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Chapter 1

Sophie’s father’s nose was orange. Normally it reminded me of distinguished Roman emperors but now a clown came to mind. He peered at me enduringly, his half-moon spectacles further drawing attention to his plumed proboscis.

‘What are you doing here, James?’ he asked. ‘Isn’t it bad luck?’

‘I’ve called in to look at the flowers,’ I explained. ‘I see you’ve been sniffing them.’

‘What?’

‘Your nose is orange.’

‘Bugger,’ he said, taking a spotted handkerchief from his breast pocket. ‘Damn lilies I suppose.’

‘And it’s not bad luck,’ I continued, ‘I think that refers to seeing the bride in her wedding dress.’

‘Oh, does it? I knew there was some sort of nonsense along those lines. You all right? No last-minute qualms?’

He put his arm around my shoulder.

‘I’ve never been so certain of anything in all my life,’ I assured him.

There was a pause. ‘It must seem strange for you, your only daughter fleeing the nest.’

‘It is,’ he confirmed, ‘but Deirdre and I are very fond of you, as you know, and we are delighted. We totally support the two of you.’

‘I promise,’ I said, a lump rising in my throat, ‘to look after her. Sophie is the most precious person on earth to me and I won’t let her down.’

‘I know that,’ he assured me. ‘I have faith in you, that the two of you will succeed.’

He tightened his grip in a manly gesture of comradeship as if to emphasise his convictions.

‘You’ve still got a bit on your left nostril,’ I pointed out, breaking the solemnity of the moment.

‘I hope the bloody stuff comes off,’ he said, having another wipe with his hanky. ‘Can’t give my daughter away with an orange nose.’

The church door opened, the heavy iron latch crashing like a pistol shot in the silence of the empty stone building. We turned to see who it was coming in. It was the rector.

‘Hallo,’ he shouted, the lilt of his Irish accent echoing clearly in the vaulted chancel. ‘Who is there?’

‘Ah, Rector,’ replied Sophie’s father, ‘it’s just James and me having a look round before tomorrow.’

‘Who? I can’t see in this gloom. Wait, I’ll come closer.’

Mr O’Reilly had many qualities but a good memory was not among them so it was no surprise that he had forgotten who we were. I only hoped that he would remember to turn up tomorrow although Sophie’s father had assured me that the promise of a plentiful supply of whisky at the reception should be enough to guarantee his presence.

‘Oh, it’s you now there, Mr Cavendish, be decked so you be. And who is this young man?’

‘James Aden – you’re marrying him tomorrow to my daughter, Sophie, Mr O’Reilly. Surely you remember him. You’ve met often enough.’

The rector stared at me as if I had just arrived from another planet.

‘Oh, yes, forgive me. Now I remember. I thought you looked familiar right enough, to be sure. And where’s the gorgeous girl herself, not getting in a panic I trust?’

‘No, she’s fine I think,’ replied Mr Cavendish. ‘Doing the usual woman’s thing – getting organised I suppose. Worrying about her hair or shaving her legs, something like that!’

‘It’s a big day for the lass, to be sure. She’ll want to look her best, though God himself knows she’s blessed with a beauty that doesn’t need any painting.’

At least he’d remembered something, I thought, thankfully. The day wouldn’t be a total surprise to him.

‘Anyway, I’ve got to get on home,’ said Mr Cavendish, ‘still things to do for the reception.’

‘You will be there, won’t you, Mr O’Reilly?’

‘Oh, to be sure, Mr Cavendish,’ he replied. ‘I’m not one to miss a good party now, am I?’

We went on our separate ways, Sophie’s father to join his family, me to join mine, including my brother, who was to act as my best man on the morrow and my chaperone for the evening. The two families would dine independently and meet at the church in the morning.

The next day dawned bright, sunny and warm. We were fortunate and thankful for it made everything so much more enjoyable for everyone, especially at a country wedding. The church looked wonderful in the spring sunshine, the scent of newly mown grass giving the promise of heady summer days not far off and the appropriate optimism of a new season beginning.

My brother and I stood at the church porch welcoming guests, whilst several close friends and Harry, Sophie’s younger brother, carried out their ushering duties inside. Harry had been enjoying his gap year in Australia when we announced our engagement but had reluctantly agreed to return home when his parents offered to pay for a return flight. He had caused a bit of a stir arriving with bright green hair, decreeing that it was all the rage ‘down under’. The contrast with his formal morning tailcoat was certainly striking.

