
[image: cover]



To my parents, Miles and Jennifer





A COUNTRY
LIFE

Veronica Henry

[image: Publisher]





Contents

A Letter from Veronica Henry

Title Page

Dedication

Acknowledgements

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

Extract from The Secret Beach

Also by Veronica Henry

About the Author

Copyright





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
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Small family-run brewery in the Cotswolds

seeks management couple

(preferably chef/partner)

with exciting ideas but traditional values

to put village pub on the map.

Contact Keith Sherwyn
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1

Suzanna stood back from her handiwork and eyed it objectively. The frustrating thing was that she knew perfectly well half of the food she’d prepared wouldn’t be touched. The women it was destined for were all bound to be on a diet: Parmesan shortbread with roasted cherry tomatoes and feta cheese would be mentally converted into points and instantly dismissed as having far too high a fat content. Perhaps she should stick a little flag into each canapé indicating its calorie count? She popped one into her own mouth defiantly and gave it her approval: the base was crisp and buttery, the tomato roasted in a low oven overnight to a rich depth, the tiny sprig of rosemary offsetting the combination perfectly. Satisfied that the price she was charging was worth it, she was just about to snap the lid on the last container ready to transfer them to her car when the doorbell rang.

Damn. Her schedule was tight enough, and she had to have a shower yet. Her hair was lank and her skin oily from the fug she’d created in her tiny kitchen. She flew into the hallway, where baskets of snowy-white cloths and napkins were waiting, and opened the door.

‘Katie?’ Suzanna frowned in puzzlement. ‘Why aren’t you at work?’

Her oldest friend stood on the doorstep, looking stricken. It was eleven o’clock; normally by now Katie would have done what was for most people a full day’s work. Suzanna had never really got to the bottom of what exactly it was she did — something to do with environmental law — but it was certainly more high-flying than running an upmarket catering company, and made her a great deal more money. Suzanna secretly marvelled at the fact she was still allowed to be Katie’s friend. But she knew she always would be. They’d been through so much together. And it was obvious Katie had some kind of a crisis now. She’d double-parked her BMW outside, recklessly abandoning it to the whims of the Twickenham traffic wardens.

‘Suzanna.’ Katie, who never cried, threw her long, rangy arms round Suzanna’s neck and sobbed. ‘I had to tell you first.’

All sorts of things ran through Suzanna’s head. Breast cancer? The sack? Dead parent?

‘What is it?’

Katie looked at her. Tears had soaked the understated pearl grey silk of her Nicole Farhi blouse. She’d have to go and change if she was going into work. Though she was bound to have a rail of suitable clothes at the office.

Katie managed the revelation in a whisper.

‘I’m pregnant.’

For a moment, Suzanna felt emotionally winded, and it was all she could do not to step back with the shock. She’d prepared herself hundreds of times for this eventuality, but it was one of those things you could never really be ready for. Despite her inner turmoil, she managed a bright smile.

‘That’s fantastic. I’m so proud of you.’

She gave her friend a huge hug, hanging on as if to give her reassurance, but really in order to compose herself, to shut her eyes tight for a moment to squeeze back the tears. Katie was crying even more than ever, but laughing at the same time.

‘I thought you’d be upset. I was so worried . . .’

‘Don’t be silly. You’re my best friend. I’m thrilled,’ Suzanna lied.

Katie wiped her face.

‘Will you be godmum?’ she croaked.

‘I’d be livid if you didn’t ask. Of course I will.’

‘Thank God. I haven’t slept all night. As soon as I found out, I wanted to tell you. And I couldn’t just phone . . .’

Suzanna squeezed her friend’s hand reassuringly, then looked at her watch.

‘I’m going to have to kick you out, I’m afraid. I’m doing a lunch for Sybilla.’

Katie wrinkled her nose.

‘Do us all a favour. Stick arsenic in her Kir Royale.’

Suzanna laughed. ‘I’m not killing her off till I get paid. You know how tight she is despite her squillions.’

Suzanna, Katie and Sybilla had all met in Oxford, where they’d shared a grotty little terraced house in Jericho. Katie had been in her third year of law at the university, Sybilla was at the Oxford and County secretarial college and Suzanna was waitressing at Browns and cooking at lunchtimes in a smart-ish restaurant. They’d lived together for a year, fighting over clothes, men and whose food was whose in the fridge, before going their separate ways. Suzanna had bumped into Sybilla in Richmond High Street nearly ten years later, to find that she’d bagged herself a millionaire and a much-coveted house on Richmond Hill, where she lived with her two children, Hamish and Aurelia, a Filipino housekeeper and a Czech au pair. Katie and Suzanna had always kept in touch, but Katie refused to have anything too much to do with Sybilla nowadays, considering her vain, lazy, shallow and tight-fisted — which of course she was. Suzanna, however, maintained their friendship because Sybilla did a lot of entertaining but couldn’t cook for toffee. She knew Sybilla only used her company, Decadent Dining, because she expected a hefty discount. Which she duly gave her, after hiking up the quote in the first place. They had an unspoken agreement that they would pretend not to know each other when Suzanna catered for her: it meant the boundaries didn’t blur and kept their relationship businesslike. They both preferred it that way; the thought of socializing with Sybilla’s friends filled Suzanna with horror and Sybilla didn’t really like to be seen fraternizing with staff. Today was her birthday lunch, her thirtieth, she’d reminded Suzanna breathily, so she wanted it to be special, though she didn’t actually want anyone to know she was thirty – so no candles.

When Katie had gone, Suzanna took a deep breath. She looked at her watch: eleven thirty-five. Absolutely no time to have a nervous breakdown. She sped up the stairs and hurled herself in and out of the shower, then opened the armoire on the landing where her freshly washed and ironed work clothes were neatly stacked. A lunch party dictated casual, so she chose a white T-shirt off one pile, black jeans off another and a monogrammed chef’s apron off a third. She had crisp white blouses and black velvet skirts for more formal occasions. Her black suede loafers went with either option. The key was to look smart and discreet, but definitely not sexy — men inevitably made passes at the catering staff after they’d had a few.

