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1

Ian Palmer (thirty-six, looked thirty-two due to daily application of Elemis Man “Le Tinte” moisturiser to face and neck) was snoozing like a cherub. The Executive Butler to one Augusta—“Tata”—Hawkins was slap bang in the middle of that delicious dream he sometimes had in which his prince had come. He had just reached the moment where Charming arrives, glass loafer in hand, and is about to pop it onto his butter-soft tootsie, when the theme from Psycho interrupted his reverie.

“EEEEE-EEEEE-EEEEE-EEEEEEEEEEEE!!!” screeched the violin strings from the iPhone next to Ian’s bed, and he jerked upright from his starched linen pillow. That blood-curdling ringtone meant only one thing: Mrs. Hawkins was awake. It wasn’t even 5.30 a.m. and this was not usual procedure. In Ian’s experience, Mrs. H. rarely saw in the sunrise without the help of certain substances occasionally available at some of the wilder parties in the area.

Still, a butler of Ian’s calibre could handle any demand at any hour. He fumbled hurriedly for his glasses (tortoiseshell Tom Fords which gave him that Colin Firth in A Single Man look), took a deep inhale as per his online pranayama class, then slowly breathed out. He pressed the green button to answer the call.

“We’re up early, Mrs. Hawkins,” he cooed in the liquid caramel tones he had perfected for work.

An exuberant shriek reverberated down the line. “Ian! Finally. I’ve met her. The glamorous American who’s moved into Great Bottom Park—the Selby Fairfax.”

Ian could barely contain his elation. But he did of course, as per his role. Ian’s USP was his ability to maintain a cool as glacial as the interior of an Asprey’s ice bucket.

“Congratulations, Mrs. Hawkins,” he purred.

“There’s more—”

“Do tell, Mrs. H.”

“She’s coming to dinner a week from today. There’s not a moment to lose.”

“Preparations must begin in earnest,” Ian agreed solemnly.

“Oh, Ian, you are the best. I wouldn’t know where to begin with this event without you.”

A man like Ian was a rare commodity. When it came to staff, everyone in Oxfordshire—that rose-strewn English county in the Cotswolds where the action takes place—wanted “an Ian,” as they put it. He was, in butling terms, a minor celebrity. Not only had he graduated summa cum laude from the Greycoats’ Butler Institute in Mayfair, he had completed his training as under-butler in Mr. Valentino’s household in Rome. It was there, among the marble columns, gilt fringing and scarlet ballgowns, that Ian’s taste and skills had been carefully moulded.

Ian took the “executive” in “Executive Butler” seriously. He was a driver, a concierge, a fixer and a friend to Tata. Possessed of the even disposition required to satisfy the unpredictable whims of The Rich, Ian had forged a glittering career doing just that. Whether his boss desired an exquisite melanzane alla parmigiana for lunch, a discreet last-minute delivery of cocaine for a dinner party, or advice on what to keep or return from the latest Net-A-Porter haul, Ian made it his business to fulfil every request with effortless ease. As a result, when Tata was confounded and didn’t know what to do, the default position—“Ask Ian”—resolved most problems. Even now, when Ian was suffering his own agonising heartbreak, he undertook never, ever to let down his employer. He was as important as a husband—often, more so.

“Breakfast conference, my room?” Tata continued.

“I’ll be there in a jiffy,” Ian replied. “May I bring you a tray?”

“Yes please . . .” she said. “I’d die for a macchiato, Ian. In one of those new silver lacquer cups that just arrived from Tiffany. You know the ones I mean?”

“Indeed.” Of course he did. Ian knew Mrs. Hawkins’s china collection as well as the back streets of nearby Chipping Norton, where he’d grown up.

“And a little grilled halloumi with fresh parsley and those crunchy Welsh salt flakes sprinkled on the top.”

“The ‘Halen Môn’ salt?”

“Exactly. God, you must think I’m a fusspot.”

“Not at all, Mrs. Hawkins.” Ian took it upon himself never to appear judgemental. After all, butlers couldn’t afford to be critical of the one-percenters who kept people like him employed. “I’ll bring a tray to your room as soon as it’s ready.”

“Then we’ll discuss everything.”

“Pronto,” said Ian in his immaculate Italian and rang off.

A few moments later, as Ian dashed about his bedroom, pulling on pinstriped trousers, a neatly pressed white shirt, charcoal-grey jacket and navy tie, then throwing a nubbly natural-linen apron over the ensemble, he felt perkier than he had in weeks. The reason? Within the butling universe, one’s boss’s social status was immediately, and in parallel, conferred upon their staff. For reasons which will soon become clear, Tata Hawkins had recently fallen far in the hierarchy of Oxfordshire, which had meant Ian’s position had taken a tumble. He’d tried not to mind, but the social slide had been humiliating. But now that the new chatelaine of Great Bottom Park was paying a visit—goodness! Mrs. H. was on her way up again, and Ian would be too. He just needed to make sure Tata didn’t put a foot wrong. His help was, as per ush, critical.

Ian slid on a pair of c.1993 Gucci loafers in toffee-hued suede—he saved his tips to pay for his treasured collection of retro Italian shoes—gently closed the door to his bedroom, and made his way downstairs and out of the Annexe. He then lolloped at a gentle canter across the gravel to the Old Coach House next door, praying that the party-planning extravaganza he was about to embark on with Mrs. Hawkins would distract him from the ghastly loss he’d suffered a few weeks ago. Although he was of course far too professional to let his boss ever see his pain, it had been a struggle. But this morning, things seemed rosier. The sun was shining and it was already early May, that glorious time in England when the old man’s beard is frothing along the hedgerows and the newborn lambs are gadding giddily in the fields. It was impossible in this splendid weather to remain mired in abject despair, however grisly things had been. The blue skies and radiant sunshine were, Ian felt, a sign of better things to come. Ian’s dream may have been cut short, but no matter, his prince would return, he was sure, crystal footwear in hand, some other summer’s night.
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Let us rewind by twenty-four hours: only yesterday, at eleven o’clock on Sunday morning, Ian could be found tending to a nervous Mrs. Hawkins (thirty-nine, but “officially” aged thirty-eight) and her overexcited eight-year-old daughter Minty at the annual village fete, which was taking place in the grounds of their home, the Monkton Bottom Manor estate. Ian had suggested that Mrs. H. establish base camp in the “Tuliperie” for the day, and there await the arrival of two of her closest friends, Sophie Thompson and Fernanda Ovington-Williams. The sun-dappled spot was far enough away from the tents and marquees to feel private, but close enough to see exactly who was coming and going. It was a blissful little paradise, with drifts of yellow and white parrot tulips planted in long grass, and was bordered by low yew hedging, with each corner anchored by the sweep of a laburnum tree. A round table had been positioned in a mown circle in the centre and laid up for lunch with a Portuguese linen tablecloth embroidered with snowdrops, those cabbage-shaped Bordallo Pinheiro plates everyone was mad about, bamboo-handled cutlery, Czechoslovakian crystal tumblers and tiny bud vases (of differing shapes and heights, of course) filled with stalks of late-blooming narcissi. Four whitewashed wicker chairs had been placed around the table, which was shaded by a yellow-and-white striped parasol trimmed with tiny white pom-poms that trembled occasionally in the breeze.

