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Prologue

The first time I knew I was in any sort of trouble was this time last year, when I ran out of church, disastrous flowers in my hands, straight into Ludo. I was running from some very formidable women at the time, chief amongst them Celia Harmsworth, and the flowers were ones I’d been asked to arrange in the vestry. Celia had rung the week before to see if I could stand in for Venetia Rivers, who was heli-skiing in Argentina, like you do of a Monday morning in June. Although I sniggered with my friend Lottie about women like Celia and Venetia, pretending not to want to join their gang, we jolly well jumped if they asked us to do something. Or at least, I did.

‘It doesn’t have to be grand,’ Celia had barked down the phone from Longhorn Manor, or Foghorn Manor as I liked to call it – had she barked from childhood, I wondered? When did one start? Adolescence? ‘But it does have to be yellow and white,’ she’d concluded. ‘That’s the theme. Just do two arrangements, keep it simple, and we’ll do the rest. And don’t attempt to place them yourself. Just drop them orf on Friday in the vestry and the gels will place them on Saturday for the wedding.’

Slightly miffed at not being trusted to place my own arrangements I’d put down the phone, cravenly agreeing I’d do as she asked. Well, naturally, I’d forgotten. The flowers, the yellow and white theme, the wedding – everything. Had picked up my pencil and gone straight back to my sketch pad, all of it cleanly wiped from my brain. Some days later, though, sauntering back through the village from coffee at Lottie’s, I’d passed the exquisitely pretty Our Lady of Mercy’s and, mid weighty decision about whether to treat myself to a Creme Egg or a Walnut Whip from the shop, had halted and gone cold. I’d flown home and fled down the garden to the only conceivable spot where something – anything, let alone yellow and white – might be blooming, but unfortunately Curly the goat, who escaped on a regular basis, had beaten me to it. He regarded my flower bed as a convenient fast-food bar and was even now licking his lips by the demolished roses, dribbling petals and moving seamlessly on to pansies for pudding. I cursed him roundly, which he took equably on his hairy chin, and ran inside. In panic, I rang the local florist. No problem, said one-eyed Susan, replacing her dentures audibly and probably her glass eye too. And actually, she said, she’d be chuffed. She knew the young couple who were getting married, and it’d be a pleasure. I promised to pick the flowers up later.

I had quaked slightly when I collected them because I hadn’t meant for Susan to arrange them, just provide the stems: I’d planned to at least do that myself. I stole very quietly into the empty church to leave them – anonymously, of course – in the dark vestry and was just tiptoeing away, when I was halted in my tracks.

‘You cannot possibly be serious, Ella!’

Celia herself emerged from the shadows brandishing a pair of secateurs and half a tree. She was tall, whippet thin and wore a white apron rather like a butcher. She gazed down in horror at the two arrangements I’d laid on the stone floor, one of which spelled KAREN in white carnations, the other PAUL in yellow.

‘Y-yes – I mean – no. No, of course not. I’m really sorry, Celia. Susan did them, but it wasn’t her fault. I wasn’t – you know – specific enough.’

I shrivelled under her steely gaze. One or two of her henchmen had materialized from the shadows too, aprons efficiently tied, secateurs raised menacingly. I recognized Annabel Marsh-Price and the comedically named Puffy Trumpington.

‘You got them from one-eyed Susan?’ Celia’s eyebrows went into her hairline. ‘I meant you to pick from your own garden! We don’t get arrangements from florists – how utterly ridiculous. What on earth would be the point?’

‘Yes, no, quite. I do see, except – except there wasn’t very much. There isn’t really at this time of year, is there?’ I stammered. It was fragrant midsummer. ‘I mean – at least, in mine.’

‘Well, gather flora from the hedgerow, then,’ Celia bellowed in cadences sufficient to be heard at the back of an abbey let alone a village church. ‘Anything is better than that. Take them back and tell her they simply won’t do.’ She straightened her bony back, a gimlet gleam to her eye.

Well, obviously I didn’t have the nerve to do that – one-eyed Susan could turn quite nasty – but as I hurried out of the church with the wretched arrangements I ran straight into Ludo in the lane. He was at the wheel of his open-topped Land Rover, paused at the village crossroads.

‘Someone died?’ he asked, eyeing the huge floral tributes in alarm.

‘Oh, no, quite the opposite. Oh God, Ludo, listen.’ I explained, breathlessly, about Curly and Susan and Celia.

He threw back his head and roared. When his face came back to me it was bright with delight. Blue eyes shone in a tanned, lean face. ‘So bony bum’s livid?’

‘That barely covers it,’ I hissed, terrified she was coming up behind me and would hear, not daring to look.

‘Well, do her good to get her blood up. I don’t suppose she gets much excitement in her life. This will tweak her up no end. Anyway, hop in. Let’s see what we can do.’

He leaned across and swung the door wide for me.

‘Really?’ I clambered in gratefully beside him, slinging the arrangements in the back. ‘You mean from your garden?’

He gave me an apologetic smile as he shifted the gears. ‘No, I’m afraid that’s out of the question. Eliza would be deeply unamused if I so much as pinched a dahlia, but we can still carry out General Celia’s orders.’ He grinned and tapped his nose. ‘I know a bank where the wild thyme grows.’

‘Ah,’ I said as we took off at speed, roaring down the hill. I had to clutch the top of the door for balance. ‘Under Milk Wood.’

His mouth twitched. ‘I’d go for something a little earlier but let’s not quibble.’

Feeling like an extra in MASH I hung on to the side of his beaten-up convertible jeep as we sped down to the bottom of the lane and splashed through the ford at the bottom, forking left through the valley. We took off into the sun. I don’t know about Celia but this was the most excitement I’d had in a long time and, rather uncharacteristically, I gave myself up to it: to the speed and the exhilaration, the wind in my hair, Ludo’s brown arms and steady hands on the juddering wheel beside me. This man was in complete control, something woefully lacking in my life. I didn’t glance at the slim-jeaned legs, knowing that would be a mistake, but I did sneak sidelong glances at his profile, noting the dihedral of his straight nose and the shock of blond hair whipping back from a high forehead. The noise from the engine precluded much speech but we yelled to one another, turning to exchange vivacious smiles. As ever, I thought, he exuded happiness. Every time I saw this man, I felt his optimism, his enthusiasm. He buzzed up the windows so we could talk properly. His eyes, busy as he drove, sparkled over everything, taking it all in. None of it belonged to him, but I felt his gaze to be proprietorial nonetheless.

‘I hate going past this farm,’ he said, as if to illustrate. I turned to look at the ponies I passed many times, standing by the gate, up to their hocks in mud. ‘He’s got plenty of paddocks at the back,’ he told me. ‘Could easily move them when it’s wet, but he can’t be bothered. So they get mud fever every year.’ He shrugged, irritated.

And I’d just thought: muddy ponies. Hadn’t considered it.