She hung her head upside down and dried her hair quickly. Her long, straight, dark brown hair might be boring, but it was thick, shiny and obedient, and she twisted it deftly into a plait that would stop the ends dangling in the pesto. She sat at her dressing table for a moment, gazing in the mirror, wondering if what she felt showed in her reflection. She decided not: she’d become adept at disguising her feelings. The face that stared back at her was serene and impassive. A blank canvas. Her eyes were a sludgy greeny-brown, like the mossy flat stones at the bottom of a river. Deep chocolate brown freckles were scattered across the bridge of her nose, as if applied carefully by a child doing a drawing. The skin underneath was porcelain pale; her generous mouth punctuated by a single dimple in her right cheek when she smiled — though there was no evidence of that now. Suzanna didn’t feel like smiling; she wanted to hurl herself on to the bed and cry her eyes out. But business was business and Sybilla was unquestionably one of her best clients. Swiftly, she applied a flick of charcoal grey eyeliner to her upper lids, a slick of matt pinky-beige lipstick to her mouth, then popped two drops of Bach’s Rescue Remedy on to her tongue, praying it would get her through the next few hours.

Sybilla answered the door looking fresh as a daisy in baby-pink Chanel, which set off her baby-blonde hair and her baby-blue eyes. Suzanna was ushered into the kitchen, thirty grand’s worth of bespoke beech and stainless steel that she now knew her way round better than Sybilla, who seemed oblivious to its charms. They exchanged ritual kisses — the only indication that they were friends. Suzanna instinctively put up a hand to brush off the sugary lipstick mark she knew would be left on her cheek.

‘Happy birthday.’

‘Don’t! God! Thirty! I don’t look it, do I?’

‘No,’ said Suzanna truthfully. She looked thirty-four, which was what she was. Sybilla seemed to have forgotten that thirteen years ago, together with Katie, they’d celebrated her twenty-first in the little house they’d shared. They’d lined up twenty-one of Mr Kipling’s French Fancies, each with a candle stuck in it, and drunk four litre-bottles of Lambrusco between them. Suzanna distinctly remembered holding back Sybilla’s hair while she was sick, but she wasn’t going to remind her. Instead, she hustled her out of the way, not wanting her inane babble to distract her while she plated up.

She laid out the food on huge white serving dishes and put them on the dining table, while the gaggle of stick insects that made up Sybilla’s closest friends swigged champagne in the drawing room. She’d devised a pretty, girly menu: her own modern-day version of coronation chicken, with lime and coriander and Greek yogurt, followed by a sinful concoction of white chocolate and raspberries which she hoped wouldn’t go to waste. Hopefully after a few drinks the stick insects would all lose their willpower and dig in. There was nothing Suzanna loved more than seeing people enjoying her food. She wasn’t called Decadent Dining for nothing.

Half an hour later, the stick insects had helped themselves then carried their plates — their tiny wrists barely supporting the weight — out into Sybilla’s exquisite conservatory. Their jaws worked furiously, but no one really ate; they just talked. As ever, Sybilla managed to turn the conversation round to herself with a shock announcement.

‘I’m preggers again.’

‘Oh my God!’ There was a collective gasp of sympathy.

‘Bloody Piers just can’t keep it in his trousers.’ Sybilla lit a cigarette, with total disregard for both her foetus and the fact that some of her guests were still pretending to eat.

‘You should send him for the snip.’

‘It’s a bit late, isn’t it? Talk about shutting the barn door.’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Get rid, of course. I’m not going through that nightmare again. Aurelia was bad enough, but Hamish . . .’ Sybilla shuddered at the memory. ‘No, I’ve made up my mind. I’m booked in for next Friday. I can be in and out by lunch — it’s quicker than having your highlights done.’

She smiled brilliantly, but the smile faded as she realized Suzanna was standing behind her, hands trembling as she gripped the sides of a porcelain plate bearing a selection of tiny petits fours.

Suddenly the plate fell to the floor, smashing and scattering tiny crumbs of meringue and pate sucre all over the Fired Earth tiles.

‘Suzanna — I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you were there.’

‘Obviously. Otherwise you wouldn’t have discussed infanticide in so casual a manner.’

‘I’m sorry. I’d never have said anything if I’d realized.’ Sybilla paused, before plunging recklessly on. Champagne made her more tactless and insensitive than ever.

‘But actually — I would have thought you’d have got over it by now.’

‘What?’

‘It’s been more than a year —’

‘Fourteen months, three weeks and two days,’ Suzanna informed her flatly. The rest of the room was silent, as wide eyes set in Botoxed foreheads watched the drama unfold.

‘I mean, I know it was awful — ghastly — and you’ll never really get over it. But —’

Sybilla paused, in order to find the right words. Suzanna fought the urge to shake her hard, until her bulging, baby-blue eyes popped out of her head.

‘Life goes on, Suzanna.’

Suzanna gave her a long, level stare while she decided what to do. Slap her. Stab her. In the end she just walked out.

Sybilla turned back to her friends defensively.

‘Someone had to tell her.’

They all nodded wisely in unison. None of them had a clue what was going on.

‘She had a baby. About two years ago. It — he — died when he was six months old.’ Sybilla couldn’t actually bring herself to say the words out loud so she mouthed them exaggeratedly. ‘Cot Death.’

Everyone recoiled in synchronized shock. Sybilla looked round at them defiantly.

‘But I was right. Life does go on. Doesn’t it?’

As Barney cycled out of Richmond back over the bridge towards Twickenham he remembered Suzanna had been doing a lunch for Sybilla today, and wondered how it had gone. Sometimes she saw the funny side of Sybilla and sometimes she didn’t. Either way, it was good bread-and-butter money for her. And, more to the point, gave her something to think about.

