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Legal Disclaimer

In this novel, I have aimed to draw an authentic portrait, which necessarily, as context, makes reference to Lloyd’s and the scandals surrounding the organisation such as those relating to asbestosis claims. However, as will readily be understood, the novel is from start to finish entirely a work of my imagination and the characters, companies and their actions in the story are entirely fictional.


Prologue

August, 1990



So the person you loved best in the world had killed themselves. Had felt so desperate, so absolutely hopeless that it seemed the only option.

How could you live with yourself, how could you ever come to terms with it, knowing that, in the end, even you had not been able to help, to offer comfort of any kind?

And, even though you knew it was not directly your fault, that the blame could be very arguably laid at the door of that gleaming, futuristic-looking building in the heart of the City of London, currently wrecking so many lives, you would still blame yourself every hour of every day for the rest of your life.


It wasn’t the first such death of course and nor would it be the last. People had been lured by the promise of an easy, apparently risk-free wealth by the tenants of that building, basing a luxurious lifestyle upon it – a lifestyle of beautiful houses, of expensively educated children, of lavish grown-up toys, and all the other powers and pleasures of wealth – only to discover the foundations of it were built for a while at least on shifting, albeit golden sands rather than solid rock. And yet the promise had been far from empty, based as it was on a background of three centuries of economic success, the success of a great financial institution. But for a time in those darkly turbulent years at the end of what has now been labelled the Greed Decade, that promise seemed not only empty but also a terrifying vacuum; and it was not just the houses and the educations and the toys that were lost, but frequently the most basic of life’s requirements, and for many, pride, self-respect, and indeed, hope itself.


Chapter 1

22 April 1988, morning

She wasn’t even going to think about having an affair. She simply wasn’t.

It was something she totally disapproved of; it wasn’t only immoral and selfish, it was deeply dangerous. She was married, very happily, to someone she not only loved, but admired, and there was no way she was going to break her vows (and risk breaking Nigel’s heart), and put her marriage and her very happy life at risk. So that was that. Absolutely that. And if he phoned – which he almost certainly wouldn’t, he’d been drunk and probably hadn’t meant a word of what he said – but if he did, she would simply say that, say, ‘No, I’m sorry, it was lovely meeting you, but I’m happily married and – well, I’m happily married.’ That would be enough. Surely. She wouldn’t have to go on. He’d know what she meant and he’d probably come out with some jokey reply and that would be that. And if she had to spell it out – well, she would. That would be the end of it. A fun encounter: that’s all it had been. She might have been a bit silly: she had been a bit silly. But that was all. Blame the champagne. And luckily Nigel hadn’t noticed anything...

He came into the bedroom now, from their bathroom, offering his wrists to her so she could put in his cufflinks; as she did so, her fingers unusually fumbly – blame the champagne for that as well, she seemed to have a bit of a hangover – she suddenly found herself looking at him as if she had never seen him before. Was he really, as HE had said so rudely – so rudely – a bit of a caricature? She supposed, honestly, he was: tall, blond – well, blond-ish, going just slightly grey now – very slim, pretty good-looking really, perfectly dressed, in his Turnbull & Asser shirt, his pinstripe suit, his Lobbs shoes. (HE had been wearing Lobbs shoes, he told her: ‘Only posh thing about me. I get a real thrill going in there, them getting the old last out.’)

‘Lucinda! Do concentrate, darling, I can’t stand here all day.’

‘Sorry. There you are.’

‘Thanks. You having breakfast this morning?’

‘Oh – no.’ The thought made her feel sick.

‘Hope you’re not overdoing the dieting?’

‘Nigel, of course I’m not. I’d have thought you only had to look at me to see that.’

‘Well – you look pretty good to me. Anyway, I’m hungry. Not enough to eat at that thing, was there?’

‘No, not really. Gosh, it’s late, I didn’t realise.’

She mustn’t be late for work today, of all days. She worked for Peter Harrison, the publishers, as secretary to Graham Parker, one of the editors, and he had an important meeting that morning with some Americans, who were coming over on what Graham wittily called ‘an acquisition mission’. Being Americans, they had suggested an eight o’clock meeting; Graham had managed to persuade them forwards an hour to nine, but she’d have to be there well before then, coffee brewed, biscuits and the best cups on a tray, and herself ready to greet them. It would be fun.

One of the things Lucinda loved most about her job was the social aspect; there was always something going on – book launches, marketing meetings, sales conferences, press jaunts, and the famous Frankfurt Book Fair where the entire publishing world packed itself under one enormous roof. She’d been working for Graham for a year now; she was hoping to be an editor herself one day, but there were so many people with that particular ambition, and to be absolutely honest, hers was slightly half-hearted; she didn’t intend to go on working after she’d had a baby. That was something else she disapproved of: working mothers. She intended to be like her own mother, always there, putting her children first. Of course, the baby was hardly a reality: bit far from it, actually. But – come on, Lucinda, don’t start thinking about that now. You’ve got to get to work.

She was ready twenty minutes later: she caught sight of herself in the hall mirror and tried to see herself through HIS eyes: long-ish full-ish skirt (Laura Ashley), blue shirt with a turned-up collar (Thomas Pink), and her twenty-first-birthday pearls, of course; navy sleeveless Puffa jacket, flat shoes (Charlie Jourdan), blond hair scooped back in a velvet band.

There really was no way she could possibly appeal to HIM, not really, not if he was sober. He’d like one of those sharp eighties girls in short-skirted suits with padded shoulders, girls with big hair and big ambitions. He wouldn’t even be able to remember her this morning, never mind ringing her... and as she stood there, checking that she had her wallet and her keys, the post came through the letter box. A couple of quite nice-looking things, clearly invitations, a bill or two, a postcard from Verbier, from the ski-ing party she’d wanted to join and Nigel hadn’t, and a letter from Lloyd’s. Lloyd’s of London. One of the whiter-than-white envelopes that arrived once a year, containing a statement of their account and followed in due course by a large cheque. Nigel was a Member of Lloyd’s; it was one of the things that had pleased her father most when he and Nigel had had their Little Chat, just before they got engaged.

‘Not only all that land, down in Norfolk, but he’s a Name as well; that’ll stand you in good stead in the years to come.’

One of her uncles had been a Name in quite a big way, apparently. When she was young, she’d heard her mother talking about it, and asked her what it meant: ‘Well, darling, it means you become a sort of sleeping partner,’ Margaret Worthington had said rather vaguely. ‘They insure things, big things I mean, like ships and buildings, and they make a big profit on it. If you’re a Name, you get a share in those profits.’ ‘What happens if the ships sink?’ she’d asked, and her mother had said, well, there was more than enough money to deal with that. ‘They still make a profit. Ask Daddy about it, he’ll tell you more, I don’t really understand it. Except that it pays all your cousins’ school fees,’ she added.

