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One

Tom Parish looked round the small, cramped dining table with satisfaction. Though he’d been renting the flat for nearly four months, this was the first time he’d managed to have all the family here. All except – obviously – his wife. Odd, he reflected, not for the first time, that despite Catherine’s central role in his life, Avril was not yet his ex, the decree absolute being two long years away. Their own decision, of course; it could have been rushed through, but at their age such haste struck him as unseemly, as would Catherine and himself living openly together before they were married. Which no doubt made him a hypocrite, since they enjoyed all the benefits of married life, despite sleeping under different roofs.

This evening, Lindsey’s presence was a particular pleasure; his twin daughters had been equally upset by the split, but it had taken until now for Lindsey – who’d sided firmly with her mother – to bring herself to accept Catherine’s place in his life.

Rona, his other daughter, traced a finger round the rim of her side plate. ‘I see the best china’s been brought out for the occasion!’ she said. ‘This isn’t from home, though, is it? I’ve not seen it before.’

‘Actually, it’s mine,’ Catherine said quietly. ‘The crockery provided is fine for everyday, but Tom felt this evening warranted something special.’

‘And special it certainly is,’ Lindsey commented. ‘Curzon, no less. Hugh’s parents have a dinner service in it, and they treat it like the Crown jewels.’

There was a brief silence. These casual references to her ex-husband were becoming increasingly frequent; proof, Tom deduced worriedly, that they were meeting fairly regularly.

‘As it happens, I saw Charles Curzon last week,’ he remarked, to break the silence.

‘I didn’t realize you knew the family.’ Max, Rona’s husband, nodded acceptance as Tom held up the wine bottle.

‘It started professionally – they bank at the National – but Avril and I have been to several of their parties. I’d not seen Charles since I retired, and as he was in town, he rang to invite me to lunch.’ He paused. ‘Actually, I’m slightly concerned about him. He didn’t look too well.’

‘He must be getting on a bit,’ Rona said. ‘Surely he’s not still involved in the business?’

‘Not actively, no, but he was telling me it’s the firm’s hundred and fiftieth anniversary this year, and they’re bringing out some new line, which is cloaked in secrecy. I had the impression he’s finding the build-up rather a strain, added to which, he and his wife are about to move house.’

‘A hundred and fifty years?’ Max glanced at his wife. ‘That qualifies them for your brief, darling.’

Rona, a freelance journalist on the monthly magazine Chiltern Life, was engaged in an intermittent series detailing the history of long-established local firms and businesses.

‘So it does,’ she agreed. ‘I’ll add them to my list.’

‘I’d slot them in sooner rather than later,’ Tom suggested. ‘They’ll be extra newsworthy with this anniversary coming up. I can give you a letter of introduction, if you think it’d help.’

‘Thanks, Pops, I’m sure it would. I’m coming to the end of the piece I’m working on, so I could try them next.’ She sipped her wine reflectively. ‘Such a long time span might need a couple of articles, rather than cramming it into one. It’s not only the firms that I research, but the lives of those who’ve contributed to them.’

Tom laughed. ‘In that case, it could take four or five. They’re a large and diverse family. I still haven’t worked out the exact relationship between the younger ones.’

‘The business didn’t just pass from father to son, then?’ Catherine asked.

‘Well, yes, but way back there were two sons, each of whom had sons of his own, and so on, so now there’s a clutch of cousins and second-cousins. Charles has two sons himself, but one has three little girls, while the other’s divorced with no children. From the way he was speaking, I think he’s worried his branch might peter out.’

‘Girls don’t count then?’ Rona asked quizzically.

‘Not in running the business, no, they never have; but since they get their fair share of the proceeds, they don’t miss out.’

‘Unless,’ Lindsey put in, ‘they happen to have a flair for business and would give their eye teeth to be involved. So much for women’s lib!’

Tom held up his hands. ‘All right, all right, I didn’t make the rules! I have to say, though, that in all the years I’ve dealt with the Curzons, I’ve never heard of there being any resentment.’

‘Well, you wouldn’t, would you? They’re not likely to come into the bank and say, “We had an almighty row with our daughter last night, because she wants to join the firm.”’

‘All this,’ Catherine put in humorously, ‘because of my poor china!’

The discussion ended in laughter and the conversation turned to other matters.

‘That was a lovely meal, Pops,’ Lindsey said as they were about to leave. ‘I bet Catherine had a hand in it!’ And she turned to her with a smile.

Tom’s heart lifted. ‘You’re right; the casserole was down to me – albeit after tuition – but Catherine takes full credit for that creamy concoction. I don’t even know what it’s called!’

As the door closed behind them, Catherine observed, ‘To the best of my knowledge, that’s the first smile I’ve ever had from Lindsey.’

‘I knew she’d come round eventually. Thanks, love, for all your help. I think we can consider the evening a success. May it be the first of many.’

Catherine began to stack the dishes. ‘You know, I once mistook Lindsey for Rona, but when you see them together they’re not identical, are they?’

Tom laughed. ‘Near enough to have caused mayhem in their schooldays. But yes, it’s possible to tell them apart. Lindsey’s not quite as tall, for one thing, and for the moment at least her hair’s longer. The main differences, though, are below the surface. It amazes me how close the two of them are, when their characters are poles apart.’

‘Perhaps they complement each other?’ Catherine suggested. ‘Two sides of the same coin?’

Tom grinned. ‘That’s too deep for me at this time of night! Let’s get the dishwasher loaded, then we can have a nightcap before I take you home.’

‘It went well, didn’t it?’ Rona observed to Max as they drove off. ‘I think Pops was a bit apprehensive, bless him, but Linz being there meant a lot to him.’

‘It’s taken her long enough,’ Max returned.

‘Well, she couldn’t bury her head in the sand for ever, and seeing Mum more settled helps.’

‘How are the alterations going?’

When Tom moved out, Avril had decided to turn the box room into an en suite bathroom and refurbish the guest room, with the intention of taking in paying guests.

‘Very slowly, I gather. There’ve been the usual hold-ups – workmen not turning up when they said they would, then ordering the wrong thing.’