‘You know this area like the back of your hand, don’t you?’ I called, wiping hair from my mouth where it had stuck to my lips. Happily I’d managed to apply something adhesive that morning, although it had originally been for Celia.

‘Should do. I grew up here. Well, just over the hill. Rudolph and I scrambled through every ditch, dammed every river and climbed every dry-stone wall. I’ve still got the scars to prove it – mostly from farmers who don’t take kindly to the right to roam.’

‘Your brother’s called Rudolph?’

He turned and grinned. As usual giving it both barrels.

‘My mother was terribly suggestible when she was pregnant. She had a crush on Ludovic Kennedy when I was born, then she saw Nureyev dance at Covent Garden when she was pregnant with my brother. Poor Roo. He’s learned to dread Christmas. And Red Nose Day, of course. She’d been weeping copiously at the end of King Lear when she was about to pop with my sister, Cordelia.’

‘Oh!’ I stared delightedly into the sun, imagining her hugely pregnant in the audience. ‘I love that she wept.’

‘Oh, she’s a sucker for a tear-jerker. So’s my dad. He’s seen Casablanca countless times. We tease him he wells up in the Hovis ad. It’s funny because he sees tragedy on a daily basis – stillborn lambs are an occupational hazard for him – but take him to a tragic play or film and he’s limp.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘Actually, we’re all horribly emotional.’

‘I like emotion.’

He glanced at me in surprise. ‘So do I,’ he said, with a wistfulness that took me back a bit. ‘A lot, in fact. Without feelings, what else is there?’

Our eyes locked for a moment longer than was absolutely necessary and I turned away quickly, trying to think what to answer. By the time I’d decided, it was too late. The silence became a bit deafening and I was grateful for the noise of the engine. I knew Ludo socially, as a friend of my sister’s, but mainly because he worked in my garden, and if that sounds grand, it isn’t. First, I’d hesitate to call Ludo a gardener; he’s a landscape designer – a Chelsea Flower Show exhibitor, no less – and most of his work starts with a pencil, although recently, with the recession, he’d been doing more with a spade. He gardened for me these days as a favour, but my garden isn’t big and it obviously shouldn’t have taken seven months to complete. It certainly shouldn’t be an on-going project.

‘Lucky your parents hadn’t been watching Dumbo,’ I hazarded lightly.

He threw back his head and gave that barky laugh I loved. I liked the fact that I could make him laugh. People always think the other way round is more seductive, but I’m not convinced.

‘Or Lassie?’ he ventured.

I laughed myself. There. Both ways. I sank back happily in my seat. ‘Your parents sound heaven.’

He looked across, surprised. ‘I suppose they are.’ He jerked his head to the right as we rattled along the valley floor. ‘If you had x-ray vision you’d see them across there, through two banks of hills, just behind Jake Walter’s place. Right now Dad’ll be coming in from the fields and they’ll be settling down to The World at One, the Telegraph crossword, bread and cheese and Mum’s pickle. You can set your watch by them. And yours?’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘Heaven too?’

I hesitated. ‘They have their moments. Dad does, anyway.’ I felt disloyal. ‘And my mum, of course.’

I looked away, letting the wind whip through my hair and take my head with it, feeling the sun on my eyes as I half shut them, using my lashes as shades. If only this drive could go on for ever.

‘Where is home, Ella?’

I knew he meant in the essential way, not where I lived now. ‘Commuter-belt Buckinghamshire. Practically the suburbs. Dad commuted to London.’

‘Don’t apologize; someone has to.’

‘But not you any more.’

His face broke into a radiant smile and he kept his sparkling gaze straight ahead. ‘No. Not me any more. As you know, I ran away. OK, here we are.’

He swung the jeep sharply into the side of the lane and we slid smoothly to a halt. The engine stopped and I was struck by the sudden quiet. A skylark whirled above our heads, a wood pigeon cooed softly to another, but, other than that, silence prevailed. A high hedge grew on both sides of the narrow lane so not much was visible other than a slim green corridor. In a moment, Ludo was out of the car and slamming the door. In another, he’d disappeared. Downwards, I realized.

I got out and went round the front of the jeep to the verge, looking after him. ‘What is this, Through the Looking Glass?’ I called.

‘Just bother to stoop a bit and you’ll find the ground gives way.’

I gazed down. So it did. Into a huge sort of hole. I lowered my legs gingerly into it. Then I slid down on my bottom into what I imagined was some sort of earth. It felt like a water shoot I’d been to once with the children. Would I ever come up again? Did I care? I crouched and ducked forward and my head popped out on the other side into an enormous field. I realized I’d gone under the hedge. A sea of poppies stretched as far as the eye could see.

‘Oh!’ I stared about. ‘Now that’s quite something.’

‘Isn’t it just?’ He gave me a hand and I clambered out, hopefully in an easy, at-home-in-the-country sort of manner. I brushed myself down and glanced knowledgeably behind. ‘Badger sett?’

‘No, ancient culvert, old drainage ditch. Foxes do use it, though, and you wouldn’t want to come here at night – they take exception to visitors. But there’s no gate to this field from the road, so this is the only way in. The gate’s over there.’ He nodded into the distance.

He stood for a moment with his hands on his hips, taking in the scene, which was certainly glorious: a swaying ocean of thigh-high grass just on the cusp of bleaching to hay, seed heads bobbing, sprinkled with jewel-like flowers. In amongst the poppies were ox-eye daisies, buttercups, speedwell and cowslips.

Ludo crouched down and cradled something pale and bell-like in his hand. ‘See this?’

‘What is it?’ I crouched beside him.

‘Fritillary. Conditions have to be incredibly pure for this to thrive. I’m not sure I’ve seen it anywhere else but here. There are orchids too, only tiny ones, but exquisite. Anyway,’ he said, straightening up, ‘this is your palette.’

He began to pick carefully, stooping low to gather right from the base of the stem anything yellow and white, blooms of which hue, along with the poppies, were abundant. I followed suit, but, out of the corner of my eye, I kept watch on the elegant cotton-picker beside me, bending gracefully down then arching up tall and slim to add strategically to his bundle. We kept apart but parallel, working our way across the field, ending up with a great armful each, and then I told him Celia had only asked for two arrangements.

‘Oh, right.’ He turned. ‘I thought you meant the whole church!’

No, I was just enjoying myself too much to stop the roundabout, I thought, but I didn’t say it.

‘Oh, no, sorry,’ I called, ‘just a couple. She said that she and the other gels would do the rest.’

‘Well, then this will probably do us.’ He missed my quip and I hoped he didn’t think that was the way I said girls. Too late to rectify because he was already talking as he came towards me, shirt as blue as the sky, hair not far off the buttercups, arms full of flowers.

‘Now what you’re going to have to do, Ella, since they’re wild, is sink them in tepid water the moment you get home, right up to their necks in buckets.’ He demonstrated with one hand cupped under his chin. ‘Leave them like that overnight and let Celia do the rest in the morning. If you don’t, because they’re organic, you’ll have dead weeds on your hands tomorrow.’