It hadn’t sounded interesting enough for Lucinda to ask her father; but she did know now that there was enough money coming in from Lloyd’s every year for Nigel to boost their income quite a bit. Which they didn’t need at the moment of course, Nigel’s salary as Chairman of the family business was perfectly adequate, and he had quite a big portfolio of stocks and shares, but it would be wonderfully helpful when they wanted to move to the country and buy a house.

That was the plan, to move as soon as they had children. Not to Norfolk, that was too far and the last thing Nigel wanted was to run the farm, but he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life in London, he said. Nor did she; she’d grown up in the country herself and loved it.

‘Where did you live when you were a child then?’ HE had asked last night. ‘Some pile in the country, I s’pose?’

And, ‘Well,’ she’d said, ‘not exactly a pile, but quite a nice house, yes, in Gloucestershire, near Cirencester.’

‘Oh yeah? Ponies?’

‘Yes. Yes, I did have a pony. Actually.’

‘Very nice,’ he’d said, ‘very nice indeed. I’d like my kids to have all that, ponies and boarding school; you go to boarding school?’

‘Yes, when I was thirteen.’

‘Like it?’

‘Quite. I got awfully homesick and missed my pony. And Mummy, of course, and my sister and brothers.’

‘And where were they at school? Eton or Harrow or some such?’

‘Um – Eton, yes, actually.’

‘And Hubby over there, he go to Eton?’

‘Yes, he did.’

That was when he’d said Nigel was a caricature. And— stop it, Lucinda, stop thinking about it.

She started ripping open the envelopes to distract herself. Invitations: oh, fantastic, Caroline’s wedding. And that looked like Philippa’s writing (it was) – brilliant, party in the country – and Sarah’s baby’s christening, so sweet to ask them and— damn! She’d opened a letter addressed to Nigel by mistake, half-pulled it out. Not that Nigel would mind – at least, she didn’t think so. He always said he had no secrets from her. She’d just say she was sorry and— now the letter wouldn’t go back into the envelope. Lucinda pulled it out to refold it and couldn’t resist reading it. The letterheading was Jackson & Bond, Members’ Agent, Lloyd’s of London, and the letter itself was quite brief:

Dear Nigel,

I thought I should warn you ahead of the final account that, as I feared, you did make a loss for the year just closed. Not a big one, just a few thousand pounds...


A loss. A loss! How extraordinary. That had never happened before. Never. She didn’t know how many thousands of pounds Lloyd’s would regard as ‘just a few’. Maybe ten thousand, or even more? Surely not. But she did know they dealt in very big numbers. Nigel would know. They’d have to talk about it tonight.

God, she was late; she must go. She left the letters on the hall table and slammed the door behind her.

She found herself suppressing a rather strong feeling of nausea as she half-ran down Sloane Street towards the Square and the tube. She managed to just catch a train, and then sank weakly into a seat. She couldn’t face the change this morning; she’d get out at Temple and take a taxi up to Russell Square. She knew it was lazy but she really did feel rough: and she simply couldn’t be late. Graham would kill her...

Despite her resolve, as the train jerked and swayed along, she began to think about HIM again: him and the night before. He really had had the most profound effect on her. She wasn’t sure why. Partly, she supposed, because she’d never met anyone quite like him before. It had been at a publishing party, to celebrate the publication of a book edited by Graham Parker about the financial markets just before and just after Big Bang – that extraordinary day in October 1986, when the Stock Market became totally computerised and a free-for-all, rather than the gentlemanly domain of the traditional stockbroker.

Lucinda organised and attended all the editorial department’s parties; it was part of her job and she enjoyed it.

The guest-list had looked like a Who’s Who of the Square Mile. Nigel had been invited, not because he worked in the City, he didn’t; he worked for a large manufacturing company that had been founded by his grandfather, but he had a large share portfolio and Graham had kindly suggested to Lucinda that it might be interesting for him. HE on the other hand did work in the City.

HE was one of that entirely new breed of traders, the market makers, sprung not from the great public schools, but the East End of London. ‘I’m one of your electronic barrow boys, so called,’ he said, grinning at her, as he allowed her to refill his glass for the third time in what seemed about five minutes. ‘Not the sort the City used to give the time of day to, unless we was in our proper place in the back office.’ He held out his hand. ‘Gary Horton. Known these days as Blue. Pleased to meet you’ – he peered at her name badge – ‘Lucinda Cowper.’ He pronounced it wrongly as people so often did; it always annoyed her.

‘It’s pronounced Cooper,’ she said briskly, ‘the W’s silent.’

‘Yeah, I see,’ he said looking mildly amused, and then, his dark eyes moving over her, ‘are you really called Lucinda?’

‘Yes, of course. Is that so unusual?’

‘Well, where I come from it is. I mean, that is a posh name, isn’t it? Seriously posh.’

‘I – I don’t know,’ she said.

‘I don’t s’pose you would. Don’t s’pose you know anyone who isn’t posh, do you?’

‘Well, of course I do,’ she said, rather helplessly.

‘Oh, OK. What, like Daddy’s chauffeur and Mummy’s cleaner?’

‘I think you’re being rather rude,’ said Lucinda, ‘if you don’t mind my saying so. Now if you’ll excuse me, I—’

‘Sorry,’ he said, putting out an arm, stopping her. ‘I was out of order. Sorry. It interests me, all that Eton and ponies stuff, not sure I know why. Probably because I can’t understand how they – you’ve – done it.’

‘What do you mean?’ she said, reluctantly interested.

‘How you’ve survived so long. I mean, most dinosaurs die out, don’t they? Oh, shit. Now I’ve been rude again, haven’t I?’

‘Yes. Very,’ she said coolly and moved away from him, right across the room. She felt unduly upset by him, unable to laugh it off; she looked for Nigel, went over and refilled his glass.

‘You all right?’ she said, giving him a quick kiss. ‘Got enough people to talk to?’

‘Oh yes, of course. Jolly good party, Lucinda, well done.’

‘I can’t take any credit,’ she said.

‘Nonsense. Of course you can.’ He smiled at her; it was one of his more endearing characteristics, that he enjoyed life enormously; his work, his social life – although he got a bit irritated with her more giggly friends – his tennis, his shooting. He was seldom out of sorts, always cheerful, almost always good-tempered. He was quite a bit older than she was, forty-two to her twenty-four, but it had never been a problem. She rather liked it; it made her feel safe.

She moved away and was in earnest conversation with one of the other editors when Blue Horton appeared at her side again. She smiled briefly at him and then ignored him.

‘Look,’ he said, waiting patiently until the editor moved away, ‘I just wanted to apologise. I’ve got a real gift for saying the wrong thing. Can’t help it, really.’

‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I really have to go and talk to some more – what did you call them? – oh yes, dinosaurs...’

