
[image: Cover]


[image: Cover]



 

Contents

Title Page

Dear reader

 

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter18

Chapter19

Chapter20

Chapter21

Chapter22

Chapter23

Chapter24

Chapter25

Chapter26

Chapter27

Chapter28

Chapter29

 

The Art of Stuffing a Stocking

Extract from The Secret Beach

About the Author

Also by Veronica Henry

Copyright





 

Dear reader

Your first book always has a very special place in your heart. It is often a result of years of writing, re-writing, tears, glasses of wine, hopes and fears and a dream that sometimes seems impossible. At the turn of the century, as we slipped into the new millennium, I finally finished Honeycote, and sent it out into the world. A few weeks later, I had my first book deal.

I wanted to write a book about a large, slightly glamorous and sometimes dysfunctional family who live in a large rambling house in the Cotswolds. The inspiration for their business came when I was still working as a script editor in television and was researching locations for a new drama. I fell across a tiny brewery, steeped in tradition, that had been in the same family for generations. It was the perfect backdrop for my story, ripe for power struggles, feuds and takeovers, as well as complicated affairs of the heart, betrayal and good old-fashioned greed and envy.

And so the Liddiards of Honeycote Ales were born. Little did I know when I first started thinking about them that their antics would sustain me over three novels. But they endlessly provided me with material: the relationships between parents and children, husbands and wives, siblings, friends, lovers . . . And, of course, the brewery itself is a big part of village life. Many of the locals have been working there for generations, and the pubs belonging to the brewery are a rich source of story material, with their roaring log fires and cheeky barmaids.

From angelic Lucy, queen of the huge, chaotic kitchen at Honeycote House, to hapless, feckless Mickey, who can’t get by on charm alone for much longer, the Liddiards and their friends and neighbours are loveable, high-spirited and endlessly fascinating. At the root of their escapades is the importance of family, friendship – and, of course, food.

The books were first published as Honeycote, Making Hay and Just A Family Affair. We have re-titled them and given them a gorgeous new look so they can all be devoured in one greedy sitting. They are filled with passion and scandal – and are just a little bit naughtier than my later books. Perhaps it’s all that country air?

I still long to live somewhere like Honeycote. Whenever I re-read these books I feel as if I belong there. I want to go for Sunday lunch at the Honeycote Arms, whizz around the tiny lanes in a battered old sports car, be asked to the Liddiards’ for Christmas drinks . . . For Honeycote seems idyllic whatever the season, whether the hedges are white with blossom or snow.

So curl up on the sofa and come there with me. Fill up your glass of wine or your mug of cocoa and see what the Liddiards are up to. I know you will love them, for all their faults and impossible behaviour. You will laugh, cry, blush and fall in love, just as I did all those years ago.

And I suspect their story is not over yet . . .

 

With love,

Veronica Henry
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A single bell tolled out with authoritative finality. Eye-watering winter sunshine drenched the little churchyard at Honeycote, highlighting the dewy cobwebs that stretched from grave to grave. A mound of earth indicated the most recent, the latest in a line of Liddiards that stretched back hundreds of years.

He craned his neck to assess the turnout. They were all there. Patrick, seemingly unperturbed, the only betrayal of any emotion being the speed at which he smoked his cigarette before tossing the nub end into the freshly dug hole. Sophie and Georgina stood behind him, unnaturally pale in their black school coats, lending an air of Victorian melodrama to the tableau. He thought this was probably their first funeral, if you didn’t count the elaborate arrangements they’d made for various guinea pigs and goldfish over the years. Kay was chic in rigidly tailored black, a huge hat and impossibly high heels – he knew she’d be wearing stockings. Lawrence was at her side, etiquette requiring them to be united. Even Cowley was there from the bank, in a shapeless suit, his Christmas Biro clipped into the top pocket, no doubt luxuriating in a morning away from his desk: this was about as much fun as Cowley ever had.

And Lucy. She’d rejected widow’s weeds in favour of palest grey, her only concession to mourning a black velvet ribbon that held back her curls. She was wearing a pearl necklace he’d given her the Christmas before, an over-generous gesture he hadn’t been able to afford. As ever.

As she arrived at the graveside to stand beside his brother James, there was just time for him to notice her slipping her hand into his before the vicar started intoning the familiar words.

As the first clod of earth began to hit the coffin, Mickey Liddiard summoned up every last drop of energy from his bones and pushed. But the lid of the coffin was stout, hewn from a mighty oak, and wouldn’t give . . .

 

‘Mickey! Mickey!’

Lucy anxiously shook her husband awake. She could feel his heart hammering as he thrashed beside her. He sat bolt upright, drenched in sweat, and looked at her in alarm.

‘You’ve had one of your dreams again.’

Mickey slumped back on the pillows, relief that it was all over flooding through him. But Lucy could still sense anxiety.

‘What on earth were you dreaming about? You were tossing and turning—’

‘I don’t know.’ Mickey feigned puzzlement. He could remember only too well. ‘You know what dreams are like. You wake up and they’re gone.’

It was the third time this week he’d had the dream, or one like it. He’d wondered about having it analysed, but thought perhaps the meaning wasn’t all that hidden and that quite simply he had a fear of dying and nobody giving a toss. He screwed up his eyes to look at the clock. ‘What’s the time?’

Lucy stretched out her arm and turned the miniature carriage clock to face her. ‘Nearly six.’ She frowned as Mickey threw back the blankets. ‘You don’t need to get up yet, surely?’

‘I need a shower.’

She watched his shadowy outline pad across the room and pull back the heavy, interlined curtains, letting the very first fingers of early morning light in. She could see him clearly now. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and with still no sign of a middle-age spread despite having celebrated his forty-third birthday six months before. He had just enough gravitas in his features to stop him looking boyish, but he had a bloom of youth that he didn’t deserve and that his contemporaries resented given his lifestyle and no thinning hair as yet, not even a sprinkling of grey in his thick brown hair.

He was definitely a handsome man in anyone’s books, but as he gazed out of the window there was a frown marring his features that Lucy didn’t like. She suddenly felt a need to reassure both him and herself. This wasn’t the first time she’d woken him from a nightmare lately. She patted the empty space in the bed beside her.

‘Come back to bed.’

Mickey shook his head. He was wide awake now, the adrenalin from the dream still pumping through his body, and his head was already whirling with the problems the day held in store for him. He reflected grimly that he had no respite these days, only a brief half-hour after the first few glasses of wine, in that mellow period between being relaxed and becoming totally plastered. Why could he never stop at that point? Why did he insist on getting completely out of it, so he became melancholy, his fears waxed rather than waned and his sleep was troubled?

He turned to look at his wife. She was wearing the necklace she’d had on in the dream, and didn’t look a day older than the day he’d married her. But then why should she? She had nothing to worry about. She knew nothing of his problems, that was for sure.

‘What are you doing today?’ he asked her.