Of course I only knew about half the guests but I had met one or two of the Cavendish family. In particular I remembered Sophie’s uncle William Cavendish, her father’s bachelor brother. We had visited him at his farm in Suffolk shortly after our engagement. Sophie was his favourite niece and he had insisted that she introduced me to him at the earliest opportunity.

‘Good morning, James,’ he greeted me. ‘The luckiest man alive, eh! Looking forward to it I hope.’

‘Hallo,’ I replied with a genuinely welcoming smile. ‘Yes, can’t wait now to get on with it all and start our married lives.’

‘You’re lucky,’ he continued. ‘Never found the right one myself. Good luck.’

He walked on into the church and left me reflecting upon our stay at Cordwainers Hall, his charming home in the wilds of East Anglia. Sophie’s father had inherited the family farm and his younger brother William had been bought the one in Suffolk when Henry Cavendish had married Sophie’s mother. It had given each of the brothers the freedom of independence but it was sad that William had never married. Living alone but for an ageing housekeeper in a grand but decaying house, there were two things that could be said of him with certainty: one, he was eccentric and two, he was immeasurably content with his lot. The place, I recalled, was stuffed with beautiful antique furnishings, all protected, as he put it, by a thick coat of dust and dog hair.

We had eaten what seemed an exotic stew on our first visit. I had thought nothing more of it until the housekeeper had come in afterwards with a message for Mr Cavendish.

‘’E gorn out then?’ she’d muttered, two yellow teeth protruding over her bottom lip.

‘Yes, Mrs Painter,’ Sophie had told her, ‘he’s checking a ewe that should have lambed. Is there a message?’

‘Tell ’im I’ve found t’sock he was after. ’E swore it were on the drying rack ’bove t’aga an’ I daresay it was. It were in t’ bottom of the soup stock. I’ve rinsed it out for ’im.’

We had visited several times since then as Sophie and William were particularly fond of each other. He seemed to regard her as the daughter that he’d never have and delighted in her interest in his farm and the sheep flock. The meals were always of a similar taste but as neither of us ever suffered any after-effects, whatever happened to have fallen in it that week must at least have been well boiled.

He had offered the use of his house for our wedding reception but when Lord Leghorn had said we could hold the ceremony in the private church on the Rumshott estate we had accepted with grace as there were advantages in holding the event near our home even though we would soon be moving to Viscount Rumshott’s estate in Scotland. I arranged for a marquee to be put up at my rented farm in Harbottle for the party following the ceremony.

More people were arriving including a great aunt of mine who stuck in my mind as having sent me an ‘I Spy’ book on trains for my 22nd birthday. It was interesting who turned up for a wedding, all the distant friends and relatives normally relegated to the Christmas card list. Still, it made for a good mix of people for the party afterwards.

The church was gradually filling up and Stuart and I made our way to the front pew to sit next to my parents. I began to feel nervous, partly about being the centre of attention and partly fearing Sophie might have a last-minute change of mind. She was, without doubt, a great catch and I often wondered what on earth she saw in me.

Mr O’Reilly had been fussing around at the back of the church, in between welcoming the guests in a highly affectionate manner. No doubt he had already had a dram or two in anticipation of the excitement to follow. He came bustling down towards us and dispelled my doubts.

‘The bride’s here, by deck she is, and what a glorious sight to behold,’ he informed me. ‘I’ll meet her at the church door and then be back to you right enough.’

He rushed away to meet Sophie and her father and the organist, alerted by the goings-on, startled everyone with a sudden blast on the organ. Within a few moments it began vaguely to resemble Vidor’s ‘Wedding March’ and then Sophie entered on the arm of her father, accompanied by her trail of bridesmaids.

It was very moving and I was thankful that Mrs Cavendish wasn’t the sort to start weeping. An elegant, striking looking woman, very much in command of her surroundings, she was enjoying her pivotal role in the proceedings. Harry’s green hair rather clashed with her dress but that was beside the point.