‘No, don’t go,’ he said, putting his hand on her arm, ‘please. One of the reasons I got carried away was because I felt – I don’t know – thrown by you.’

‘Thrown? Why?’

‘Well, because you’re so bloody gorgeous,’ he said. ‘I just totally forgot myself. Looking at you.’

Lucinda felt a blush rising up her throat; she blushed easily and she hated it.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she said.

‘I’m not being ridiculous. I’m a shy, retiring sort of a fellow.’

‘Now you are really being ridiculous.’ She smiled in spite of herself. ‘You’re about as shy as – as –’ she struggled to think of someone suitably self-confident, ‘Mrs Thatcher.’

‘Ah, now there’s a lady I admire,’ he said, surprising her.

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, course. She’s responsible for all this –’ he waved his arm round the room ‘– all this enterprise; she’s freed up the market, she’s made it possible to do whatever you want, given enough ambition and energy and that. It’s getting more like the States every day here, and I like it. I think that’s what I was really trying to say,’ he added with a grin, ‘when I said your lot were dinosaurs. I meant, everything’s changed and you’ve managed not to. And still done well. Very admirable.’

‘Well, all right. I’ll try to accept that.’

‘Good. So how long you been married then?’

‘Three and a half years.’

‘And kids? Got any kids?’

‘No. Not yet.’

‘OK.’ He paused in his inquisition, as if digesting this piece of information, then: ‘And where d’you live? Don’t tell me, somewhere not too far away from Sloane Square.’

‘Well, yes. Actually. In dinosaur country.’

‘You’re not going to let me forget that, are you?’

‘No, I’m not. Now I really do have to circulate a bit more.’

‘I’ll come with you.’

‘Blue—’ She stopped suddenly. ‘Why Blue, when you were christened Gary?’

‘It’s a nickname,’ he said. ‘We all have them and they all got some sort of reason. I mean, there’s Luft, short for Luftwaffe, he’s got blond hair and blue eyes and very, very right-wing views. And Croydon, because his surname is Sutton, and Harry, he’s one of your coloured gentlemen, so Harry as in Belafonte, and Kermit who looks like a frog, and—’

‘Yes, I get the idea,’ she said, laughing, ‘but why Blue?’

‘You heard of Blue Buttons?’

‘No.’

‘They were the runaround boys on the old Stock-Exchange floor. Looked after the brokers, kept them supplied with tea and coffee – and info, of course. You’d hear people shouting for them: “Where’s the Blue? Hey, Blue, over here!” I was one of them, before Big Bang. In fact, I got to be the head Blue Button. So the name stuck. I quite like it. Don’t you?’

‘I – well, yes, I think so,’ she said doubtfully.

‘Good. Anyway, it’s a better name than Gary. Come on, let’s do some of this circulating then. You introduce me to some of these people. And your husband, if you like.’

She hadn’t introduced him to Nigel; it didn’t seem a very good idea, she wasn’t sure why. For the next half-hour he followed her round the room, listening respectfully while she talked to people, shaking hands when required, eventually carrying a bottle of champagne himself to assist with the glass refilling. And then, somehow, she had found herself alone with him, in the little kitchen; a lot of people had gone, the catering people were packing up glasses and he said suddenly, ‘Would you have lunch with me one day?’

‘No,’ she said, staring at him, quite shocked, feeling the wretched flush rising again, ‘of course not.’

‘Why of course?’

‘Well, isn’t it obvious?’

‘Not really, no.’

‘Mr Horton,’ she said firmly, piling up glasses, sorting empty bottles from full. ‘I’m – well, I’m married, you know that.’

‘And married ladies never have lunch with gentlemen? Is that right?’

‘Not – well, not like that.’

‘Like what?’

‘You know—’ She stopped. ‘You know perfectly well what I mean. Perfectly.’

‘No, I don’t.’

‘Yes, you do. Oh, this is silly.’

‘Yes, it is,’ he said, ‘just a bit.’

And then he leaned forward and kissed her. On the mouth. Only very briefly, but it was enough; enough to create the most extraordinary sensations, somewhere deep inside her, a lurch, a sort of stirring. She pulled away, stared at him; he smiled at her. He had, she noticed, even in her confusion, extraordinarily nice teeth. He wasn’t very tall, only a little taller than she was in her heels; his dark hair was close cropped, his eyes a deep, deep brown. He had long, almost girly eyelashes, a very straight nose and quite a wide mouth (showing the very nice teeth). He wasn’t fat, but he was very solidly built, broad-shouldered, with rather large hands and feet, and he seemed to emit a lot of energy; he was restless, permanently fidgeting. It was oddly attractive.

He leaned forward and kissed her again; for just a fraction longer. She could feel herself responding to him, feel her lips parting, moving just a little; it was terrible, scary—

‘Please stop it,’ she said, ‘I really must go.’

‘OK,’ he said, ‘that’s absolutely fine. I’ll keep trying, though. I’ll call you in a day or so, see if you’ve changed your mind.’

‘Blue – I mean Mr Horton – I won’t. Honestly.’

‘You might. You never know. I don’t give up easy. Bye, Lucinda.’ And he was gone.

Thinking about him now, as the train clattered along, about how he had disturbed her, how funny he had been – how really rather nice – she completely forgot about the letter from Lloyd’s.

In the trading room at McArthur’s Bank, Blue Horton was telling his best mate, Charlie, over a bacon butty and page three of the Sun that he had met the girl he wanted to marry.

‘Oh yeah? What’s she do then?’

‘Works for a publisher. And her husband’s a—’

‘Her husband? Blue, don’t be daft, mate. You don’t want to get mixed up with a married woman.’

‘Charlie, she was just sensational. Posh, dead posh, you know how I like all that, and beautiful. I mean really beautiful. Blonde, blue eyes, legs like a racehorse, and really sweet, still waters running really deep – you know the sort of thing. No idea how sexy she was. I reckon she’s never had a good fuck, and I reckon I could give her one. Correction, I’m going to.’

‘You’re crazy,’ said Charlie, returning to his study of the page three girl, whose breasts were now studded with crumbs from the bacon butty. He flicked them off. ‘You’re heading for trouble, mate, you go down that road. And if she’s got any sense, she won’t let you.’

‘She hasn’t got a lot, I’d say,’ said Blue, ‘that’s what I’m banking on. And she fancied me,’ he added modestly, ‘I know she did. You can always tell.’

