, Jude’s father made a fortune in something’ – I pause, trying to remember – ‘Spackle. It’s like Polyfilla, I think’.

Then I give her the bare bones of the Bryanston backstory. It’s only fair, as Mimi is new to the village.

‘Anyway, the marriage broke down shortly after Jesse Marlon was born, when Big Ned ran off with, among several others, Lulu Fitch, now Bryanston, a model-actress-whatever with whom he has the twins, Little Ned and Fred. And Judith, I mean Jude, disappeared back to the East Coast, where she now runs an exclusive writers’ retreat in the Catskills with her new partner, Kit, and they have a child.’

‘So Lulu toppled Jude, and now Jude lives in America, and Lulu and Ned are married, and produced twins. Does she ever come over, and see Jesse Marlon with him, with, erm, Kit, I mean?’ Mimi asks.

‘With her,’ I say. ‘She does indeed. She came over with Kit one summer, to see her son – we were all agog. Turned out that her partner, Kit, was a lesbian, as is Jude, and their child, called Jeremy, was a golden-haired Rapunzel. A girl. Anyway, Ned’s father, Gerard, died about five years ago, and Ned and Lulu moved from the cottage ornée into the big house –’

‘The cottage what?’ Mimi asks, slightly imitating my French pronunciation.

‘Ornée,’ I say. ‘And anyway, Ned’s mother, Celia, has been living with them ever since, which only partly explains, we think, why Lulu is always in such a vile mood.

‘Celia is rather marvellous in a Lady Bracknell way, but Lulu calls her “the monster” behind her back, which isn’t surprising, I suppose.

‘Lulu complains that living with Celia is worse than a State Visit from the Queen, because at least the Royals are trained to make an effort. Celia has capably swatted away all attempts to park her in the Gatehouse, or the Ciderhouse or a cottage, with the promise that “she will never live in some Dower House,” and that if they want her to leave Godminster Hall, against her will and against Gerard’s express wishes, it will be “feet first”.’

Anyway, Mimi doesn’t bat an eyelid at any of this mass of pointless personal data, as I knew she wouldn’t, as she adores trivia and claims to remember everything she’s ever read in Heat or Grazia but not a single fact from her four-year university degree course in Edinburgh, where she met Ralph.

‘At the time this caused a frisson in the village, but only a mild frisson,’ I tell Mimi. ‘Everyone’s glued to The Archers, so nothing – gay marriage, incest, poaching, blended families –surprises them any longer, let alone a little light lesbianism.’

‘Mild frisson… maybe I’m in cold turkey cos there’re so few expensive shops in Dorset, but that does sound lovely, don’t you think?’ Mimi says with a dreamy sigh. ‘Like a French shoe designer…’ Then she pauses. ‘By the way, I wasn’t worried about the wedding magazines, actually,’ she admits, stuffing them back into her bag. Then she covers her face with her hands. ‘I haven’t told anyone yet. Not even Ralph, and I haven’t found out for sure yet, but I think I’m…’

I raise my eyebrows, and Mimi nods.

I like to be in the kitchen when Jesse Marlon arrives; it looks more inviting. This morning I’m holding on to the kettle’s black Bakelite handle as if for strength, thinking, rather Mimi than me.

There are some women who just love being pregnant, relish the attention and the power, and revel in the role of mother hen with all their pretty chicks, and are quite happy at the sandpit or the swings, and enjoy the company of other mums at play-group and one o’clock club, or under-fives drop-ins in dark churches, making homemade chicken nuggets and Play-Doh and clever things with felt and pipe-cleaners.

Not me. The nursery world is too dreary for words. I fall into the category of women for whom ‘Mummmeeee! Can we do fingerpainting?’ are among the most terrifying words in the English language, and feel endlessly grateful that I was blessed with Ceci, who was a bookish, easygoing pre-Raphaelite little girlchild I could dress like a dolly in smocks by Valerie Goad. I could have so easily had a little Action Man-type boy who wanted a skinhead haircut and to dress in camouflage and combat gear. You just never know what you’re going to get, it seems, with children, and I don’t really like surprises. As for the thought of having a baby now, just as I am putting the Dairy products on the Dorset food map… makes my blood run cold.

As I think about Mimi, and wonder whether she’s going to want me to be involved in any way, I’m clearing the bowls that have held mine and Ceci’s breakfast of Dorset Cereals Cherry, Cranberry and Almond muesli topped with non-fat yoghurt and milled linseed and blueberries before they get to the point when I have to pick the flakes with my fingernails before popping them into the Miele.

I’m arranging the scene just so, with the sparkling cafetière sitting in a patch of weak sunlight on the beech worktop next to two glazed French earthenware mugs and some homemade shortbread in a battered enamel tin, with all the auteurish eye of Sofia Coppola styling a film set. The kitchen is warm, peaceful, filled with a glow from the light coming through the windows and bouncing off the walls painted a Provençal yellow I mixed myself. What I think of as the colour of sunshine.

I can’t help it. Unlike Pierre, I cannot regard houses as machines for living in. It’s as if I suffer from a higher aesthetic sensibility, and I cannot help but arrange each room, down to the way the linen glass cloths hang just so over the Aga rail and the flowers bloom in their lustreware vases, as if they are being seen for the first time by someone else, someone very smart whom I want to impress with my own impeccable, yet effortless, taste. All the bedrooms upstairs are made up with crisp linen and plump duvets and plenty of pillows, ready for guests, with clean snowy towels lying on heated rails in the bathrooms, and boxes of unopened Roger et Gallet lily of the valley soap in cupboards. I don’t believe in God, but I do believe in comfort and style. And I mind – terribly – about how things look. For instance, I do not want any coffee, not after two cups in Godminster, but I do like the sight of the glass sides of the cafetière, not to mention the roasty aroma that fills the warm kitchen when the boiling water hits the freshly ground beans.

Just as I am expecting Jesse Marlon, he comes into the kitchen, carrying his log. Damn!

Pierre’s Kilim leather-soled slippers make a shuffling noise on the wonderful slate-flagged floor, found in Brittany, as he wanders over. Then he places the log carefully on the wine rack underneath the butcher’s block, as if that is where it lives.

I look on in horror, but Pierre doesn’t seem to notice. He is completely, 100 per cent wrapped up in himself, as usual. It
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