I turned to look at Sophie walking down the aisle. She looked radiant. A stunning looking girl at any time, she appeared so flawless, so incredibly beautiful that it took my breath away. Even the congregation standing to greet her seemed mesmerised by her beauty. Her smile, the confident walk and assurance reminded me of the evening we had spent together in a rowing boat in the Scottish Highlands, when I had proposed. I had been convinced then that she was the one for me and now she was about to become my wife. The whole thing seemed so fantastical that I barely dared to believe it was real. She was dressed in an exquisite ivory wedding dress, embroidered with pearls. The veil covering her face was delicate enough not to hide her vibrant blue eyes which were alight with excitement and a hint of amusement. She smiled at me when she reached my side, a devastatingly disarming smile that made my heart reach out to her. We stood together at the front of the nave as the congregation belted out the joyous hymn, ‘Praise, My Soul, the King of Heaven’.

Apart from repeatedly calling me David, Mr O’Reilly performed quite well. His earlier tot of whisky had taken a hold and although a little forgetful he exuberantly embraced the occasion.

‘Do you tek this man to be your wife?’ he asked Sophie.

‘I’ll take him as my husband,’ she corrected him.

‘Of course I mean to say husband,’ he said, flustered. ‘Do you tek this man to be your husband?’

‘I do.’

‘And you, David . . .’

‘James,’ I reminded him.

‘What’s that?’

‘My name’s James.’

‘Oh, by goodness, I mean James. Do you, James, tek this woman as your wife?’

Bit by bit we got through the proceedings with a certain amount of amusement rippling through the congregation. Mr O’Reilly unwittingly infused the solemnity of the vows with a light-hearted air, which coincidentally reflected the attitude with which Sophie and I approached our lives.

The generosity of Sophie’s parents allowed us to have a really glamorous party, even if it did fly by in a few short hours. There didn’t seem to be enough time to talk to people that we knew, let alone the ones we only recognised by name. A blur of reception line, speeches, toasts and wedding cake took us suddenly to our send-off to begin our honeymoon. Our destination was not a secret. A friend of my mother’s had offered us the use of her log cabin in the Canadian Rocky Mountains and we had jumped at the chance. Neither of us was the type to sit on a beach and there were plenty of energetic pursuits that appealed to us in Alberta. We enjoyed a blissful two weeks utterly content to be on our own, selfishly thinking of no one but ourselves and what we wanted to do that particular day. The real world and all the changes that would inevitably need to be made for our lives together could wait until we returned.

Apart from the delight of enjoying our first real time together, unfettered by the routine of normal everyday life, we explored the wilderness of the Rockies with an enthusiasm matched only by a spaniel let loose in a shooting covert. We hiked, wary of bears sleepily emerging from a winter’s hibernation; we fished for trout in some of the purest fresh waters in the world; we rode out with cattle hands on a ranch; and of course we consummated the love that we had for each other. The isolated log cabin was our own private Eden. We lit a log fire each evening and relaxed in front of its roaring flames, talking and laughing late into the night. With no pressure of time at some point we would slip into the massive old-fashioned bed draped with a heavy patchwork counterpane and curl up, the dim yellow glow of candlelight illuminating the rough-hewn log walls. The intense physical passion that we had experienced at the beginning of our relationship hadn’t lessened, moreover it had deepened to a constant suppressed desire.

Sophie’s arresting beauty continued to catch me unawares. No matter how much time we spent together, every so often I would suddenly be reminded of her sensuality, the overt sexual aura that surrounded her and made her so irresistible. She didn’t seem to be aware of the effect that she had on me, or the other men who so often looked admiringly in her direction. Her tall, slim body helped of course, and her long dark hair and striking blue eyes added to the finely shaped lines of her face with its prominent cheekbones, but there was something else too. Something that was difficult to define. A presence of confidence and happiness perhaps.

Looking back to when Sophie had first arrived at the Rumshott estate office as an assistant, and the tortuous path that our relationship had followed, it seemed incredible that we were now married. All the decisions I had made, all the work I had done and all the efforts I had made were now for a purpose, the goal of our shared happiness. It made everything more worthwhile.

When we returned home there was a lot to do. Although my brother had very kindly arranged for the mess left by the wedding party to be cleared up that was the least of our worries. Apart from moving house we had to arrange the sale of the stock on my rented farm. It was not possible to take the lowland sheep up to the Highlands as they’d never thrive and besides, we did not have the opportunity of renting a farm up there. The sale was arranged a week after our return from Canada and the fortnight abroad disappeared in a haze of distant memories.

Within a month I would finish working as the deputy agent for Earl Leghorn at Rumshott and we would move up to the Glen Arrin estate where I had been offered the job as factor, or land agent, for Viscount Rumshott, the earl’s son. It was an exciting opportunity and one that both Sophie and I were looking forward to immensely.