‘Well, there’s no panic, is there? It’s not as though she needs the cash.’

‘But she hates living alone. Between you and me, I think she’s a bit nervous.’

‘Advise her to vet applicants very thoroughly. We don’t want any undesirables moving in.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Rona told him. ‘Whoever it is will have to pass muster with all of us.’

‘So you dined with the Scarlet Woman?’ drawled Jonathan Hurst. ‘So much for your principles!’

Lindsey flushed. ‘As you well know, principles are a luxury I can’t afford. Still, she’s making Pops happy, I’ll say that for her, and Mum seems to be doing fine without him.’

‘What’s she like then, this woman who’s been bugging you so much?’

‘She seems quite pleasant, but nothing out of the ordinary. She’s an ex-head, though, so she might have hidden depths. Come to think of it, it must have been quite an ordeal for her, having us all together for the first time. To give her her due, she handled it very well.’

‘So she’s won you over.’ Jonathan removed his arm from her shoulders to look at his watch. ‘Time to make a move, sadly. I’ve an appointment at two thirty.’

Lindsey lay back and watched him as he padded, naked, to her bathroom. She and Jonathan were partners in a firm of Marsborough solicitors, and these snatched lunchtime sessions, confined to the days when she worked from home, were often all they could manage. For Jonathan had an unsuspecting wife and children, a fact Lindsey preferred not to dwell on.

And then, she thought despairingly, there was Hugh. He’d arranged to be transferred back to Marsborough, confident they would get together again, and been both hurt and furious when she’d refused to have him back. Which didn’t mean they weren’t still strongly attracted to each other. There was no denying she needed a man in her life, but at the moment her association with Jonathan filled the bill, exciting her with its aura of secrecy and wrongdoing, and giving her the strength to keep Hugh at arm’s length. Playing with fire, Rona called it, and she could be right.

Reluctantly Lindsey climbed out of bed and reached for her dressing gown.

‘They’re taking bets on the new product at school,’ Harry Curzon remarked at breakfast the next morning. ‘And they won’t believe I don’t know what it is. I feel like a real jerk.’

‘Would you tell them, if you did know?’ his sister asked through a mouthful of cornflakes.

‘Of course not, idiot!’

‘There you are, then,’ she said enigmatically.

Their parents exchanged a glance. ‘You’d better hurry,’ Anna said. ‘The bus will be here in five minutes.’

‘Dad?’ Harry persisted. ‘Surely all the family should be in on it?’

‘Very definitely not,’ Edward said firmly. ‘The more people who know, the more chance there is of it getting out. Though you wouldn’t disclose it intentionally, there are experienced people out there hell-bent on worming it out of us ahead of time, and they get up to all sorts of tricks. You’re much better off not knowing, believe me. Your mother doesn’t, nor either of your aunts. Sometimes I wish I didn’t myself!’

Becca pushed back her chair. ‘I left my French book upstairs. Have I time to get it?’

‘If you run,’ her mother said. ‘And Harry –’ as her son opened his mouth to argue further – ‘enough! You’ll miss the bus.’

With bad grace, he stood up, stuffed the last piece of toast in his mouth, and bent to retrieve his satchel.

‘See you,’ he muttered indistinctly, and as Becca came clattering down the stairs, they left the house together, the front door slamming behind them.

‘And now,’ Edward said, ‘perhaps I can have my second cup of coffee in peace.’

Anna poured it. ‘I have to say, I’ll be glad when the announcement can be made,’ she said. ‘All this cloak and dagger stuff’s becoming quite a strain.’

‘Only another six months, and all will be revealed.’

‘Was that true, about underhand tricks being employed?’

‘Only too true; believe me, industrial espionage is alive and well.’ Edward drained his cup. ‘By the way, there’s a board meeting after work, so I’ll be late back. You eat with the kids and leave me something in the oven. I’ve a business lunch, so I shan’t want much.’

She nodded, lifted her face for his kiss, and, as he too left the house, stood up and began to clear the table. What would be the reaction, she wondered, when the news did break? Edward had hinted at a revolutionary product that could turn the industry on its head. In which case, by no means everyone would welcome it.

The sound of the back door reached her, followed by the inevitable ‘Cooee!’

Anna picked up the tray and carried it into the kitchen. ‘Morning, Betty,’ she said.

‘Morning, Mrs Curzon.’ Her cleaner was tying an apron round her ample waist. ‘Anything special you want doing today?’

‘The silver could do with a polish, if you’ve time.’

‘Righto. Oh, and I meant to tell you, we’re getting low on floor polish.’

‘I’ll put it on my list.’

The woman flashed her a glance. ‘My sister-in-law – the one that lives in Chilswood – says there’s a lot of guessing going on about what they’re up to at the pottery. People have even been going through the dustbins.’

Thank God for shredders, Anna thought. ‘Really?’ she said evenly. ‘I don’t know what the panic is; they’ll know soon enough.’

‘That’s what I told her,’ Betty answered righteously, and, standing her bucket in the sink, she turned on the taps.

Anna, on her way upstairs, wondered if Edward knew of the dustbin-raiders. He hadn’t mentioned it. Perhaps it was all part and parcel of the industrial espionage campaign. The thought left an unpleasant feeling, and she was glad she was meeting Sally and Emma, fellow Curzon wives, for lunch. Unlike the men, who of necessity saw each other every day, the women of the family met only occasionally, each otherwise engaged in her own pursuits. Today was to be one of those times. It would be interesting, Anna thought, to hear what Sally had to say; she lived and worked in Chilswood, so her ear was correspondingly closer to the ground.

Rona had just left the post office when her mobile rang, and she juggled dog lead and handbag in an effort to retrieve it.

‘Pops? Hi; could you speak up – I’m on Guild Street and there’s a lot of traffic.’

‘Just a brief message, sweetie. I phoned Charles Curzon to ask whom you should approach with your idea.’

‘Oh, thanks. And who did he suggest?’

‘Finlay Curzon. It seems he’s their Sales and Marketing Director.’

‘Where does he fit in the family hierarchy?’