‘The girls are breaking up for Christmas tomorrow, I’ve got to hit the supermarket and do a big shop.’

Big shop. Big bill.

‘Why? Sophie’s always on a diet and Georgie only eats treacle sandwiches—’

Lucy grinned. ‘Well, I’ve run out of treacle. And I need to start stocking up for Christmas. I’m not going to get caught out again this year.’ As soon as she said it, she had a vision of herself at the end of a huge queue in Sainsbury’s. It was her annual ritual, resolving to be organized and failing. But there were always better things to do than make lists and fill the freezer.

Mickey walked over and dropped a kiss on her forehead. She caught a whiff of the sweat that had now dried on him. It smelled of panic, not exertion, and she suddenly felt glad he’d chosen not to come back to bed. Lucy wasn’t fastidious, but the smell was unfamiliar on him. It unsettled her.

Moments later, as the warm water washed away the remnants of his dream, Mickey considered the day ahead. He resolved to be positive and confront his problems for a change, instead of seeking out one of the displacement activities he was so fond of, the ones that helped him avoid the real world. He’d get to the brewery early, try to get on top of the mountain of paperwork he knew was waiting for him. It was unlikely to have disappeared. It had been there for months.

As it was still so early, he decided to walk. He usually drove, which was pretty inexcusable as the brewery was scarcely three-quarters of a mile from the house, but today he thought the exercise would do him good; it might clear his head a bit. He could always get Lucy to pick him up later if he couldn’t face the walk home.

It was a brewing day, which meant scruffy clothes rather than a jacket and tie, so he pulled on jeans and one of the dark green polo shirts he’d recently had made up with the brewery logo on the left breast. They’d been an attempt to establish some sort of corporate identity at Honeycote Ales; make it look as if he had his finger on the pulse and was in control. It was funny how something so simple managed to paper over the cracks. Everyone had been very impressed.

Lucy had fallen back to sleep, so he slipped out of the bedroom carrying his boots and went down into the kitchen. It was unusually quiet, this room that was so very much the heart of the house. He knew that in an hour or so’s time it would be full of life. Sophie would be filling the liquidizer with fruit and yoghurt, making one of her revolting smoothies, bemoaning their lack of a juicer. Georgina would be toasting thick-sliced white bread on the Aga, while Patrick, always the last up, would be drinking thick black coffee, unable to communicate until he’d had his fix of caffeine. Mickey didn’t relish the unnatural silence – he found it disconcerting rather than relaxing – so he grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl, picked up his waxed coat from the back of the chair where he’d left it the night before and slipped out of the door. Thrusting his hands deep into his pockets, he walked down the drive and out of the gates of Honeycote House, turned right and carried on at a brisk pace until he reached the village.

There were a surprising amount of inhabitants abroad even at this early hour. A suited executive drove past in his BMW, en route to Eldenbury two miles away; the little market town boasted a much-coveted station on the main line to Paddington, which brought London within a commutable ninety minutes for those who wanted to retreat to the Cotswolds each night. A brace of young workmen in a battered van set off for a building site just outside Evesham six miles the other way. There they were employed on yet another estate of the characterless homes that seemed to be springing up everywhere. The postman was hurrying through his round so he could get to his second job, tending the gardens of the wealthier inhabitants of the village. He found he could charge what he liked for keeping the lawns and hedges manicured, because he was reliable and knowledgeable and wasn’t too ruthless with his pruning.

Honeycote had gone the way of many other villages in the area. The school and the police house had each closed down and been converted into picturesque homes. The post office remained valiantly open and stayed so only by means of constant diversification. But despite these casualties, other businesses had emerged in their place. A young mother had started a mail order children’s clothing company, providing outwork for many other women in the village who were handy with a sewing machine. An old chapel was stuffed to the gills with reclaimed furniture and artefacts of the kind people moving to the country felt their houses should be furnished with, and did very well. There was certainly a style of entrepreneurialism thriving in Honeycote, but it was a sad fact that many of the locals who had been born and bred here could no longer afford to buy the higgledy-piggledy, gingerbread cottages that lined its streets.

At the far end of the village, Mickey passed the Honeycote Arms, the very first of the brewery’s tied houses to have been purchased by his great-grandfather when he’d first hit on the idea of changing from farming to brewing. The pub was looking tired and ramshackle, in need of love and attention, though not even the peeling paintwork could detract from the loveliness of the mellow stone from which it was built. Nevertheless, it was hardly a good advert, and Mickey averted his gaze as he walked past. Apart from anything, he didn’t want to get into conversation with Ted, the landlord. He didn’t feel like exchanging niceties.

A little further up the road a sturdy set of pillars were topped by a wrought-iron arch proclaiming the words Honeycote Ales. The driveway continued for a hundred or so yards before dropping steeply down into a bowl in which the brewery nestled.

Had it not been contained within this bowl, the tower of the brewery would have dominated the village, hanging over it as if to remind the inhabitants of its importance. As it was, the steeply pitched lead roof with its trademark weather vane could only just be seen from the main street, if one knew where to look. At the bottom of the drive there was a cobbled courtyard, surrounded on three sides by the brewery buildings. The heart of the operation was the tower in the centre, four storeys high, with the malt-house to the left and the offices to the right, behind which were further outbuildings, garages and stables, mostly now defunct. A pair of lorries painted with the green and gold Honeycote livery were parked up in front of the entrance to the cellar, awaiting barrels of beer to be taken to the brewery’s ten tied houses. They were mostly small country pubs, all within a five-mile radius of Honeycote, scattered along the nearby border between Gloucestershire and Worcestershire. They probably consumed less beer in a week between them than one town centre theme pub on a Saturday night.

It was in this rare moment of calm that Mickey was able to survey his legacy. In a couple of hours’ time the place would be a hive of activity, as the giant steam engine that powered everything burst into life and another day’s brew would begin. Soon the air would be filled with a rich, malty fug that could be smelled as far as the village – an enticing vapour that encapsulated years of tradition and know-how. It was all very well, he thought, being handed a business like this on a plate, but he hadn’t inherited his great-grandfather’s pioneering spirit, nor his grandfather’s long-sightedness and careful planning, nor his father’s efficiency and capacity for hard work. Which was why he was in such a mess now.

He stopped and looked into the room that served as a common room-cum-canteen for the twenty or so staff he employed – nothing grand, but somewhere warm they could boil a kettle for a cup of tea or chew on their sandwiches. He noticed a couple of balloons stuck on the wall and a banner proclaiming ‘It’s a girl!’, and remembered that one of the young lads who drove for them had had a baby the week before. Mickey was reminded all too clearly of his responsibilities. Another mouth to feed, albeit indirectly.