Our first priority was to organise the farm sale. It was sad to see everything go having spent the previous four years building it all up. I was leaving behind a lovely house with many happy memories, a quality sheep flock that I had bred myself and of course all the people that we had got to know on the estate. But we had no qualms. The possibilities and the promotion of moving to the Highlands outweighed the comfortable option of staying put.

We woke early on the day of the sale. The dead stock, machinery, equipment and bits and pieces were already laid out in rows in the field, but the sheep had to be gathered and sorted into the temporary pens to be sold in lots according to their age and condition. My border collie, Jess, was in heaven with all the work to do and of course had no idea that it would be the last time she’d be rounding up sheep for me. After the sale she was going to Sophie’s uncle and sad as I was to see her go, I did not agree with keeping a working dog as a pet.

Brian Cattermole, the auctioneer, arrived as we were penning the last few lambs. A jolly rotund fellow with a large red face, he had got his trade down to an art form. His love of a farm sale and the accompanying gossip was legendary in the area and brought far more people than just those interested in buying something on offer.

‘Got ’em all in then, James?’ he asked.

‘Yup, I think everything’s just about ready. Have a look round and then come in for a cup of tea,’ I suggested.

‘Good idea, lad,’ he said. ‘Want to meet this cracking new wife I hear you’ve got!’ He wandered towards the field gate. ‘I’ll be over in a minute.’

Sophie was in the kitchen on the telephone to her mother. I put the kettle on the Aga.

‘Brian Cattermole’s here,’ I mouthed. ‘He’s coming in for a cup of tea.’

She finished her conversation and put the phone down. ‘Apparently, Uncle William’s coming over to the sale,’ she said excitedly.

‘Oh,’ I replied, ‘he didn’t say anything when we last spoke. I was going to take Jess over there next week.’

‘He’s only just decided. Dad says it’s because he wants to see how good or not our sheep are!’

‘Perhaps he’ll buy some.’

There was a knock on the door. ‘Hallo,’ shouted Mr Cattermole, sticking his head round. ‘Can I come in?’

‘Of course. Meet Sophie.’

They introduced themselves as I filled the teapot.

‘Is everything okay out there?’ I asked, hoping that we wouldn’t have to start changing things around. There wasn’t much time before the sale would begin.

‘It’s all in great shape,’ he assured me. ‘And I must say the sheep are looking fit. We’ll be bound to get a good price on them.’

Good for the current values, I thought, but with the state farming was in I doubted that I would be particularly pleased.

We heard some vehicles arriving and hastily finished our tea.

‘Come on, we’d better get started,’ chortled Mr Cattermole, ‘there’ll be a whole load of gossip to catch up on before we get underway.’

We traipsed outside to greet the early arrivals. Some Sophie and I knew from our work on the estate but more and more strange faces appeared. And there were some strange faces. I often wondered how the farming community could produce such a huge mixture of types all under the one umbrella. There was Colonel Dambridge, a tall, distinguished-looking man dressed in a tweed suit who farmed at Priory Farm, an impeccable place on the edge of the estate; Mr Sparkes, my neighbour, a miserable sort of fellow who saw gloom in every eventuality; and a group of gypsy types looking with extraordinary interest at a heap of scrap metal and accompanied by a gaggle of large buxom women puffing cheap cigarettes. But by and large the gathering consisted of a lot of cheery, enthusiastic livestock farmers enjoying a day out.

By the time Brian was ready to start the sale, the field beside the driveway was jam-packed with a huge variety of vehicles. A sizeable, expensive-looking Mercedes which belonged to one of the local sheep dealers was surrounded by lorries, Land Rovers and even a few tractors. Several cars looked as though this was their final resting place although I suspected that through the dexterity of their owners’ skills with bits of string, wire and curses all save one or two would depart as planned.

My boss, the agent at Rumshott, George Pratt, had arrived to lend his support and was chatting to Sophie. I walked over to join them next to the sheep pens.

‘Ah, morning, James,’ he boomed, his greeting startling the ewes in the adjoining pen. ‘Looks like a good turnout for you, I’m pleased to see. Don’t want to give anything away to these rogues. Need a bit of competition.’

‘There seems to be plenty of that,’ I agreed, looking around the sale field. ‘Quite surprising really, after all it’s only a small sale.’