From the outside, the casual observer would have witnessed a scene appropriate for a carefully curated Instagram post. After all, here was a very attractive woman and her charming daughter being waited on by a dashingly handsome butler standing a little distance away (never so close as to intrude, never too far away to help—or to miss a single word of conversation). Tata was no slouch in the appearance department. She had a petite, toned figure, snappy cheekbones, pillowy lips and lightly sun-kissed skin (like most of her friends, she had usually “just got back” from a fabulous trip abroad). Her hair, thick as a horse’s tail and regularly balayaged to a gleaming caramel, swirled generously about her shoulders. Clothes-wise, she was always pulled together, but in an expensively sexy way. Today her slim legs were swathed in skinny cream trousers, her shoulders were draped in a Bottega Veneta calfskin jacket, and her feet were clad in platform-heeled gold sandals.

Ian used the phrase “Country Bling” to describe Tata’s aesthetic when he was briefing personal shoppers on her behalf (which was often). Today his boss had veered rather more towards Bling. But clothes were only a small part of the battle: Ian had learned over the years that for women like Tata a crucial weapon in their social armoury was jewellery, and it was worn on every possible occasion, however impractical it seemed. To that end, today Tata had gobstopper-sized diamond studs in her ears and a snake-shaped pair of La Maison de Couture pavé diamond cuffs curled around each wrist. She had justified buying the cuffs to Ian because the script on the box said they’d been made by a progressive women’s collective in Egypt, and she loved doing things for charity. Ian tactfully agreed that purchasing the items was indeed a “noble gesture.”

“Look! There’s Iola and Gloria,” cried Minty, pointing at two schoolfriends lining up at a vintage Airstream trailer a few yards away selling home-made ice cream. Though her friends were in shorts and T-shirts, Tata’s long-suffering daughter was dressed as a junior royal in a puff-sleeved, cream piqué smocked dress, lace-edged socks and Mary Jane shoes, courtesy of the Marie-Chantal boutique in London’s Walton Street. Her ginger hair was arranged in two long plaits tied with oyster-coloured satin bows at each end.

“Can I go with them, Mummy?”

“Course,” said Tata.

“Wait a sec and I’ll find your purse,” added Ian.

As usual, the butler was bearing a monogrammed Paravel duffel bag which contained everything the Hawkins ladies might need today, as well as masses of things they might not. He set it down on the ground and soon produced a little purse made of raffia, which he handed to her. “Your pocket money’s inside.”

“Thank you,” said Minty before she dashed away.

Tata watched as her daughter skipped towards her friends, then Ian pulled out one of the wicker chairs and she sat down at the table. But all was not well: a cloud of pain seemed to envelop her as she regarded the beautiful lunch setting before her.

“Tablescape heaven, isn’t it?” she declared wistfully, dropping her trash-bag-sized gold Balenciaga carryall on the ground, where it landed with a thud.

“Absolutely,” the butler agreed. Then he added with a rueful look, “But then, I wouldn’t expect anything less. It was all your idea.”

“Oh, don’t,” said Tata with a sigh, regarding Ian glumly. “Have you brought my Vogues?” she asked him.

“Indeed,” said Ian. He sprang to his boss’s side with a slim packet of the “healthy” cigarettes that all the mummies smoked when their kids weren’t looking. Tata removed one and Ian offered her a light.

“I’m still giving up. Soon . . .” she said, inhaling, then pouting sorrowfully as a plume of smoke exited her lips. “This is unbearable, Ian.”

“Things will get better,” replied Ian, praying that his words would make it so.

He was just placing an ashtray down in front of Tata when something caught her eye and she exclaimed, “Oh SHIT! There’s those Pennybacker-Hoare sisters. Please God, don’t let them see me,” she continued, donning an enormous pair of sunglasses and shrinking into her chair. “They’re so mean.”

Alas, Ian realised with a heavy heart, the Lady Anne Duffield (née Pennybacker-Hoare, thirty-eight, already mother to a football-team-sized brood) and the Lady Cecily Pennybacker-Hoare (thirty-two, single, and determined to remain so until a suitable hunting-fishing-shooting type came along), were among today’s fete-goers. They were scions of the Duke of Stow, who was head of the most aristocratic family in the Cotswolds, the exquisite stretch of hills that swept through Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire, and where everyone wanted to live. Dressed in the uniform of pumps, floral skirts and frilly collared blouses favoured by old-school aristocrats, the two women were standing under the shade of a large oak tree.

“Look at them, gossiping in that awful way they do,” Tata said.

Ian watched with dismay as he saw the Lady Cecily, her eyes firmly locked on the Tuliperie, whisper something in the ear of the Lady Anne, prompting an expression of contempt to cross her sister’s visage. This was followed by a too-loud peal of laughter, likely designed to be heard by Tata. They then stalked off in the opposite direction.

“Presumably they’ll have already broadcast the Hawkins family drama to the entire county. Oh God. This is all so embarrassing.”

“No one will take the slightest notice,” Ian reassured Tata, as he bustled about the table tweaking the place settings here and there.

Ian wasn’t being entirely truthful. The sisters, the grandest, richest and most powerful of the Old Cotswold Lot in Oxfordshire, were the sworn enemy of the New Cotswold Lot. In their view, these HNW arrivistes, of which the Hawkins were the naffest, had swanned in and committed crimes so hateful—such as mowing the grass verges beside their houses, installing electric gates or “rewilding” perfectly good agricultural land that once produced food for the populace—that they would do anything to make their lives difficult. The Lady Anne and the Lady Cecily lived to disparage, judge, and exclude: their dream was to banish Tata and her like and reclaim the countryside for the Original Toffs (them) who so clearly deserved it.

“They treat me like I’m a leper,” said Tata gloomily, pushing her sunglasses up on her head. “Now they’ll be even worse.”

Tata’s expression broke Ian’s heart. He would have described Mrs. H. as being at the bottom of her socks, if she’d ever deigned to wear them. (She didn’t. She had properly sexy ankles and liked to show them off.) But Ian was not surprised by her low mood. The scenario in which Tata had suddenly found herself was enough to leave anyone at the bottom of their metaphorical sock drawer.

