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  About the Book


  


  Jilly Cooper returns to horses in a fabulously entertaining romp through the world of jump racing.


  Etta Bancroft – sweet, kind, still beautiful – adores racing and harbours a crush on one of its stars, the handsome, high-handed owner-trainer Rupert Campbell-Black. When her bullying husband dies, Etta’s selfish, ambitious children drag her from her lovely Dorset home to live in a hideous modern bungalow in the Cotswold village of Willowwood.


  Etta’s life changes when, in the snow in nearby woods, she finds a horribly mutilated filly, which she names Mrs Wilkinson and nurses back to health. The filly charms everyone in the village, then tests reveal her to be a spectacularly well-bred racehorse. After a nail-biting court case, she is awarded to Etta, thus ensuring the lasting and vengeful enmity of her former trainer and owner. A village syndicate is formed to put the filly into training, consisting of a riotous mix of local characters, who set off to the races in a minibus clanking with bottles. Ridden by Rupert’s delectable god-daughter, Amber, Mrs Wilkinson captivates vast crowds as she progresses from point-to-point to major races and brings fame and fortune to the syndicate, until, at last, she is entered in the Grand National.


  Can she be the first mare in over fifty years, and Amber the first woman ever, to win this mighty race?


  In Jump! you will meet rich, capricious owners, obsessive trainers, gallant stable lads and lasses and tough, brave jockeys; you will fall in love with the horses, and above all with Mrs Wilkinson herself – hilarious, heroic and gutsy, she will gallop into your heart forever.


  JUMP!


  JILLY COOPER
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  CAST OF CHARACTERS


  
    
      	
        WOODY ADAMS

      

      	
        A delectable Willowwood tree surgeon.

      
    


    
      	
        EDWARD ALDERTON

      

      	
        Rupert Campbell-Black’s nineteen-year-old American grandson, a gilded brat and former flat jockey who’s spending a year at his grandfather’s yard in England to try his luck at National Hunt racing.

      
    


    
      	
        PARIS ALVASTON

      

      	
        Dora Belvedon’s boyfriend and ice-cool Adonis, now in Upper Sixth at Bagley Hall and dickering between Cambridge and RADA.

      
    


    
      	
        ANGEL

      

      	
        The youngest stable lass at Marius Oakridge’s yard, Throstledown.

      
    


    
      	
        ARIELLA

      

      	
        The new young mistress of Bluebell Hill.

      
    


    
      	
        CHRISTOPHER AND CHRISTINE ASHBY

      

      	
        Known as Chris and Chrissie. Landlord and lady of the Fox, Willowwood’s pub.

      
    


    
      	
        SETH BAINTON

      

      	
        Drop-dead gorgeous actor, known as Mr Bulging Crotchester, who with his considerably older and more famous mistress, actress Corinna Waters, lives part of the year in Willowwood in a house inappropriately called the Old Rectory. Seth and Corinna have an open partnership.

      
    


    
      	
        SAMPSON BANCROFT

      

      	
        A hugely successful field marshal of industry specializing in property and engineering. A charismatic shit, whose failing health in no way diminishes his ability to bully and control.

      
    


    
      	
        ETTA BANCROFT

      

      	
        Sampson’s delightful but dreadfully downtrodden wife.

      
    


    
      	
        MARTIN BANCROFT

      

      	
        Sampson and Etta’s self-regarding son, who gives up the City in favour of fundraising with a celebrity-tapping bias. Has houses in Chiswick and Willowwood.

      
    


    
      	
        ROMY BANCROFT

      

      	
        Martin’s even smugger wife, who makes a fetish about being a stay- at-home mum. Despite enchanting looks, an egomaniac.

      
    


    
      	
        DRUMMOND BANCROFT

      

      	
        Martin and Romy’s fiendish five-year-old son.

      
    


    
      	
        POPPY BANCROFT

      

      	
        Martin and Romy’s four-year-old applause junkie.

      
    


    
      	
        CARRIE BANCROFT

      

      	
        Martin’s sister. Workaholic – hugely successful in the City, a failure as a wife and mother. Prefers to be known by her maiden name but in reality is Mrs Alan Macbeth. Houses in Knightsbridge and Willowwood.