‘Got it, sir. And surely you don’t arrange wild flowers, anyway? Just bung them in a vase?’

‘Something a little more careful might be in order for a wedding, but I know what you mean. I can’t bear formal arrangements, either. And as a matter of fact I know Karen; she helps Mum in the farm shop. She’ll love these. It’ll go down much better than anything stiff or stylized.’

I took the bundle he handed me into my arms. ‘You’re a star, Ludo, and I can’t thank you enough. You’ve completely saved me.’

I hadn’t meant to say anything profound but I think we both knew this could be taken on many levels. It was entirely possible Ludo could save me; I certainly needed saving. Even to the most casual observer, my life was terribly complicated. So complicated, in fact, that the entire village would doubtless have views on the topic. Go into huddles outside the shop. One thing was for sure, though. It would take more than a bunch of flowers to rectify it.

‘And they won’t mind?’ I asked, lurching off at a tangent to protect myself. We were walking back towards the lane. I was that aware my response to this man was very potent. That I needed tangents.

‘Who?’

‘Up at Highgrove. I didn’t know you worked there too.’

‘You’ve lost me. I don’t.’

‘But you know the gardeners?’

‘Some, why?’

‘This is Highgrove land, Ludo. Prince Charles. Didn’t you know?’

He stopped. Looked shaken. ‘Since when? It always used to be Dick Baker’s field. Set-aside.’

‘No, he sold it, apparently. On account of all the wild flowers. Can’t you see the secret service men in the bushes?’

He did actually turn to look, but it was only a glance. He was back to me in an instant, his face both outraged and delighted. He threw back his head and hooted up to the heavens. He was good at being teased and I loved that he didn’t try to pretend he hadn’t been had.

‘Witch!’ he roared, impulsively throwing an arm round my shoulders and giving them a squeeze. I leaned in, laughing. It was only an arm and a squeeze and a lean but the current took us both by surprise. He dropped his arm quickly and we walked on. I gazed fixedly at the tall hedge ahead, knowing it was terribly important to keep doing that. To watch the pendulous, creamy, elderflower heads swaying in the breeze. Ludo prattled on easily enough, about the importance of fields like this, and how other farmers should at least manage just a few acres of organic land without pesticides, but I knew we were both jolted. We’d been alone before, of course, but this was different. Up to now we’d been in professional mode, within legitimate parameters. For just as an office affords a screen to a burgeoning romance, so the workplace of my garden did it for us. We’d hide behind pruning decisions, stare purposefully at herbaceous borders or recalcitrant iris bulbs, managing to keep ourselves safe. This poppy-strewn meadow with its high-hedged seclusion was the equivalent of a city wine bar after hours: last orders called, the place deserted, except for two people alone at the corner table, no colleagues for ballast, no meetings for protocol, no structure for protection.

As I said earlier, I knew I was in trouble when I ran out of the church and got impulsively into his car. Knew it was pivotal. As we achieved the hedge I had an overwhelming urge to give in. To stop him right there in his farming chat and tell him how much I liked him. He later told me he’d wanted to kiss me. Neither happened. We slipped easily back down the culvert, out the other side to his car, and back into the real world. The world of work and money worries and domesticity: of children and husbands and wives. But when we drove home it was in an unlikely silence, and when he dropped me off there was something soft and heavy to his eyes as he said goodbye. I watched him drive away and stood for a good few moments in the empty yard after his Land Rover had gone. I knew it was the start of admitting things to each other, things we’d hardly dared to admit to ourselves. The turning point in our friendship. For a long time I’d been aware that this man brought order, not just to my garden, but to my life. Joy, too. And I’d been joyless for too long. I’d begun to recognize the sound of his tyres on my drive, to glance quickly from my sketch pad through the attic window to make sure it was him. But thus far I’d tried not to make my eyes light up when I handed him a cup of coffee, tried not to let him see I’d seen a light in his. After this day, I didn’t try any more. And neither did he.
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CHAPTER ONE

The swimming-pool man came today. That’s the sort of world I live in. I’m being facetious, of course. It’s my sister Virginia’s world; I just stray into it from time to time. Pool man, French-polishing man, wood-chopping man – you name it, she’s got a man for everything: a man for all seasons. The only man who comes to see me is the milkman and even that relationship is in a state of flux since I failed to comply with his last monthly contract, stuffed aggressively, and for the third time, into one of my empty bottles.

I watched him now, this pool-cleaning chappie: white shorts, tanned legs, navy T-shirt, a cliché if ever I saw one, his handsome face as empty as the vacuum he was skimming the water with. I was reclining poolside – although I might have been mountainside for all the attention he was giving me – on one of Ginnie’s smart teak loungers that she never sits on, but hurries out every day to rearrange and cover with chic cushions. God, I thought, lifting my white legs slightly under my sundress so they didn’t look so fat, and flipping the pages of Harper’s, I’d sit on them, but Ginnie just laughed and said it wasn’t the same when it was your own. ‘You wouldn’t run a hotel and rush out to sit by the pool every day, would you?’ Probably, I’d thought, if I wasn’t busy, and the guests didn’t mind; but that was no doubt where I was going wrong in life. I didn’t have Ginnie’s towering sense of responsibility, her capable nature, her organizational skills. Which was also probably why she’d ended up living in a vast house like this with a man like Richard, whilst I lived in a house like mine, with a man like Sebastian. Or not, as the case may be.

Sebastian and I had, as my mother would tell her bridge four with an over-bright smile and unamused eyes, a marvellously modern relationship. (Cue corners of the mouth lifting.) Modern in that we were no longer married in any physical sense, but, since we couldn’t afford to get divorced, we cohabited, albeit separately and, to most people’s minds, weirdly. He was in one of the converted outhouses in the grounds of what had once been his family home, and I was in the crumbling farmhouse itself, whose very dovecotes and dog kennels were listed, not to mention the small dark farm itself. ‘A National Treasure,’ Pevsner gushed obsequiously, going on to ask rhetorically: ‘Is not this surely one of England’s little gems?’ Well, it depended how you liked your little gems. Personally I wouldn’t mind them sparkling in my ears occasionally, not falling damply around them with dodgy plumbing and duck manure strewn about for good measure. And since Sebastian was regarded by many as a national treasure himself, I’d ended up being not just chatelaine of one, but nursemaid and guardian to both.