As he approached the entrance to the offices, he looked at the brass plaque commemorating the brewery’s centenary forty-nine years before. There had been a huge village party to celebrate – free beer for everyone (of course), a pig roast, music, dancing, fireworks – all paid for by Mickey’s grandfather. Each Honeycote pub had built a huge beacon, and there was a point, high on Poacher’s Hill just outside the village, where each fire could be seen twinkling.

Mickey calculated that if they could limp through another eighteen months, they could celebrate a hundred and fifty years purveying ale, but he strongly doubted there would be any cause for celebration. If there were to be any fireworks, it would be the outrage caused by mass redundancies – for he wasn’t the only one whose family had been dominated by the brewery for generations. He had a couple of young lads working for him whose grandfathers had worked for his own grandfather. In some ways, Honeycote Ales was a big extended family in itself. Brothers and sisters, fathers and sons, husbands and wives had all trooped up the lane from the village to take their place shifting barrels, cleaning pipes, answering phones.

He heard someone whistling and realized he wasn’t alone. It was Eric Giles, the engineer, whose front teeth had been knocked out in a village hockey match and never replaced, but who, according to local legend, had the body of a god under his boiler suit. Eric had learned to tend the steam engine in the boiler room from his own father, and could turn his hand to mending anything. He loved his work, adored the engine, and Mickey knew he could bank on Eric’s loyalty well past his retirement. He was in there now, checking the engine over, polishing her up, happy as anything. It made Mickey envious, and for a moment he fantasized about swapping jobs. Until it occurred to him that he wouldn’t have a bloody clue how to go about Eric’s work, and that Eric would probably make a far better job of running the brewery than he was.

It was with a heavy heart that he climbed the stone steps to his office and slid the key into the lock, for his problems at the brewery were only the tip of a rather large iceberg . . .
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Miss Cowper laid down her biography of Nelson and sighed. Until now, she had found the intimate minutiae of the tactician’s life utterly compelling, but she had read the same page three times and all that was going through her mind was the contents of the e-mail she had received earlier that afternoon.

In all her days as headmistress of Redfields, she had never encountered such froideur. She could, just about, have accepted receiving the news in a letter: the matter was indeed delicate and personal and she could appreciate Mr Sherwyn not wishing to discuss his private life over the telephone. But an e-mail that had obviously been typed by his secretary? She imagined the scenario: ‘Irene – book me a table for lunch at Eduardo’s. And confirm tomorrow’s flight: make sure I’ve got a window seat. Oh, and e-mail Mandy’s headmistress – tell her Mrs Sherwyn and I have split up . . .’

And now it was up to Miss Cowper to tell Mandy. Initially, she had felt inclined to refuse Mr Sherwyn’s request to break the news to his daughter, but as he had indicated that he would be out of the country for the next few days, she was left with little alternative. Half the girls at the school were boarders, so, being in loco parentis, Miss Cowper often found she had unpleasant news to dish out, but it was usual in the event of a divorce or separation for the parents concerned to take their daughter home for the weekend while they told her themselves, and a special, kindly eye would be kept on that pupil when she returned. Mr Sherwyn’s request was a first, and Miss Cowper reflected that it might be harder to explain to Mandy why her parents had chosen not to tell her in person than to tell her they had separated. A few white lies would be necessary; she certainly wasn’t going to present the facts to Mandy in the bald, ugly manner they had been presented to her.

Miss Cowper was proud of Redfields. She’d managed to transform what had been a less than mediocre girls’ school into a huge success story. She’d turned it round in the past five years, doubling the number of boarders and also attracting an impressive quota of day-girls in a catchment area of up to thirty miles. And although it would never have the kudos of Cheltenham or Malvern, Redfields boasted a happy, healthy environment that turned out happy, healthy girls with the confidence to achieve their ambitions, even if they weren’t heading for rocket science. But she sometimes wished the parents would leave everything up to her. She’d make a perfectly good job of bringing their daughters up if only they wouldn’t interfere.

She ran her eye down the list of Mandy’s classmates. One of them would have to be told in advance, to give the poor girl a shoulder to cry on. Sophie Liddiard. She was sensible; unlikely to gossip to the other girls before Mandy chose to tell them herself. She lifted the phone that connected her to the school secretary and debated a tot of Dutch courage from the handsome decanter that housed the sherry she dished out to visiting parents. Afterwards, she promised herself. She needed all the wits, tact and diplomacy she could muster for the task in hand.

 

Later that afternoon, when everyone else had been dispatched off for compulsory games (Miss Cowper was a stickler for fresh air and exercise, even for the sixth-formers), Mandy Sherwyn and Sophie Liddiard sat on the huge stone sill of the mullioned window that dominated Mandy’s study bedroom. A half-demolished box of Maltesers lay between them.

Sophie sighed as she reached for another chocolate and looked down at the tops of her legs. If black opaque tights were supposed to be slimming, why did her thighs look so enormous? She looked enviously at Mandy’s colt-like limbs strewn carelessly in front of her, and carried on listening in round-eyed sympathy to the details of her meeting with Miss Cowper.

‘Apparently mum’s gone to Puerto Banus to recuperate. Fornicate, more likely. There’s a slimy bloke at her health club who’s got an apartment there.’ Mandy shuddered at the memory of the man, leathery and drenched in aftershave, endeavouring to put his hand up her skirt on more than one occasion. She’d solved that problem by wearing snow-white, skin-tight shorts that gave the creep even more idea of what he was missing but nothing to hide his hairy hand under.

‘That’s awful. Aren’t you upset?’ Sophie, who always found it very hard to hide what she was feeling, was intrigued by Mandy’s matter-of-fact manner. If Miss Cowper had just told her that her parents had split up, she’d be hysterical, she knew she would. She could feel tears welling up just imagining it. But Mandy merely shrugged and bit a Malteser in half neatly, surveying its honeycomb interior. She looked up at Sophie gravely with her baby-blue eyes. Sophie wondered if she dyed her eyelashes – they couldn’t be natural, surely.

‘With any luck she’ll bring me back some shoes. They’ve got great shoe shops over there.’

Sophie thought, with a seventeen-year-old’s grasp of psychology, that Mandy was studying the Malteser too intently to be convincing and was probably devastated deep down. She decided not to probe too deeply. After all, she didn’t really know her well enough to go delving into her innermost feelings: Mandy had only joined Redfields in the sixth form and even after eighteen months this was probably the first time they’d had a one-to-one conversation, privacy being a rare commodity at Redfields. If she wanted to pretend everything was fine, then Sophie wasn’t going to push it: she’d just make sure Mandy knew there was a sympathetic ear if she needed one.

Mandy, however, wasn’t pretending. She’d let a few tears trickle out in front of Miss Cowper, primarily because she knew it was expected and it didn’t do to let your headmistress think you were in any way odd. Also, something deep down inside told her that it was a tiny bit sad that she wasn’t able to care, and the crocodile tears had relieved that feeling. At least the emotional display would make Miss Cowper feel she’d done her job properly. She’d shown such genuine concern that Mandy had been touched. If it had been her own mother making a perfunctory attempt to comfort her, Mandy knew she’d have been suffocated by the fumes of Poison dabbed on her perpetually racing pulse points.