      
    


    
      	
        BERTIE AND RUBY BARACLOUGH

      

      	
        Bedding billionaire and his jolly wife. A devoted couple and very new racehorse owners.

      
    


    
      	
        DORA BELVEDON

      

      	
        Fifteen-year-old smart cookie. Besotted with horses, dogs and Paris Alvaston. Has a somewhat dubious ability to flog stories to the national press, redeemed by an extremely kind heart.

      
    


    
      	
        LESTER BOLTON

      

      	
        As short in inches as he is on charm. Internet tycoon specializing in porn. Has recently acquired romantic Primrose Cottage in Willowwood.

      
    


    
      	
        CINDY BOLTON

      

      	
        Lester’s child bride, an extremely successful porn star.

      
    


    
      	
        BRUNHILDA

      

      	
        An Animal Rights activist. JOHNNIE BRUTUS A narcissistic Irish jockey.

      
    


    
      	
        RUPERT CAMPBELL-BLACK

      

      	
        Owner/trainer who bestrides the racing world like a colossus. Despite being in his mid-fifties, still Mecca for most women.

      
    


    
      	
        TAGGIE CAMPBELL-BLACK

      

      	
        His enchanting second wife, an angel.

      
    


    
      	
        XAVIER CAMPBELL-BLACK

      

      	
        Rupert and Taggie’s adopted Colombian son – a point-to-point rider.

      
    


    
      	
        BIANCA CAMPBELL-BLACK

      

      	
        Rupert and Taggie’s ravishing adopted Colombian daughter, best friend of Dora Belvedon.

      
    


    
      	
        ABERDARE ‘DARE’ CATSWOOD

      

      	
        A complacent, handsome amateur jockey with a very rich father.

      
    


    
      	
        JAMIE CATSWOOD

      

      	
        Dare’s brother, later pupil assistant to Harvey-Holden.

      
    


    
      	
        BLUEY CHARTERIS

      

      	
        Rupert Campbell-Black’s retained jockey, about to retire – every jockey in the land wants his job.

      
    


    
      	
        COLLIE

      

      	
        Marius Oakridge’s long-suffering head lad.

      
    


    
      	
        LADY CROWE (NANCY)

      

      	
        Martinet, MFH (Master of Fox Hounds) and Marius Oakridge’s most loyal owner.

      
    


    
      	
        MAJOR NORMAN CUNLIFFE

      

      	
        Retired bank manager who has wormed his way on to every committee in Willowwood. Closet letch, despite respectable exterior.

      
    


    
      	
        DEBBIE CUNLIFFE

      

      	
        The Major’s wife. A bossyboots and madly competitive gardener. Known as Direct Debbie because of her appalling lack of tact.

      
    


    
      	
        JOEY EAST

      

      	
        A wonderful builder and jack of all trades. Part of the Terrible Trio syndicate with Woody and Jase, Joey has just landed a plum job masterminding the complete gutting and rebuilding of Valent Edwards’s house, Badger’s Court.

      
    


    
      	
        MARY EAST

      

      	
        Known as Mop Idol, Joey’s very comely wife who cleans for the Travis-Locks and Seth and Corinna when they’re down in Willowwood.

      
    


    
      	
        VALENT EDWARDS

      

      	
        Brusque but intensely charismatic widower and a man of the people in his middle sixties. Ex-Premier League goalkeeper remembered for his legendary save in Cup Final. Leaving football, his hawk-like goalkeeper’s eyes have found gaps in every market, making him a major player on the world stage. Valent has caused huge excitement in Willowwood, buying the big house, Badger’s Court.

      
    


    
      	
        TILDA FLOOD

      

      	
        The village schoolmistress – excellent and loving primary teacher, whose pretty face is ruined by very buck teeth. Gagging for marriage and a family, Tilda has developed a passion for Shagger Simmons, Willowwood’s beast of a bachelor.