‘Charles referred to him as his nephew, but that’s not strictly accurate. I happen to know Finlay’s father was Charles’s cousin, which would make Finlay his first cousin once removed.’

‘I’ll settle for nephew! So what happens next?’ A bus lumbered past, obliterating her father’s voice. ‘Sorry, could you say that again?’

‘He suggests you write to Finlay at the pottery – they’re out at Chilswood, of course – outlining what you have in mind and asking for an appointment. You don’t need anything from me – Charles will explain who you are. He doesn’t foresee any difficulty; on the contrary, he thinks it would help build public interest in the lead-up to the anniversary.’

‘That’s great. Thanks, Pops.’

‘Where are you off to at the moment?’

‘The Bacchus, to meet Linz for lunch.’

‘Well, enjoy yourselves, and give her my love.’

Lindsey was already seated in one of the booths, and bent to pat the dog as he padded past her and settled under the table.

‘Pops sends his love,’ Rona told her. ‘He’s just rung with the name of a contact at Curzon.’

‘You’re not letting the grass grow, are you?’

‘Well, as he said, with this anniversary coming up, it’s the ideal time to go for it.’ She glanced at the menu in her sister’s hand. ‘Have you decided what you’re having?’

Lindsey passed it across. ‘I’m torn between hot chicken salad and moules marinière.’

‘I’ll go for deep-fried mushrooms with garlic mayo. And a bottle of Chablis?’

‘Fine. And I’ll settle for the salad.’

They gave their order, asked for the wine to be brought straight away, and looked across at each other.

‘So,’ Rona began. ‘How are things? Talk was pretty general the other evening.’

‘Probably just as well!’

‘Love life still complicated?’

‘As ever.’

‘Pops registered your remark about the Curzon dinner service.’

‘Yes, I realized that. Well, he knows Hugh and I still see each other.’

‘Is that all you do?’

‘Pretty much, though he’s invited me to go to Lucy’s with him next weekend.’

Lucy Partridge was Hugh’s sister, who lived in Guildford.

‘Will you go?’

Lindsey shrugged. ‘Might as well, I suppose. Jonathan plays Happy Families at weekends.’

‘Don’t you think you’re being unfair to Hugh, keeping him dangling?’

Lindsey raised her eyebrows. ‘Am I hearing right? You championing Hugh?’

‘We mightn’t see eye to eye, but I still think you treat him badly.’

They paused while the waiter opened a bottle of wine and poured some into their glasses.

As he moved away, Lindsey said, ‘He keeps coming back for more. And, to be realistic, he is the safer bet, long-term. Nothing’s ever going to come of the thing with Jonathan – we both know that.’

‘That’s a pretty cold-blooded assessment.’

‘But true.’ Lindsey sipped her wine.

‘You do realize that if you go to Lucy’s, Hugh will expect you to sleep with him?’

‘Of course.’

Rona stared at her for a moment and, meeting her eyes, Lindsey laughed.

‘You despair of me, don’t you, but once in a while is fine. The perfect arrangement was when he worked in Guildford and only came up at weekends. The point is, I don’t want him around day in, day out – or even night in, night out. That’s when we start to grate on each other. Also, I’ve got used to having my own space.’

She looked consideringly at her sister. ‘You’ve got it just about right, I reckon, with Max sleeping at Farthings three nights a week. That, I could cope with.’

‘But it’s because of our work schedules, not because we don’t want to be together.’

‘I know that, but the result’s the same. Half the week you can do your own thing – change into your nightie at seven o’clock if you feel like it, and have supper on a tray in front of the telly. Or not eat till ten, then read in bed till you fall asleep with the light on.’

‘All of which you can do, too.’

‘At the moment, yes, that’s my point. A part-time lover suits me fine.’

‘Or husband?’

‘Part-time husbands are harder to find.’

Their food arrived, and for a while they ate in silence. Beneath the table, the golden retriever shifted position, resting his heavy head on Rona’s foot.

‘Have you seen Mum this week?’ she asked.

‘No, but I phoned on Wednesday, to tell her we were going to Pops’s. I thought it might somehow get back to her.’

‘Was she OK about it?’

‘Yes, fine. In fact, she seemed more interested in the problems she’s having with the plumbers.’

‘What now?’

‘Oh, just more of the same; they never come when they say they will, and she spends all morning hanging round waiting for them, when she should be at the library.’ Lindsey refilled their glasses. ‘Did she mention that she’s decided not to have a couple as PGs?’

‘No? Why, exactly?’

‘Partly my doing; I told her she’d be unlikely to find one. With a double income, they’d be much more likely to rent till they could afford to buy. Also, if, God forbid, there should be any falling out, she’d be better having to deal with just one person.’

‘It’s strange, to think of someone else living in the house,’ Rona said reflectively.

Lindsey shrugged. ‘It’s not as if either of us is likely to go back. And if we did want to spend the odd night there, our rooms are still available. Incidentally, when we spoke, Mum said she’s going to ask us round for supper, probably on one of Max’s class nights, so there’d just be the three of us.’

‘All girls together?’ Rona asked with a raised eyebrow.

‘Nothing wrong with that,’ Lindsey said briskly. She toyed for a moment with the stem of her wine glass, then looked up, meeting her sister’s eyes. ‘Can you keep a secret?’

‘Don’t I always?’

‘I’ve met someone who’s rather intriguing.’

Rona put down her fork. ‘So that’s why you’re so blasé about the Jonathan affair being short-lived.’

‘I didn’t say short-lived, I said not long-term. They’re not the same.’

‘I hope this one’s not married?’

‘I’ve no idea. No, really –’ in response to Rona’s grunt of disbelief – ‘I’ve not even spoken to him.’

‘Then you can’t say you’ve met him, can you, let alone know if he’s intriguing or not.’

‘I just do. I have an instinct for these things.’

‘Don’t tell me: it was the “across a crowded room” syndrome.’

‘You can scoff. All I’m saying at this stage is, watch this space.’

‘You’re incorrigible,’ Rona said resignedly.