He thought about the weekend ahead, started etching out plans in his head. Definitely a lie-in, with the Reverend Richard Coles and Saturday Live. Then perhaps the gym, because even though he cycled to and from work every day his abs needed attention and he could never be bothered to do his crunches at home. Suzanna could do the Pilates class, then they could ruin all their hard work by going somewhere on the river for lunch.

He thought about the cutting that was burning a hole in his briefcase. Suzanna had left last week’s Caterer and Hotelkeeper in the bathroom, and he’d leafed through it in the bath one night. The advert had leaped out at him: perhaps it was meant to be. He decided he’d show it to Suzanna over lunch tomorrow; soften her up first with a nice bottle of something crisp and white. Whatever happened, he couldn’t carry on what he was doing. It was destroying what was left of his soul. And if he didn’t cut the apron strings soon, it would be too late. He knew it would cause havoc and uproar if he left, but he’d never wanted to be a bloody accountant in the first place.

He’d wanted to be a rock and roll star. And he’d nearly done it. He and his mates from sixth-form college had been the hottest thing on the student circuit, with their little-boy-lost looks and their bitter-sweet lyrics, the melodies that got under your skin and wouldn’t go away. Girls had swooned over their tousled hair, the jumpers with too-long sleeves and ripped-up jeans. With his huge brown eyes and blond hair, his near-perfect torso peeping through his torn T-shirt, Barney knew he was in danger of stealing the thunder from Tim, the lead singer, and suspected that his days were numbered. It was a game of egos, and Tim was a manipulative, paranoid little shit whose agenda was to divide and rule.

Two days after they’d been signed up as support for a chart-topping act, Barney had contracted pleurisy, exacerbated by too many late nights rehearsing. He’d been racked with guilt as he lay in his hospital bed gasping for breath, worrying they’d have to pull out of the tour. But Jez, their manager, had soon put his mind at rest. They weren’t pulling out. Barney was being sacked, replaced by an older, more experienced and definitely uglier bass player.

His only consolation was that without him the band sank without trace and had split up within six months. Unquestionably, it had been Barney that had held them together; Barney who had given their music the depth it needed, who’d added the hidden extra to each song that made it memorable rather than ordinary. He’d had the talent but not the wherewithal or the political nous to survive the bitchy, cruel world of rock and roll. He’d taken his betrayal lying down, and it had hurt like hell.

He’d gone home to Richmond to convalesce and lick his wounds, found himself skint and taken up his father’s offer of a summer job at his accountancy practice while he sorted out what he wanted to do with his future. He realized now that his father had made it easy for him, made his life very comfortable and paid him more than was realistic, so that any alternative would seem less attractive. And eventually he’d agreed to sit his accountancy exams at evening classes, which he’d passed. He’d then taken on his own clients, and before he knew it there he was, at the age of thirty, earning a good salary with a down payment on a house in Twickenham.

It had been a strange metamorphosis. One minute he’d been there on stage, in a world of sweat and booze and gob and fags and adrenalin, an object of lust, preening and strutting. The next he was in a suit, wearing aftershave, carrying a briefcase and paying into a pension plan. He’d always assumed that he would return to the former, shake off his dull, grey chrysalis and become a butterfly again, but the years had slipped by. Now he was thirty-six and it was too late. He was too old to get away with the little-boy-lost look any more. But if he wasn’t going to turn into his father, he needed to take evasive action and quickly. So much had happened to make him realize life was too short.

Barney wheeled his bike into the hallway and halted. Something was wrong. The house had a sense of foreboding. His stomach clenched with dread. It had been nearly two months since Suzanna’s last relapse. He’d thought they might be coming out of the woods.

He opened the door of the living room and saw that they were right in the middle of the bloody forest with no hope of escape. Suzanna was sitting on the sofa, staring into space, an ashtray full of half-smoked cigarettes in front of her and a bottle of red wine, decidedly empty, at her side. Her eyes slid round to the door as Barney entered, and she looked at him dully.

‘Katie’s pregnant. And so’s Sybilla. But she’s having a fucking abortion.’

Barney winced. He loved her husky voice, with its cut-glass English enunciation. But he hated it when she swore. It grated on his ears.

He rushed to her side and held her tight, this beautiful woman who’d had his baby, whose hand he’d clung on to at the graveside as the tiny coffin was lowered into the ground. He breathed in the smell of her, pressed his lips to her skin, her hair, offering her comfort for the thousandth, millionth, infinite time, wishing he could suck out her pain like poison from a snake bite. She lay crumpled in his arms, almost unconscious with the grief and the guilt she still felt, even after more than a year. She couldn’t carry on like this, haunted by reminders and tortured by ironies. Barney’s deepest fear was that Suzanna’s grief might kill her, for surely death would be preferable to the pain she was suffering. He couldn’t bear the thought of losing her too.

He’d met her when she’d done the catering for one of his clients’ Christmas parties. He admired her from afar — her cool professionalism, how she was utterly charming yet detached. And her food was sublime; nothing startlingly original or self-consciously different, but perfectly executed. He’d cornered her after the party and got her card. Not that he often had need of a caterer, but because she was the first person to have remotely fascinated him for years. He’d gallantly carried her paraphernalia out to the car at the end of the evening, and persuaded her into a quick drink.

She was astonished to hear he was an accountant. Even after more than ten years, he still didn’t dress like one, favouring Paul Smith and Hacketts. She’d admitted to him, half embarrassed, half defiant, that she hadn’t filled in a tax return since she’d started up her business. Horrified, he’d offered to come and sort out her books. She’d looked a bit blank and said she didn’t think she had any.