Ian could hardly bear to think of it as he pootled around, pouring iced water into the tumblers on the table and flicking the odd bee off a napkin, but only a month ago Tata had been mistress of all she could see. She had been living in Monkton Bottom Manor, the brand-new, fourteen-bedroom, dual-kitchen, six-sitting-room country “seat” she and her husband Bryan had built for themselves a decade ago, and which loomed majestically behind the Tuliperie, high on the hill, for all to see and admire (or deplore, if you were a Pennybacker-Hoare). Funded by the IPO of Bryan’s electrical business Plugs’n’Stuff, a corporation which spewed cash (and carbon) like smoke from a steam train, the Manor was constructed of the finest local stone and had been built in the style of a huge, aristocratic Queen Anne mansion (but with underfloor heating, triple glazing, and three-bar water pressure, thank God). Tata and Bryan (fifty-three, but looked sixty-two due to that common affliction, “business-dinner bloat”) had relocated here from London a decade ago, and their daughter Minty was born a couple of years later. Much to the envy of various other staff, Ian had resided in the Dovecot, a quaint Tudor cottage which was located just beyond the east wing of the main house. With its thatched roof, foxglove-filled garden, wobbly rendered walls, and resident flock of white doves, no butler could have asked for plusher quarters for himself or his collection of Gucci loafers.

The situation was pretty swell for all concerned. The Hawkinses’ property—all sixteen hundred acres of it—was situated in the very heart of the parish of Monkton Bottom, which was a convenient two-hour whizz up the motorway from London. Along with the neighbouring villages of Little Bottom, Middle Bottom, and Great Bottom, this slice of Arcadian countryside, nestled between Chipping Norton in the east and Stow-on-the-Wold ten miles to the west, was the real-estate sweet spot, and money-soaked families escaping town had annexed Oxfordshire’s dwellings from the rural folk who once inhabited them, extending cottages into farmhouses, farmhouses into manor houses, and manor houses into, well, palaces.

The Hawkinses were the prime example of this model. The Rich Husbands toiled (as Bryan often complained to Ian) at the coalface four days a week in swanky office suites in London, building cash mountains which were rapidly eroded by school fees, horses, holidays, housekeepers, nannies, gardeners, tutors, and masseurs, as well as left-field experts like cold-water swimming coaches, shamans, or equine behavioural specialists. The Rich Wives quietly dropped the careers they had briefly enjoyed in order to commit to their true vocation as modern Ladies of the Manor or “Country Princesses.” (A small minority, aware of the optics, assuaged their guilt by dabbling in “hobby” jobs: work-from-home businesses involving ethical diamonds, up-cycled baby cashmere, or online wellness—anything whose commitment level didn’t interfere with weekday exercise classes or social engagements.)

For Ian, employment with such a family was ideal. Mrs. H. was quite literally Queen of the Bottoms, and, as a result, Ian was Crown Prince. Tata was good to him and there was a vast staff at his disposal to keep things running smoothly at the Manor. She made up for the odd tantrum and endless demands with vast tips, long holidays, and the turning of a blind eye to occasional visits from occasional boyfriends. Country life suited Ian: having had some wild partying years in his early youth, he now avoided drugs and alcohol at all costs. Instead of falling off the wagon on a Friday night, he could usually be found sipping China tea with the widows in the village, by whom he was universally adored.

But Ian felt for Tata. Her seemingly charmed existence came with absurd pressures: he had observed the social mores of Rich Wife-land for long enough to know that its inhabitants were generally so flush with cash that they existed in a parallel universe, untouched by the concerns of most mortals. With no worries about electricity bills or food prices, healthcare or job security, the Rich Wives were left with oodles of time to obsess about appearances. Whether it was one’s house, one’s hair, or one’s horses, a state of perfection had to be maintained at all times. It was aesthetic and social torture.

Ian would see Tata and her friends scrolling through Instagram and witness their self-esteem collapsing as they analysed snaps of their neighbours’ exquisitely edited existences. There were the imposing Cotswold stone houses, bathed in honey-coloured light; there were the perfectly framed views through (Grade I* listed) sash windows of dreamy (filtered) sunsets onto stunning parkland; there were the faux-rustic kitchens, artfully photographed to show off gleaming oak tables laden with pelargoniums and peonies; there were the handbags (Céline, Chanel, Hermès) that crept into multiple posts, signifying that these women may not live in London any more, but country turnips they were not. Whether it was creating fashionable new flavours of home-made jam (“home-made” roughly translated to made at home, by the housekeeper), picnicking beneath pink cherry blossoms with a gaggle of stunning children, or divorcing another husband, everything the Country Princesses did was news: other women wanted to read about them, dress like them, be them. This was swiftly followed by a desire to judge them, criticise them and, if possible, hate them, which made them feel miles better about not being one of them after all.

* * *

To return to our tale of woe. As mentioned, only a month ago, Tata, Bryan, and eight-year-old Minty had been living in harmony at Monkton Bottom Manor. And then one day there had been a godawful argument (that Ian had accidentally overheard every single word of) about a mysterious jewellery receipt that Tata had found in a drawer in Bryan’s work-from-home office when she was looking for her passport.

Bryan insisted the bill was “nothing,” but seemed unable to explain how he had spent thousands of pounds at a jeweller’s in Mayfair without a bangle, bauble, or bracelet to show for it. His ludicrous excuse, that he’d bought a retirement gift for his accountant, had made Tata suspicious. After all, Tata reasoned to Ian, Gertrude Appleby, the employee in question, did not have anywhere to flaunt valuable gems. Plus, Bryan had been acting so suspiciously lately, which was unlike him: phone calls had been abruptly ended when she walked into a room; screens had swiftly locked when she glanced over her husband’s shoulder. What did Bryan really do those three nights a week he was at the house in London without her? Could he possibly have met someone? Why was that bill hidden in his stationery drawer at all? Tata knew enough grisly stories of Rich Wives whose husbands had a girlfriend in town to be worried. “He’s keeping a secret from me,” she’d told Ian. “I can feel it.”

Convinced that the receipt was evidence of an extramarital escapade, Tata had confronted Bryan with it and flounced out of Monkton Bottom Manor at the beginning of April, dragging Minty with her. She had installed herself in another property on the estate—the Old Coach House, a pretty six-bedroom dwelling she’d renovated for guests a few years ago, which was situated in a patch of lowland right at the other end of the Hawkinses’ land. But it was so far from the main manor house—a fifteen-minute drive by road, and even longer on the rough grass tracks through the fields—that Ian had, to his secret horror, been forced to evacuate his beloved Dovecot and move into the Annexe which adjoined it. It was a grim sort of exile for him and reminded him of an uncomfortable stay at a youth hostel in Wales on a school trip when he was twelve.

Tata had simply intended to give Bryan a shock and teach him a lesson, and had expected that within twenty-four hours of her departure he’d be begging her, on bended knee, to come home. After all, he could never survive on his own: Bryan understood business but was about as socially sophisticated as a baby badger. But Tata had made a grave error of judgement. Bryan was not the squillionaire CEO of Plugs’n’Stuff for nothing. He was a proud man with an Everest-sized ego which had been severely wounded. How could his wife think such things of him? Bryan moaned to Ian. How could she accuse him of having an affair?! He had never been spoken to like that in his life and was deeply offended by Tata’s accusation. It was, Bryan insisted, her duty to come to him on bended knee, apologise, and beg him to allow her to come home. He’d decided to sulk at the Manor for as long as it took, no compromises.