      
    


    
      	
        NIALL FORBES

      

      	
        Vicar of St James’s, Willowwood. In despair over his dwindling congregation and as yet undisclosed fondness for his own sex. Niall is drinking rather too much of his parishioners’ sherry.

      
    


    
      	
        DENNY FORRESTER

      

      	
        Harvey-Holden’s embattled head lad.

      
    


    
      	
        MARTI GLUCKSTEIN

      

      	
        Rupert Campbell-Black’s red-hot lawyer.

      
    


    
      	
        CRAIG GREEN

      

      	
        The village leftie – Green by name and Green by nature.

      
    


    
      	
        RALPH HARVEY-HOLDEN

      

      	
        A controversial, networking trainer, whose Ravenscroft yard lies to the north of Willowwood.

      
    


    
      	
        LYSANDER HAWKLEY

      

      	
        Rupert Campbell-Black’s assistant, brilliant at bringing on horses.

      
    


    
      	
        HINTON

      

      	
        Etta Bancroft’s gardener at Bluebell Hill.

      
    


    
      	
        JOSH

      

      	
        Handsome stable lad working for Marius Oakridge.

      
    


    
      	
        RAFIQ KHAN

      

      	
        A magnificently moody Pakistani with matchless looks and militant tendencies. After a stint in prison for suspected terrorism, where he learns to love and look after racehorses, Rafiq is trying to make it as a jockey.

      
    


    
      	
        BILLY LLOYD-FOXE

      

      	
        Ex-Olympic showjumper and much loved BBC sports correspondent.

      
    


    
      	
        JANEY LLOYD-FOXE

      

      	
        Billy’s wife, a totally unprincipled journalist.

      
    


    
      	
        AMBER LLOYD-FOXE

      

      	
        Billy and Janey’s ravishing daughter. A cool beauty determined to make it in National Hunt racing, where she is encountering bias against women jockeys.

      
    


    
      	
        ALAN MACBETH

      

      	
        Carrie Bancroft’s husband. His talent as a writer is somewhat dissipated by a thirst for alcohol, only equalled by a taste for winners. Alan’s unsung skills as a househusband, on the other hand, have contributed hugely to Carrie’s success.

      
    


    
      	
        TRIXIE MACBETH

      

      	
        Carrie Bancroft and Alan Macbeth’s long-legged teenage daughter, disastrously lacking in parental attention and totally aware of her overwhelming sex appeal.

      
    


    
      	
        OLD MRS MALMESBURY

      

      	
        Willowwood biddy who saves badgers and habitually gets the wrong end of the stick.

      
    


    
      	
        MICHAEL MEAGAN

      

      	
        One of Rupert Campbell-Black’s stable lads.

      
    


    
      	
        MICHELLE

      

      	
        A seductive, scheming stable lass at Marius Oakridge’s yard.

      
    


    
      	
        SILAS ‘SHADE’ MURCHIESON

      

      	
        Sexy but shady arms dealer and owner with more than twenty horses in training and definitely something of the night about him.

      
    


    
      	
        NUALA

      

      	
        An Animal Rights heroine.

      
    


    
      	
        ‘KILLER’ O’KAGAN

      

      	
        King of the Irish jockeys, who rules the weighing room, goes brutally to work on horses with great success and has no scruples whatsoever.

      
    


    
      	
        MARIUS OAKRIDGE

      

      	
        An obsessive, brilliant trainer, who bonds with horses but woefully lacks the small talk necessary to charm owners. Marius’s yard, Throstledown, is to the south of Willowwood.

      
    


    
      	
        OLIVIA OAKRIDGE

      

      	
        Marius’s wife and, to many, the only good thing about Marius. Olivia’s charm makes up for her husband’s lack of diplomacy as she works her backside off cherishing horses, stable jockeys and owners.

      
    


    
      	
        INDIA OAKRIDGE

      

      	
        Marius and Olivia’s five-year-old daughter.

      
    


    
      	
        BLANCHE OSBORNE

      

      	
        Sampson Bancroft’s maîtresse-en-titre.

      
    


    
      	
        BASIL OSBORNE

      

      	
        Blanche’s complaisant husband.