It took Barney nearly two weeks to plough his way through the mess, piecing together five years of scrappy receipts, credit-card slips, bank statements and diary entries until he had established some kind of order. She’d kept no proper records, had no concept of profit and loss, or how to price a job. It seemed that she gave a rough estimate, without working out the costs, then as soon as she had the money, spent it. On clothes, shoes, CDs . . . stuff. She certainly hadn’t saved a penny. Barney was astounded that someone who seemed so organized in the kitchen could be so chaotic in their business life.

He filed her return to the Inland Revenue, praying they would be lenient. Then he went through her various bank accounts, credit cards and store cards, added up all her debts and marched her down to the bank, where he negotiated a loan on her behalf spread out over five years that would pay off all her debts and, hopefully, cover her tax bill. Then he sat her down and made her snip up all her plastic, leaving her with just two cards: one for business and one, with a very low credit limit, for pleasure. He followed this with a lesson in book-keeping, showing her how to log everything neatly and efficiently. He didn’t even begin to try and computerize it — she had no idea how to turn on a computer, yet alone fill out a spreadsheet. But he hoped by the end of it she’d got at least a vague idea.

He thought she must think him insufferably boring, banging on about annual percentage rates and the importance of keeping her receipts in order. But she’d been hugely grateful, and insisted on cooking him a meal to say thank you. They drank four bottles of wine between them, by which time he was totally relaxed, and he spent the evening regaling her with tales of his misspent, albeit brief, youth. She, in turn, told him tales about her ghastlier clients and how she dealt with them. She was funny, irreverent and unbelievably sexy. Barney didn’t think he was in with a chance. Not many girls wanted to screw their accountant, after all. So he was surprised when she leaned over and kissed him, her lips tasting of the orange-scented dessert wine they were finishing. It was only a short walk to the bedroom, and not a much longer walk up the aisle six months later.

They’d had a small but perfect wedding at the Petersham Hotel, and his father had given Barney a substantial raise in recognition of his responsibilities. And as Barney felt the prison doors clang shut, he thought it was a small price to pay for having such a beautiful wife.

That had been nearly five years ago. So much had happened in between. As he cradled and rocked Suzanna in his arms, Barney made up his mind. He was going to put his foot down. He was going to have to take control, ditch the softly-softly approach. They needed a change, a new beginning, a chance to start again. And he thought he’d got the answer.

Three days later Suzanna answered the door to find an enormous bunch of flowers with Sybilla hiding sheepishly behind it.

‘I’ve come to say sorry. I should never have said what I said. But you know me — Mrs Gobby. Speak first, think afterwards.’

She thrust the flowers into Suzanna’s hands.

‘Please. Let’s be friends again. I can’t bear it.’

Suzanna smiled. It was so Sybilla, to cover up her crime with an ostentatious gesture. For every time she was stingy, she made up for it on another occasion with a display of generosity. And she knew she wasn’t going to get rid of her until she’d accepted her apology. She took the flowers.

‘These are divine. Thank you.’ She buried her nose in the bouquet. Sybilla was impatiently pawing the ground like a racehorse at the starting gate. Suzanna decided to put her out of her misery and stood back to let her past. ‘Coffee?’

Sybilla didn’t need asking twice. She charged through the hall, scraping the tiles with the razor heels of her Russell & Bromley boots, and tripped into the kitchen. It was tiny, about ten foot by eight, simply fitted with pale blue Shaker-style units, a four-ring gas hob and an eye-level oven. A large picture window overlooked the garden, and the sill was crammed with pots and pots of fresh herbs that miraculously seemed to flourish. Apart from a large year-planner on one wall, covered in bookings for christenings and cocktail parties and directors’ lunches, there was no real evidence that the kitchen belonged to a professional cook. Sybilla could never believe that Suzanna created the sublime dishes she did in such a restricted space, with so few appliances, and without help — except for a few casual waitresses and a very camp butler she employed for grander occasions, she managed Decadent Dining all on her own. Suzanna insisted it was just a question of being organized and knowing what you were doing. Besides, she had a huge fridge-freezer in the garage and a massive store cupboard where unusually shaped cake tins sat beside madeleine moulds and tagines and any number of gadgets that weren’t needed on a day-to-day basis, as well as all her serving dishes and accessories — empty oyster shells for serving sea salt, Japanese-style espresso cups for chocolate mousse . . .

Sybilla perched on the stool by the table that was squashed up against the wall, and started rooting through Suzanna’s post. She was shamelessly nosy — a trait you could either deal with or not, but Suzanna had learned not to mind. She soon pounced with glee on an A4 brochure with an enticing photo of a Cotswold pub on the front.

‘What’s this? The Honeycote Arms? Are you going for a romantic weekend away or something?’

‘No.’ Suzanna didn’t elaborate. Sybilla would work it out for herself any minute. She’d opened the brochure and was perusing it with rapacious eyes.

‘Oh my God! You’re going to buy a pub! I would so love to own a pub! I’ll invest, if you need money. I’ll ask Piers. I’m sure he could turn it into some sort of tax dodge . . .’

‘Calm down, Sibs. We’re not buying it.’

‘Well, I think you should. It’s a brilliant idea. The Cotswolds are di-vine. And you’ve always wanted your own restaurant.’

That was true. Suzanna and Barney had often talked about it in the past, but had inevitably concluded that they couldn’t afford the sky-high rents and the initial investment.

‘We’re not buying it because it’s not for sale. They’re looking for tenants.’

Sybilla did not look impressed. Suzanna went on to explain.

‘It belongs to a small local brewery. They were just about to go to the wall, when they got this new bloke in. He’s investing a load of money, apparently. They want a total revamp. The Honeycote Arms is their first project — their flagship. They’re looking for a couple to run it.’

‘But you two would be ideal. You’re just the best cook ever, and Barney is so boring about numbers, it couldn’t fail. My God, I can’t wait . . .’

Suzanna had to laugh. She could see that in Sybilla’s head it was already up and running. She was practically going to book a table for lunch. Today.