Ian was stuck in the middle. He was witnessing a couple at an impasse, each too stubborn to budge. It alarmed Ian that he and Tata had barely glimpsed Bryan over the past couple of weeks unless he was collecting Minty, and even then the couple had barely exchanged more than a few icy words. The child had been told that she and Mummy were staying in the Coach House because the Big House was being redecorated. (Minty fell for this: the Manor was always being redecorated.)

And so it was that today Tata found herself in the undignified position of being a mere guest at the fete she usually hosted in the grounds of her home, and which she had spent months personally curating. She was mortified, not least because Bryan had seemingly handed the running of the event over to a certain Charlene Potts, more of whom later.

“If those Pennybacker-Hoare sisters have got anything to do with it, the entire county will think Bryan and I are about to get divorced.” Tata visibly shuddered as she sipped at her iced water. “Honestly, if it wasn’t for Minty I wouldn’t have dreamed of showing up today,” she went on. “But she loves the fete.”

“You’re a tremendous mother, Mrs. H.,” Ian replied. “You never let her down.”

“I’d do anything for her.” Tata plucked a tulip from the grass. “I feel so guilty about what I’ve put you both through these last few weeks,” she went on, twirling the flower limply.

“I’m fine, Mrs. H.—”

“Demoting you from the Dovecot to the Annexe. Most butlers would be on the hunt for another position already—”

“I am doing no such thing. I’m devoted to your family. And the Annexe is very . . .” Ian paused, searching for a diplomatic term “. . . pleasant.”

That was, if a cold and dingy slice of a converted cart shed facing due north could be defined as pleasant. The Annexe, Ian often thought when he returned to its grim environs each evening, would be best suited for an Eskimo. But the icy draughts were not the worst thing about it. No, for Ian the tragic reality was that it lacked the space to store his large collection of Gucci loafers, which had had to be abandoned at the Dovecot for now. He couldn’t possibly entertain there, either. It only had a tiny galley to cook in, a bit of a comedown after the roomy kitchen at the Dovecot which was kept toasty by an open fire and an Aga. As if that wasn’t miserable enough, Ian had been run ragged doing absolutely everything for Tata and Minty: the team of staff at the Manor, which included a house manager, housekeeper, chef, laundress, maids, cleaners, and gardeners among others, was not at his immediate disposal while he was so far away from base.

“We need to be back here, at the Manor,” said Tata with a little tremble of her lip. “I can’t take it any more.”

“Agreed. Now, listen carefully, Mrs. Hawkins,” Ian said in a low voice. “When you see Bryan here today, I advise: all smiles. Be your breeziest and most friendly.”

“But he’s humiliated me—” began Tata.

“You need a strategy and this is the right thing. I promise. He worships you. Just be your wonderful self and he’ll remember what an extraordinary woman you are. Now is not the time for pride. It’s the time for humility and love. And you look gorgeous.”

Ian waited as Tata stubbed out the last of her cigarette and pondered her plight. Eventually she turned to him and said, resigned, “You win. I’ll do whatever it takes to get Bryan back.”

“Good decision,” the butler replied.

Tata looked at her watch. “Eleven-thirty!” she grumbled. “Where are the girls? If I’d known Soph and Fernanda were going to be so behind, I’d have been half an hour late too. By the way, there’s something I forgot to tell you. It’s about my birthday.”

“June the fourth, if I recall correctly.”

“You’re so sweet to remember,” Tata cooed. “Anyway, here’s the thing. If we’re not back in the Manor by then, and Bryan doesn’t get to throw me a fabulous surprise birthday party . . . well, he’d literally never forgive me. The marriage would be finished. You see, it’s a big one.”

“It is?” Ian raised his eyebrows, feigning surprise. His boss liked him to keep up the pretence that he had no idea she was soon to be forty.

“Yes,” said Tata, and sighed. “Thirty-nine.”

“A milestone, Mrs. Hawkins,” said Ian. “You’ll be home by then, I promise.”
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Moments later, as Ian zipped through the fete-goers towards the posh Portaloos discreetly located near the car park, he soon realised that the Pennybacker-Hoare sisters had already set to work. Beastly little bubbles of banter floated past his ears:

“Anne Duffield says Tata Hawkins has moved out under a cloud—”

“She’s been banished to some crummy house on the estate—”

“D-word on the cards?”

The lavatories were housed in a thatched “stable” that had been temporarily erected for the fete by a trendy loo company, rusticrestrooms.com. Ian proceeded up the steps to the gents, dashed in, had a pee, then trotted out again. To his relief, by the time he emerged the crowd had moved on from the Hawkinses’ marriage and was discussing their next topic: the aforementioned Mrs. Selby Fairfax. Newly arrived in the village but so far unseen, she was just as delicious a subject as Tata. As Ian made his way back to the Tuliperie, stories about the mysterious Mrs. Fairfax bounced about like a ping-pong ball:

“The marriage broke down after the husband went on a trip to Peru and took ayahuasca. Some trendy shaman told him to Find His Truth—”

“Which was that he was gay—”

“She’s from some wealthy East Coast family—”

“He left her for the kids’ surfing instructor—”

“He’s one of those disruptor types. Made a pile of money revolutionising the global sneaker business—”

“My kids won’t wear anything else. You photograph your foot, the SneakersDirect app works out your exact size and the shoes come by post twenty-four hours later.”

The whispers went on, and on, and on. As if the arrival of a terrifically beautiful, terrifically successful American divorcée and her two daughters wasn’t enough to cope with, everyone knew that Selby Fairfax had landed the grandest, most aristocratic estate in the area. Great Bottom Park was the dreamiest country property you could imagine, the kind of place that triggered agonising bouts of House Lust, that peculiarly Cotswolds affliction. And no wonder: aside from its farms and cottages, stables and paddocks, and thousands of acres of parkland, the jewel at the centre of this bucolic crown was a wildly romantic Elizabethan mansion which sat nestled in its own valley, the heavenly treat that greeted the visitor who had ventured along the mile-long drive. With its gables and spires, its forest of chimneys, the ramble of courtyards and wings, its obelisks and ogees, the house was the sort of dwelling that many a hedge-funder, pop star, and online squillionaire had tried to buy over the years. But the late Lady Maud Bottom, the childless widow who had lived at the house alone for many decades, had always refused to sell. And yet right after her death, an American interloper had swanned in and bagged it, and no one could understand how or why.