Finlay Curzon glanced at his watch, stretched, and switched off his computer, more than ready for his lunch break. It was very wearing, having continually to fend off questions on Genesis, when all his marketing instincts balked at the prevarication. This was the anniversary year, after all; why wait till the actual date to launch it?

He made his way to the lift and went down two floors to the directors’ dining room. Though it retained its name, it was in fact where all the senior staff met for lunch, providing a valuable opportunity to discuss views and hammer out problems.

Finlay joined his three cousins at one end of the table, feeling some of his tensions ease.

‘Steak and kidney pie today,’ Sam commented. ‘That’ll temper the March winds!’

Oliver said, ‘Did that bloke ring back, Finn? About the tour?’

Finlay started to reply, breaking off in surprise as Charles Curzon came into the room. Well into his retirement, he seldom visited the pottery.

‘Dad!’ Nick exclaimed. ‘What brings you here? I didn’t see your name on the lunch list.’

‘It was a snap decision,’ the older man replied, pulling out a chair. ‘I wanted a word with Finn here, and it seemed easier to talk in person. Besides, apart from you and Oliver, I’ve not seen anyone for a while.’

He glanced down the table. ‘Edward not in today?’

‘He was earlier, but he’s lunching at Pembrokes’,’ Finlay told him. ‘They’re hoping to open up a new outlet.’ He poured water into their glasses; wine didn’t appear at lunchtime unless guests were present.

‘So,’ he continued, ‘what can I do for you, Uncle?’

The courtesy title, traditionally used by all the Curzons, was one he felt comfortable with. Despite his progressive ideas, he couldn’t imagine calling his older relatives by their first names, and it was surely only in the novels of Jane Austen that people addressed each other as ‘Cousin’.

‘I had a call this morning from Tom Parish,’ Charles replied.

‘The bank manager?’

‘The retired bank manager, yes. His daughter writes sporadically for Chiltern Life, and is working at the moment on a series about family businesses. She’d like to do one on us, and I told him you were the person to speak to.’

Finlay said resignedly, ‘Someone else I’ll have to fob off, when she starts probing about Genesis.’

‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ Charles said slowly, leaning to one side for the waitress to place a bowl of soup in front of him. ‘Since she’ll be aiming to publish about the time we make the announcement, I suggest we let her in on the secret a little ahead of time. Then it can be incorporated into the article.’

There was a sudden startled silence, and Charles glanced down the table. ‘I shall, of course, consult everyone before reaching any firm decision, but remember she’ll be starting with old Samuel and the founding of the business. She won’t get down to the present for some time, so we’d only be jumping the gun by a few weeks. Still, you don’t need to worry about that now, Finn. I told Tom she should write to you, outlining what she has in mind and asking for an appointment.

‘So –’ he looked round their still-apprehensive faces – ‘what’s the news from the coalface?’

Taking it as a signal that the subject was, for the moment, closed, the atmosphere lightened and, as Sam began to talk of production figures, the rest of them picked up their soup spoons and began their meal.

On the way home from lunch, Rona called in to the offices of Chiltern Life, handing Gus’s lead to the willing receptionist before she went upstairs. The dog was already wagging his tail in anticipation. ‘Only one biscuit, Polly,’ Rona warned smilingly. ‘We have to watch his figure!’

Barnie Trent, the features editor, was bent over his desk when, after his terse ‘Enter!’, Rona pushed open his door. However, he smiled at the sight of her and leant back in his chair.

‘There’s a sight for sore eyes!’ he said.

‘You’re looking fraught, Barnie. Having problems?’

‘Just the usual – getting the copy in on time. Got something for me?’

‘Not this time, no; it’s a social call.’

‘I’m honoured!’

‘Max and I were wondering how you, and particularly Dinah, are feeling, now the nest’s empty again? It must seem very quiet, after having Mel and the family for so long.’

The Trents’ daughter, who lived in the States, had been staying with her parents while her husband was on a six-month assignment in the Gulf.

‘Dinah is a bit depressed,’ Barnie admitted, ‘but it’s early days yet. She’ll soon settle down.’

‘How about coming over for supper? Would that cheer her up?’

‘No better way.’

‘I’ll give her a ring, then.’ She hesitated. ‘You weren’t expecting the article, were you? Surely it’s not due yet?’

‘No, that’s one thing I’ll say for you, you’re always in good time.’

‘I added another name to the list this week: Curzon, the porcelain firm.’

‘Good one, yes. They’re in the news a lot at the moment – an important anniversary coming up. Have you made contact?’

‘Not yet; Pops knows one of the older directors, and he’s given me the name of the person I’m to contact. I’ll get the letter off this afternoon. Could we manage to slot it in around the time of the anniversary?’

‘If you get it to me soon enough, as I have no doubt you will.’

‘You’re an angel, Barnie.’ She reached for her shopping bag. ‘I won’t hold you up any longer, but tell Dinah I’ll phone when Max and I have compared diaries.’

‘We’ll look forward to it,’ he said, and had returned to his papers before the door closed behind her.

Sam Curzon, who had been reading his daughter a bedtime story, paused in the doorway of the sitting room to look at his wife. She was sitting cross-legged on the floor, a frown of concentration on her face, her dark head bent over The Times crossword, and he felt a lurch of love for her.

Aware of his presence, she looked up. ‘All settled?’

‘Yes; she wanted another chapter, but my voice was giving out.’

He walked across and seated himself in the armchair she was leaning against, running his hand over her sleek hair. He loved the way she wore it, in thick, well-defined layers down the back of her head, leaving her nape exposed and somehow vulnerable.

Feeling his caress, she tilted her head back and he gave her an upside-down kiss.

‘God, I’m lucky,’ he said.

‘Why in particular?’

‘Having you and Victoria, my two girls. When I think of Finn and Nick going home to empty houses, it puts the fear of God into me.’

Emma patted his hand. ‘It’s a high divorce rate, certainly, two out of the five of you. I wonder what went wrong.’

‘Well, we know the catalyst in Nick’s case.’

‘But things couldn’t have been right before that.’