‘I don’t know. The competition is pretty fierce round there. And we don’t really have relevant experience. And it would be bloody hard work.’

‘Like you don’t work hard at the moment?’

‘True.’

She did. More often than not she was on her way out of the door to cater for something just as Barney walked in. And she inevitably had a job on at the weekends. It wasn’t that they needed the money, or that she needed to keep the bookings up to keep the business afloat. It was just that it stopped her thinking . . .

‘I think you should do it.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it’s the first time I’ve seen your eyes light up since Ollie died.’

There was a long pause. Sybilla looked at her defiantly. Sybilla had a certain honesty that was refreshing, even though you might not always want to hear it.

When Barney had first run the idea past her, Suzanna had been very dubious. But gradually, as they talked it through, they both realized they had nothing to lose. It was the opportunity they’d long wanted, without the risk of a huge investment. By the end of a long, boozy lunch, they’d talked themselves into it.

‘I have to admit, I am quite excited about the idea. But I’m scared, too. It would be a whole new life. We’d be leaving everyone we know behind —’

‘Oh, come on. It’s not as if you’re emigrating to Australia. It’s an hour and a half away max —’

‘Only if you drive like Piers.’

‘Look at it this way. You’re both bloody miserable here. Barney hates being an accountant. You go round with a face like a wet weekend. No one wants to ask you to dinner parties because everyone’s sprogging like mad and they don’t want to upset you —’

Suzanna put her head in her hands.

‘Stop! I don’t want to hear any more.’

‘It’s true. Everyone loves you both, but . . .’

‘I know. I’m a miserable cow. I’m on the edge. You don’t know how dark it gets in my head sometimes.’

‘It’s totally understandable. I’m sure I’d be the same. Worse, probably. But you can’t go on like you are.’ Sybilla leaned forward to emphasize her point. ‘Nobody’s had the guts to tell you before. Barney treats you like china. His mum is too uptight and middle class to discuss emotions. Your mum doesn’t even know what planet she’s on. But I stick by what I said the other day. Life goes on. It’s got to.’

‘I know. I’ve been totally self-indulgent. Wallowing round in self-pity —’

Sybilla shook her head in violent disagreement.

‘No, no — don’t ever belittle what you’ve been through. None of us are fit to judge. But for your own good . . . You need a change. A change and a challenge. You can cater bloody cocktail parties standing on your head. You’ve turned into a Stepford chef. It’s no wonder you spend half of your life moping.’

It was amazing how much sense Sybilla talked sometimes, considering the amount of crap she was capable of coming out with at other times. Suzanna picked up the details and looked at the pub. It certainly looked idyllic, with its mellowing, crumbling Cotswold stone, smothered in a tangle of wisteria.

‘It’s probably horrible. It’s probably on some ghastly main road with huge lorries thundering past every two minutes.’

‘I bet it isn’t. I think it’s got your name on it. I think it was meant to be.’

‘OK. If it makes you happy, we’ll go and have a look at it. A look, mind.’

Sybilla sat back, a smile of smug satisfaction on her face. She never gave up till she got what she wanted, and Suzanna plunged the cafetière to pour them both a coffee to toast her capitulation. When Sybilla sheepishly asked for camomile tea, she sensed something was up. Sybilla ran on strong black coffee. What the hell was the matter with her? She realized something else — she hadn’t had a fag yet. She looked at Sybilla suspiciously.

‘I’ve got a confession to make.’ Sybilla looked uncharacteristically nervous. ‘I’m not going to have an abortion. I’m going to have the baby.’

There were tears in her eyes as she looked at Suzanna. Whether they were tears of joy, or guilt, or just a defence mechanism. Suzanna couldn’t be sure. She touched her on the arm reassuringly.

‘That’s not a confession. That’s fantastic. I’m really glad, Sib.’

It was the second time in a week she’d lied through her teeth to a friend. She certainly couldn’t express her real feelings. Her absolute mad, insane jealousy that both Katie and Sybilla could go ahead and have a baby without a deep-rooted terror of it being snatched away from her. It wasn’t an irrational fear, she knew that. But she had been told time and again that just because it had happened once, it didn’t mean it would happen again. Nevertheless, at this moment in time it was still a fear she couldn’t, wouldn’t, confront. And Sybilla’s confession somehow cemented the decision she’d already made. She couldn’t bear her two best friends giving birth within weeks of each other. It would be too much like rubbing her nose in it. Not that she wanted to cut herself off from them. But as she gave Sybilla a hug of congratulations, she decided that putting some distance between them might make things easier to bear.

As soon as Sybilla left, she picked up the phone and called Honeycote Ales. She made an appointment for her and Barney to visit the pub that weekend. Then she went into the dining room, turned on Barney’s computer and started to draft a proposal — now she’d conquered her fear of the word processor, she didn’t know how she’d lived without it. She worked late on into the afternoon. And when she hit the print button as she heard Barney come in through the door, she flew into the hallway and gave him a huge hug that took his breath away and lifted his heart.
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The car nosed its way down the centre of Honeycote, silent and self-important, defying so much as a speck of dust to land on its shiny body. It was impossible to identify its passengers, as the windows were as black as night, totally impenetrable, but the inhabitants of Honeycote rolled their eyes nevertheless: another bloody pop star, no doubt, scouring the Cotswold countryside for a bijou, twenty-four bedroom hideaway.

Inside, Damien Wood kept a shrewd eye on his newly-appointed driver, noting with approval how he kept just within the speed limit. Damien himself had been stopped for speeding three times lately, and twice for talking on his mobile — a car like his inevitably attracted police attention — so he’d thought it better to employ someone to drive him round while he was on business, as the points on his licence were mounting up. Rick Bradley had fitted the bill nicely. Damien made it clear that as long as he was punctual, made sure the car was always immaculate and kept anything he saw or heard to himself, he would be handsomely remunerated. He bought him a black suit to wear when he was on duty — not designer, only from Next, but the lad wore it well and looked the part. And to Damien, appearance was everything.