Still, if one couldn’t buy the big house, one could befriend the owner in order to secure invitations to it, and, indirectly, a sprinkling of the aristocratic fairy dust such invitations conferred on visitors. But try as they might, the great and good of the Bottoms had got precisely nowhere with Selby Fairfax since she’d arrived three weeks ago. Except for the Fairfax girls attending the first few days of term at Stow Hall School last week, it appeared that the family of three had mostly remained ensconced behind the miles of dry stone walls surrounding the estate. The only thing anyone knew for sure was that the air was as thick with rumour about Selby Fairfax as it was with the grass pollen that was wreaking havoc with everyone’s allergies that spring.

* * *

“Mrs. Hawkins, look, here comes Mrs. Ovington-Williams,” said Ian, who was now back at the Tuliperie.

“At last.” Tata jumped up from her chair, waving excitedly at the remarkably beautiful woman approaching them, her children in tow.

Fernanda Ovington-Williams (real age a mystery, suspected to be mid-forties) gestured at Tata and Ian as she wove her way through the other fete-goers towards them. Every time Ian saw the half-Venezuelan, half-Swedish heiress, he was struck by her alluring good looks. Absurdly rich, she was a jet-setting fashion goddess who was all about style and extravagance. Her five children only added to her powerful aura and as a clan they exuded beauty, money, and superb genes. They soon strode through an entrance in the yew hedge into the Tuliperie, their two fluffy white South American sheepdogs alongside them.

“Wow, you look amazeballs, darling,” Tata told Fernanda, kissing her hello. “Hi, kids,” she added, blowing kisses to the twins, Federico and Henrik (sixteen), daughters Isabelli (fourteen) and Carlotta (twelve), and the youngest boy, Luca (eight).

Ian couldn’t help noticing that young Luca had a nasty black eye. The skin on the left side of his face had turned blue and looked swollen and painful.

“No, you look stunning,” Fernanda was saying, in her international lilt, kissing Tata back. (The accepted form of greeting in Rich Wife-land, Ian had discovered early in his tenure with the Hawkins family, was for one wife to tell another that she looked better than her.)

“Is this Phoebe?” asked Tata, scrutinising Fernanda’s tiered denim dress.

Fernanda shook her head. “Actually, it’s from my new secret person,” she said, then continued, in a whisper, “Don’t tell a soul or everyone will go there, but it’s Sabine Parentis. She interned for Helmut Lang. She’s got a tiny atelier in Zurich. It takes weeks to get a piece, but it’s custom.”

Better get on to Sabine Parentis, Ian silently mused. Anything Fernanda had, Tata wanted: Fernanda was the acknowledged queen of The Secret List, a catalogue of everything from top dermatologists and dressmakers to nail technicians and hair colourists which she only shared with loyal friends. There was, though, another Fernanda list—The Secret List at the Heart of The Secret List—which she guarded so jealously that even her own daughters had never seen it.

Ian noted that today, as ever, Fernanda looked cool in a wildly expensive way. She had properly nailed the look known as Hippie Deluxe, pairing the beautifully cut dress with flat black leather Hermès riding boots. Her glossy brown hair was tied with a large navy velvet ribbon in a low, loose ponytail that tumbled halfway down her back, and an understated black suede Métier bag was slung from shoulder to hip by a clunky tortoiseshell chain. (The designer cross-body handbag, Ian had noticed, had recently become the de rigueur accessory for country mummies: they reasoned that it was “super-practical,” as the diagonal strap meant a mother had her hands free to grab a pony, child, or dog, in the event that a member of the domestic staff was unavailable to do so.) Fernanda’s hands were adorned by chunky cocktail rings and several articulated sapphire bracelets which were stacked in elegant piles on each of her wrists. Dear me, sighed Ian to himself, when he spotted them. Mrs. H. would be upset: nothing troubled her more than to be out-bangled by her friends.

As if they were mocking him, Fernanda’s bracelets made a tinkling sound as she waved at Ian, saying, “Hi, honey! So great to see you.”

“Good morning, Mrs. Oving—” Ian started.

Before he could go on, Fernanda’s youngest son sprung up onto Ian’s back like a monkey, hugging him so tight round the neck he could barely breathe.

“Hey, sweetie, I know you love Ian, but don’t strangle him,” Fernanda warned the child.

“It’s fine,” said Ian, meaning it. He adored kids, especially little Luca.

“Ian, I’m sad today,” said Luca.

“Oh no, why?” asked Ian.

Luca replied wistfully, “Jean-Pierre has left. He was my friend. Kind of.”

“The manny,” added Fernanda, looking peeved. “Walked out last night. He said he’s scared of the house.”

“I’m scared of the house,” Luca chimed in.

Ian tended to agree with Jean-Pierre and Luca. Whenever Ian dropped Tata off at Middle Bottom Abbey, the Gothic pile a few miles away that Fernanda’s husband Michael had inherited when he was just twenty-one, he rather got the creeps. The couple had painted the former convent completely white inside and filled it with contemporary art. Ian had almost had heart failure the time he was washing his hands after visiting the cloakroom and was greeted by a hologram of a naked Kate Moss.

“Can you be my manny today, Ian? You’re more fun than Jean-Pierre anyway,” pleaded the little boy.

“Luca, Ian’s really busy,” Fernanda told her son.

Graciously, Ian said, “Luca, how about you be my under-butler and help me get brunch for the mummies, okay?”

“Deal,” said Luca, clasping Ian’s neck ever tighter.

“Hey, Mom, we’re going to go find the ring for the dog show,” Isabelli told Fernanda, leading the family’s dogs away followed by her sister Carlotta. The sisters, dressed in the obligatory teen uniform of tiny crop top, enormous baggy jeans, wedge sneakers, and miles of necklaces and bangles, sloped off together chattering excitedly.

“Henrik and I are headed to the micro-brewery,” added Federico with a grin.

Fernanda narrowed her eyes mock-suspiciously at her two oldest sons, as she replied, “Okay, just one beer, though. You’ve got homework later.”

“Yeah . . . sure, Mom,” Henrik said unconvincingly.

“Hey, boys, can you guys keep an eye out for Minty? Bring her back with you later?” Tata called out to the twins. “She’s been gone for ages.”

“Sure,” said Henrik. “We’ll find her.”

Fernanda and Tata watched as the twins sauntered off towards a quaint 1980s horsebox that had been converted to house the micro-brewery. Ian pulled out a chair for Fernanda and she sat down next to Tata, hanging her bag over the back of it and tossing a set of Range Rover keys on the table. Having deposited Luca on the ground, Ian then filled a water glass for Mrs. Ovington-Williams and was about to offer to go and fetch the two ladies something to eat when Sophie Thompson (an honest thirty-six) arrived.

“Perfect timing, Mrs. Thompson,” said Ian as she walked into the Tuliperie. “I was going to suggest getting some brunch for you all.”

“Sounds heavenly,” said Sophie. Her eight-year-old son Eddie, who had a black Labrador on a lead at his side, was with her.

“Can I go find my friends?” asked Eddie.

“Sure,” said Sophie.