      
    


    
      	
        JOYCE PAINSWICK

      

      	
        Formerly Hengist Brett-Taylor’s dragon of a secretary at Bagley Hall, retired to a cottage in Willowwood and missing school life dreadfully.

      
    


    
      	
        JASON (JASE) PERRY

      

      	
        A farrier who mostly shoes race-horses, consequently best gossip and worst tipster in the world. Partner of Woody Adams and Joey East in a racing syndicate entitled the Terrible Trio, which has a good deal more fun than success.

      
    


    
      	
        HAROLD POCOCK

      

      	
        Willowwood widower and gardener to Ione Travis-Lock. Runs the allotments, which mean a lot to him, and as Tower Captain rules the St James’s bellringers.

      
    


    
      	
        CHARLIE RADCLIFFE

      

      	
        Long-suffering vet.

      
    


    
      	
        BONNY RICHARDS

      

      	
        Valent Edwards’s trophy mistress – a stunning, hugely fancied actress determined to be taken seriously, paranoid about media interest in her sex life and gold-digging ability.

      
    


    
      	
        ROGUE ROGERS

      

      	
        Prince Charming of the Irish jockeys, who battles with Killer O’Kagan for weighing-room rule. Awesome rider of horses and women, Rogue is forgiven his bad behaviour because the racing world needs stars.

      
    


    
      	
        TOMMY RUDDOCK

      

      	
        Marius Oakridge’s sweet-natured stable lass, no beauty – therefore adored more by the horses than the opposite sex.

      
    


    
      	
        RUTHIE

      

      	
        Etta Bancroft’s cleaner at Bluebell Hill.

      
    


    
      	
        ‘SHAGGER’ SIMMONS

      

      	
        A City Slacker – but shrewd financially. A bachelor bruiser, he owns a weekend cottage in Willowwood. Has an on-off relationship with Tilda Flood, who longs for a ring but is more often left looking after Shagger’s holiday lets.

      
    


    
      	
        CECIL STROUD

      

      	
        A red-hot QC.

      
    


    
      	
        BRIAN TENBY

      

      	
        Sampson Bancroft’s lawyer.

      
    


    
      	
        ALBAN TRAVIS-LOCK

      

      	
        Charming, self-deprecating, newly retired British ambassador who has mostly served in Arab countries. Desperately missing embassy life and spending rather too much time in the Fox with Alan Macbeth.

      
    


    
      	
        IONE TRAVIS-LOCK

      

      	
        Alban’s formidable wife – with her sister the last living descendants of Sir Francis Framlingham, whose twelfth-century stone effigy lies in St James’s church, Willowwood. After forty years as an ambassador’s wife, Ione, a serious gardener, has returned to Willowwood Hall to reclaim her rights as lady of the manor.

      
    


    
      	
        TRESA

      

      	
        A seductive blonde stable lass working for Marius Oakridge.

      
    


    
      	
        VAKIL

      

      	
        A sinister Pakistani stable lad working for Ralph Harvey-Holden.

      
    


    
      	
        JIMMY WADE

      

      	
        Former stable lad at Ravenscroft, in prison with Rafiq Khan.

      
    


    
      	
        CORINNA WATERS

      

      	
        A very famous and still beautiful actress in her late fifties who lives with Seth Bainton. Corinna and Seth have an open partnership.

      
    


    
      	
        TOBY AND PHOEBE WEATHERALL

      

      	
        Newishly weds with a house in Fulham, who weekend in Wild Rose Cottage in Willowwood. Phoebe, very pretty, works in an art gallery. Toby, rather pink, white and chinless, works nervously for Carrie Bancroft in the City, but is a nephew of Ione Travis-Lock, which means they are asked everywhere. Toby is a great friend of Shagger Simmons, who both he and Phoebe think is a hoot.

      
    


    
      	
        JUDGE STANFORD WILKES

      

      	
        A wise, not-so-young judge.

      
    

  


  


  THE ANIMALS


  
    
      	
        ARAMINTA

      

      	
        Alban Travis-Lock’s black Labrador, missing embassy life even more than her master.