He’d spent most of the morning deciding whether Rick was gay. He was incredibly pretty, with long lashes and a cherubic mouth that gave him the look of a Botticelli angel, and dishevelled locks that he continually brushed out of his eyes with a casual gesture that came from years of practice in front of a mirror. But when they’d stopped earlier at a zebra crossing, and a young girl tottered across the road in her too-short skirt and her too-high heels, Damien had his answer. Rick’s eyes followed her progress, idly but with an unmistakable interest. No doubt about it, his beguiling androgyny was the type used by only the most male of men: Jim Morrison before he got fat; Michael Hutchence before he got buried. Not that Damien minded either way what Rick’s sexual persuasion was — but when you were putting your trust in someone, you needed to know their preferences.

He was going to be relying heavily on Rick over the next few months. When he wasn’t needed as a driver, he’d do maintenance around the house, mow the lawns, that sort of thing. Not that the house needed much maintenance yet, as it was brand spanking new.

The moment Damien had set foot in Honeycote, he knew it was the perfect place for him and his daughter Anastasia. It was the last place anyone would look for him, a committed urban dweller, a penthouse prince. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d set foot in the countryside, but found he was rather looking forward to being part of a community. He imagined legions of villagers trooping to his door — apple-cheeked old ladies with tins of welcoming home-made shortbread, an absent-minded vicar touching him up for donations to the church roof fund (who would subsequently be speechless with the generosity of his cheque), comely young wenches offering to do his cleaning — until it occurred to him that none of them would actually be able to get to his door.

For Honeycote Grove was a gated development nestling just outside the village: five luxury houses — or rather, ‘homes’ — contained within an eight-foot-high brick wall armed with discreet razor wire, remote-control gates, hidden cameras and security lighting, impenetrable to unwanted visitors. Each house stood in its own half-acre plot and was styled as a mini-castle, built out of authentic Cotswold stone with castellated roofs and pointy turrets and mullioned windows and studded oak doors. Inside, by contrast, they were the height of modernity, kitted out with the ultimate in gadgets. Every bedroom had an en suite with a power shower and spa bath, there was a study with a mezzanine library, fully geared up for working from home and bursting with the latest in telecommunication, and a kitchen that would gratify the most demanding chef. The garden was beautifully landscaped, already filled with mature trees and shrubs, with a fountain and a terrace and a built-in gas barbecue and floodlights and outdoor heaters. With each house came a share of five acres adjoining the estate, a swimming pool, a small gym and a tennis court. Damien had bought off plan, so he’d been able to choose all the paint finishes and the tiles and the curtains to his liking. And he knew just what he wanted. Damien always did.

The piece de résistance was Anastasia’s bedroom. It was every little girl’s dream, contained in the very top of the turret, and was painted in sugared almond shades of lilac and pink, with silver stars on the ceiling and a princess bed with white toile curtains all around, like Sleeping Beauty. He couldn’t wait till Sunday, when he was going to fetch her from his mother’s in Weston-super-Mare, so he could show her everything. It was all for her, after all. If it hadn’t been for Anastasia . . . She lit up what was otherwise a rather dark life. It was why he called her Star for short.

He supposed that to an outsider, theirs was a peculiar set-up. A thirty-two-year-old entrepreneur, ensconced with his three-year-old daughter in the lap of luxury, in one of the most beautiful villages he’d ever seen. Yet they would be, essentially, prisoners in their own home. Paranoia was one of Damien’s weaknesses, even though he constantly told himself to chill out and relax. It was one of his favourite sayings: just because you’re paranoid, it doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you.

She couldn’t possibly know where they were. He’d covered his tracks very, very carefully. But you never knew with Nicole. He didn’t trust her an inch.

As the car left the outskirts of Honeycote and sped towards the neighbouring town of Eldenbury, it occurred to Damien that he ought to fill Rick in. Not with all the gruesome details, of course. But just enough so he could be on his guard, make sure they weren’t being followed. And to let Damien know if he saw or heard anything suspicious. It was, after all, only a matter of time . . .

Single fatherhood hadn’t been on Damien’s wish-list, but it had turned out to be the one thing that gave him true satisfaction. He often wondered who it was up there, moving the chess pieces around the board, when he’d met Nicole in Bristol four years before. She was the head waitress in a flashy restaurant he’d taken a business client to, and he’d been knocked sideways by her efficiency. It was notoriously difficult to get good staff who knew how to treat the clientele, and she handled it beautifully. He watched as the neighbouring table, a trio of braying PR guys, guzzled the best part of a bottle of wine priced at seventy-five pounds and then sent it back, claiming it was corked. She didn’t bat an eyelid. She took the bottle with charming apologies and without demur. As a result they went on to order an even more expensive bottle, and left her a huge tip. Damien was quietly impressed. He was changing direction, and thought she was the ideal figure-head for his next venture: a bar in Cheltenham, upmarket, no funny stuff. Nicole had got balls and beauty; the class and style needed to run it. She could go places under his direction. They could go places.

When he slipped her his card and told her to give him a call, he was surprised when she did that very evening. He took her out to dinner to discuss her prospects; how they could help each other. They’d hardly touched the terms and conditions before they ended up in bed, and Damien realized he’d made a fatal error. He couldn’t employ her now, not when he’d fallen in love with her. He never, ever, mixed business with pleasure. It was his golden rule from the day he’d first got into the skin trade.

He didn’t know at the time he’d been duped. Nicole had actually been sacked from her job that very afternoon, after failing a random drugs test by the militant company who owned the restaurant where she worked. She might look the part on the surface, but underneath she was a party animal, spiralling out of control with her insatiable hunger for sex, drugs and shopping, two of which Damien was willing and able to satisfy. The drugs he didn’t know about. He was surprisingly blind to her faults, dazzled by her beauty and magnetic personality, but then she was a mistress of deception.