The little boy ran off with his dog and Ian took Sophie’s basket from her as she sat down. Ian was fond of Sophie. She lived at the Rectory in Great Bottom and was married to an ambitious Tory MP. Her father, an obscure Yorkshire aristocrat, had endowed her with lashings of blue blood but little else. She struggled to keep up with her friends financially, but her charm and social cachet meant she was invited everywhere. A true English rose, she had porcelain skin, a smattering of delicate freckles, and soft curls of auburn hair that brushed her shoulders. As ever, her make-up was minimal today—she had a dewy complexion that demanded no adornments except a dash of mascara and a dramatic matte red lip—and she was wearing a simple shirtwaist of pistachio gingham and flat cream brogues. As far as Ian was concerned, she looked like a character from a Nancy Mitford novel. Of the three friends, he always thought, Sophie was the classiest, Fernanda the coolest, and if Tata was not the most real or intellectual, she was certainly the canniest operator.

“Soph! God, you look sooo pretty,” Fernanda declared. “Love the dress.”

“Ssshhhh. You look exquisite,” Sophie replied, as expected. “Tats, wow, that jacket is gorgeous. Why do you always look sooooo divine?”

“Stop,” Tata told her friend. “You literally could have just walked out of the Gabriela look book. It is Gabriela Hearst, isn’t it?”

“Nope. Really old Zara. Zara was so genius when you could only get it in that one shop they had in Madrid,” Sophie replied, looking pleased with herself.

“You’re so clever with all your bargains, Soph,” said Tata. “I mean, you’d never know. God, I wish I had the class to get away with cheap stuff.”

“Thanks,” replied Sophie flatly.

Sensing a froideur, Ian leaped into the void. “Now, who’s hungry? Luca and I are off to the Daylesford pagoda, aren’t we?” he said, winking at the boy.

Sophie’s expression lightened. Ian had that effect on people.

“Ooh, well, if they’re doing the blackcurrant and pomegranate elixir,” she said, “I’d love one.”

* * *

A few moments later, Ian made his way through the throng with Luca clutching his hand tightly.

“I’m gutted about Boris,” said Luca as they walked. “I’ll never forget him.”

“Nor me,” said Ian, a pang shooting through his heart as he was reminded of his beloved. He wondered if he’d ever get over him. “But he’s happy in heaven, I promise,” he added, trying to reassure the little boy.

“Can we get a donkey ride?” asked Luca.

“The donkeys aren’t here this time.” A ripple of nostalgia swept over Ian. Visiting the Monkton Bottom fete with his parents, Sally and Donald, a quiet couple who had run a newsagent’s in Chipping Norton, had been the highlight of his childhood summers. Back then, the fete had been a simple affair which took place on the village green. But after the Hawkinses had built themselves the Manor, they offered their grounds for the occasion. The fete had soon evolved into a high-octane social and commercial event: instead of the aforementioned donkey rides, there were trips in Bryan’s helicopter over the estate; the local Women’s Institute tent selling Victoria sponges and Swiss rolls had been replaced with Violet Bakery hawking quince galettes and rose-water madeleines from a 1950s-style shepherd’s hut; the fifty-pence tombola stall had been usurped by an organic distillery selling custom gin. Never had a village fete been so curated, or so devoid of actual villagers. The Sallys and Donalds of this world no longer felt comfortable there: it was too expensive and the fete-goers consisted of the media-finance-fashion crowd who’d decamped from London full-time, or weekenders who flitted in and out of Oxfordshire depending on their diaries.

Ian and Luca soon reached the Daylesford Farm Shop pagoda, the most lavish version of a “farm shop” one could imagine: hay bales were draped with pure-white sheep fleeces to sit on; drinks were served in iced silvery goblets; the ceiling inside was festooned with elaborate garlands of hops and giant daisies; and huge vases of cherry blossoms were dotted around the tent.

Ian approached the bleached-oak counter and ordered croissants, healthy snacks, fruit salads, coffees, and juices for Tata and her friends, then he and Luca sat on two hessian-covered bar stools as they awaited the food and drink. England, Ian reflected as he took in the busy scene, was a different place now. The amateurish, scruffy charm of the countryside was slowly vanishing. It was the kind of place people spent as much on a picnic basket as they used to spend on a pony. (£850, to be precise, for the monogrammed Matilda Goad & Co. wicker hamper that no self-respecting Country Princess would be without this summer.)

It wasn’t long before Luca and Ian were walking back to the tulip garden with trays of delicious goodies.

“Ooh, look!” chirruped Luca suddenly, pointing to the lake that had been dug a few years ago below the house. A little wooden vessel was moored from a jetty at the edge of the water and a flock of white swans glided majestically across the glass-like surface. “Can we go in the rowboat?”

Ian didn’t have the heart to tell the boy that the boat was about as watertight as a matchbox. It was purely decorative and had been placed in the water to add “interest” to the lake. Tata and her friends would admire it while they indulged in their weekly wild swim, an event which was usually followed by a long wallow in the wood-fired cedar hot tub (imported at vast expense from Norway) situated on the bank. Like much else about Monkton Bottom Manor, the boat was fake.

“Maybe another day,” lied Ian. “Maybe another day.”

* * *

Ian and Luca were soon laying out the delicious food and drink onto the table for the three mummies. After he’d wolfed down a chocolate muffin, Luca crept onto his mother’s lap, where he sucked his thumb and snoozed, and Ian stationed himself a little distance away from the ladies and reorganised the contents of the Paravel holdall, while keeping a close ear on the conversation.

“Mmmm, Ian, Luca, thank you,” said Sophie, popping a cacao-and-coconut date ball in her mouth before turning to Tata with a concerned look. “Any word from Bryan yet?”

“No. But I have a plan,” said Tata. “To be precise, Ian has a plan and I’m going along with it.”

“Husbands,” sighed Fernanda. “So complicated.”

“Speaking of which,” Tata mused. “If Selby Fairfax’s husband was as rich as everyone’s saying, why on earth would she have carried on working through the marriage?”

“If you were one of the most talented garden designers in the world, would you stop working because your husband had made money?” Sophie replied.

“Yes!” blurted Tata, collapsing with laughter. (She had never intended to work a minute longer than she’d had to, and she hadn’t: she’d quit her PR gig the day she’d become engaged to Bryan.)

“I loved my job at House and Garden. Sometimes I wish I still worked,” Sophie said, sounding regretful.

“You do work,” Fernanda insisted. She picked up a rose macaron and regarded it as though it were the enemy, then put it back on the plate. “Those hand-blocked chintzes you make are so pretty.”

“It’s hardly a career,” said Sophie dubiously.

“And you do all that amazing charity stuff for those underprivileged kids,” Tata reminded her.

“The goat sanctuary is Hugh’s thing,” Sophie objected. “He raises all the money. I just organise getting the children there and taking them round.”

“Exactly. Hugh gets the credit, you do the hard slog. Everyone knows that,” said Fernanda. Like most people in the Bottoms, Ian included, Fernanda didn’t have much time for Sophie’s husband. She stifled a yawn. “God, I’m shattered.”