Elizabeth Beaumont was becoming obsessed with her upper arms. It was an absurd obsession, she could see that; she had far more important things to be obsessed about, like her career and her relationship with her husband, and her eldest daughter who was turning into something of a nightmare, but she still found herself returning to the arms. They were the one bit of her body that she didn’t seem able to get the better of. She could work the rest of it into submission, with the help of her personal trainer, the gym and her own self-discipline, could make sure her stomach was flat – who would think now it had submitted to three pregnancies – and her bum taut, and her thighs cellulite-free – although several of her friends had told her that was luck rather than anything more scientific. And her bust was mercifully small and therefore pretty firm still. But her arms – above the elbows – were beginning to sag. She fought it, of course, with weights and swimming and the special exercises recommended by the trainer and indeed Ms Fonda, but it didn’t quite work. If she relaxed them, they sagged. Only a bit: but she was beginning to feel they had to be covered up, that sleeveless tops were not a good idea. She had worn a sleeveless top this morning, a black one under her red suit, and as she dressed after her workout in the gym, she realised it had been a mistake, that she wouldn’t really want to remove her jacket during the meeting. Which was a pain, as the meeting room was always too hot, and the suit, in thick ribbed silk, was quite heavy...

Oh, for goodness sake, Elizabeth, she thought, reaching for her bag, ready to leave the gym and go to the hairdresser, you shouldn’t even be thinking about your arms, you should be thinking about the meeting. Which was going to be tricky; it was with one of the agency Account Directors who was anxious about a forthcoming presentation to one of their major clients, Hunters, a big-spending over-the-counter medicinal and toiletries brand. He didn’t like the work the creative team had done and had refused to present it, said he knew the client wouldn’t like it either. Both the Account Director and the creative team had dug their heels in; the Client Services Director backed the creative team, and the presentation was in two days’ time. In fact, the situation was more than tricky, it was looking pretty dangerous. It had to be sorted. She walked out of the building, got into the cab waiting for her outside the door and turned the full force of her formidable brain onto what lay ahead of her that morning.

Elizabeth had a Very Big Job. She was Managing Director of one of London’s leading advertising agencies, Hargreaves, Harris & Osborne, known in the business as H2O. Her boss had once called her the embodiment of eighties have-it-all woman: with her gilt-edged life, her three perfect children, her handsome charming husband, her high-profile career; the compliment had pleased her immensely. She adored her work, and was immensely good at it; she loved the constant striving for excellence, the ferocity of the competition – so much greater than in the glory days of advertising in the sixties and seventies – loved urging and coercing her staff into the better-than-best work she knew they were capable of, even enjoyed the schmoozing as the essential tool it was in getting what she wanted. She enjoyed her large salary, not only for what it could buy her, but what it represented: success and on a major scale in the part of the industry that traditionally had been male-dominated. She didn’t mind the long hours, the panics, not even the occasional savage disappointment when an account went to another agency; it was all part of a cut-and-thrust industry that she had worked in all her adult life.

Viewed from the outside, indeed, she was an absolute success; admired and fêted, self-assured, in complete command of herself and her life. From the inside, it was a little different, and a diffident, almost anxious, Elizabeth looked out, managing, but only just, to display the glossy confidence, the sense of order both at home and at work, the cool, calm enjoyment of it all. From the inside, she very well knew, she was rather less of a success. And her upper arms seemed to symbolise the whole thing.

Simon Beaumont had never been remotely jealous of his wife’s success; indeed, he was extremely proud of it, generous both emotionally and practically. In this he was a little ahead of his time. It helped, of course, that he was a success himself, a Board Director of Graburn & French, merchant bankers, working in Investment Management, and spent his days in the heady world of global stock markets, managing portfolios for private clients. He combined an ease of manner with a brilliant mind and a sharp financial instinct, and was a well-known figure in the City, much sought-after for after-dinner speaking.

Just the same, colleagues at a comparable level would not have dreamed of doing what he was doing that morning: which was getting his eldest daughter back to school for the summer term. Or what he had done on a hundred, possibly more, occasions, attending (on his own) school plays and carol concerts, parents’ evenings and even, once or twice, sitting by sickbeds when for various complex reasons, neither the nanny nor the housekeeper were available and Elizabeth had had a crucial meeting. For which he enjoyed, it had to be said, a great deal of cooing from various other wives of their acquaintanceship who told Elizabeth she had no idea how lucky she was. And Simon was rather afraid she did not.

He enjoyed the cooing, though; he enjoyed most of what came his way from the women in their social circle and also the ones that he worked with. He enjoyed women altogether; they were as essential to his happiness and sense of well-being as his excellent health, his work, the fine wines with which he had filled his cellars, his two beautiful houses, one in London, one in Sussex, the long days sailing his boat, the Lizzie, and his children, with all of whom he was besotted. He flirted with women and charmed them, and even gossiped with them – it was well-known that Simon Beaumont was a fine keeper of secrets – and basked in their admiration. He enjoyed Elizabeth too: when she would allow it.

And that morning, in Elizabeth’s absence at her meeting, he was seeing his eldest daughter Annabel off to boarding school. Which he was happy to do; it provided an opportunity to admire both the girls and their mothers.

He really was a father to be proud of, Annabel thought, looking at him as he appeared in her bedroom doorway. He was very good-looking, tall and slim, with loads of hair still, even if it was going a bit grey; and he did dress well. He was wearing a great suit this morning, light grey, and really, really nice shoes. He always had nice shoes; she supposed it was having them handmade.

It was great to have a father you could be proud of. She looked at some of her friends’ fathers, paunchy and balding, and wearing really naff things sometimes, specially at weekend exeats, and wondered how they could bear it.

Her mother always looked good too; her clothes were great. Annabel thought it must be because she worked, knew what was what. She had never been inside Marks & Spencer, for instance, Annabel was sure. A power-suited mother. A powerful mother altogether. Annabel was proud of her too: intensely so. When she had been little, she had wished that her mother could be at home, of course, but that had passed and their relationship was far better, she knew, more genuinely friendly and mature than those a lot of her friends had with their mothers.

‘Come on, we’re going to be late.’ Her father’s voice was less tolerant than usual.

‘Well, we’ll have to be late. I can’t find one of my essays. I know I brought it home, and now it’s just vanished...’

‘Have you been working on it? What about your desk?’ he said, carefully patient, obviously stressing. God, he stressed. They both stressed.

‘I’ve looked there, Daddy. Obviously. And yes, I have been working on it, actually.’

She hadn’t, of course; she’d been much too busy seeing her friends, having fun. She’d only brought it home with her to look good.

‘Shall I have a search? Often a fresh eye...’

‘No,’ she said sharply. She didn’t want him rummaging in her desk. She kept her pills there; of course, she’d got the current pack in her bag, but there were a couple of empty ones that she kept meaning to throw away. They weren’t the sort of thing you could just chuck in the waste-paper basket.

‘Well, all right. But if you can’t find it, we’ll just have to go or you’ll miss the train. I’ll have a good look when you’ve gone and send it on to you.’

‘Daddy, I know it’s here. Just give me five minutes. And I can always get a later train.’