At first she’d made him happy. He never felt prouder than when they went out together. They made a stunning couple: he was fair, with a sheet of blond hair falling over his eyes that was cut by a top stylist every two weeks and conditioned every day; she had exquisite bone structure, flashing dark eyes and a mass of lustrous black curls. They were style icons, always dressed in the most cutting-edge designer clothing, never seen in the same thing twice; by the time everyone else had caught up with the latest must-have item, they were on to the next. They took last-minute deals and shopped in New York, to be sure that they were the leaders of the pack, that no one else could be seen in what they were wearing. They were big fish in the small pond that was Bristol, and it was, for a year or so, immensely gratifying.

In time, though, Nicole turned out to be dangerously flawed: behind her immaculate facade was a bundle of neurotic hang-ups, an evil temper and a monstrous ego that was heightened by her drug abuse. Nothing Damien did for her was enough. She was like a vampire, preying on his pocket, his heart and his soul. The baby of her Irish family, she’d been spoilt and cosseted, indulged in her every whim, and she expected the same level of attention from Damien. Gradually, however, his patience wore thin, and he began to express irritation at the fact that she couldn’t even begin to keep their riverside apartment tidy, or get food in. When she refused one day point-blank to pick up his dry-cleaning, he lost his temper. Nicole had panicked, seen that she was in danger of losing her own personal cashpoint machine and realized that Damien had meant it when he’d told her to shape up or ship out. In the following few weeks, her housekeeping would have put Martha Stewart to shame. Damien came home to lovingly prepared (even if it was by supermarkets) meals, and he got the full benefit of the hundreds of pounds’ worth of Italian underwear he’d bought for her. The result of which was Nicole became pregnant. Damien had felt a growing sense of unease when she’d announced this over a particularly intimate supper (Waitrose duck à l’orange and lemon mousse) and couldn’t help feeling that he’d been hoodwinked. It was the oldest trick in the bloody book, after all.

The wedding was lavish; a candlelit winter ceremony held at a country house hotel just outside Bristol. Nicole wore a white velvet dress trimmed with marabou at the neck and cuffs, cleverly cut to hide her bump but maximize her cleavage, a coronet of blood-red roses and ivy entwined in her curls. She looked the picture of fairy-tale innocence, Snow White or Rose Red. But Damien could tell, by the way that no one could quite meet his eye, that the congregation held out little hope for the success of his marriage. He’d worn a green velvet frock coat and the Irish contingent had been horrified. It was bad luck to marry in green, they said. Damien often wondered what would have happened had he gone for the red silk Nehru jacket that had been his second choice.

The remaining months of Nicole’s pregnancy were calm and trouble free. She still managed to spend money, but Damien felt it was all in a good cause as he watched the room put aside as the nursery fill with exquisite French babywear and the latest gadgets to make the new mother’s life a breeze.

When Anastasia was born, he realized what love was. Sadly, Nicole didn’t feel the same bond, but almost seemed to resent the baby. She’d demanded a maternity nurse, followed by a nanny, and Damien put his foot down. What was the point, he’d demanded, when Nicole didn’t have anything else to do? A baby should be looked after by its own mother. The tantrums and hysterics were hideous, and in the end Nicole had effectively gone on strike, completely unable to face up to the responsibilities of motherhood. She let her mother look after Anastasia while she went out shopping, to the gym, to the nail bar, out partying and clubbing every night. Damien, weighted down with work, hadn’t been able to do much about it. He couldn’t stand Nicole’s mother, a self-centred, opinionated witch from County Cork, with dyed black hair and far too much cheap gold jewellery that Damien suspected he financed. His own mother was sweet-natured but seventy-six and crippled with arthritis. He’d moved her into a nice bungalow at Weston, but there was no way she could look after a tiny baby full-time, much as she would have loved to help. And much as he hated the idea of Kathleen O’Connor being in charge of his daughter, at least she was blood, which was more than a nanny would be. He’d read too many horror stories in the tabloids to trust Anastasia with an eighteen-year-old who had no loyalty but her pay cheque at the end of the week. And so the status quo had remained as it was, with him working all hours and Nicole pleasing herself, until Anastasia was nearly three.

He’d come home unexpectedly early one evening to find a small party lolling about in his lounge as high as kites, drinking champagne. He recognized Sarita, a friend of Nicole’s who claimed to be a model, but who Damien was pretty sure was a high-class hooker. The other member of their little coterie confirmed his suspicions. It was Sebastian Chadwick, who fancied himself as a bit of a Mr Big in Bristol. An obnoxious individual who’d reaped none of the benefits but all of the disadvantages of a minor public school education and had never really grown up, Sebastian brown-nosed the city’s wealthy and successful, earning his place amongst them by selling recreational substances, which he delivered to their elegant Georgian town houses by courier. He charged handsomely for this service, but as he was saving his clients precious time and a risky trip to the dodgy side of town, no one seemed to mind. Deeply unattractive, being overweight and piggy pink, Sebastian notoriously spent most of his profits paying for slightly depraved sexual favours. Damien knew all of this. What he didn’t know, and was about to witness, was who he was paying for those sexual favours.

The trio were so engrossed in their revelry they hadn’t even noticed him in the doorway. He watched as Nicole, eyes glittering with whatever Sebastian had pumped her full of sashayed over to the sound system and flicked on Donna Summer, ‘Love to Love You, Baby’. Then she held out her hand for a partner. Damien expected Sebastian to lumber on to his little pig’s trotters but no — it was Sarita who took Nicole’s hand. Sarita who slid into her arms. He watched, horrified and entranced, as Sarita and Nicole proceeded to perform a double act for Sebastian. A professionally choreographed lesbian twosome. It was pretty impressive. Every man’s fantasy, allegedly. Damien might have enjoyed it if it hadn’t been his own wife in the spotlight, and he hadn’t been distracted by the repulsive sight of Sebastian fondling a rather pathetic little chipolata that poked out from amongst the folds of fat.