She and her parents lived what Miss Cowper, being a historian, would have dubbed a laissez-faire existence. Mandy knew she got in the way of her mother’s pursuit of sport (both vertical and horizontal) and her father’s moneymaking, but didn’t want to spend time with them any more than they wanted to spend time with her. She threw herself into the whirlwind regime that her mother organized to keep her out of the way during the week-ends and holidays – tennis, ballet, riding, photography, gymnastics, even, one half-term when her mother was particularly desperate to dispose of her, dried flower arranging – thus becoming an accomplished and self-sufficient child. She was as overjoyed as her parents were when they hit upon the idea of sending her away to board for her A levels. As her father had driven out of the school drive, waving his hand with its bejewelled pinkie out of the car window, she had felt an overwhelming sense of relief. Perhaps now she’d have the chance to settle down and make some friends. Her peripatetic lifestyle had made her adept at making acquaintances but not at forging deep friendships.

She’d been an object of envy amongst the other girls when they’d learned of her curiously independent and sophisticated lifestyle. They’d all have died for their own self-contained suite with satellite TV, a TopShop charge card and an account with a cab firm that would take her anywhere she wanted. But they didn’t understand it was all a meaningless pay-off, or why she was almost deliriously happy at Redfields. At least here she was somebody. The recognition she’d received after winning the inter-house tennis match still made Mandy glow with warmth inside. No hollow parental praise, no empty reward in the form of a crisp twenty-pound note from her father, but genuine back-thumping congratulations and glee. She was beginning to realize what it meant to have her own identity, and that it was up to her to make what she would of her life.

‘What about your dad? Won’t he be upset?’

Mandy shook her head, a rueful smile playing on her lips. ‘He’ll be too busy flogging bathrooms to notice, I expect. Anyway, they’ve never really liked each other, my parents.’

Sophie was inwardly appalled. Only a minute ago, she’d have given anything to be as thin as Mandy. But not now. That was too high a price, to have parents that thought so little of each other. Her own parents adored each other – you only had to look at them. She was excited at the prospect of breaking up for the Christmas holidays the next day, and spending nearly four long weeks at home. She and her younger sister Georgina were day-girls, but their home was nearly twenty miles away and the travelling was a drag. She sometimes wished they boarded, but she knew her parents wouldn’t be able to find the extra money for the fees. She suspected they were struggling as it was, and if it hadn’t been for Georgina’s hefty sports scholarship they might have found themselves at the local comprehensive.

The two girls sat in companionable silence for a moment reflecting on their respective predicaments. Sophie let her mind wander ahead to the next Saturday night. Her brother Patrick was organizing a charity dance – he was on the committee for some reason. And so was Ned, so he was sure to be there. Sophie toyed with asking Mandy for some advice about Ned – she was bound to be an expert on blokes and how to handle them – but decided it would be selfish, so she offered her another Malteser instead. Chocolate, in her experience, was very comforting.

 

Kay Oakley slipped into the car and out of her black suede court shoes. Three-inch heels were no good for driving, but they’d been a necessity today. While it usually suited her to accentuate her diminutive frame, she liked to look people in the eye when she was doing a deal. That way they got the full benefit of her mesmerizing, some said almost alien, green eyes. Before she drove off she checked her hair in the vanity mirror – she’d only just had it done and she wasn’t sure how the new style would hold up to the rigours of the working day. But her hairdresser was an artist – it was razored and sliced to perfection, and highlighted to suit, giving her an artfully tousled style that belied the amount of time it took to perfect each morning. She dusted herself with some bronzing powder to take away the pallor induced by a day under artificial lighting, slicked on some lipstick and spritzed a squirt of Allure on to each wrist and down her cleavage.

She pulled out of her parking space, then tutted with annoyance as she saw the long line of cars edging painfully slowly towards the exit. She should have left the Exhibition Centre earlier; but the best business was often done at the end of the day, when people were tired and capitulated more easily. She’d negotiated an excellent price on a range of rustic kitchenware: the garden centre had already opened an extensive delicatessen, so this seemed a logical diversification to Kay. Whether it would to her husband Lawrence was another matter; but at least he’d be mollified by the knock-down price she’d got.

The queue edged forward another three feet. Kay’s patience left her. She pulled sharply out of the line and accelerated to the front, where the next escapee was about to insert his ticket into the machine that activated the exit barrier. Kay could feel forty pairs of angry eyes boring into her back as she lowered the electric passenger window and adopted a suitably distressed expression. She indicated the mobile on the seat next to her.

‘I’m awfully sorry. I’ve had a phone call . . . It’s an emergency. Would you mind?’

Kay never tempted fate by lying. She was merely economical with the truth. She had had a phone call earlier: from Lawrence, to find out what time she’d be back. (‘Not before midnight, darling. More like one. I’ve got to do dinner with some of the suppliers – keep them sweet.’) And it was an emergency: if she didn’t see Mickey tonight, she’d die. It had been almost four days and she needed her fix.

Of course the driver let her out, and she flashed him a smile of such triumphant brilliance that he instantly realized he’d been duped. But by then she’d reached the freedom of the open road, and put her foot down hard. As she gained the motorway, she glanced at the digital clock. Just over an hour, traffic willing. The thought sent a pulse racing between her legs, and she put an experimental hand down to feel it. God, it was as strong as a heartbeat. Anticipation made her push the speedo up past ninety. The little Boxster managed it effortlessly. It was her ally, and the result of one of the few battles she’d won with Lawrence; if he’d got his way she’d still be lumbering along the feeder road in a Range Rover. OK, so you couldn’t get much in it, but speed was more important to Kay than capacity. To her mind, its only slight drawback was lack of anonymity. A Range Rover went unremarked in most of the places she frequented; a high-powered electric blue sports car did not, which was sometimes inconvenient. But Kay was expert at weighing up pros and cons, and right now her choice was saving her precious time.

 

Austin Healeys really weren’t meant for screwing. But Patrick Liddiard was damned if he was going to sacrifice his pride and joy for the luxury of getting his leg over in comfort. Besides, Kelly was obliging and supple and didn’t seem to mind having her head jammed up against the window, judging by the appreciative noises she was making. He knew her appreciation was genuine, for he’d long concluded that the only thing that wasn’t fake about Kelly were her orgasms. From the roots of her candyfloss hair to the tips of her false nails (he’d had a terrible shock once, when he’d found one of them in his Calvin Klein boxers), she was a walking temple of artifice. Patrick could only be sure that her heart-stopping breasts were her own because a publican’s daughter studying beauty therapy at the local college couldn’t possibly afford implants.