‘Who knows?’ Sam reached for his whisky glass. ‘He certainly hadn’t seen it coming, and was pretty cut up when she went, though how much was hurt pride, I don’t know. At any rate, he lost no time selling the house and moving into that luxury apartment of his, and has had a string of girlfriends ever since.’ He sipped his drink. ‘Finn, though, is a different matter; seldom seen on the social circuit, and still living in the house he shared with Ginnie. Perhaps he’s hoping she’ll come back.’

‘Unlikely, I’d say, after three years,’ Emma replied. ‘Maybe we should try some discreet matchmaking; invite him to dinner with a few attractive divorcees.’

‘Do we know any?’

‘I’ll ask Sally to go through her clients.’

Sally Curzon owned a day spa in Chilswood, offering more beauty treatments than Emma had ever heard of to a clientele of glamorous women.

‘Pity I didn’t think of it earlier,’ she added. ‘I met her and Anna for lunch today. Anna’s a bit worried about all the gossip on the new line.’

‘Surely it’s a good thing, whetting everyone’s appetite?’

‘Is it true the factory dustbins have been raided?’

Sam laughed. ‘Beloved, the factory dustbins are raided on a regular basis. It’s a way of life.’

‘They can’t find anything important, can they?’

‘Not a chance.’

‘Nevertheless, I’ll be glad when all this secrecy’s over.’

‘And so say all of us. On which subject, Uncle Charles put in an appearance at lunch today. It seems some journalist is wanting to write us up, and Uncle stunned us all by suggesting she should be told of Project Genesis ahead of the announcement.’

Emma swivelled to stare up into his face. ‘You’re not serious!’

‘He seemed to be. So that it can be incorporated into her article, due out about the same time.’

‘But how can he be sure she’ll keep quiet? You know what journalists are.’

‘Well, in her defence, she’s not a tabloid one; she works for Chiltern Life.’

‘All the same,’ Emma said dubiously.

‘Exactly. All the same . . . However, there’s no point in worrying about it. Uncle did promise to discuss it with everyone before he makes a decision.’

‘Perhaps, after consideration, he’ll decide against it. Has he spoken to your father?’

Sam shrugged. ‘He didn’t say so. I’ll give Pa a buzz later and see if he’s heard anything.’

Emma got to her feet. ‘And in the meantime, since there’s been no sound from upstairs, I’ll take in the dinner.’


Two

Avril Parish came out of the library and stood for a minute on the steps, looking about her and breathing in the sharp spring air. The trees along the pavements were already greening, and in the library forecourt a tub of daffodils was in full bloom. This morning she’d managed to track down an elusive reference book for a grateful customer. A minor achievement, no doubt, but satisfying nonetheless, and a reminder of how much she enjoyed working at the library, which – another advantage – was within walking distance of home. This afternoon she’d a game of bridge to look forward to, and this evening she must phone her daughters to arrange for them to come to supper.

Furthermore, the plumbers had actually arrived before she’d had to leave for work, and it seemed, after endless delays, that the shower room would soon be completed. The guestroom, on the other hand, should be finished today, and the curtains she’d ordered were promised by midweek. Everything was at last falling into place, and she felt an unaccustomed surge of well-being. Life, she thought in mild surprise, was, after all, good.

She went slowly down the steps, still revelling in this unfamiliar joie de vivre. Once everything was straight again, she could start looking for a paying guest, she told herself, as she set off along the pavement. It would be wonderful when she’d no longer be the only one in the house, when she could expect someone home in the evenings. Even during those painful last weeks with Tom, she’d at least had someone to cook for, someone in the house with her. It was some small consolation that he too now lived alone, and hadn’t moved in with his lady-love. Avril doubted this had been for her benefit, but she was grateful nonetheless.

Her thoughts returned to the proposed lodger; Lindsey had advised against trying for a couple, and Avril saw the sense in her reasoning. She’d therefore reverted to her original idea of a school teacher, for whom, situated as she was not far from Belmont Primary, she was ideally placed. She could only hope some new teachers were expected at the start of the summer term, and would be looking for accommodation. In which case, she thought suddenly, she’d be well advised to start advertising now, rather than wait till the house was in order. She’d draft the wording over lunch, then phone the Gazette before she went out. And it would do no harm to put notices in the post office and on the library board as well.

Full of plans, Avril turned into Maple Drive, noting with relief the two vans still parked at her gate. The worst was behind her, she told herself on a wave of optimism. Though Tom’s leaving had left her shattered, it had also been a wake-up call. In the last few months she’d changed radically, in both appearance – at Lindsey’s instigation – and in attitude. The world was now her oyster, and she determined to make the most of it.

Finlay Curzon leant back in his chair and reread the letter from the journalist. After a brief résumé of previous work, it set out how, with his permission, she hoped to research the history of the firm. It was clear, concise, and businesslike, and the signature, in bold black ink, had been written with a flourish: Rona Parish.

Thinking back, Finn remembered meeting her parents at a party at his uncle’s, a year or so ago. They’d seemed an agreeable couple. Well, he was all for extra publicity, and if it was decreed she be made privy to Genesis, so be it. She could probably be trusted to keep it to herself.

He pressed the buzzer for his secretary and, when she came in, handed her the letter.

‘Phone Miss Parish, would you, Meg, and make an appointment for later in the week. How’s Wednesday looking?’

‘So far, the morning’s clear.’

‘Fine, let’s make it then. She’ll be coming from Marsborough, so allow her a little time. Around ten o’clock.’

‘Right; I’ll get on to it straight away.’

‘Has my brother anyone with him at the moment?’

‘I can check for you.’

‘If he’s free, put me through, would you?’

A minute later the phone rang on his desk, and he lifted it to hear Edward’s voice.

‘It just struck me,’ Finlay said, ‘that you weren’t at lunch on Friday, and we haven’t been in touch since.’

‘So?’ Edward asked drily. ‘Did you all go down with food poisoning?’

‘Seriously, have you spoken to anyone? About the lunch?’

‘Now you are making me curious. No, I haven’t.’