‘Sweetheart, you have to get the school train. You’re booked onto it. I’m sorry, I’ve got a big meeting later this morning and—’

‘I can perfectly well get myself back to school,’ she said, trying to sound patient. ‘I’m sixteen, for God’s sake, I can get a cab across London and buy another ticket and read a timetable all by myself.’

‘You’re not actually sixteen yet, Annabel. Not for another three weeks. And I want to see you safely onto that train. It’s ridiculous, you should have got everything ready last night.’

‘Yes, all right. Sorry.’ She went over to him, gave him a kiss. ‘I was busy last night.’

‘Busy?’ He smiled down at her, unable as she had known he would be, to stay cross with her.

‘Yes, very busy.’

‘Hmm. Partying until after midnight.’

‘Well, it was the last chance before we all go back to prison.’

‘All right, all right. So what do we do?’

‘You wait, I go on looking. That’s what we do. If I haven’t found it in five minutes, we can go. Promise. Just leave me in peace, Daddy, please. I’m much more effective on my own.’

He sighed and turned out of the room; she smiled briefly after him. He might be an old fusspot, he might stress a lot, but he was a sweetheart.

She was right, of course; as soon as he had gone out of the room, she did remember where the essay was: in her bathroom, in the magazine rack. She’d been glancing at it two days earlier, as she waited for the bath to run, thinking she really must do something about it. As, of course, she hadn’t. She retrieved it, pushed it into her leather Gladstone bag and rushed out into the hall.

‘I’m ready.’

‘Good. Well, off we go then. Any more luggage?’

‘No. I travel light. Apart from my trunk, and that’s in the car. Bye, Josie.’

Josie was the Portuguese housekeeper.

‘And you’ve rung Mum?’

‘Yes, I’ve rung Mum. Come on then let’s go’

There was a pile of letters on the hall table, placed there by Josie.

‘Want those?’ said Annabel.

‘What? Oh, maybe. Grab them for me, darling, will you. I’ll look at them in the car.’ Simon pulled the door shut behind them, ran down the steps in front of her. ‘Morning, Carter. Paddington Station, please, here’s Annabel’s bag, and then I’m going on to the office.’

Carter opened the door for them both; Annabel smiled at him as she slithered in, tugging her extremely short skirt down.

‘Hi, Carter. Off we go again.’

‘Indeed,’ he said primly. She could see him trying not to look at her legs; it amused her. Men amused her altogether; they were so bloody predictable. She might not be quite sixteen, but she did know that.

She sank into the corner of the car, looking back at the house briefly, then at her father as he sorted through the letters. It had been a very good holiday; they’d all had fun. Even dinner, the whole family number, had been all right. Bit of a waste of a Saturday night, but Toby had been on great form, he was an OK brother really, and it was lovely to see little Tilly so happy. She had just passed the exam into St Mary’s – couldn’t wait to get there, she said. She was so sweet and so pretty; most of her friends were terribly impatient of their little sisters, yet Annabel really loved Tilly. But then everybody did.

She met Carter’s eyes in the driving mirror and winked at him; he frowned and hooted at a cyclist. Silly old fart; still, he’d been jolly patient when he’d taken her shopping last week, her and Miranda, sitting for hours in High Street Ken as they trekked from shop to shop.

Now should she have her hair cut, she wondered, bobbed like Miranda’s? It was getting a bit long. Shame to lop it all off though, and she wasn’t at all sure a bob would really suit it. Maybe she should just have some highlights put in... ‘You all right, Daddy?’ she said. A subdued ‘Fuck!’ had escaped him in a tone that was half-exasperation, half-groan.

He looked at her rather oddly, as if he had forgotten she was there; then managed a weak smile.

‘Sorry, darling. Yes, I’m fine.’

He didn’t look fine; he looked a bit flushed. She hoped he wasn’t having a heart-attack or something.

‘You sure?’

‘Yes, yes, fine, just – just remembered something I should have done, that’s all.’

‘Oh, good.’

He was pushing a letter back into its envelope. She couldn’t see what it said; the only words she recognised were Lloyd’s of London at the top. She didn’t know much about them, except that they were something to do with the City, and her father had once pointed out a rather amazing building to her and Toby, all blue glass and steel and external lifts and pipes.

Well, if it was only business it couldn’t be that serious. She had complete faith in her father and his ability to run the world, or at least the City of London.

She looked at him again: he was reaching for the carphone now, rummaging in his briefcase at the same time; he seemed flustered. Which was unlike him.

And then they reached Paddington Station, and she saw Miranda’s mother pulling in just in front of them, and hooting, and after that in the hassle of getting her stuff out and assuring her father that there was no need to come to the platform with her, and











































Epilogue

May, 1991

She made the most extraordinarily beautiful bride. Everyone said so. The blessing had been lovely, and as everyone also said, virtually indistinguishable from the marriage service proper: she had swept down the aisle in a cloud of white silk and pink roses and happiness, to join her fiancé who was so overwhelmed by this vision that he walked up to greet her. His best man, fearing things were going to get out of hand rather earlier than he had expected, followed him and led him swiftly back to his proper place.

There was an exceptionally large group of bridesmaids and page-boys, including the bride’s nieces and nephews, and the children of friends, but none so excited and proud as Caroline Morgan who, when she heard she had been granted this great honour, dropped the glass of Ribena she was holding onto her grandmother’s spotless white carpet, where it managed to form a stain of disproportionate size. Her mother reflected rather sadly that she had clearly inherited more of her own genes than the ones responsible for Caroline’s brown eyes and hair, and that her pretty hands – also an inheritance – were going to drop a great many more things before very long.

The chief bridesmaid, Miss Molly Rose Horton, wasn’t actually up to most of her duties, and certainly not capturing the heart of the best man, but she did succeed in looking absolutely ravishing, carried in the arms of Catherine Morgan, who had, after all, been present at her birth, beaming toothlessly on the congregation, wearing a dress made of the same material and as closely as possible in the same style as her mother’s and, her large blue eyes wide with wonderment, watched as her parents exchanged their vows.

The bride’s mother, not as happy as she had been at her daughter’s last wedding, nevertheless had smiled graciously at the congregation as she entered the church on the arm of her youngest son, and at her husband as he rejoined her after giving the bride away himself.

There was a sharp social divide in the church; the bride’s side brayed, as Blue put it afterwards, while the groom’s whooped; the only visual difference was that the morning suits on the left were a lot older and shabbier than those on the right: and many of the whoopers were not in morning dress at all, but rather sharply cut suits.

Lucinda had carefully chosen hymns that everyone would know – ‘It’s like listening to Songs of Praise,’ Mrs Worthington hissed to her elder daughter – and Lucinda and Blue left the church smiling with such patent joy it made even Mr Worthington smile back; Blue was carrying Molly Rose who by now had fallen so thoroughly into the spirit of the thing that she performed her latest trick, which was waving, to all and sundry, greatly encouraged by all and sundry waving back.