I sighed and rearranged my pasty limbs, watching the tanned Adonis’s steady progress as he sucked the detritus from the bottom of Ginnie’s already immaculate turquoise tiles. Everything about Ginnie’s life was immaculate: her gutted and revamped manor house – the interior redesigned for contemporary living by one of the leading architects of the day, complete with loggia, orangery, domed hall and sky-lit kitchen – as well as her groomed acres beyond the ha-ha, her horses, her rare-breed cows, even, damn it, her children, whom I adored but who were a rare breed in themselves and couldn’t have made a more marked contrast to my own. Hugo and Araminta: the former an ex-head of house at Harrow, all-round sportsman and captain of the first eleven, currently reading Classics at Cambridge, and Araminta, slim, white-blonde and flawless, who spent her weekends home from boarding school trotting off to Pony Club events and winning all manner of best-turned-out rosettes before practising her oboe in the evening. One shouldn’t make comparisons, of course, they were bound to be odious, but neither seemed to be afflicted by any of the grunting, spotty, comatose-inducing hormones which mine had embraced with gusto.

Seeing Araminta in the distance popping over a log on Smartie, her pony, made me whip out my phone and text: ‘Are you up?’ Not quite daring to ring, of course. To be on the receiving end of an outraged: ‘Whhaaaa—?’ Or, ‘It’s the holidays, right?’ I pocketed my phone quickly. I didn’t mind so much when I was there, in fact I found I could get more done with them snoring quietly upstairs and not lolling round my kitchen suspiciously sniffing the milk, but, sheep that I was, I had a major panic attack when I was here, knowing Ginnie wouldn’t countenance such sluttish behaviour. She’d be pulling the duvet off at nine and encouraging a hive of teenage industry by ten.

‘All done!’ the pool man said suddenly, jerking me back to reality. He withdrew his hose and turned to me with a smile.

Ah. Clearly he had been aware of my existence. Just hadn’t thought it worth acknowledging.

‘Excellent.’ I swung my legs round and went to get athletically to my feet, but my sunglasses fell off my hot shiny nose in the process. I lunged for them chaotically.

‘And you can tell her I’ve fixed the automatic pool cleaner too.’ He gestured at the snake-like suction, roving menacingly round the bottom of the pool.

‘Oh, good, because she did say it moved but didn’t suck,’ I said, scrambling for my specs. ‘Or did she say it sucked but didn’t move?’

‘Sounds like the ideal woman,’ he quipped.

I straightened up and blushed in surprise as he grinned. ‘Yes, well, anyway,’ I rushed on, flustered, ‘thanks so much. I’ll tell her.’

‘What’s she like to work for?’ he mused as I gathered my magazine and pushed my feet into espadrilles to walk house-wards with him.

‘Oh – I, er, no. I’m her sister.’

He looked taken aback. Then downright horrified. ‘God. Sorry. It’s just I’ve seen you here a lot and I thought …’ He reddened, clearly regretting his lewd joke.

‘Yes, I can see how you might think that,’ I agreed breezily, not seeing at all but wanting to rescue us.

Actually, it was an easy mistake to make, I thought, as I rooted in my handbag on the terrace table for Ginnie’s cheque and paid him (seventy quid! Blimey, perhaps I should clean pools), because Ginnie didn’t just employ men here, but women too. Clever women, who, in order to raise children, had given up their careers but then wisely cultivated another, one that afforded them interesting and stimulating days – restoring pictures, binding books – but still allowed them to cradle a drink with the husband by the Aga when he returned from work, and one they could turn off in the holidays too, leaving them free for the children.

‘Which is what you could do,’ Ginnie would insist, ‘if you went back to painting properly and had an exhibition. Instead of flogging a dead horse for a woman you hate.’

It was loyal of her to suggest I could still paint properly and make a living from it, and I appreciated that. It was also a fair portrait of my relationship with Bonnie, my editor. It should have been the ideal job, illustrating children’s books – part time and from home – and for a while it had been and I’d enjoyed it, even though it wasn’t what I’d gone to art school for. But recently the bottom had dropped out of the Gloria the Glow Worm market and no one wanted to know how Horace the Hedge Pig buffed his prickles with an old chamois leather until they shone. It was all Debbie the drop-out at eight, with an alcoholic mother and a dope-fiend boyfriend.

‘Children want books they can relate to,’ Bonnie had told me gently when I’d taken my ideas for the Brenda Beetle range to her, all in dreamy pastels with rhyming couplets. ‘And children don’t really read poetry,’ she’d said more dismissively.

‘What about The Cat in the Hat?’

‘That’s a classic,’ she’d said firmly, putting me in my place.

‘They sing songs, don’t they? Nursery rhymes?’

‘That’s different,’ she’d said, looking at her watch. ‘Now, how about something on bullying? Something contemporary?’

Bullying. I’d gone home depressed.

‘Publishers want nice illustrations of syringes,’ I’d tell Ginnie gloomily. ‘Not Doris the Dormouse in her spriggy apron.’

‘Oh, nonsense,’ she’d snort. ‘My children were brought up on that sort of thing!’

‘Maybe I could draw Doris the Depressed Dormouse?’ I mused. ‘Coming home from work in a gloomy heap? Or Sid the Self-harming Snail rubbing his shell against sharp grasses?’

‘You’re deliberately missing the point. I’m talking about proper painting again, selling pictures. The trouble with you, Ella, is you don’t want to compete. Don’t want to join in. You’re sulking.’

Ginnie knew which buttons to press. And kept her finger right there. And up to a point, she was right. It did all seem a bit vulgar, somehow. Showing off. Bad form. This shinning up the greasy art pole. You couldn’t just leak pictures out quietly like you could a children’s book, just happen across it in a shop and smile secretly. No. You had to hire a gallery with bright lights and say: Ta-da! This is me. Please buy! Allow me to apply my red stickers! But there was a myriad of other reasons Ginnie didn’t know about which kept me from my oil palette, all of which ensured that I carried on drawing hedgehogs for no one – with the occasional adolescent drop-out thrown in for Bonnie – and supplemented my meagre income by running holiday lets from cottages in the garden. Well, outhouses, really.

But holiday lets didn’t change their own sheets and right now I just wished Ginnie would hurry up. I went inside and gazed out of her kitchen window at the empty gravel sweep. I couldn’t just walk out, though. Ginnie was on an important mercy dash to see the parents in Buckinghamshire, where Dad, by all accounts, had done a dizzy. She’d very much expect me to stay and wait patiently. Hear it all from the horse’s mouth.

‘A dizzy in what sense?’ I’d asked, alarmed, when she’d summoned me to oversee the crucial pool suctioning. ‘Has he had a fall?’

‘No, no, nothing like that. He’s just … behaving very oddly, Mummy says.’

I could get no more out of her. But then she and my mother had always had a sort of coded communion, a secrecy I couldn’t penetrate. It could mean Dad had refused to take the rubbish out, or drawn the line at yet another church choir practice and taken up refuge in the shed, and who could blame him? My mother’s sharp tongue and exacting standards were not for the faint-hearted. In another age she’d have run her own bank or company. Instead, she’d been the ultimate corporate wife and pushed. And Dad had got there, to the top of his stock-broking tree in the City, where he’d been an amiable figurehead – liked enormously, but perhaps not that respected – in the affable-buffoon mould. These days, of course, he wouldn’t have survived. Now he’d retired, though, he thought he’d like to enjoy himself, which didn’t necessarily mean shooting and playing bridge.