‘The point is that Uncle Charles joined us, with the information that a journalist wants to do a write-up on us.’

‘Nothing world-shattering there, is there?’

‘He suggested she should be told about Genesis ahead of the announcement.’

There was silence, followed by a low whistle. ‘Did he indeed?’

‘How do you feel about it? It’s your baby rather than mine.’

‘You say “suggested”; nothing definite, then?’

‘He promised a full consultation before reaching a decision. Has he actually got the last word on this, if, for instance, the rest of us were against it?’

‘I suppose so. He is Managing Director, after all. The point’s never arisen before; in important matters, there’s always been a consensus of opinion. Perhaps, when we’ve weighed the pros and cons, there will be this time.’

‘Admittedly there’s no question of publication ahead of time; it’s her knowing that’s the crux of it, so it can be incorporated at the end of her article.’

‘How long do we have to think about this?’

‘Oh, several weeks, I’d say; it’ll take her a while to work her way down to the present. In fact, she says in her letter it might spread over more than one issue. She writes for Chiltern Life, by the way.’

After a moment’s thought, Edward asked, ‘How did the others react?’

‘I don’t think any of us reacted at all; we were too stunned, and Uncle swiftly changed the subject. With its being the weekend, I’ve not spoken to them since, but I wanted to put you in the picture, in case it comes up at lunch.’

‘Well, thanks for that. I’ll mull it over. By the way, Anna was wondering if you’d care to join us for Harry’s birthday on Friday, in your guise as godfather?’

‘What form are the celebrations taking?’

Edward laughed. ‘Cautious as ever! You won’t be required to play football or anything. He’s having a thrash with his friends on Saturday, but Friday’s his actual birthday, and we’re taking him out to the Deer Park for dinner. Mother’s coming, of course, and you’d be very welcome to join us.’

‘That’s good of you, Edward. And Anna.’

‘You’ll come, then?’

‘I’d be delighted. Thank you.’

‘Great; I’ll let you know the times later. Are you going down for lunch now?’

‘In a couple of minutes, yes.’

‘See you there, then.’

Finlay replaced his phone and sat for a moment, drumming his fingers on the desk. God only knew what sixteen-year-old boys wanted for their birthday. A cheque would probably be the best bet. He’d need to buy a card, though; he’d ask Meg . . . No, damn it! The boy was his godson, after all. He’d leave a little early, and choose one himself.

He pushed back his chair and went down to lunch.

‘Rona?’

‘Hello, Mum; how are things?’

‘Fine, thank you. I was wondering if you’re free for supper on Thursday? I’m asking Lindsey, too.’

‘That’d be lovely; I’ve not seen you for a while.’ Despite her New Year’s resolution, Rona thought guiltily.

‘How’s work going?’

‘OK, I think. I’m still on the local businesses series. I finished the one on Mycroft’s this morning.’

‘My goodness, yes! I remember going there with my parents as a child, and it was old-fashioned even then! They seemed to stock everything conceivable in the ironmongery line. My father used to say, “If we can’t get it at Mycroft’s, we won’t get it anywhere.”’

‘It’s still much the same.’

‘Any thoughts on another biography? You did so well with the others, it seems a shame to confine yourself to ephemera.’

‘Pretty long-lasting ephemera; there was a gratifying response to our binder offer, so people are obviously collecting the articles.’

‘Even so, you can stretch yourself further than that.’

Rona sighed. ‘The trouble is, Mum, bios take so long to do, and if they go wrong an awful lot of both work and time has been wasted.’

Her last fledgling bio had certainly ‘gone wrong’, Rona reflected ruefully. She hadn’t allowed for stumbling over dead bodies when she’d embarked on it. Come to that, she’d been metaphorically stumbling over them ever since.

She said quickly, ‘I hear work on the house is almost finished?’

‘Yes; with luck, you’ll see the end result on Thursday.’

Although her mother had visited her since Christmas, and they’d met a couple of times at Lindsey’s, Rona hadn’t been to the family home. Only now did she acknowledge she’d been subconsciously avoiding it. In the house where she’d grown up, permeated as it was with her father’s presence, the realization that he was no longer a part of it would, she feared, be altogether too painful.

‘Rona?’

‘I’m still here.’ Her voice wasn’t quite steady.

‘It’ll be all right, you know,’ Avril said gently. And at her mother’s unexpected understanding, Rona’s eyes filled with tears.

‘I know it will, Mum,’ she said.

The phone rang on Sally Curzon’s desk, and she caught it up with an exclamation of annoyance. She’d asked Lavender to deflect her calls.

‘Yes? I thought I—’

‘I’m sorry, Sally,’ the receptionist broke in, ‘but your brother-in-law’s on the line, wanting to know if we can fit him in for a haircut at twelve thirty. He asked for you, but you’d said not to put calls through.’

‘With reason. At this rate, I’m never going to get through this.’ She glanced despairingly at the papers and folders on her desk. ‘And he’s always doing it, isn’t he – ringing up at the last minute and expecting us to accommodate him. Is anyone free?’

‘Unfortunately not; Sharon will be on her lunch break, and the others are fully booked.’

‘You’d better put him through,’ Sally said resignedly.

‘Will do.’

She replaced the phone, lifting it again as it rang a minute later.

‘Hello, gorgeous!’ said Nick’s voice in her ear. ‘You’re not going to turn me away, are you?’

‘Why can’t you make proper appointments, like everyone else?’

‘Family perk?’

‘None of the others try it on.’

‘Oh, come on, Sal. I’m taking Saskia to a formal dinner this evening, and it’s struck me I look a bit shaggy.’

‘Saskia now, is it? How long will this one last?’

‘Variety’s the spice of life! Please, Sally. Look, how about I take you to lunch afterwards?’

‘I can’t spare the time, Nick. I’ve a mound of paperwork to get through.’

‘Then you’ll need some sustenance to keep you going.’

She smiled reluctantly. ‘All right; since it’ll be my lunch break anyway, you’re on. But this is the last time you’ll get away with it. As it is, there’s not a slot free, so I’ll have to do you myself.’