Mr Worthington found himself actually rather enjoying having Mrs Horton on his arm; she was a pretty woman anyway, and dressed entirely in varying shades of pink, the skirt of her dress being short enough to reveal some very good legs; she put Mrs Worthington, in her rather weary wedding navy, distinctly in the shade. Mrs Worthington took Mr Horton’s arm rather gingerly, as if it might suddenly sting her, but when he told her in a stage whisper that he thought Lucinda was a dead ringer for her mum (‘May God forgive me,’ he said, recounting this later to Mrs Horton), she inclined her head to him graciously and started smiling almost as broadly as Molly Rose.

The reception was at the Hortons’ new home, a large and impressive mansion in St George’s Hill, Surrey; Lucinda had managed to steer Blue away from Chislehurst, but she could see that unless she made some concessions, she was going to find herself unmarried again, and that she should bid farewell to any ideas of Georgian or even Victorian houses in London.

The mansion, called Hedges on account of some splendidly tall and thick beech hedges which surrounded it, was one of St George’s finest, boasting not only a swimming pool, a three-acre garden and six bedrooms all with ensuite bathrooms, but what the estate agents described as ‘a small ballroom’. This, extended by a large marquee, formed the reception area; where the bridal party stood in line to receive their guests. Of which there were two hundred and twenty.


Flora, accompanied by Colin, was greatly enjoying herself. She was wearing a silk dress in darkest blue, with an embroidered red silk coat over it, a red hat with a display of osprey feathers that would not have disgraced the Queen Mother, and some very high-heeled red boots. Colin was wearing a morning suit that was not as new as he would have liked; he was all set to have one specially made for the wedding, but Flora had managed to persuade him against it.

‘That one is so nice,’ she said, pointing to the one hanging in his dressing room, to which he had summoned her, the better to discuss the matter. ‘Why do you want to get a new one?’

Colin said the old one was at least ten years old, and he really thought the occasion demanded something a bit more special, as he put it; he’d been to a wedding recently where one of the guests had had the lapels of his coat piped in a much lighter grey, to match his trousers. Flora hoped he hadn’t noticed her shudder and told him that she really thought his old one was fine and that he should leave such refinements to the bridal party. Colin rather reluctantly agreed, but said that at least he would get a new top hat – which sounded perfectly safe except that he had had a dark red band put round it, to match his waistcoat.

They had had a rather good lunch on the way to the wedding, and she was already feeling slightly tipsy; that, combined with the sunshine and the emotion of the day, and her own great new happiness, suddenly overwhelmed her and she reached up to kiss Colin.

‘You look very, very nice,’ she said. ‘Really handsome.’

‘Well, thank you,’ he said, ‘and you look absolutely beautiful. You must bring that outfit to Salzburg. Not long now.’

‘No, indeed,’ she said. ‘And that reminds me, Colin, there’s something I wanted to say to you about Salzburg.’

‘Ye-es?’ He looked rather wary.

She smiled and kissed him again. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘All I wanted to say was, could you change the booking slightly?’

‘I’ll try,’ he said, ‘although it might be difficult. What would you like me to change?’

‘Well,’ she said, smiling at him and thinking how even the hat wasn’t too bad, ‘I really would rather we weren’t in separate rooms. If it’s all right with you.’


Annabel Beaumont was attracting a lot of attention. Dressed in a sliver of palest blue silk, with extremely high-heeled silver sandals, her hair scooped back in a waterfall of curls, she looked almost as ravishing as the bride herself: indeed, Lucinda hissed at her as she embraced her in the receiving line, she made her feel like a fat old bat.

‘Lucinda, I don’t think so. You look about seventeen, maybe a bit younger, doesn’t she, Jamie? Lucinda, this is my fiancé, Jamie Cartwright.’

‘Oh, how lovely to meet you’ Lucinda cried. ‘Blue, darling, this is Jamie, Annabel’s totally handsome fiancé – he’s a lawyer from the States, you know; lucky you to be married to a lawyer, Annabel – wish I’d been, saved me a lot of trouble.’

And Jamie kissed Lucinda’s hand and shook Blue’s and said how extremely generous of them to have invited him to their wedding, and Annabel thought not for the first time how charming he was, and how he really was rather like her father.

Jamie was still an associate of Cartwright & Partners, but he was to move to London for a year, to work for a firm in Lincoln’s Inn with which Cartwrights had an agreement. After that, he and Annabel had agreed, they would decide together where they would settle permanently. This had not been arrived at without difficulty.


Elizabeth had managed not to display any great surprise at Jamie’s presence in the house the day after the inquest and kept carefully out of the whole thing for the next twenty-four hours, merely greeting Jamie with affection and some well-hidden relief. Later, when she was told that Jamie and his father had made up their quarrel, and that Jamie was going to be allowed to spend a year in London she was more relieved still, and any anxiety she had felt for Annabel joining the Cartwright clan considerably diminished.

‘The old bugger actually said,’ Annabel told her, ‘that he could see Jamie was going to be an excellent lawyer, having demonstrated an ability to stay cool in a – a stand-off situation. And Jamie’s going to work for some firm where all the partners are his best friends.’

‘Well, it’s lovely,’ said Elizabeth carefully, ‘and I’m very happy for you. The only thing I would say, darling, and it’s nothing to do with me, is that you must make some concessions too.’

‘Mummy,’ said Annabel indignantly, ‘do you think I’m stupid or something? Of course I will.’ Adding that if Jamie thought she was going to move to Boston when she had Florian’s salon to work in, then he had better change his mind pretty quickly.

‘Annabel,’ said Elizabeth warningly, and Annabel looked very discomfited and said, ‘Well, not till we’re married anyway.’

And now Jamie was in London for a year, and they were looking for a flat – ‘But very, very near, Mummy, I promise you. You don’t have to worry.’

‘I’m not worried,’ said Elizabeth, while thinking that this was what she had predicted would happen when she had agreed to have the baby, and that Annabel’s life would of course take precedence over hers, and that that was precisely what she wanted for her.


Elizabeth was not at the wedding; she had been invited, of course, but as she was now eight and a half months’ pregnant she said it wasn’t the most tempting prospect, and that she was sure Lucinda would understand and forgive her.

Every day now she felt happier; stronger, more able to cope with what was a fairly daunting future. She had found a nanny, a stalwart Scottish girl called Tess, who was clearly going to fit into the household extremely well – not least in that she was very pretty and Toby approved of her. Elizabeth had insisted that they all interview her; and Tess had liked that very much, said she always knew there would be trouble when she’d only been allowed to meet the mother.


Nigel was not at the wedding either; Lucinda knew he wouldn’t come, nor even want to, but she felt that he would be very hurt if he wasn’t invited, and so sent him one of the somewhat excessive invitations. He had looked at it through slightly blurred eyes while wondering even then how Lucinda could have become the sort of person who added pink ribbons to a wedding invitation, but after that he did feel much better, as she had known he would, and put it on his fireplace along with some more sober ones. He ordered a pair of bay trees for a present, to be delivered to the house on the day of the wedding, and then found it surprisingly easy to regard the whole thing with equanimity.