He was shaken from his trance by the sound of a whimper further down the corridor. Anastasia! Anastasia had been in the house all along, asleep in her little bed, no doubt woken by the pounding, throbbing bass. Nicole would never hear her cry, as the baby monitor had been switched off. He’d crept into her room, gathered up a few of her belongings and a packet of nappies, and scooped her up in his arms. Before he left, he checked the monitor of the CCTV that was housed in the utility room off the hallway. Sick to his stomach, Damien had taken the videotape out of the closed circuit television that was installed throughout the apartment, knowing full well his wife’s sordid performance would have been recorded for posterity. He didn’t know if it would be permissible evidence in a court of law, but he was pretty sure he could make some use of it. He didn’t know if Nicole was doing what she was doing for cash or kicks, but it didn’t matter either way. She was an unfit mother.

Damien had called Nicole an hour later from his mother’s house. She still hadn’t realized Anastasia was missing, taking her silence for sleep. He’d phoned her again at ten, to find her in a state of hysterically high paranoia, not even able to remember what arrangements she’d made for her daughter. Damien had taped that phone call as well. He’d need plenty of evidence if he was filing for custody.

As soon as Nicole clocked that without custody she didn’t stand much chance of a decent settlement either, things had turned ugly. Astoundingly, she claimed undiagnosed post-natal depression as a defence for her behaviour, and pointed the finger at Damien for being unsympathetic to her plight, and indeed worsening it. Without her mother’s support, she declared, her situation would have been intolerable. Although now, of course, she was cured and ready to take on her responsibilities. And the best place for Anastasia was with her mother. Not with her father, who worked around the clock.

Damien had been granted temporary custody, claiming that Nicole was unfit. The court case was looming, pending doctor’s reports. Damien knew that Nicole had enough tricks up her sleeve and enough dodgy contacts to be able to trump up a fake medical history. He also knew that she had enough knowledge of his business interests to be able to fight back, that it was going to descend into mutual mud-slinging.

The whole incident made him take stock of his life. OK, so he’d made a massive amount of money out of what a pedant would call vice. He’d always justified it by telling himself that it would still go on even if he himself didn’t profit. And although he benefited from earnings that were verging on the immoral, he didn’t carry that through into his personal life. He’d always remained faithful to his girlfriends in the past. He’d never sampled the goods himself. In fact, he was bordering on puritanical. But now, that squeaky cleanness was going to have to go across the board.

Basically, the further down the M5 you got, the more disreputable his business interests became. Cheltenham was bars and clubs, nothing seedy — yet. Gloucester was lap-dancing. And Bristol, his home town, was massage parlours, deep down and dirty. The bottom line was the massage parlours had to go. And the lap-dancing clubs, for good measure: they weren’t illegal, but they wouldn’t look too good in front of a judge. Anyway, he was feeling increasingly uneasy about them. Ever since he’d become a father, his conscience had begun pricking. Every time he auditioned a dancer, he couldn’t look them in the eye, knowing that somewhere they had a father just like him, someone who had had hopes and dreams for his daughter just like he had for Anastasia. The thought of her ending up writhing round a pole for the gratification of a load of dirty old men filled him with disgust. So how on earth could he expect someone else’s daughter to line his pockets?

Added to this was his greatest fear: Anastasia not being invited round to anyone’s house for tea, because word had got out that her daddy traded in flesh. Naked, female flesh. It would only be a matter of time before he got found out, he was sure. Damien knew better than anyone how very, very small the world was. You only had to look at the playbacks of the CCTVs he had in his clubs to know — familiar faces popped up all the time, people whose worst nightmare would be news of their visit to ‘Faster Pussycat’ or ‘Diamondlife’ getting out.

So he’d started putting out feelers for a buyer and found one almost immediately: Marco Dinari, who had a variety of pasta and pizza restaurants scattered around Bristol. Marco and he began negotiations; they’d done business before, and trusted each other. It was just a question of arriving at a figure that was satisfactory to both of them.

Meanwhile, he also decided that the dirty city was no place for Anastasia. No child should be brought up in an apartment, even if it was a luxury one. As the more salubrious and less incriminating of his business interests were in Cheltenham, which he intended to keep, he decided to settle in that area. He’d contacted all the local estate agents and demanded they find him a suitable home.

So here they were in Honeycote; the quintessential English village that was to be their haven, the idyllic setting for their new life. Damien had got the keys two days before, and supervised the move of his furniture from Bristol. He’d deliberately omitted to leave a forwarding address; hadn’t even told Nicole he was moving. It would probably be weeks before she realized they’d flown the coop. She wasn’t really interested in her daughter, except as a meal ticket, so it would only be when she came calling for cash that the penny would drop. Damien smiled contentedly: life was going to be so much easier without her malevolent presence in close proximity . . .

The car drove on into Eldenbury, a small market town on the Oxford to Evesham Road, which had originally sprung up from the profits of the local wool trade. It shared the golden glowing stone and shambolic, rather random architecture of Honeycote, but on a slightly larger scale: it boasted a decent-sized hotel, an off-licence, a deli, some decent shops, a small supermarket. And a train station with its magical link to London, just ninety minutes away.

Rick pointed out the Chinese takeaway he lived over — disconcertingly named the Golden Swallow — and the beauty salon his sister Kelly ran.

‘She’s moving into the flat with me this weekend.’ He grinned a trifle ruefully. ‘Farewell, bachelor life. Hello,

Marigolds and empty ashtrays. But I don’t mind. She’ll look after me.’

Damien felt a momentary flash of envy. He had no one to look after him. Well, only people he paid.

The Mercedes ground to a halt at the far end of the town. Half the road had been dug up and there was a queue of traffic waiting in front of
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