‘Couldn’t be better,’ said the unrepentant Nick. ‘See you in an hour, then.’ And he rang off.

Her concentration broken, Sally picked up one of the new brochures that had arrived that morning. At the head of the sheet was the logo she’d spent so many sleepless nights over, an ornate hand mirror reflecting a stylized woman’s face, and underneath it, in bold gothic script, the name of the business – Image Day Spa – followed by the words ‘Proprietor: Sally Curzon’ and a string of letters denoting her qualifications. Listed below were the treatments on offer, which went, as Oliver had remarked, from A to W, starting with aromatherapy and ending with waxing, by way of facials, massage, manicures, pedicures, reflexology and a range of hairdressing procedures.

The phone rang again. Lavender, even more apologetic. ‘I’m really sorry, Sally, but Mrs Seacombe is insisting on speaking to you about her tint.’

Sally sighed. ‘All right; I’ll come down.’

She stood up and, as always before leaving her office, glanced in the full-length mirror to check her appearance. It was a matter of principle that she should always look well-groomed. Then, on impulse, she moved forward to study her reflection more critically. Oval face, perfectly made-up, grey-blue eyes; dark blonde shoulder-length hair, discreetly highlighted. She didn’t look forty, she noted with satisfaction, partly thanks to her profession, but also to a certain amount of self-discipline. Her slim figure gave no hint that she’d given birth to three children, whereas Anna, she thought suddenly, was undeniably putting on weight. She’d noticed it over lunch on Friday. Impossible to mention it, of course, though if asked, she’d be happy to help her reverse the trend.

With a last tug at her skirt, Sally went down to reassure her client.

Wednesday morning, and at ten to nine Rona and Gus walked round the corner into Charlton Road, to the lock-up garage where she kept her car. The only disadvantage of living in an avenue of Georgian houses was that none of them possessed its own garage, but in Rona’s case the inconvenience was minimal, since she seldom used the car.

As always, Gus gave a hopeful tug on his lead as they passed the slipway leading to the park, but she shook her head.

‘Sorry, boy, not today. I’m taking you round to Max.’

Farthings, the cottage where Max had his studio and spent three nights a week, was in Dean Street North, a ten-minute walk away. Being the rush hour, it took Rona almost as long by car. Max was an artist, who divided his time between private commissions, taking classes at Farthings, and teaching one day a week at Marsborough School of Art.

‘Thanks for taking him,’ Rona said, as she handed over the dog. ‘I don’t know when I’ll be back; will you have time to walk him at lunchtime?’

On Wednesdays, Max had two afternoon classes, but was then free to come home.

‘I’ll try, but if not, he’ll have the run of the garden, such as it is. Don’t worry, he’ll be quite happy on the living room rug.’ The studio was upstairs, and, as at home, Gus wasn’t allowed above the ground floor.

‘See you both this evening, then.’

It was only a forty-minute drive to Chilswood and her appointment wasn’t till ten, but rush-hour traffic could be unpredictable, and Rona had no intention of being late for her first meeting with the Curzons. In her briefcase on the seat beside her were her recorder and a new digital camera, which she hoped to be allowed to use. Pictorial aides-memoires would be useful when she came to write up her notes, though illustrations in the article would be the province of a Chiltern Life photographer.

Having negotiated the traffic in central Marsborough, Rona settled down for a more leisurely drive, letting her mind drift back over what she’d gleaned of Curzon from the web. She’d been surprised to learn the pottery covered quite a few acres, and apart from factory and office buildings, incorporated a museum, visitor centre, restaurant and a couple of shops. Maps were provided, showing its location in relation to motorways and major roads, and factory tours were on offer, which should prove useful.

All in all, she’d been taken aback by the wealth of information available, and it had come as a relief to find, when she reached the history heading, that attention was focused almost exclusively on the development of ceramics and glazes, and the innovations introduced. The only personal note she could find was that Samuel Curzon founded the pottery in 1856 and his descendants had carried on the business to the present day.

It seemed to Rona, therefore, that her first instinct had been right, and she should concentrate on bringing to life those early pioneers, detailing their marriages, and how inter-relationships had developed and continued, presumably amicably, down to the present. In short, she would write about the people behind the porcelain, and her first step must be to familiarize herself with that complicated family tree her father had warned her about.

Her musings had brought her to the outskirts of Chilswood, and in front of her on the left she could see a tourist sign pointing the way to the pottery. She slowed down and turned into the road indicated, following one or two other cars headed in the same direction. She’d been advised to park in the public car park, make her way to the Visitor Centre, and tell a member of staff that she had an appointment. Finlay Curzon’s secretary would then come to collect her and escort her to his office.

Accordingly, ten minutes later Rona found herself walking across the gravel to a tall building behind the Visitor Centre, accompanied by a pleasant, middle-aged woman who had introduced herself as Meg Fairclough.

‘Are you by any chance the Rona Parish who wrote the Conan Doyle biography?’ she asked, as they entered the building and waited for the lift.

‘The latest one, yes,’ Rona admitted.

‘I enjoyed it very much. What other lives have you done?’

‘Sarah Siddons and William Pitt the Elder. My family wants me to write another, but they involve quite a commitment and at the moment I keep finding interesting, short-term projects to write about.’

‘Like potteries?’ queried Meg Fairclough with a smile.

‘Like family businesses,’ Rona amended.

‘Well, Curzon is certainly that.’

The lift arrived and took them up to the second floor. Meg led the way down a carpeted corridor, knocked at a door, opened it, and announced, ‘Rona Parish to see you, Finlay.’

Then she stepped aside and as Rona went into the room, closed the door behind her.

Finlay Curzon rose from his desk and came to meet her with his hand held out.

‘You found us all right, then. Come and sit down.’

He steered her to a couple of easy chairs near the window. As Rona seated herself, she took surreptitious stock of him, liking the directness of his dark blue eyes and reflecting that his smile must stand him in good stead in tricky business deals.

‘I’ve ordered coffee,’ he said. ‘I hope that’s all right?’

‘I’d love a cup; thank you.’