‘Quite right, Dad,’ I’d agreed, surprised when he’d voiced this to me recently. My father liked both of these things. ‘What does it mean?’

‘I’m not sure,’ he’d said thoughtfully.

And then a few weeks later, Mum had rung, in something of a state for her, saying Ginnie had better come quickly, and since Linda, Ginnie’s daily, was having a day off, here I was, but now I really had to go. It wasn’t just the sheets in the cottages, it was that Ludo had said he’d pop into my studio, and I dropped everything for Ludo. A year after I’d jumped impulsively into his car our relationship had tiptoed quietly on, to the extent that I’d begun to wonder if this gentle, wry man was the one I should have married at nineteen, instead of Sebastian. Sadly, though, Ludo was already married: to Ginnie’s best friend, Eliza. So no, I hadn’t slept with him. Hadn’t even kissed him. And never would, should the situation remain the same, which it very much looked like doing.

Eliza, once an attractive blonde, was now a rather cross-looking one – apparently because she’d married an accountant who’d chucked it in for a much less lucrative soil-tilling career – and known locally as the Ice Maiden. She’d rarely un-frost for a dinner party let alone for her husband, who she found as frustrating as everyone else found charming and delightful. So Ludo was left to decorate the gardens of the local gentry – now that the recession had deepened, his spade got even more use – and I was sure many a housewife panted for him as he leaned on his fork in his faded chambray shirt that matched his blue eyes, advising them, in his mellifluous voice, to go for bigger beds, but he claimed not. And, even if they did, he loved his two girls too much to do anything about it, except stroll around the sunken garden with me now and again, wondering idly whether, if we were to lie in the shade of the pear tree together, it would still look like a working relationship.

I texted him now, telling him not to bother to come over, that I was held up. Asked where he was.

He texted back:


I’m Puffy Trumpington’s bitch today. Shame. I wanted to show you my etching. x



I smiled and pocketed my phone. He didn’t really want to show me an etching; that was just his excuse for coming to see me. If he was feeling bold he’d bound up the stairs to my attic, botanical print in hand and we’d gaze feverishly at one another over it. Eyes locked in excitement we’d pretend to discuss framing options.

‘What exactly are the mounting possibilities?’ Ludo would murmur and I’d dissolve into giggles, then go through the motions of showing him cardboard mounts.

Later, over a cup of tea, he’d hold my hand across my drawing board and we’d idly spin dreams of one day being together: one day being when Eliza had finally succumbed to the charms of her tennis coach – Ludo encouraged tennis coaching even though they couldn’t afford it – or perhaps her personal trainer.

‘We’ll sail off to sea, somewhere hot.’

‘Oh, I don’t do water, Ludo.’

‘Really? Icky-poo?’

‘Almost immediately. I was once carsick, airsick and boatsick all on the same trip,’ I told him, almost proudly. ‘They ran out of sick bags on the boat.’

‘What an extraordinarily seductive picture you paint. I’m so glad you never try to be mysterious. Does anything happen on a train?’

‘Not a thing.’

‘Great. I’ll see you there, then.’

He ducked as I threw my pencil at him.

All this, of course, however innocent, was nevertheless reprehensible, and kept firmly from the outside world, and in particular from Ginnie, who, although desperate to find me a man, might not be that desperate.

‘If you could just kick your ex-husband out it would be a start,’ she’d snap. And I’d agree that it would, although where Sebastian would go worried me. How would he manage? He could barely tie his own shoelaces.

‘Anywhere!’ she’d shriek. ‘Upper Ramsbottom, for all I care, but you own that house now, Ella, you bought him out. Richard saw to that. How he has the gall to stay there I don’t know!’

She knew that by invoking Richard, I’d feel indebted to her, which, in a way, I was.

‘Because it’s his home, I suppose,’ I’d say, nibbling the skin round my thumbnail. ‘Not just our home, but the one he grew up in. Doesn’t seem quite right to ask him to leave.’

‘But you’ll never forge a relationship while he’s there, don’t you see? And is that what you want? To end up alone?’

I’m not alone, I’d think: I’ve still got Sebastian. And, even more privately, I’d think: I’ve got Ludo.

Neither of these would have counted in my sister’s book, of course, even had I voiced them. A cantankerous estranged husband who roared and spluttered his way out of bed at midday to stumble downstairs, horribly hungover, to his studio, where he painted angrily before destroying the canvas, and a celibate relationship with a married man? Oh, no. Having a man meant marriage, or at least cohabiting, even if it was in a cold marriage bed like the one I was sure my parents had shared for years.

At that moment I heard tyres on the gravel outside. Ginnie’s green Range Rover shot by the window then disappeared down the side of the house to park. A car door slammed, then moments later, the back door too. Out of habit, I instantly looked busy, washing up the plate I’d had toast on earlier, refolding a tea towel on the Aga rail. The two dogs, classy, well-trained Labradors, got to their feet politely, not rushing and crashing into her legs yelping loudly, as mine would have done, but wagging courteously, waiting for her to shed her coat in the boot room, then come in and dump her handbag on the island, looking – even for Ginnie – harassed.

‘Nightmare,’ she hissed, eyes flashing manically at me as she kicked off her shoes. ‘Complete and utter nightmare.’ She strode across the room to sink down in the sofa by the French windows, arms and legs splayed out like a starfish for emphasis. Ginnie never underplayed anything. She was also a countrywoman through and through and didn’t pander to make-up during the day or anything poncy like that. She wore county-fair fashion, the well-bred sort you found at Badminton Horse Trials or the CLA Game Fair: jeans, Joules polo shirts in pink or blue – collar up – that was her uniform, and, at night, a sparkly Indian coat thrown over velvet trousers. Her short, mousy-brown hair stood vertically on end having probably not seen a hairbrush this morning, her unpainted mouth hung open.

‘What?’ I said impatiently, knowing her hyperbole of old. Most things were a complete and utter hair-tearing nightmare, from the sheep having too many lambs to suckle, or the cows – which she’d been known to milk herself in extremis – having mastitis, or the piano tuner not turning up. All were disappointing but not the stuff of Hades.

‘Daddy, OK, has totally and utterly lost it,’ she informed me, her eyes huge and fixed.

‘In what way?’ I said defensively, instinctively on his side.

‘He’s taken up with another woman. A floozy.’

I stared at her. She looked back at me hard, unblinking.

‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous!’ I said at length, when I’d finally found my voice. ‘He can’t have done!’

Nevertheless I gripped the tea towel I was holding, realizing suddenly that Ginnie couldn’t talk she was so distressed: she was swallowing hard. My heart clenched with fear.