He supposed Catherine would be at the wedding; unless of course she was in Somerset with this man. If he hadn’t feared rejection so, he might even now have tried to see her. But it was all a bit depressing.

He tried to think what he might do with the day. In the end he decided to stay in London; he had a few houses to look at – one in particular, a pretty little terrace house in Ovington Street. That would be a positive thing to do on such a day, and then maybe he’d have dinner at his club. The day would pass, although it wouldn’t be exactly pleasant, and then – well, then what? A lifetime of bachelorhood, he supposed. There were worse things. At least you could do what you wanted.


Toby was at the wedding, and looking forward rather desperately to the wedding breakfast when Fallon was arriving, to help in the kitchen. Lucinda had told Tilly she could bring a couple of friends if she liked, and Tilly had asked both Fallon and Madison, but Madison, who was very shy anyway, said that it would be too much of a temptation with her diet – at Tilly’s instigation she had joined Weight Watchers, and already lost two stone – and Fallon said she’d feel like some kind of freak at a fair, unless Tilly could find her something she could actually do. It turned out that the caterers were two short on the washing-up front, and Tilly had volunteered Fallon: ‘And then we can maybe have a bit of a bop at the end of the evening.’

Fallon said pigs could maybe fly, ‘And certainly not with that brother of yours, bet he’s a sight on the dance floor.’

Tilly told her rather stiffly not to be so rude, and Fallon, who genuinely adored Tilly, told her not to be so silly and that actually she thought Toby was pretty good-looking really, and if he’d only unstarch his neck and learn to speak properly, he could look quite fit.


Debbie and Richard weren’t at the wedding; they had hardly known Lucinda. In any case, Debbie couldn’t have gone as it was a Friday and Friday was the day she wrote and filed her copy for the Daily News.

Joel had done something wonderful for Debbie, before he left the News; he had taken Nicky Holt out to lunch and asked her if she ‘or one of your mates in that silly business of yours’ could possibly give Debbie a chance to do some writing.

‘Debbie Fielding! She’s a PR,’ said Nicky witheringly. ‘You fancy her or something, Joel?’

Joel said of course not, but he just had a hunch she was rather talented. ‘She writes really nicely and she’s funny and she’s just desperate for a break. Please, Nicky! I’ll buy you dinner at the Pierre next time you come to New York.’

‘You do fancy her, don’t you?’ said Nicky curiously. ‘Yeah, OK, I’ll try and think of something. I’m setting up a panel testing various products each week – how’d that be?’

‘Great,’ said Joel.

And Debbie, managing somehow to function more or less normally – how did she do that, how, when she felt increasingly she was going mad – was telephoned one morning by Nicky and asked if she would like to join her panel of guinea pigs. ‘I’ll only want about two hundred words each week – could you manage that, d’you think?’

‘Of course I could,’ said Debbie. ‘I’d love to.’ And within four weeks, she had so impressed Nicky, her two hundred words being much sharper and funnier and better composed than any of the others, that Nicky asked her if she’d like to extend her testing to various health clubs and spas – ‘that sort of thing’.

She was now writing a regular review – literally a column running down the right-hand side of Nicky’s Monday pages, of such places, some in London, some outside; she turned up incognito, stayed a day and then delivered copy so well-honed, and so coolly to the point that within weeks she had a modest fan-mail. Nothing could have soothed her pain, eased her loneliness, restored her sense of optimism more efficiently and quickly than that column. She could even listen to Richard telling her how wonderful Morag was without wanting to scream. And the best thing of all was that when she moved to Scotland in the spring, she could just carry on doing it. It meant being away overnight once a week, but that was wonderful; she told Richard it was the least he could do for her, and slightly to her surprise he agreed without any argument. She wondered if Flora, her newest and greatest ally, had anything to do with it, and decided she probably did.

She still missed Joel with a savageness that was physically painful, she still cried at least once a day; she still woke up from dreams that he was there, but she was surviving. The first dreadful days, when it had hurt so much she was actually frightened, had passed; she managed, from time to time to enjoy things, her children, her job, the contemplation of her lovely new house. And one day, she could see, she would be properly happy again.


Elizabeth hadn’t mentioned a terrible headache to Annabel as she left for the wedding; or a feeling of distinct dizziness to Tilly when she came to kiss her goodbye, and obviously neither of these things to Toby. She knew if she did, they would all have refused to leave her. But once they had gone – soon after midday, for they all had much to do, not least Annabel who was assisting Florian on the bridal hair – she phoned Mr Taylor, her obstetrician and reported these things to him.

Within thirty minutes she was in a private ambulance on her way to the Princess Diana Hospital, where a rather worryingly large committee was waiting for her, headed by Mr Taylor, looking stern.

‘I think,’ he said, after checking her blood pressure, and both their heartbeats, ‘it’s time we got that baby out. Your blood pressure is extremely high, you’re only two weeks away from term, and there’s no earthly reason not to really. I’m going to do a section, so we don’t waste any more time.’

‘Oh God,’ said Elizabeth, feeling fear literally clasping her heart, longing for Simon more than she could ever remember. ‘Oh Mr Taylor, is it going to be all right?’

‘Of course it is,’ he said. ‘The baby’s heartbeat is extremely strong. It just wants to get out. Now try to keep calm, I’m going to get that blood pressure down a bit, and we’ll do it late afternoon. You haven’t had any lunch, have you?’

‘No. Breakfast though. And a cup of tea about – oh, about one.’ Her mouth felt very dry; she was shaking violently, her teeth chattering. ‘I – I want –’ she said, and then started to cry, for she knew she couldn’t have what she wanted, what every woman in labour wants, her husband with her.

Mr Taylor was very sweet; he sat down beside her, took her hand and said, ‘You’re going to be fine, Elizabeth, just fine. And so is your baby. Now, is there anyone you’d like to have with you, who could come and be with you for a bit?’

And, ‘No,’ she said, and that made her cry harder than ever, her alone-ness spelled out by that small, awful word. ‘The children are all at a wedding and I don’t want to spoil their day.’

Mr Taylor looked at her and smiled. ‘Elizabeth Beaumont,’ he said, ‘you are a trouper. World Class. And you’ll just have to make do with me.’


Nigel was about to have a bath when the florist phoned. They were simply devastated, but it appeared that the pair of bay trees, destined for Weybridge that afternoon, had not after all been delivered.

‘Well, do it now,’ he said, and they replied that they couldn’t because their drivers had all gone home; and would the morning do?