‘So.’ He studied her in his turn. ‘What exactly do you want to know? We have quite an extensive range of literature—’

‘But it only gives facts,’ she broke in. ‘In the series I’m doing, I look behind my subjects’ well-documented achievements, to the people they actually were: their characters, who married whom, how their children reacted to a career more or less ordained for them, and so on. For instance, did any of the sons refuse to go into the business?’

‘Not that I’m aware of,’ Finlay said slowly.

A knock at the door heralded the arrival of Meg Fairclough bearing a tray of coffee and biscuits. She set it down on the table between them, gave them each a smile, and went out again.

‘How far back can you remember your relatives?’ Rona asked. ‘Grandfather? Great-grandfather?’

‘Not that far, I’m afraid. I barely knew my grandfather, old Spencer. He died when I was very young.’

Rona leant forward and picked up her coffee cup. ‘What do you remember about him?’

‘That he wore a watch and chain. I was fascinated by it, particularly by the fact that when you pressed a button, it would chime. He used to let us play with it.’

‘“Us”?’

‘My brother Edward and me.’

‘Are there just the two of you?’

Finlay passed her the plate of biscuits. ‘No, we have a sister, Jacqueline.’

‘But, of course, she doesn’t count,’ Rona said without thinking.

‘I beg your pardon?’

She looked up quickly, meeting his puzzled eyes, and felt herself flush. ‘I’m sorry; I mean she’s not connected with the business. Aren’t only male family members acceptable?’

He made a rueful face. ‘It’s never been put so bluntly, but yes, that has been the practice; underlined by the fact that although my father and uncles all had sisters, they’re not shown on the standard family tree. You’ll have to check the full version in the museum if you want to trace them.’ He smiled. ‘All the same, don’t let Jackie hear you say she doesn’t count. She’s quite a forceful lady, my sister.’

‘I’m sure,’ Rona said placatingly. ‘You mentioned the family tree; I was going to ask about that. It might help me to see where you all slot in.’

Finlay gestured behind her. ‘Take a look for yourself.’

Rona turned, and saw on the wall a framed record of the Curzon lineage.

‘Perfect!’ she exclaimed, laying down her cup and walking over to it. Finlay followed her.

‘Samuel Curzon founded the business,’ he said, pointing to the name at the top of the tree. ‘He had a son, George, and an anonymous daughter.’ She heard the smile in his voice. ‘As I explained, since she didn’t count, she’s not recorded.’

‘I’m not going to live that down, am I?’

‘The truth of the matter is that we’re quite a large family, and whoever designed the tree must have reckoned there’d be more room if he kept to the direct male line.’

‘Which, I can see, divided quite early on.’

‘Yes, because George had two sons: Spencer, my grandfather whom I’ve just mentioned, and Frederick. In due course, Spencer and Grandma Florence produced a couple of daughters and, of course, my father, John Samuel – universally known as JS – who died a couple of years ago. There’s a Samuel in every generation, by the way; my brother’s boy has it as his second name.’

His finger moved to the other side of the chart. ‘Meanwhile old Frederick here, like his father, had two sons, complicating things still further, and so in turn did one of his sons, my Uncle Charles – or my cousin, to be quite accurate. Are you still with me?’

‘Just about.’

‘I know it’s complicated.’

‘Are there any copies I could take away with me?’

‘I’m sure we could rustle one up somewhere. In fact, I think it’s printed in one of the brochures. I’ll ask Meg to look it out for you.’

He turned away, but Rona still lingered in front of the tree. ‘So there are five of you in your generation?’

‘That’s right: Edward and myself, and our cousins: Oliver and Nick, who are Uncle Charles’s sons, and Sam, who’s Uncle James’s. As you can see, that’s as far as the chart goes, but there’s another generation coming on apace. Trouble is, of us all, only Edward so far has produced an heir. I’m going to his birthday dinner on Friday.’

‘And the rest are girls. What would happen if one of them wanted to join?’

‘Thankfully, we won’t have to worry about that for a while; the eldest is only nine.’

Finlay had re-seated himself, and after a minute, Rona did the same.

He eyed her appraisingly. ‘So: how else can I help you?’

‘Have you any archives I could look at? Family documents – marriage certificates, or even better, letters or diaries?’

‘We do have archives yes, but they’re held in Buckford Museum. They can be seen by appointment for research purposes, but I have to warn you that they mostly consist of moulds and designs. The only personal things, apart from a few birth, marriage and death certificates, are Samuel’s journals, and again, they’re chiefly concerned with the growth of the factory. You’d probably do better here; there are some personal items in the museum.’

‘Thanks. Well, in the meantime, I’ll just walk round and familiarize myself with the layout.’

‘You’d do better taking a factory tour.’ Finlay glanced at his watch. ‘Actually, there’s one on today. If you hurry, you should just be able to catch it; it starts from the Visitor Centre at eleven.’

‘That would be perfect.’ She quickly gathered together her recorder and camera, neither of which she’d asked permission to use. ‘And thanks for sparing me your time, Mr Curzon. I’m very grateful.’

Finlay had also risen. ‘Ask Meg on your way out about a copy of the tree,’ he said. ‘And if there’s anything else we can help with, just let us know.’

‘Thank you.’

He walked her to the door and opened it. She had started back along the corridor when his voice halted her.

‘It’s just occurred to me that the tour ends about twelve thirty. I could give you lunch in the directors’ dining room, if you’d care to join us? It would be a chance to meet the other members of the family.’

‘That would be great. Thanks very much.’

‘Come back to this building, then, and we’ll take it from there.’

Finlay went back into his office and closed the door thoughtfully. He’d surprised himself with that impulsive invitation, but he’d been unaccountably reluctant to let Rona Parish walk out of his life so soon. She was an attractive young woman, with an air of independence and self-­confidence that he found appealing. He wondered what the others would make of her – and of his inviting her to lunch. Nick, of course, would try to monopolize her, notwithstanding the wedding ring on her finger. Finlay smiled to himself. He reckoned Rona Parish would be more than capable of dealing with Nick and his advances.

He sat down at his desk and rang for his secretary.
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