Ten minutes later, as Kelly retrieved her G-string from the glove compartment, Patrick stared out of the window. He never watched her get dressed; it inevitably depressed him and made him wonder, as she struggled into her cheap, gaudy, too-tight clothes, what on earth he was doing with her.

He knew the answer, of course. Because even if Kelly’s conversation was limited to the regurgitated contents of Hello! magazine, at least she took his mind off things with her effervescent babble. She was uncomplicated and great in bed. What more could you ask for? The last thing Patrick needed at the moment was a girl who made endless demands and played mind games. He’d gone down that road before – it was exhausting. And at the moment he needed all his mental energy.

As Kelly prinked in the vanity mirror, he pondered his predicament. He hadn’t really expected things to turn out like this. His father had always insisted, from a young age, that Patrick should feel no obligation to step into his shoes at the brewery. For Mickey himself had been groomed to take over from his father before him, and he felt strongly that his children should be given the chance to choose their own path in life without being unduly influenced by the spectre of Honeycote Ales.

But it hadn’t been that easy to escape the legacy. Patrick had never been a great academic, and had scraped through his GCSEs with just enough marks to get into the sixth form to do A levels. They, however, had proved a spectacular failure. Mickey had been furious, not with Patrick, but with the school for allowing him to suffer all those years of struggling before admitting academic defeat. He’d taken him off to a crammer in Oxford, where within half an hour they’d pronounced Patrick borderline dyslexic. Had it been diagnosed at an earlier age, they said, he would have been spared the humiliation of always coming bottom of the class, being branded a ‘thicko’. Patrick was somewhat relieved. In his head, he’d never felt intellectually below his peers. It was just that he hadn’t been able to express himself on paper, and now he felt vindicated.

Mickey had been beside himself with guilt, and had totally over-compensated for what had not been entirely his fault. But he blamed himself for choosing the wrong school for Patrick, for trusting them to take charge of his education when clearly they were incompetent. He knew Patrick’s confidence had taken a severe knocking over the past few years, and he wanted to atone for what must have been a total nightmare for the boy. As compensation he gave his son a salary from the brewery, without actually giving him any responsibility with which to earn it. So Patrick became what was really a glorified temp, standing in whenever anyone was ill, whether it was driving the delivery lorry, humping sacks of hops or supervising the stringent tests they had to undertake several times a day. Although as a result Patrick was more familiar than anyone with the workings of the brewery, albeit on a junior level, Mickey was insistent that he spend the rest of his time working out what he really wanted to do with his life.

And now, at just twenty-three, Patrick realized that he’d reached something of a dead end. He didn’t have good enough qualifications to get a job of the sort of calibre he felt he deserved – sending endless CVs to estate agents and wine merchants had proved that. He couldn’t face another envelope landing on the mat with a rejection letter politely refusing him so much as an interview. He’d toyed with the idea of art college – if he excelled at anything, it was drawing – but the establishments he’d visited had appalled rather than inspired him. The students seemed pretentious, intent on shocking rather than the pursuit of the aesthetic. So that idea had gone out of the window. Of course, what he’d really like to do would be to race his Healey, but as that involved spending money rather than earning it, it wasn’t really an option. He had to content himself with its restoration, a slow but rewarding process that helped him take his mind off things from time to time.

Meanwhile, being around the brewery had aroused his interests, despite Mickey’s constant reminders that he was a free agent, that he should become a hot air balloonist or a lion tamer before taking up an official position at Honeycote Ales. But Patrick was gradually coming to the conclusion that this was where his future lay. After all, he loved Honeycote – the house they lived in, the countryside, the people, the way of life. And he knew he was lucky. A lot of people spent their entire lives trying to get away from where they’d been born. So he’d come to a decision – he was going to ask his father for a proper managerial position. He was going to stop messing around and do some hard work, earn his salary. He knew he was going to meet considerable resistance from his father, who seemed to be under a lot of pressure at the moment. In fact, deep down Patrick suspected that Mickey was keeping him at arm’s length deliberately, and it irked him. He wanted to be able to help. But it was going to be a question of timing, finding the right moment to ask. He sighed a deep sigh.

Kelly, happy now with her handiwork, turned to him and cooed:

‘You’re ever so quiet, baby. What’s the matter?’

‘I was just asking myself if, really and truly, there was any point to all of this.’

Panic-stricken, Kelly clutched the arm of his jacket. ‘What – you mean you and me?’

Patrick felt his teeth go slightly on edge at her touch. Funny, when only a few moments ago he’d been all over her. He realized that he was going to have to let her go. Kelly’s parents, Ted and Eileen, ran the Honeycote Arms. And in this supposedly classless society, he knew that class had never mattered more. If he was going to be management, he couldn’t be seen sleeping with the hired help. He wondered whether this might be the opportune moment to give her the boot, but he was too tired for histrionics.

‘No, no – I mean life in general. What is there to look forward to?’

Kelly’s lips, shimmering with Rimini Razzle, formed a perfect circle as she pouted and looked at Patrick reproachfully from under her fringe.

‘It’s my twenty-first in a couple of months.’

Oh God. How could he have forgotten? Cold vol-au-vents, the Birdie Song and a ghastly cake with a huge silver key. Patrick smiled, as if this reminder had lifted the weight of the world from his shoulders. ‘Oh yes.’ He switched on the ignition. ‘Shall I drop you home?’

‘You’d better. I’ve got to do a bikini wax tomorrow in front of the whole class. I’m really nervous.’

Patrick felt ill-equipped to offer reassurance, so he simply reversed out of the gateway and headed along the road that would take him back into Honeycote. As the little car roared through the outskirts of the village, Patrick looked down the wooded slope into the deep bowl that housed the brewery. In the moonlight, he could just make out the ghostly shape of the old shire-horse who used to pull the dray. The dray was long out of commission, but they’d kept Toby out of sentimentality. He was over thirty; if they hadn’t he’d have gone for dog meat, so he lived happily in retirement in the small paddock behind the malthouse.

Something suddenly caught Patrick’s eye and he frowned, slammed on the brakes and peered down into the darkness. Damn! He’d thought so: there was a light on in the brewery office. He’d heard they’d appointed a new Excise chap at Gloucester – an eager beaver by all accounts, keen as mustard – but surely the days of midnight swoops on breweries were gone? You’d have to be crazy to attempt an illicit brew these days. Crazy or desperate: there was too much to lose, too little to gain.

Patrick sighed. He’d better go and introduce himself; make sure this new chap understood that Honeycote Ales didn’t appreciate people breathing down their necks. Cursing softly under his breath and ignoring Kelly’s squeaks of bewildered protest, he swung the car round and set off back down the hill.