He had been about to say yes, when he thought he really did want them to arrive that day, he had envisaged them at the entrance to the marquee, had indeed written that on the card, giving him some kind of presence there, and thought then that it would only take him an hour at the most to drive them over himself; no need to go in, or to announce that he was there, he could deliver them and then drive away. And when the trees arrived by taxi at his flat, in square white wooden tubs with large white bows tied around the trees – ‘We might remove those, I think,’ he said to the totally disinterested cab driver, ‘bit vulgar’ – he put them in the back of his Volvo and set out for Weybridge.


Catherine wasn’t sure if she was enjoying the wedding or not. Of course it was all very lovely, and the idea of having Molly Rose as the chief bridesmaid was enchanting, and Lucinda looked gorgeous and so did the garden and the house and the marquee; and the string quartet was playing the most delicious music, and everyone was being very nice to her, and Caroline and Freddie had both been extremely good – although they were now being slightly less good and haring about the garden shrieking with Lucinda’s nephews and nieces – but the fact remained that she did feel very lonely. Again.

The wedding was accentuating that, rather. Everyone was in couples, not just the young ones; she had looked at the table-plan and it was very sweet, Lucinda had put her on the top table, but the fact still remained that sitting on one side she had Mr Horton Senior, who did look like a lot of fun, she had to say, and on the other, Lucinda’s younger brother, who was also charming, but like all the other men at the wedding, was married.

Halfway through the reception, and before the meal, she began to feel tearful, and decided to go for a walk round the garden. She was looking rather hopelessly for Freddie and Caroline and consequently not at where she was going; and managed to walk straight into one of the waiters, his tray laden with glasses of wine.

Catherine looked down at her pale pink suit, now liberally spattered with red, tried not to cry and fled up to the room where she had got ready. She would just have to change; she had a linen dress with her, it was hardly festive and a bit creased, but it was at least all one colour and didn’t smell like a winery.

She put it on, trying to keep positive – all would be lost if she gave in to self-pity now – and was just reapplying her make-up when she saw in the drive what looked remarkably like Nigel’s Volvo. And not only did it look like it, it was Nigel’s Volvo, and what was more, he was getting out of it and removing first one and then a second bay tree from the boot and handing them over to a man in charge of the gate.

Catherine watched him, as he looked up at the house rather wistfully, all on his own, as she was, not dressed in wedding finery as she no longer was, and knew with absolutely clarity what she had to do. She leaned out of the window and waved and shouted, ‘Nigel! Nigel, wait!’ He didn’t hear her.

She raced out of the room, down the stairs, out of the door and down the drive, through the gate: to see the Volvo moving away, quite fast down the tree-lined road.

‘Oh Nigel – oh God, no,’ she said, and because it really did seem like more than she could bear, she sank onto her haunches and started to cry, her head buried in her arms.

And then suddenly she heard him say, ‘Catherine? Isn’t it?’ and he must have reversed up the road, for she looked up and saw him, leaning out of the window, clearly very concerned.

And, ‘Oh yes, it is, it is Catherine,’ she said, grief and relief making her stupid; and he got out of the car and came across to her and squatted beside her and put his arm round her.

‘Whatever is it? What’s the matter?’ he said, and she really started crying then, sobbing quite loudly, and he stood up and helped her up too and led her across to his car and put her into it and drove very slowly down the road, away from the house and the noise and the curious eyes.

‘Now then,’ he said finally, pulling into the kerb and turning off the engine. ‘Now then, tell me what the matter is. Thank goodness I spotted you. I can’t bear to see you like this, Catherine, I really can’t. Has someone upset you?’

And Catherine looked at him, at his face, even more mournful than usual, his pale-blue eyes full of concern for her, and said – because she had to know that first – ‘Nigel, are you – are you still in love with Lucinda?’

And when he said, Good Lord, no, no he wasn’t, not at all, thank goodness – although he was still very, very fond of her, of course – she said, ‘Because you see, I think...’ God, this took courage, huge courage, she felt terrible, so scared, and so foolish, but it was her last chance, she knew, and a chance she wanted so much, ‘Nigel, I think I – I might be in love with you.’

And after that it all became very simple.


At roughly the same moment, Mr Taylor was stroking Elizabeth’s hair back gently from her face as she surfaced from the anaesthetic, and smiling down at her – really he thought he might be a little in love with her himself – and telling her that she had a very fine and extremely noisy new son.


The meal had been wonderful, the speeches very funny – especially Charlie’s – and the dancing had begun, when the maitre d’ walked up to Lucinda who was chattering at one of the tables, and whispered something in her ear.

Whereupon she said, ‘Oh my God!’ and began looking wildly round the room. And then ran over to Toby, who was the only member of the Beaumont family she could see, and who was dancing, really rather badly, she thought, with a ravishing black girl, who was dancing rather well, and said, ‘Toby, Toby, she’s had it, your mother’s had her baby, it’s a boy!’

And was alarmed to see Toby standing first stock-still, completely emotionless, and then bite his lip and his blue eyes, so like his father’s, fill with tears.

And then he punched the air with his fist and shouted, ‘Yesss!!’ and Tilly came rushing over and Annabel too, and they all three stood there, hugging one another, crying and laughing at the same time. And then Annabel said, ‘We must go to her at once, can someone get us a cab?’ and the maitre d’ said he would, right away.


When they had gone, Lucinda, quite tearful herself, suddenly said, ‘Has anyone seen Catherine? She wasn’t even at the dinner, I hope she’s all right.’

‘Oh yes, sorry,’ said Caroline, ‘we were meant to tell you. She’s gone off with Nigel to have dinner, she hopes you won’t mind. She’ll be back later.’

‘Nigel!’ said Lucinda. ‘My goodness, how wonderful.’

And, ‘Blimey,’ said Blue, ‘any more dramas at this wedding and I’m going to the office, get a bit of peace and quiet.’


In their mother’s room at the hospital, Annabel and Toby and Tilly stood by her bed, smiling down at her as she said sleepily, ‘Didn’t we do well?’

‘You did, Mummy,’ said Annabel, and, ‘Darling Mummy,’ said Tilly, and, ‘It’s great,’ said Toby. ‘I’m really pleased.’ And then the nurse brought the baby in, still yelling. ‘I’m afraid he’s going to be a rather noisy addition to the household,’ Elizabeth said, taking him in her arms – and they all gazed at him, in absolute awe, and Tilly spoke for them all when she said, quietly but quite happily, ‘How pleased Daddy would be.’

‘He would indeed,’ said Elizabeth, and she said it quite happily too.


They left not long after that, for she was very tired, and the baby wouldn’t settle; promising to come back in the morning.

‘You know what?’ said Annabel, as they sat in the kitchen, toasting the baby in tea. ‘I just had a rather good thought.’

‘What’s that then?’ said Toby.

‘Those beastly people didn’t beat us, did they, not any of us. They didn’t win. We did.’
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