‘Part of it’s because it’s Rumshott, I expect,’ George said, staring intently at me. ‘Are you still sure about your decision to take on this Scottish estate? No last-minute doubts? Giving all this up for a few thousand acres of peat bog, 364 days a year of rain and a load of natives who think a cultured night out means getting pissed and tossing logs.’

George had never been entirely supportive of either Viscount Rumshott’s purchase of Glen Arrin, or my intention to manage it. Sophie butted in. ‘I don’t think you really know Scotland, George,’ she said. ‘It is full of the most amazing opportunities for those who bother to look. And it’s unspoilt, beautiful and wild.’

‘I have been there,’ George exclaimed indignantly. ‘I spent the wettest, coldest, most uncomfortable week of my life there sharing a tent with a school pal and about a quarter of a million midges.’

‘Ah well,’ Sophie concluded, ‘if you would just give it a second chance then maybe you would see it differently.’

‘You’ll have to visit us,’ I offered, ‘but now, if you’ll excuse me I want to listen to the bidding.’

Brian had started off with the small items: hand tools, veterinary equipment, hay racks and so on. I was more concerned about the farm machinery and the sheep. That was where most of the value lay. As we listened, we were inevitably disappointed by some prices yet pleased with others. All in all the sale proved to be reasonably successful. I was particularly delighted when Uncle William bought fifty of my best ewe tegs to take back to Suffolk. At least I would be able to see some of the results of my home-bred progeny develop.


Chapter 2

Sophie had finished working in the estate office just before our wedding and, having aborted plans to study estate management at Cirencester, was considering enrolling at a college in Inverness to take a degree in forestry. The intention was that she would take on the responsibility of the sizeable Glen Arrin forest enterprise in due course. Meanwhile I still had some projects to finish off at Rumshott before we left and George, suddenly realising that he was about to be bereft of a deputy, hastily advertised for a replacement in the professional magazines.

He wanted; me to sit in on the first round of interviews and the short-listed would then be seen by Lord Leghorn and Viscount Rumshott. I didn’t see that I could be much help. I wouldn’t be working with them and George’s priorities when presented with the candidates were unpredictable.

‘I thought that chap was good,’ I said to him as we watched one hopeful walk back across the stableyard to his car. ‘Had some useful experience, technically knowledgeable . . .’

‘Look at the way he’s shuffling,’ barked George, interrupting me. ‘Bloody shuffling along like a cow with mastitis, banging its tits against its hocks.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Look,’ he pointed out of the window. I had to admit the chap wasn’t exactly striding out but one could hardly call it shuffling.

‘Well, I don’t think you can discard him just for that,’ I said.

‘You can tell a great deal by the way a man walks,’ he replied. ‘More important than what he knows about landlord and tenant law. You can teach him that but his walk, well that sums up his attitude to life. His whole raison d’être.’

Hoping that some of the other interviewees due in that day would be more to George’s liking, I slipped back into my own office to get on with the final odds and ends in readiness for my departure. My involvement with the interviews was an unnecessary hindrance, in my view.

The earl, like George, didn’t seem to grasp the fact that I was leaving shortly and trying to get things wrapped up quickly. A continuous trickle of messages landed on my desk from his lordship, all of which he deemed to be of the utmost importance.

‘His lordship rang,’ said Louise, our secretary. ‘Wants you to pop over to the house straightaway.’

‘Oh, damn. What’s it about this time?’ I asked her.

‘Haven’t a clue.’

I walked over to the house, taking time to delight in the magnificence of the gardens. Hawthorne, the gardener, was chugging away methodically on his lawnmower in the distance, leaving perfect striped patterns on the lawns which stretched to the imposing south front of Rumshott House. The early April sunshine bathed the countryside in light and warmth and I felt momentarily how much I would miss this place. Its atmosphere reeked of stability and wealth, of grandeur and perfection. Scotland would be different, still magnificent in its own way but more rugged around the edges and harsher in both climate and setting.

I tapped in the security combination at the back door and let myself in. The staff quarters were deserted. I made my way through the maze of corridors to the green baize door that opened into the formal part of the East Wing where his lordship’s study was situated. There was a commotion going on inside and I could hear the countess’ raised voice.

‘I really cannot see the point of getting a cat,’ she stormed. ‘You know how I loathe animals, Henry. It’s a stupid idea. Just get these pest control people, whoever they are, to do a proper job and we won’t get any more trouble.’