‘It’s true,’ she told me eventually, in a much smaller voice. ‘Or at least, he hasn’t gone off with her yet, but he’s parading around with her, for God’s sake, for all the world to see. Lunch at the Rose and Crown, dinner at the King’s Head, dog walks in the woods, and then he goes back to Mummy as if nothing has happened! And when she complains, he says mildly: I’m just having a nice time, Sylvia. Enjoying myself. Enjoying my retirement.’

‘Oh!’ My hand shot to my mouth in shock. Ginnie nodded, mute.

I groped my way round the kitchen to perch beside her. ‘But … but that’s so unlike Dad. So … strange. He’s so straight.’

She nodded silently again, this time down at the floor. Unable to utter. I stared at the same terracotta tile she was gazing at, trying to take it in.

‘Who is this woman?’

‘A dog therapist, by all accounts,’ she snorted, briefly regaining some of her equilibrium, injecting the words with venom. ‘Can you believe it? Some ghastly phoney who runs counselling sessions for recalcitrant dogs. Well, you know what Buster’s like. Daddy spoils him rotten. So he took him along to see her. The mother of that ghastly little thing Hugo’s seeing recommended her, apparently.’ Her eye twitched compulsively at this, the only chink in her armour.

Hugo, otherwise known to my children as Perfect Cousin, had recently rather daringly broken out of his mould to conduct his first serious relationship with a girl he’d met whilst working at the pub near my parents. A girl whom Ginnie – smile tight – had hitherto described as not necessarily being out of the same drawer, having not gone to the right schools, but a sweet little thing nonetheless, even if the picture Araminta had shown her on Facebook did look a little over-pierced, the hair a strange bottled colour. Now, it seems, she was a ghastly little thing. The gloves were surely off. I tried to get my head round this.

‘So … this girl’s mother …’

‘A mad woman called Jennie, with six dogs, for heaven’s sake. Who has six dogs!’ she spat.

‘Well –’

‘She suggested Daddy take Buster along, because it had done wonders for one of hers, the mother of this pack of wolfhounds. And Daddy did, and they got on famously, and now look!’

‘What’s her name?’ I asked, wondering what on earth she could be like. A dog therapist.

‘No idea. Mummy just calls her the Dog Woman.’ She shuddered. ‘So naff,’ she said heatedly. ‘So very suburban. Wouldn’t happen in Gloucestershire.’

I thought of Ludo holding my hand over my chipped Asiatic Pheasant teapot, my eyes, too. She’d be shocked to hear it went on whether the heir to the throne lived around the corner or not.

‘But this woman and Dad, they’re not … you know … lovers?’ I could barely say it.

‘No, no,’ she said instantly. ‘At least, Mummy says not.’ She flinched. ‘Can you imagine such a thing?’

‘No,’ I said quickly.

‘They haven’t had the chance. Well, what Mummy means is, he hasn’t spent the night away. Just wining and dining brazenly around the village. Poor Mummy.’

Yes, poor Mum. For all that my mother and I didn’t quite see eye to eye, I could see this was a horrendous humiliation. To be queen bee of the community, matriarch of all she surveyed. To run the church rota, be head of the parish council, ex-﻿JP, wife of an ex-high sheriff. To be Sylvia Jardine, married to Angus, erstwhile director of a big City firm, who assessed people and intoned quietly of those who didn’t match up: ‘Not boardroom material, darling.’ To be so publicly shamed. It would be a crushing blow and I feared for her.

Ginnie and I sat shocked and silent on her mossy-green sofa. A dog hopped up beside us, sensing distress. Ginnie absently stroked the Lab’s dark head.

‘Anyway, she’s on her way now,’ she said eventually, and with a massive sniff. She fished up her sleeve for a tissue, blinking hard.

‘She’s coming here? To stay? Oh, good. That’s good.’

‘No, no, not to stay. She’s leaving him. She’s taken the dog, too. Says she’s not staying there to be humiliated, and she’s certainly not leaving Buster behind to be Daddy’s Big Excuse. Says he’ll have to find something else to hide behind if he wants to see the Dog Woman again.’

‘Oh! Quite punchy. So she’s coming here?’

‘Good God, no. Richard would never sanction that. You know what he’s like. Anyway, Linda and Mike are in the cottage, and we haven’t got any other suitable accommodation.’

I stared. The dog slid off the sofa and went to whine at the back door, ears flattened, sensing trouble now.

‘No, we thought she could come to you, Ella. After all, you’ve got your holiday lets.’

‘Two!’ I yelped. ‘I’ve got two holiday lets!’

‘Exactly, because the other ones are occupied by half of your ex-husband’s family. They’re the ones taking up all the room, Sebastian and that barking aunt of his, Ottoline. It’s only right you have some of your own family too, don’t you think? On your patch? Oh, do stop whining!’ This to the dogs, who were both whimpering at the door now, looking stricken. She got up to let them out and they disappeared, sharpish. She turned back to me. ‘She’s got to go somewhere, Ella.’ She crossed the room to straighten a tea towel on the Aga. ‘And, anyway, I don’t suppose it will be for ever.’
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CHAPTER TWO

I realized I was spluttering. Dribbling, even. At length I found my voice. ‘But, Ginnie – Ginnie – no. Just, NO! I mean, how on earth –’ splutter splutter.

‘It’s simple.’ Calmly. ‘That outhouse next to Sebastian’s, the one before you get to Ottoline’s. She can have that one.’

‘But I’ve got a family coming into that next week, the Watsons. They’re taking it for three weeks. It’s my busiest time!’

‘Well, she’ll pay, Ella. She doesn’t want charity. We’ve already talked about it. She knows you depend on your rent, and Lord knows you don’t get any from Sebastian, so she’ll pay the going rate. Whatever the Watsons were paying.’

They’d already talked about it. Already discussed the logistics, about how my mother would live with me, without even consulting me.

‘You might have bloody asked!’ I snorted.

‘I am,’ she said evenly. ‘I’m asking you now.’

‘Telling me, more like!’

‘Well, if you’re not happy, Ella, I’ll ring Mummy and tell her it’s no go. It’s not a problem.’

‘Why can’t you have her?’ I squeaked, knowing that of course it was a problem. That we couldn’t possibly do that.

‘I told you,’ she said patiently. ‘She needs to be independent, as if she’s actually left him. Shock him into realizing how stupid he’s being. It’s no good if she’s just in my spare room, is it? She’s in there enough as it is.’ I could see the logic in that. ‘Just imagine,’ she added. ‘Richard would go mad.’

‘I’ll go mad!’ I yelped.

‘Yes, but at least we’re family. Richard finds her – well, you know.’

Yes, I did. Snobbish, picky, demanding, nosy, critical – oh, so critical. I felt faint at the thought. Clutched the sofa arm. Yet, at the same time, she could be kind. And, occasionally, funny. When that mask softened. And it would be so crushed right now. So … buckled.

‘What will I tell the Watsons?’