 

The Fox and Goose, the Honeycote Arms or the Red Lion? Mickey had narrowed the field down to three, but couldn’t bring himself to pinpoint a final choice. One of them had to go, that was definite. And of the ten tied houses that made up Honeycote Ales, these were the ones making least money and needing most investment. Which meant they would fetch less, but at this stage of the game any amount would help. Mickey ran his hand through his thick dark brown hair and sighed. There was going to be uproar whichever he chose. How the hell was he going to explain to the world at large that after nearly a hundred and fifty years of paternalism, Honeycote Ales was going to sell a pub from under one of their loyal and faithful tenants?

Mickey knew he only had himself to blame for the situation. The sad fact was, he might have inherited a family business but he wasn’t a businessman, no matter which way you looked at it. It was a miracle they’d made it into the twenty-first century – it was certainly more by luck than good judgement. He just wasn’t ruthless enough. He couldn’t take the bull by the horns, basically because he was terrified of change. He found it so much easier to keep things as they were, than have to take the blame for implementing some radical change that hadn’t worked. But he knew he was reaching crisis point. All the pubs owned by the brewery needed massive refurbishments, just to bring them up to scratch and to keep the Health and Safety people placated. Not only that, but the machinery at the brewery was out of the ark: several key pieces of equipment needed repairing. It was only a matter of time before something integral to the whole shooting match gave up the ghost.

What was needed was a substantial cash injection. He was going to have to sell one of the pubs. Which was ironic, because he knew that he should actually be looking to increase his stable in order to justify keeping the operation going. The prospect broke his heart, but one of them had to be sacrificed in order to save the rest.

He drained his glass, stood and paced across the ancient wooden floorboards of the brewery office, coming to rest in front of the yellowing map produced for their centenary celebrations all those years ago. It outlined the brewery’s catchment area, with Honeycote and the heart of the operation in the centre, surrounded by a pen and ink drawing of each pub. The artist had added a decorative border depicting their various signs – the Fox and Goose, the Roebuck, the Peacock . . . Mickey had always found the map whimsical and sickly, but as Honeycote Ales’s image was that of a slice of quintessential English country life, he supposed it was appropriate.

In moments of contemplation he always came to rest in front of this map and amused himself identifying the animal illustrations with their human counterparts. He, of course, was the handsome, wily fox forever seeking refuge from relentless pursuit. Lucy was the deer, a dainty, wide-eyed innocent unaware of the dangers lurking and who must be protected at all costs. The peacock in the bottom corner crept unwelcomed into his line of vision. It was not an indigenous creature, but an imported trophy that brought glamour and status to its owner. And, apparently, trouble.

Kay. For the umpteenth time Mickey cursed whatever genetic defect had blessed him with such a surfeit of impulsiveness when it came to her; it was as powerful as a drug. But gradually the stakes had climbed higher and higher, and now he was seeing with a frightening clarity just what he had to lose.

How the hell had he got himself into such a mess? Wherever he turned, he faced the consequences of either his ineffectuality or his self-indulgence. The thought was sobering, so he went to pour himself another Scotch and was surprised to find the decanter empty. Reassuring himself that there had only been an inch in the bottom when he arrived, he reached into the waxed jacket he’d hung on the back of the door. Relief flooded him as he felt the familiar cold pewter of his hip-flask. As the sweet, fiery sloe gin spread through his gullet the security of its warmth relaxed him, so much so that when he turned to find Patrick in the doorway he was momentarily off his guard and waved the flask cheerily at his son.

‘What on earth are you doing here, Dad? It’s nearly midnight.’

Mickey’s eyes slid over to his paper-strewn desk. Was there anything incriminating? Probably not, but Patrick had a shrewd mind and could put two and two together astoundingly quickly for one who’d failed his Maths GCSE three times. He walked carefully back across the office and began gathering up the documents.

‘Just looking over the last quarter’s figures. Not brilliant.’

‘I know that, Dad. We all know that.’

Mickey forced himself to meet Patrick’s eye. He knew that look from old. The dark eyebrow slightly raised, the sardonic twist of the mouth: exaggerated patience tinged with accusation – it was pure Carola. A selective memory had enabled Mickey to banish the image of his ex-wife from his mind. Most of the time. Now he was all too clearly reminded of the horrible turn events had taken when he’d brought her back to Honeycote all those years ago.

They’d met at university. Mickey had eschewed Oxford in favour of King’s College, London, on the basis that one could only take so much punting and a metropolitan existence was likely to be far more enriching. And indeed it was, for he’d never have met Carola in that city of dreaming spires, with her loathing of anything that smacked of elitism. It was her hair that had attracted him – a wild mass of black, tangled curls that hung down her back. That and the warm, spicy animal scent Mickey felt sure only he could smell, and that now, after years of experience, he could readily identify as desire. They’d done it everywhere, even on the Tube late one night between Tottenham Court Road and Goodge Street, and Carola had talked passionately about her beliefs and her plans to change the world. She was, apparently, an anarchist, forever going on marches and attending rock concerts in support of some oppressed minority or other. Mickey had always listened politely to her rantings but reserved judgement, knowing that he and his family represented much of what she was against. She’d taken his silence for agreement, his two Clash albums for commitment to her cause, and he’d been naive enough to think she wouldn’t hold his duplicity against him.

When she announced she was pregnant and an abortion was out of the question, Mickey, still intoxicated by the feral creature he’d ensnared, marched her off to the nearest Register Office. Carola, who thrived on being unpredictable, had been so enchanted by the perversity of flouting her lack of convention that she agreed to a wedding. She’d worn a Victorian nightdress so tight across her rapidly expanding breasts that it was a contest as to whether they or the Registrar’s eyes were going to pop out first.

Before he’d had a chance to tell his parents of his latest folly, they’d been tragically killed in a sailing accident off Salcombe. The plan had been for him to finish his degree, then do a pupillage at a Scottish brewery owned by a friend of his father’s, in order for him to learn the ropes objectively before becoming second in command. That was now out of the question. Mickey had no choice but to take over as managing director straight away.

Carola had been totally bemused to find the contents of their little bedsit ensconced in Mickey’s school trunk and a black taxi ticking outside the door. Still alarmingly ignorant of her husband’s legacy, she’d demanded what was to become of their education. Mickey had tersely reminded her that as their baby was due in four months, neither of them were likely to be getting a lot of work done. She could finish her degree another time. And he wouldn’t be needing one now.

More than twenty years later, here he was facing that accusing stare in its next incarnation. He didn’t like to think about what had happened in between: he had too many regrets. Not that he’d ever regretted Patrick – he thought the world of his son – but he was keenly aware that he was no longer a boy, easily fobbed off, and not, despite his lack of academic prowess, a fool either. Mickey raised his flask in an attempt to play for time.

‘Drink?’

‘No, thanks. I’m driving. As, I presume by your car outside, are you.’

The remark was pointedly sarcastic. He shouldn’t have to take that. Mickey raised the flask to his lips in a gesture of defiance, then realized it was empty.