‘I th-thought it could live in the cellars,’ his lordship replied. ‘You’d n-never see it.’

I knocked on the door and walked through. Lady Leghorn spun round.

‘Who is it? Oh, James, what do you want?’

‘Good morning, Lady Leghorn,’ I replied, anxious not to embark on a contentious discussion with her. ‘Lord Leghorn asked me to come over.’

‘I’m sure it can wait. I’m in the middle of a very important meeting with his lordship, can’t you see? And I’m not to be interrupted.’

‘N-no, it’s all right,’ he said to me, ‘come in. It’s all a-about the same th-thing.’

‘What do you mean, Henry? Is James involved with this cat idea?’

‘Well s-sort of.’

This was news to me. I’d never heard the earl express any particular affection for cats and the last thing I needed was to become embroiled in one of their domestic disputes.

‘Sort of what? We do not want a cat in this house,’ her ladyship insisted.

‘I asked J-James to come over so that he could order the cat,’ he explained. ‘I’ve got a book here sh-showing all the d-different breeds. I expect you know the best type to get as a mouser, d-don’t you, J-James?’ He gesticulated vaguely at a glossy book on his desk, entitled All You Ever Wanted to Know About Cats.

‘We’re not having a bloody cat. James, I don’t think there’s any point in you staying. His lordship’s mind has changed.’

‘Oh,’ I said hesitantly. ‘Perhaps there’s something else we can do. Is there a mouse problem that I haven’t been told about?’

‘Apparently. I haven’t been told either,’ Lady Leghorn snorted.

‘It w-wasn’t anything that w-would have c-concerned you, d-dear. There are mice in my claret cellar. Thousands of them. I th-think they’re immune t-to the poison being laid,’ he explained.

‘Well, perhaps it would be simpler, my lord, to get a different type of poison. I’ll speak to the pest people we have a contract with. They must encounter this all the time.’

‘Please do that immediately,’ said the countess. ‘And if they can’t sort it out then fire them. Get someone else. Under no circumstances, d’you hear me, are we having a cat.’

‘Very well. I’ll ring them this morning and report back to you with the outcome, my lord.’

Perhaps I wasn’t going to miss Rumshott after all, I thought as I returned to the estate office. At least Edward, Viscount Rumshott, and his wife Elizabeth, who would be my bosses at Glen Arrin, had a better grip on reality.

I made an appointment for the rat catcher to come out and then joined George in another interview with a prospective replacement for me. I wondered whether this one would be a strider or a shuffler. We didn’t get that far.

‘Are you seriously telling me,’ George was stuttering with undisguised apoplexy, ‘that you want two days a week off to hunt? This is a bloody job here, not a flaming hobby.’

‘I’ve always worked on estates where this has been possible before,’ lamented the unfortunate candidate. ‘I consider it all part of the lifestyle as a resident agent.’

‘You consider . . .’

‘If I might just butt in,’ I interjected, sensing George was about to explode, ‘I’ll explain why that’s not possible here. Frankly there is just too much to do and whilst I occasionally get a day out if they’re meeting locally it would be too much to expect more than that. You’d have to accept that.’

The Honourable Giles Church looked crestfallen and mumbled something about perhaps it not being a suitable job for him.

‘What’s that you’re saying?’ barked George. ‘Can’t hear a damn word.’

‘I said I think that I had better reconsider the situation,’ he repeated.

‘I think that would be an excellent idea,’ said a clearly annoyed George, standing up to indicate that the interview was already at an end. ‘Probably best to find yourself some-where where all they have to worry about is the price of fish.’

So the second candidate departed and we were no further forward.

‘Just as well I nipped that one in the bud before we wasted any more time,’ remarked George shortly. ‘Met that type before. No spine.’

‘Well let’s hope third time lucky,’ I commented. ‘What time is the next one due?’

‘Four o’clock. Name’s Frances Upfront, currently working on a large estate near Oxford, excellent references.’

‘Good. Maybe some success will come of it. I’ll be back in by then but I’m just nipping home for a bite to eat.’

It seemed strange having Sophie at home when I arrived. I was used to her being in the office rather than preparing lunch.

‘How’s the packing going?’ I asked, aware that she had spent all morning wrapping things up ready for the removal men.

‘Fine, thanks. I don’t reckon it’s going to take as long as I first thought, you know.’

‘Oh, well, that’s good. I’m worried
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