      
    


    
      	
        BAFFORD PLAYBOY

      

      	
        Shade Murchieson’s awesome bay gelding, trained by Ralph Harvey-Holden. A bully.

      
    


    
      	
        BULLYDOZER

      

      	
        A huge, sweet Irish gelding belonging to Shade Murchieson.

      
    


    
      	
        BARTLETT

      

      	
        Etta Bancroft’s Golden Retriever.

      
    


    
      	
        CADBURY

      

      	
        Dora Belvedon’s chocolate Labrador.

      
    


    
      	
        CHISOLM

      

      	
        A rescued goat – companion to Mrs Wilkinson.

      
    


    
      	
        COUNT ROMEO

      

      	
        A very lazy equine narcissist devoted to Mrs Wilkinson.

      
    


    
      	
        GWENNY

      

      	
        Harold Pocock’s black cat, who moves house mid-story.

      
    


    
      	
        DILYS

      

      	
        A sheep, companion to Furious.

      
    


    
      	
        FAMILY DOG (DOGGIE)

      

      	
        A short-legged sweet-faced hurdler, owned by the Terrible Trio syndicate.

      
    


    
      	
        FURIOUS

      

      	
        A delinquent rescued racehorse, destined for a career move into polo or eventing, but returning instead to National Hunt racing.

      
    


    
      	
        HORACE

      

      	
        A Shetland with attitude.

      
    


    
      	
        ILKLEY HALL

      

      	
        Shade Murchieson’s equally awesome black gelding, trained by Marius Oakridge.

      
    


    
      	
        JUDY’S PET

      

      	
        A horse.

      
    


    
      	
        OXFORD

      

      	
        A foxhound.

      
    


    
      	
        STOP PRESTON, OH MY GOODNESS AND HISTORY PAINTING

      

      	
        All horses trained by Marius Oakridge.

      
    


    
      	
        LOVE RAT

      

      	
        Rupert Campbell-Black’s most successful stallion.

      
    


    
      	
        LUSTY

      

      	
        Love Rat’s son, Rupert Campbell-Black’s most successful liver chestnut National Hunt gelding.

      
    


    
      	
        MISTLETOE

      

      	
        Marius Oakridge’s lurcher.

      
    


    
      	
        NOT FOR CROWE

      

      	
        Incurably greedy tailless wonder, owned by the Terrible Trio syndicate.

      
    


    
      	
        PRICELESS

      

      	
        Seth Bainton’s beautiful black greyhound.

      
    


    
      	
        SIR CUTHBERT

      

      	
        A doughty dapple-grey warrior. Trained by Marius Oakridge. Owned by Nancy Crowe.

      
    


    
      	
        MRS WILKINSON

      

      	
        The Village Horse.
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  Bullies and dictators are everywhere, not just imposing their stranglehold on vast companies and entire continents but also creating reigns of terror within small businesses and even marriages.


  Sampson Bancroft was both a Hitler at work, where he kept 50,000 employees worldwide on the jump, but also at home where he imprisoned, albeit in a beautiful Dorset house called Bluebell Hill, Etta, his sweet wife of forty-five years.


  Sampson Bancroft had been so phenomenally successful in both property and engineering that legends were woven around him.


  On one occasion, having reached a deadlock while trying to sell a thousand Bancroft engines to the Chinese, he had stunned the meeting by suddenly announcing:


  ‘If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen, I have to go and fuck my secretary.’


  Although this was interpreted to bemused Chinese officials as a family crisis, by the time Sampson returned forty minutes later the world’s markets had shifted dramatically, a foreign power had threatened China and the deal was closed. No one was sure what Sampson had been up to but ‘having a Bancroft’ became City terminology for a quick shag.


  Sampson’s courtship of his wife Etta in the early sixties, known as A la recherche du temps perdu, had also gone into folklore. Sampson, then in his twenties, was already running his own company, Bancroft Engineering, when on the way out to lunch he had spotted Etta, the latest temp, tearing out her lustrous curls in the typing pool.


  Learning on his return that she had just been fired for hopeless incompetence by the personnel lady, Sampson fired the personnel lady.