 

The journey had been trouble free, and Kay smiled as she sped up the familiar narrow road, lined with drystone walls and overhung by ancient oaks. It was enveloped in a soft velvet blackness that a stranger would have found disconcerting but she found alluring, leading as it did to her haven. At last she reached the gates, where the words Honeycote Ales re-affirmed her destination in black, curling wrought iron. The noise of her tyres on the gravel jumped up as she swung into the drive and she wondered if he could hear it too. The luminous green of her digital clock flipped to midnight: perfect timing. They always had perfect timing.

She turned the last corner of the sinuous drive and smiled as she saw his car and the welcoming light in the brewery. Then she slammed on the brakes. There was another car. She only needed a split second to take in its identity before spinning round and accelerating back the way she came. Now her heart really was racing, and it wasn’t with anticipation. Her mouth was dry with fear. It was the first time she’d come so close, and even now she couldn’t be sure she hadn’t been seen.

 

Kelly had been sitting as patiently as she could in Patrick’s car. Although it was bathed in a pool of light from the office window, she couldn’t help feeling nervous, and she was getting cold. She touched the icy tip of her nose and pulled down the vanity mirror to see if it was going red. As she did so a sudden flash glanced off the glass. She turned, and caught the tail lights of a car disappearing up the hill. She could just make out the number plate mounted on an electric blue bumper. She frowned. There was only one person with an electric blue car that she knew of.

She felt glad at least that it had provided her with an excuse. She wouldn’t have liked to interrupt Patrick otherwise. He was strangely unpredictable, all over her one minute and distant the next, and she couldn’t understand why. She scrambled out of the car, smoothed her dress down over her hips and headed into the brewery.

As she walked into the office, Patrick scowled but Mr Liddiard smiled. He seemed genuinely pleased to see her, but then he was always nice.

‘Sorry, but someone came down the drive.’ There was an ominous silence. ‘I was scared; it’s spooky—’

Mr Liddiard came over and put a comforting hand on her shoulder. His breath smelled of booze; not all stale and beery like some of her father’s customers, but he’d definitely been drinking.

‘I’m sorry, Kelly. I didn’t realize Patrick had left you out there all on your own.’ He turned to his son. ‘Why don’t you take Kelly home and I’ll finish up here. There’s nothing we can resolve at this late hour anyhow.’

Kelly thought Patrick looked rather cross, and she didn’t look forward to the drive home. Nerves, as usual, made her babble.

‘I think it was Mrs Oakley’s car. You know, that gorgeous Boxster her husband bought her. Lucky thing . . .’

By now, Patrick was looking crosser than ever, and Kelly decided she’d better shut up.





 

3

Mandy Sherwyn sat glumly on her suitcase, hugging her coat round her as protection against the spiteful breeze that was buffeting a new batch of leaves across the drive. The caretaker, had he not already set off for Christmas at his sister’s, would have been exasperated as he’d painstakingly swept the full length of the drive that morning in anticipation of the parents’ arrival.

A car turned in through the gates and Mandy rose to her feet, but she soon sat down again. No taxi firm her father used would dream of sending an ancient, mud-spattered Volvo to pick her up. She watched with interest as the car rattled to a halt, the passenger door opened and an ebullient Irish wolfhound, looking more like an animated loo brush, ejected itself at top speed. It streaked across the lawn, barking urgently, and proceeded to dig up Miss Cowper’s prize rose bed. A young woman emerged from the driver’s side, oblivious to the dog’s trail of destruction, and ran anxiously up the steps leading from the car park to the wide path that bordered the front of the school.

As she approached, Mandy could see that she was, in fact, older than she appeared from a distance. Late thirties, she guessed, but still enchantingly pretty. Her chestnut hair fell loose and wavy to her shoulders, while her eyes perfectly matched the voluminous toffee-coloured jumper that was obviously cashmere, but was made totally understated by ancient, faded 501s and a pair of suede loafers that were irretrievably scuffed but undeniably expensive.

Mandy wondered whose mother she could be. She’d thought she was the last to be collected, as taxi drivers had no sense of family loyalty to ensure they were on time. She was surprised, therefore, to see the arched doorway of the side entrance open, and Sophie Liddiard burst out, followed in hot pursuit by her younger sister Georgina, who was for some reason sporting a pair of reindeer antlers.

‘Darlings!’ The woman gave each girl a quick hug. ‘I’m sorry I’m so late. I had to wait ages for the farrier. You know he’s always late . . .’ The three of them chattered and laughed as they loaded up the end-of-term paraphernalia. They looked more like sisters than a mother and her two daughters. Mandy bit her lip and turned to watch a subdued saloon making its way up the drive. This looked more like it. She picked up her case and walked down the steps. As she passed the Liddiards’ car, Sophie smiled at her sympathetically.

‘Is this your dad?’

Mandy shook her head. ‘He’s sent a taxi. He’s away on business till Sunday.’

Sophie looked aghast. ‘You mean you’re going to be on your own till then?’

Mandy did her best to make it sound no big deal. ‘It’s OK – the housekeeper’s going to sleep in. And she’ll do my meals and stuff . . .’ She couldn’t make herself sound convincing. Who in their right mind would want to spend three days rattling about in a huge, sterile house with a half-deaf housekeeper for company?

Sophie turned to her mother. ‘Can Mandy come back with us?’

Lucy smiled without a second thought. ‘Of course. If you’re sure your parents won’t mind?’

Mandy hesitated. She wasn’t used to lowering her guard, and she was embarrassed that she’d made the Liddiards feel pity for her. Perhaps they felt obliged to invite her. She looked at them: Sophie was surveying her with genuine anxiety and her mother’s smile was warm and inviting, not that of someone who’d been cornered. As the taxi driver climbed out of his car and approached her, she suddenly found herself knocked flying by the loo brush, who’d finished her perusal of the flower beds and was now greeting her with a warm, joyous lick.

‘Pokey!’ Sophie pulled at the dog’s collar to no avail.

‘Miss Sherwyn?’ The driver’s nasal voice betrayed his Birmingham origins.

In the midst of the chaos Mandy’s mind was suddenly crystal clear. She smiled at Sophie’s mother. ‘I’d love to come. My parents won’t mind a bit.’

She didn’t add that they probably wouldn’t even notice and, minutes later, found herself sitting in the front seat, having pushed aside a mound of Fox’s Glacier Mints, riding gloves and loose change. She’d phone dad’s secretary Irene later, tell her what she was doing.

‘There’s a box of eclairs in the back somewhere,’ said Lucy. ‘I knew you couldn’t wait till supper.’

A hurried search produced an empty box. A sated Pokey stuck her head over the back seat. There were howls of protest from Sophie and Georgina.

‘Never mind,’ said Lucy. ‘Nearly home.’

There was much arguing over what music to put on. Lucy overruled them all and chose Nina Simone. They all started singing along: ‘My Baby Just Cares for Me’ . . .