‘Leave that to me,’ Ginnie said magnanimously, sensing defeat. ‘I’ll call them. Tell them you’re ill, and that the whole place is riddled with some ghastly infectious disease and I haven’t even set foot in the place. And, anyway, Millie Saunders has holiday lets. I’ve already rung her and she’s got a slot free next week.’

God, she really had thought it all out, hadn’t she? Got very busy with her hands-free in the car. As usual, she and Mum, behind my back, had schemed. Outmanoeuvred me. Except … that wasn’t really fair. They’d had to think of something. Side by side in the kitchen at the Old Rectory, perched on stools at the counter with the faded blue tiles. Mum, white-faced, a bit thinner than usual; Ginnie, forced to come up with something, some modus operandi. Whilst Dad – who’d normally be polishing the silver, perhaps, or doing some job Mum had found him, whistling through his teeth as he worked – was where? In the Rose and Crown with his bird? Yes, they’d had to hatch a plan. And I was the obvious choice. The one with the holiday accommodation. One of which was occupied by my husband, who had no money and therefore couldn’t pay, one by Ottoline, who certainly did pay, too handsomely, and who’d have paid Sebastian’s rent as well if I’d let her, and now one by my mother, who, much as I disliked the idea, would have to pay if I didn’t want to go under. And it was nothing to her. My parents were well off. In fact, when the money had run out six years ago and I’d started the lets as a way of keeping our heads above water, Dad had wanted to buy them outright, to give me some capital, keep them in trust for Josh and Tabitha. But I hadn’t let him. I’d felt so much like a failure anyway – failed marriage, failed career, with my shining sibling, so successful by comparison, on the other side of the hill – that I hadn’t wanted him to bail me out. Rescue me. Had wanted to do it myself.

Somehow I’d borrowed the money from the bank – under the guise of a business plan which Richard had helped me to write – and Dad had applauded that. Richard had also got round the planners, who’d been a nightmare about the listed buildings, which were little more than shacks. And Dad had come over to help me paint them once they’d been converted. Had beamed and said, ‘Well done, darling,’ when we’d put the final touches to the skirting boards in the ones we called the Stables. One of which Mum would be in. What was he thinking of? What had possessed him?

‘He’s flattered, I suppose,’ said Ginnie, breaking into my thoughts, reading them too. She turned and opened the Aga lid, then reached for the kettle and banged it on the hob. ‘She’s about fifteen years younger than him, apparently, and you know what they say: there’s no fool like an old fool. Makes him feel special or something, I imagine.’ She sighed wearily, raking both hands through already vertical hair.

‘But he was never like that, Ginnie. Never unfaithful. I mean, he certainly flirted, loved a party …’ I remembered him of old, working a room, roaming convivially, chatting up the prettiest of Mum’s friends, rocking back and forth in his brogues and tweed jacket, a spotty hanky billowing from his top pocket, Trumper’s aftershave. ‘But it was all so light-hearted. Just a bit of fun.’ I wanted to go on to say: ‘He always loved Mum’, but a bit of me felt that was a bridge too far. It was more that he was an honourable man.

‘Well, quite. And, actually, Mummy rather liked him playing the rogue with her mates, they all loved it. Just a bit of harmless flirting, she called it, but this is something entirely different. She says it’s as if he’s got blinkers on. He’s very calm, very polite to her, but very definitely off for lunch at Carluccio’s in Bicester Village, for God’s sake – wild horses wouldn’t have dragged him there before – wearing a new cashmere blazer he bought in Hackett, a pink shirt, a peacock-blue tie and a jaunty felt hat. He looks … rather dapper, Mummy says.’

Yes, he would. My father was a good-looking man. And Mum … well, had been beautiful in her day and was certainly still attractive, but women didn’t age so well, did they? It wasn’t entirely fair.

‘Right, I’ll have her,’ I said decisively, getting to my feet and making for my handbag on the dresser. ‘And I’ll ring the Watsons, too. I’d rather see to that myself, Ginnie. Just give me Millie Saunders’s number. I’ll clinch it with her first.’

Ginnie moved very quickly, rushing gratefully to the dresser for a pen and a pad of paper.

‘Thanks, Ella. She’ll be so grateful.’ I declined to answer, knowing, as we both did, that this was unlikely. ‘And I won’t leave you stranded, I promise. She’s spending tonight with us and then I’ll come across with her tomorrow. Be constantly back and forth. Take her off to plays, National Trust gardens – that type of thing. I’d have the wretched dog for you, but you know what Richard’s like about me having two dogs in the first place. He certainly won’t sanction –’

‘Yes,’ I interrupted suddenly, swinging to face her. ‘Have the wretched dog for me, Ginnie. Get round Richard. I’ve got three dogs myself and Maud’s in season. And he’s a randy little bugger.’

‘Right,’ she said after the briefest of pauses, knowing she was cornered. And that, very occasionally, I wasn’t a complete pushover.

‘He can sleep in the stables,’ she said stoically. She raised her chin bravely. ‘We’ll muddle through somehow.’

She’ll muddle through, I thought incredulously as I said goodbye and left. She had a small, elderly dog, already banished to the stables, whilst I had Dragon Lady living with me. As I drove down the drive I put my foot down peevishly, nearly colliding with horse-lunging man, who was coming up it.

I drove down the lanes which wove through a seeming maze of identical dry-stone walls enclosing small green fields, but which I could navigate with my eyes shut. Over the hill I went and then down into the valley the other side. Around the next bend, on a thin, straight ribbon of road, a rash of sleepy grey villages erupted one after another, with barely a church, let alone a pub for distinction. Finally, after a particularly fast stretch, the road narrowed and plunged again, taking me around slightly less picturesque fields which featured the odd abandoned caravan, burned-out car, or corrugated-iron shed. We were entering my own muddy valley: my own, less-manicured patch. As I turned at the end of a dead-end lane into my farmyard, the scale of the place struck me too, as it often did when I’d been to Ginnie’s – or Torrington Towers as my children called it, that being her name by marriage. Tiny. And much more prosaic. Only at a stretch, on a sunny October day at about four o’clock in the afternoon, could it be called charming. I say four o’clock because by then the sun would be low enough to be blinding and one might not notice the crumbling walls or the patchy roof tiles, just a compact, low farmhouse with small, dark, mullioned windows, believed to date from the thirteenth century – oh, yes, ancient – surrounded by the ubiquitous dry-stone walls that gave onto open countryside beyond.

To one side of the not-quite-cobbled yard, at right angles to the house and behind a tangle of mulberry bushes, was the first and most curious of the stone outbuildings. Curious because circular, with a conical slate roof. This was known as the Dairy, which Sebastian and I, when we were still madly in love and had lots of money, had converted, rather well and under the eagle eye of English Heritage, to a one-up, two-down. It was here that Ottoline had created a beautiful and quirky home for herself. Beyond that were the Stables, which looked as they sounded: two converted loose boxes with hay barns, now bedrooms, one imaginatively called Number One, the other Number Two. To the east of them, and therefore opposite the farmhouse, was the Granary, a square, stone building with a pitched roof, raised on a series of triangular stones, which in the old days kept the foxes from the grain. Inside was an open space, which, since he only lived to paint, functioned purely as Sebastian’s studio, although there was a sofa in the corner that he sometimes slept on if he didn’t make it to the gallery upstairs, which – as much as there was a bed in it – served as his bedroom. These eclectic buildings, clinging together with bits of old mortar and flung randomly about what had once been a functioning farmyard, comprised a sort of commune, with the children and me living in the farmhouse, the largest, but only by comparison.