“Why, sweetie?” asked Tata.

Ian wondered how Fernanda could ever be shattered. She had a rotating army of top-notch Filipino housekeepers so large that she never needed to make a bed or sweep a floor. It was rumoured that she’d never even been into her own kitchen.

“Husband drama,” said Fernanda. “Michael called from the set in LA at two a.m. last night, freaking about some edit or something, then I couldn’t go back to sleep because I was worrying about—” She stopped and gestured at Luca from above his head, mouthing the words “problems at school.”

“What happened to his eye?” asked Tata in a whisper.

“Archie Duffield. Went for him on the cricket field,” Fernanda replied.

“No!” gasped Sophie.

“Like mother, like son.” Fernanda shook her head. “I’m not surprised the older Duffield boy’s been kicked out of Eton.”

“What?” cried Tata and Sophie in unison.

“Didn’t you hear? Edgar, the fifteen-year-old, burned his housemaster’s tailcoat as a protest against upper-class privilege,” said Fernanda. “He’s at the comprehensive school in Chipping Norton now.”

“Bit of a comedown for Anne,” said Tata, looking pleased.

“That woman’s the pits,” went on Fernanda. “She’s saying Luca provoked her son and that it’s Luca’s fault he’s got a black eye.”

“I’m sorry. Poor him. School can be so hard,” said Sophie, then yawned herself.

“Are you tired too?” asked Tata sympathetically.

“I’m used to it,” Sophie replied. “But last night . . . God, Hugh had me up for hours—”

“Don’t tell me you actually had sex?” A look of mock-alarm crossed Tata’s face.

Sophie looked downcast.

“Sorry, Soph,” Tata said. “Didn’t mean—”

“No. No, I’m fine, honestly,” Sophie insisted, a little too brightly. “Hugh’s phone rang in the middle of the night. It was his special adviser, Davinia. Again. He went off downstairs and I could hear him talking to her for ages. Couldn’t sleep a wink after that.”

Fernanda looked at her quizzically. “Why the hell is she giving her boss all this special advice so late on a Saturday night?”

“He said it was ‘government business,’” Sophie replied. “But anyway, while I was lying there, a dreadful thought came into my head.”

Fernanda cupped her hands over her son’s ears and went on, “You don’t think he and Davini—”

Sophie cut her off. “No. Hugh couldn’t possibly be having a . . . thing with his SPAD. He’s an MP. However pretty and clever Davinia is, believe me, my husband would never risk his career like that. Or our marriage.”

“What was keeping you awake, then?” asked Tata, picking at a bowl of fruit salad drizzled with local heather honey.

“I know it’s completely pathetic, but I was upset about Selby Fairfax. She’s my closest neighbour and I dropped off a tin of my home-made florentines at Great Bottom Park last week, with a note inviting her for tea . . .” Her voice faltered, forlorn. “And . . . well, I haven’t heard a squeak.”

“Soph darling, you’re way too nice,” Fernanda told her friend. “At times, I wonder if your niceness almost counts as a character flaw in the modern world.”

Sophie had to laugh. “I can’t help it. I was brought up to be nice. Do As You Would Be Done By and all that. But when other people aren’t nice back, I’m disappointed.”

Tata nodded at her. “I get it. I spent a fortune on three of those Vladimir Kanevsky porcelain tree peonies, and had Ian drop them at Great Bottom Park two weeks ago. There was a little card asking Selby and her kids over for a swim, or a play on the zip wire with Minty—and—zilch. I haven’t heard a thing. Not a call, not a thank-you note, not even a text with a smiley-face emoji.”

“I don’t know why she wouldn’t want to be friends with wives like us,” Sophie commiserated.

“She will,” Fernanda said, confident as ever. “I mean, who else is she going to be friends with around here? It’s just a matter of time. She can’t hide away forever.”

“I don’t mean to interrupt,” said Ian, starting to clear away the remains of the brunch, “but apparently Mrs. Fairfax may have finally started to emerge from her seclusion.”

“Ian, why didn’t you say before?” said Tata excitedly.

“I just overheard someone mention it in the pagoda,” he said, as he bustled about the table, removing dirty plates and refolding the napkins. “Apparently a local nanny saw Mrs. Fairfax dropping her two girls, Violet and Tess, on Friday morning at Stow Hall School. From what I can gather, she was head to toe in new-season Khaite.”

Tata turned to her friends, an eyebrow raised, and said, “Looks like we’re going to have to up our game, girls. No more sweatpants and sneakers for the school run.”

“You never do the school run, Tata,” Fernanda said tartly.

“It’s a metaphor, Fernanda.”

Before Fernanda could come up with a suitable riposte, Isabelli and Carlotta had returned to the table, with Minty and Eddie and various animals following.

“Mom, the dog show starts in five minutes. I’m going to enter The Dog the Judge Would Most Like To Take Home,” said Carlotta with an animated smile. “Can you come watch?”

“Course, darling,” said Fernanda.

“Eddie, are you going to enter too?” asked Sophie.

“I fancy the dog showjumping,” he replied. “There’s a proper course and everything.”

“Bet you’ll come first,” said Tata.

“Wish we had a dog, Mummy,” complained Minty. “Aw, this is so heavy,” she went on. She had a huge, glossy turquoise shopping bag looped over her left arm.

“What’s that?” Tata asked her daughter.

Minty showed her mother the bag, which had the word TALLULAHSWIM emblazoned in gold lettering all over it.

“OMG, I love TallulahSwim bikinis. They’re so awesome,” Isabelli said. “I didn’t know they made kids’ ones.”

“Darling, what on earth have you been buying?” Tata sounded incredulous.

“I didn’t buy it, Mummy. Charlene gave it to me. She said it’s a present from Tallulah.”

“Who’s Tallulah?” asked Tata.

Minty smiled sweetly. “She’s Daddy’s new friend.”
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Minty might as well have dropped a bomb on the little party. Tata was dumbstruck. Fernanda and Sophie froze. Even Ian was mute. The children sensibly took advantage of the grown-ups’ shock and dashed off in a group towards the showing arena for the dogs, except for Luca, who had finally fallen asleep on his mother’s lap. As soon as they were out of earshot, Tata turned to Ian and her friends.

“Could Bryan be seeing someone—” she started, whitening.

“Course not,” Fernanda insisted.

“He adores you,” Sophie said.

“I’m sure there’s nothing in it,” Ian concurred.

The butler remained outwardly calm, but inside his heart plummeted like a stone. This was not normal protocol in a household he was running: he took pride in knowing everything about the sex lives of his employers, but clearly his usual line of intelligence (Charlene Potts, Bryan, and Tata’s new PA) was malfunctioning. Ian had never thought Bryan would go so far as finding himself a girlfriend during this mini-separation from his wife. But bikini entrepreneuresses with names like Tallulah can be alluring. A chill crept down Ian’s spine as he wondered if this woman was the intended recipient of the jewellery for which Tata had found the receipt.