 

Half an hour later, Lucy slid the car through a huge stone gateway that no longer bore any gates, and up a pot-holed drive that sprouted grass at regular intervals. In front of them lay a house that looked as if it had nestled in this spot since the dawn of time, and had actually laid down roots. It was a substantial size, but so mossy, mellow and crumbling that it didn’t seem at all grand. It didn’t stand to attention, or seem worried about the odd missing roof tile or cracked window. Like a truly beautiful woman, it stood unselfconscious and with no need of cosmetic artifice. It took Mandy’s breath away.

‘How long have you lived here?’

Sophie wrinkled her brow trying to calculate.

‘I don’t know. For ever. We were all born here. And Dad, I think.’

Lucy intervened. ‘It used to belong to the local squire. He was a dreadful gambler – lost every penny, so my husband’s grandfather bought the house off him.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘Brewing was the business to be in then. There were lots of thirsty farmers around, who weren’t worried about drinking and driving. Not like now.’

‘It’s beautiful.’

‘You might not be so enamoured once you’ve spent the night here. It’s freezing – bed socks and hot water bottles, I’m afraid.’

‘And there’s never any hot water for a shower. Sophie and I have to shower at school.’ Georgina sounded outraged.

Mandy grinned, sure they didn’t mean it. She stepped reverently into the flagstoned hallway of Honeycote House, and as she was ushered into the biggest kitchen she’d ever seen, she was overcome by a wave of desire. For there, in front of her, was everything she’d ever wanted.

It wasn’t the size. Her parents’ ostentation had taught her that big certainly did not mean beautiful. No – what was truly overwhelming was the feeling that this was a room where people had fun, where people wanted to be and, more importantly, wanted to be with each other. Its charisma was tangible, seductive, and Mandy was instantly under its spell.

The focal point was the table, which sat twelve comfortably and was ranged on both sides by wooden church pews. When you looked closely, you could see there were sets of initials carved at random all over it. Sophie explained that whoever sat there had to leave their mark. Mandy thought of her mother’s dining table, protected first by a heat-proof undercloth, then mats at each place setting, then a starched cloth over the top. And always napkins in a bishop’s mitre. She knew there’d be no such fripperies here. Her eyes moved to a large pine dresser. There was no carefully arranged display of cut glass and bone china, just a hotchpotch collection of mementoes haphazardly arranged, which clearly hadn’t seen a duster for weeks. Photos of family antics were stuck on to the walls with browning Sellotape, a faded sofa sporting a ham-bone and a coating of hairs indicated Pokey’s territory and a row of empty champagne bottles were inscribed in black marker with the events they had celebrated (Sophie’s GCSEs, Pokey’s puppies, Georgina making the county netball team). There were hardly any gadgets apparent: a coffee machine and a toaster but certainly no dishwasher, merely a huge stone sink piled shamelessly high with washing-up.

Mandy was given tea in a chipped Bart Simpson mug. And, when Mr Liddiard got home, champagne in an ancient and heavy crystal glass to celebrate the end of term. They had shepherd’s pie for supper: not a microwaved supermarket offering, but ground steak flavoured with herbs and garlic and mushrooms and, strange yet deliciously appropriate, baked beans. Then ice cream, not presented in prissy little glass bowls with fan-shaped wafers, but served from the tub at the table and smothered in Mars Bars that Georgina melted on the Aga. And all the way through the meal the Liddiards laughed, chattered, laughed again and, most of all, listened to each other.

Suddenly, everything fell into place and Mandy knew she’d found the way forward. This was the answer. A house where you had what you wanted, not what you thought you ought to have, and where nothing was done for effect, but for a good reason, or maybe for no reason at all other than you just felt like it. And where everyone was made welcome. Somehow, effortlessly, the Liddiards had made her feel one of the family, which made Mandy realize she’d never been made to feel one of her own. Silently, she vowed that she’d recreate all this for herself, someday, somewhere, somehow. She was just toasting herself with the last drop of champagne in her glass – it wasn’t every night you found the meaning of life – when the door opened and in strolled a tall, languid-looking young man with satanically dark eyebrows. Laughing, he gave each of his sisters a high five, kissed Lucy and nodded to Mickey. Sophie drew Mandy forward.

‘Patrick, this is Mandy, from school. Her parents are away so—’

‘Great. The more the merrier. Have you told her about Saturday?’

‘Not yet—’

Patrick sauntered round the table, his rangy, Levi-clad legs covering the distance effortlessly, and he held out his hand to Mandy. She took it: it was warm, dry and confident. Somehow, she didn’t want to let go, but she did, and watched as he reached out for the bottle of red wine his father had opened and casually filled himself a glass. His hair was sleek, blue-black, cleverly cut to look as if it needed cutting, with an untameable lock that fell forwards on to his eyes. He pushed it back and smiled at Mandy, and she felt her insides turn to syrup.

‘We’re having a charity fund-raising bash at the local hotel. I’m on the committee, for my sins, so I’ll wangle you a ticket.’

Mandy realized that his eyebrows looked so dark because his eyes were icy-blue. She smiled back.

‘Thanks. But I haven’t brought anything to wear.’

‘I’m sure Sophie can lend you something.’

Sophie squawked with indignation. ‘Me? I haven’t got anything for myself – only that old maroon velvet. Georgie can wear that.’

It was Georgie’s turn to be outraged. ‘I don’t want your disgusting cast-offs—’

‘Now, girls. Don’t panic. We’ll go through everything tomorrow and see what we can rustle up.’ Lucy was anxious to avert the sartorial panic that an impending social occasion always brought.

‘But there isn’t anything!’

Mickey, mellowed by the wine and further softened by the knowledge that he had his whole family around him and therefore couldn’t be cornered by Patrick, came to the rescue.

‘I’ll take you shopping in Cheltenham tomorrow.’ The squeals of joy gratified him. Patrick grinned at Mandy.

‘It doesn’t take much to make some people happy.’

That, thought Mandy, was what made them so lucky. She could have any frock she wanted, and it had never made her happy. She had an idea what would, though, and it really was frighteningly simple. She gave herself a mental pat on the back: not only had she found the way forward tonight, but now she had the key.

After the excitement had died down, Patrick produced a penknife from his pocket and Mandy went through the ritual of carving her initials on the table, although it was difficult to find a space. As she carefully scraped an M, followed by an S, she promised herself that one day she would rub out the last letter and replace it triumphantly with an L for Liddiard.

 

Next morning, Mickey felt as if his head was in a vice and some particularly nasty rodent had crawled into his mouth and died. As he walked into the kitchen, the smell of percolating coffee made his stomach churn. What he saw at the table, however, made him forget his hangover. Mandy was sitting in one of his old shirts with the sleeves rolled up and precious little else. She was smiling at him; saying something – what was it? Mickey could hardly hear through the pounding of the blood that had rushed to his head.

‘I’m sorry, Mr Liddiard. I spilt hot chocolate all down my front
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