  Arriving home to her parents’ house in Thames Ditton, a tearful Etta, terrified of confessing she’d been sacked yet again, found Sampson’s dark green XK120 parked outside. Such was the brutal splendour of his blond looks and the force of his personality that he and Etta were engaged in a month, to the delight of her elderly parents, who were relieved that their dreamy, unworldly daughter would be so well provided for.


  But even during their courtship, Sampson always put Etta down, and frequently quoted W. H. Davies’s ‘Sweet Stay-at-Home’:


  I love thee for a heart that’s kind,

  Not for the knowledge in thy mind.


  It was Etta’s kind heart, ironically, that had most infuriated Sampson over the years. She would slip his money to charities or friends or visiting workmen, and listen endlessly to girlfriends’ problems on the telephone: ‘Oh, you poor, poor thing, how awful.’


  Sampson also resented Etta’s passion for animals. As an only child, she had been particularly close to the family fox terriers and to Snowy, the grey Welsh pony, which her parents had scrimped and saved to buy her and whose photograph still adorned her dressing table. Sampson, who gambled thousands daily on the stock market, hit the roof whenever he caught her putting a tenner on a big race.


  He was even angrier when he discovered that Roddy Smithson, the local riding master in Dorset, knowing Etta loved greys and hoping she would visit his stables more frequently, had offered her free access to a lovely dapple-grey mare. Sampson promptly forbade any further contact. He also removed his considerable custom from the local garage, on learning that the manager was servicing Etta’s Golf for nothing.


  Sampson loathed men who effortlessly attracted women, particularly when, like himself, they were tall, blond, rich and arrogant. Etta’s pin-up, the owner-trainer Rupert Campbell-Black, whom she’d hero-worshipped since his showjumping days in the seventies, was therefore anathema.


  Sampson resented his wife for being so lovable. For a start Etta was so pretty, her complexion delicate as apple blossom, her soft curls the glowing light brown of woods before the leaves break through in springtime, and her eyes, the dark blue of clouds ushering in an April shower, were never far from tears or laughter. She also had a lovely curvy figure (which Sampson had kept in check by weighing her once a week), slender ankles and the natural grace of a dancer.


  But it was not just Etta’s prettiness. When Sampson wasn’t around, her natural high spirits and cheerfulness broke in.


  She had such a loving smile, indicating she was really pleased to see you, such an infectious laugh, such a gentle voice, interrupted by squeaks of excitement, such a sweet, confiding way of tucking her arm through yours and asking after your wife or your sick grandchild or how your exams had gone, as if she really minded.


  The words ‘that bastard Bancroft’ were never far from the lips of those familiar with the set-up. It was common knowledge in Dorset that Sampson not only bullied Etta insensible but kept her very short.


  Why hadn’t she left him? For the same reason that birds often don’t escape when the cage door is left open: she had lost the ability to fly. Then she couldn’t leave because disaster struck.


  Except for the rare sporting injury, Sampson had never been ill. His superhuman energy had enabled him to work all day and make love all night. Then, during a long winter in the early 2000s, his secretary noticed Sampson nodding off in the afternoon and even during crucial meetings.


  In May, the firm’s annual cricket match took place, traditionally held on Sampson’s birthday to provide yet another showcase for his prowess. Even into his seventies he had taken wickets and knocked up the odd forty runs. This year he was bowled first ball and dropped two easy catches.


  At the dinner afterwards, Sampson, who never forgot a face, blanked half the distinguished guests, and his normally rabble-rousing speech to the faithful was slurred and rambling.


  Leaving the hotel, he had tripped and hit his head on a pillar and ended up in hospital. Here blood tests revealed Howitt’s – a dreaded, degenerative heart disease.


  An outraged Sampson turned to the internet. Finding a prognosis not only of blindness and the collapse of organs and muscles but also of searing pain and probable dementia, he rolled up at a board meeting next day and once again collapsed. As his resignation became official, shares in Bancroft Engineering went into temporary free fall.