In the days of Veronica, my mother-in-law, the whole place had been cutesy and bohemian, and whilst not a working farm, very definitely a hobby one. She’d work tirelessly in the vegetable garden, elegant in long skirts and a floppy straw hat, and was a tower of strength to ‘Dear Bob’, her rich but hopeless husband. She was a tough act to follow. She’d be horrified at her vegetable garden now, I thought, as I came to a halt in the yard and spied it through a gap where the wall had tumbled down. I made a mental note to throw the overgrown courgettes onto the muck heap, which was probably not what Veronica had meant when she’d written in a recipe book: Twenty Things To Do With Courgettes.

I got out of the car exhausted. Exhausted because the old Volvo I drove overheated if it had to loiter in traffic and I’d have to sit for ages by the side of the road until it cooled down. This wasn’t normally a problem in the Cotswolds, but today I’d come up behind a farmer driving his sheep down the middle of the lane and, if I didn’t want to overheat, this involved a detour, and then road works, which had caused me to dive down a tiny track and out of my way again. On the point of swinging into the yard I’d spotted a creditor standing by his van staring speculatively up at the house, hands in pockets. Horrified I’d driven round the village until I was sure he’d gone. Wishing I had some money, in which case of course I’d give it to the Electricity Board, although I might buy a new car first, I’d finally made it home.

By now it was past one o’clock and the upstairs curtains were still drawn, although that didn’t necessarily mean the inmates were asleep. If my children couldn’t see, they simply turned on lights. Sure enough, as I shoulder-barged through the front door, a blaring television down the hall suggested a few vital signs. Stooping to collect the post from the mat which they’d have seen as they came down but, on the grounds that it wouldn’t be for them, not collected, I simultaneously answered the telephone, which was being ignored on the same basis. Just an annoying noise. Rather different to the days of racing to beat the parents before they barked at one’s friends, I thought, as I clocked an automated message telling me what to do if I was in debt, before slamming the receiver down.

As usual, the sitting room resembled an old people’s home at Eastbourne. The residents were slumped at either end of a sofa, feet up on low stools, tartan rugs tucked over their knees. One poor soul had her rug right up to her chin, her pale face peeking out just enough to view the flickering screen. The curtains were shut; the air was fetid, stale and institutional. Plates and mugs from the night before, which the staff hadn’t had a chance to get to this morning, festered happily, although the dogs had made a pretty thorough job of licking them clean. The dogs, in fact, were the only hint that this wasn’t a geriatric establishment: both were on the sofa with the residents.

They leaped to greet me – the dogs, that is – jumping up my legs in delight, howling a welcome as I marched across the room, drawing the curtains ruthlessly. The children blinked in horror at this rude and unwelcome intrusion. Josh’s hand went up to cover his eyes.

‘Shit, Ella.’

‘It’s ten past one, for heaven’s sake!’ I swung round, hands on hips. ‘Are you going to stay here all day?’

They regarded me with disgust, as one would a jailer.

‘God. Why so stressy?’ Josh shot me an incredulous look as he pulled his father’s old felt hat right down over his eyes and sank deeper under his rug.

‘Move, can’t you?’ asked my daughter, craning her head round my legs as I stood in front of the television.

‘No, because it’s coming off!’ I said, rather boldly for me. I might usually have negotiated for the end of the programme. I lunged to press the button and plunged us into silence. The residents, too weak to get to their feet and protest, simply sank back in silence.

‘She’s been to see Ginnie,’ Josh observed bitterly.

‘Picking up tips,’ said Tabitha, shutting her eyes. ‘Getting a crash course in helicopter mothering.’

‘She doesn’t need tips; she’s there already.’

By now I was getting very busy opening windows, wrestling with a rusty catch as I threw it wide, spotting a pile of bantam poo behind the sofa which I’d have to deal with later. ‘I’ll have you know, Araminta sets her alarm for eight o’clock in the school holidays,’ I stormed, roving around the room picking up empty mugs, a lemonade can, a winding and still-damp towel employed to dry my daughter’s hair, putting tops on an array of evil-smelling, putrid-coloured nail varnishes. ‘She’s been picked for the Areas and she gets up early to learn her dressage tests!’ I swooped on a soggy, well-licked Smoothie carton under a chair.

‘Don’t say Areas like you know what you’re talking about,’ Tabitha said coldly. ‘Like you’re a horsy mother.’ She was on her BlackBerry now, texting expertly. If only that lightning thumb action could spread to all her digits, be translated to the piano, the viola or something, I thought, watching it fly across the keys.

‘No, but we don’t need horses to have a hobby, do we?’ I said in a chummy voice. ‘Why don’t you go for a bike ride or something?’ Then, quickly: ‘Or walk the dogs?’

‘Dog-walking isn’t a hobby,’ said Tabitha. ‘Unless you’re a depressed, middle-aged housewife.’

But my son wasn’t so easily deflected. ‘A bike ride?’ Josh had staggered to his feet on the sofa, felt hat on his head, rug wrapped round him like a Shakespearean cloak, and was regarding me with delight. ‘A bike ride, Ella? This sister of yours in her ivory tower is not just misguided she’s downright dangerous! Is that what cousin Hugo does? Goes for a bike ride? Dear God, where will it all end? Does he rub brass, perchance? Collect stamps?’ He got down from the sofa and circled me in disbelief. ‘And is that what you’d like me to do? Swap my Abyssinia for his Czech Republic, enquire eagerly after his German First Editions before getting on my bike and popping round to compare? That way weirdness lies, Ella, you suggestible old bag, you.’

‘That will do, thank you, Joshua,’ I snapped. ‘Lift. LIFT!’ This to Tabitha, who had her legs on my best and only cashmere jumper. I jerked it out.

‘Give it a few more years and it’ll be a hollow chest and a bedsit for me if I go down that path. No friends, of course, because no one else will share my interests, so dinner for one in the microwave, and then, before you know it, it’ll be the long mac and the dirty magazines.’ He was still circling me but I ignored him, swooping on another lemonade can. ‘No girlfriends to speak of, just the almighty crush on the woman at the library where I work, The One Who Wheels The Book Trolley, with the moustache and the thighs that rub together in a nylon whisper …’ He shut his eyes and swooned. ‘And who I lust for at night, under the sheets, magazine at the ready –’

‘Josh …’ I warned

‘But who sadly turns out to be shagging the chief
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