“She’s probably wearing that jewellery now.” Tata bit her lip. “Oh Christ, what if she’s here with Bryan and there’s an awful scene?”

“You’re catastrophising,” said Fernanda. “Bryan with someone named Tallulah? I can’t see it. I just can’t. Okay? Calm down. Here. Have one of these gummies that Michael FedEx-ed me from LA. You’ll feel better.” She opened her bag and revealed a Ziploc bag filled with dusty-looking jelly squares.

Tata shook her head and dabbed at a tear. “I can’t be stoned looking after Minty.”

“’Kay,” replied Fernanda. She popped one of the lumps in her mouth and chewed it. “Don’t tell the kids.”

“Ladies, may I suggest a round of chilled Whispering Angel?” asked Ian, in need of an excuse to step away and dial Charlene.

“Mmmm . . . yes . . . good idea,” chorused the trio, perking up at the thought of a glass of the shimmering pink rosé from Provençe. It was drunk from summer’s beginning to summer’s end by the Country Princesses, who then de-puffed their faces with a mini-detox at the Lanserhof as soon as their children had returned to school every September.

“Right. Two ticks and I’ll be back.”

Ian skedaddled towards a pale pink tent a short distance away. Extravagant planters bursting with cerise peonies adorned the entrance and the inside was furnished with loungey sofas upholstered in pink-and-white striped linen, gilt side tables, and antique Persian rugs. An army of absurdly handsome waiters dressed in black uniforms with pink aprons were tending to guests, and as Ian walked up to the bar to order a bottle of wine, his eye was caught by the poetic beauty of one who was a dead ringer for Timothée Chalamet. His heart stopped a beat. Perhaps, thought Ian to himself for a tiny moment, the Whispering Angel tent was the sort of place a man like him might find his Prince Charming. But Ian caught himself. What was he thinking? He’d only just lost his soulmate. Timothée Chalamets and Princes Charming were out of the question during this bleak period of mourning.

“What can I get you, sir?” the beautiful waiter asked.

“Something to calm down three ladies in a terrible tizzy, please,” Ian replied.

“Sounds like a double magnum to me.”

“Good idea,” said Ian. “Three glasses as well, please, and I’ll take it to them on a tray.”

“Course.”

While Timothée bustled around sorting out the order, Ian rested his back against the bar and speed-dialled Charlene.

“Wherefore art thou, my beloved?” he asked as soon as she picked up.

“Morning, Ian love,” said Charlene. No one else in Charlene’s universe addressed her as though she was a character from a Shakespeare play, and Ian’s florid language made her feel special. “I’m in Mr. Hawkins’s office up at the house. This fete business is driving me round the bend. All that noise and all these people. If only Mrs. Hawkins was in charge today.”

“Indeed,” Ian agreed.

“Anyway, I need to get back to Cheyanne at the piggery. She’s had twelve piglets and the littlest one is very poorly. Needs bottle-feeding every few hours.”

“Charlene, I am sorry to hear that. Now, lend me your ear. Mrs. H. thinks that Mr. H. has got a lady friend, a Miss Tallulah. You’d have told me if that were the case, wouldn’t you?”

“Crikey, news travels.”

Ian was more than mildly irritated. “Charlene, during your training, I thought I’d made it abundantly clear that all news relating to Mr. H.’s personal life has to travel to me immediately so that it can travel to Mrs. H. in a timely fashion.”

“Sorry. I forgot that bit.”

“Clearly,” said Ian.

“Anyway, when she moved in—” Charlene began.

“Moved in?!” Ian was appalled.

“Yes. When she moved in, Mr. Hawkins told me he helps young business folk and that she was a start-up person. I think she looks like that Kardashian one who’s all over TikTok.”

“I think you mean Kendall Jenner,” said Ian. A hard knot was starting to form in the pit of his stomach. Bryan had indeed mentored young people and allowed them to stay at the Manor, but they were mostly geeky tech types, and usually men. A swimsuit tycooness with supermodel looks was a different proposition.

“Don’t tell me he’s bringing this Tallulah to the fete today?”

“Oh no. Definitely not.”

“Phew. Mrs. H. would have had a conniption—”

“Don’t worry at all. They’ve gone to Venice.”

Ian emitted a pained howl, not unlike the squeal of a puppy whose tail has been squashed in a car door. Bryan had never even taken his own dear wife to the most romantic city in the world, and now—ugh! It was too much to bear. Taking a large gulp of air to calm himself, he said, “Brief me. Details, dear, details.”

“Mr. H. asked me to book two tickets to Venice, one for him and one for a Miss Tallulah de Sanchez. They left on Friday morning.”

“But Mr. H. is allergic to culture. The only thing he’ll travel for is golf.”

“He did ask me to book a special baggage thingy for his clubs—”

Ian had heard enough. “Charlene, listen to me very carefully,” he interrupted.

“Yes.”

“You are not to utter a word of our conversation, a word about Venice, a word about Mr. Hawkins, or a word about this Tallulah de Something to another soul.”

“Right.”

“That’s why there’s a non-disclosure agreement in all our staff contracts. It means we forget everything we see and hear in the Hawkins household as soon as we have seen and heard it.”

“I see.”

“When are they getting back?”

“Who?”

“Mr. H. and Tallulah.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Charlene obediently.

“Charlene, the non-disclosure agreement does not include keeping critical Hawkins-related intelligence from me.”

“If you say so.”

“I do. The NDA allows you to tell me everything and no one else anything at all.” A white lie, Ian told himself, was surely justifiable for the greater good of the Hawkins family.

“They get back tomorrow night.”

“Thank you, Charlene. Not a word.”

“About what?”

“That’s the spirit. Send a smooch to the piggies for me.”

With that, Ian hung up, half-pirouetted round to the bar, took the tray, and staggered back to the tulip garden beneath the weight of the double magnum of Whispering Angel.

* * *

Professional despair was the emotional state that best described Ian by the time he reached the Tuliperie with the rosé. Of course, he was too well trained ever to allow his expression to belie his true feelings, but he couldn’t help but worry that a hot girlfriend for Bryan was a major complication. A new mistress at the Manor—well, that would be The End. Ian’s heart sank further as he poured the women’s wine. They were on their phones, riveted by Tallulah de Sanchez’s social media accounts.

“Two million followers? And she’s got a blue tick!!!”

“Bryan does not like women who have had too much work done—”

“There’s no way that waist is real. She’s had ribs removed—”

“All that lip filler. So tacky—”

“She’s not twenty-five, she’s at least thirty-five—”

Luca woke from his doze and looked over Fernanda’s shoulder at her screen. “Is she a model?” he asked, inflicting a little more pain. “Pretty lady.”

All Ian could think was that damage limitation was the first port of call. And that meant keeping Tata calm
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