  Back at Bluebell Hill, where he was confined to bed or a wheelchair, Sampson could no longer terrorize Etta by appearing massive-shouldered and six foot three in doorways, his eyes as cold as a lake at twilight.


  Instead he bellowed from all over the house but, except for the occasional very pretty carer allowed in to read or sit with him, he refused to let anyone but Etta look after him.


  ‘I can understand that,’ cooed an admiring district nurse. ‘Mr Bancroft is too proud a man to let a strange woman see him naked.’


  That had never been Sampson’s problem, thought Etta wryly, remembering the serial mistresses he had kept throughout his marriage. But ever kind-hearted, aware that Sampson could no longer walk, was in dreadful pain, felt mocked by the books in his library that he could no longer read, and was finding even children’s crosswords increasingly difficult as his mind and his grasp on reality slid away, Etta felt desperately sorry for him.


  Nor did their two children provide much solace. More than forty years ago Etta had nearly died giving birth to two hulking twins, Martin and Carrie, neither of whom she had managed to breastfeed. They seemed to have inherited Sampson’s contempt for their mother. Whenever she had tried to cuddle them they had gone rigid and wriggled out of her arms.


  Not that they got on any better with each other, perhaps because when they were children Sampson, with stopwatch poised, had set them constantly at odds, not just on tennis court or sports track or in icy swimming pool but in endless history, geography and general knowledge tests.


  As a result both twins were indelibly competitive. Dark, handsome, square-jawed Martin and heavy-faced Carrie, who was even more successful in the City than her brother, gazed belligerently out of silver frames on Sampson’s desk.


  Neither child had been assiduous in visiting their stricken father, who admittedly wasn’t keen on his grandchildren and roared with rage when they switched television channels or rampaged across his painful feet.


  When five-year-old Drummond managed to bugger both the stairlift and Sampson’s reclining chair on the same morning, his father Martin had threatened to smack him. Whereupon Sampson, to the rapture of Martin’s wife Romy, had growled that nothing could be achieved by smacking children – then spoilt it all by saying the only answer was to shoot them.


  Since then, while claiming ‘Dad was such a joker’, both Martin and Carrie had found it hard to tear themselves away from their brilliant careers. To assuage their consciences, however, they encouraged others to descend on Bluebell Hill:


  ‘Dad’s so desperate for intellectual stimulus and cheering up and Mother’s got nothing to do.’


  This led to Etta further exhausting herself cooking and putting up for the night Sampson’s friends, or his ex-mistresses and their husbands. Street angel, house devil. Sampson managed to be polite, even genial, to them while remaining foul to Etta. Tiredness from continually disturbed nights made her absentminded, groping for names or why she’d come into a room, which irritated Sampson more than ever.


  Early on in their marriage they had been nicknamed Sampson and Delicious because Etta had been so engaging. Even now Sampson’s visiting ex-colleagues and friends, many of whom he had cuckolded, squeezed her waist. Like Penelope’s suitors, they appreciated what a rich and charming prospect she would be, if anything happened to Sampson.


  ‘We know it’s just as tough for the carer,’ they whispered as they thrust ribboned boxes of Belgian chocolates into her hands.


  ‘So nice to see you relaxing, Etta,’ said their wives tartly. ‘London’s so tiring.’


  Etta’s solace throughout her marriage, when Sampson had spent so much time away, had been her girlfriends. Now home all day, Sampson grew increasingly jealous, loathing it when they dropped in or chatted to Etta on the telephone. As she had felt compelled to refuse their invitations, they had drifted away.


  Etta’s refuge was her exquisite garden, created over thirty-five years, in which her sense of design and colour had had the chance to blossom. She’d been working on a flame-red rose to be called Sampson when he’d fallen ill. In her greenhouse, she grafted plant on to plant, creating ravishing new species.


  Her other comfort, apart from her bird table and reading poetry and novels, was Bartlett, her ancient Golden Retriever, who she took on increasingly slow walks round the countryside, wondering who would go first, Bartlett or Sampson. Was there life after Sampson? she was bitterly ashamed of wondering. A patient could live with Howitt’s, although it would increase its hideous grip, for twenty years.
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