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For the Jams and their Jar.

Written with enormous affection and gratitude to the members and supporters of the Ledbury Hunt and all the stories they told me about each other that were too hot to print.






1

 April

MONDAY 1 APRIL
 EARLS COURT, LONDON

My sister Bee has always been a practical joker. When we were children, April Fool's Day never passed without her leaving an effigy of my favourite pet lying stricken in the lane that ran in front of our house, or scratching 'Bee is a Pig' deep into the mahogany sideboard in the hall and then sticking around to watch when my mother, her purple flogging espadrille already in her hand, came to collar me for it. But a decade has passed since then. Woodworm has done for the sideboard, and now that she no longer has the time nor the handicraft skills to knock up a convincing tabby cat carcass, the best Bee could manage this year was to ring up and pretend that her boyfriend had given her the elbow instead.

I returned from scavenging for cut-price Easter eggs at the petrol station at the end of our street to find an Oscar-winningly bleak message from her on the answering machine. Snivelling from a fug of tear-soaked paper hankies in a voice faltering with hurt and
 exhausted rage, she told me it was all over between her and Daniel. He didn't love her. Maybe he had never loved her. Would anyone ever really love her again?

As jokes go it was pretty lame, mainly because it would never happen. Annabel Vivienne Watson, blonde, twenty-three years, 34-22-32 inches, is not the type of girl to get dumped. Ever since she was old enough to understand the rules of kiss-chase she's been besieged by men frantically reciting their best comic material at her in the hope that she'll stay still and in view for just a little while longer. These boys have a point. Bee's charms don't stop at her face and figure. She's extremely good company and blessed with an almost French capacity for pouty sulking. Even her own sisters, usually relegated to crowd control roles when she attends parties, have occasionally been struck by how beautiful she looks when she's angry.

Like I said before, the whole point of Bee is that she's never going to get ditched.

WEDNESDAY 3 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

Or is she . . .

She's certainly behaving very oddly. Today she took her first ever sickie from the head-hunting firm for whom she works with ruthless efficiency. I know this because she tipped up at our basement flat, a venue she usually avoids on health and safety grounds, soon after breakfast. This time she came in and went to lie face down on my flatmate Christy's bed.

Christy and I immediately abandoned the grubby corner of
 the sitting room where we languish in front of our laptops reading the newspapers so slowly that we never get any of our own writing done, and beetled through to hear the details. But alas, Bee refused to be squeezed for juice or even to turn over.

It appears she may have actually walked here. Only a five-minute stroll through the canoodling rent boys of the Brompton Cemetery separates this flat from Bee's, but her decision not to take a taxi even for a piddling distance like that shows she really isn't herself at all.

She seems to be in a bad way – something a tiny, horrible, sisterly part of me can't help feeling slightly cheered by.

THURSDAY 4 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

She's sunny side up today but still not speaking. Conversely we've had much chatter from the couple of dozen boys who rang to check if she was okay about the break-up and feeling up to letting them buy her dinner yet.

I made an executive decision not to relay this rash of condolences. Bee needs her rest, and after a lifetime of watching her glide along in a golden shimmer of male admiration that has always been tantalisingly out of my older, uglier grasp, I find I need to prolong the tonic of seeing her lovely face swollen from crying for as long as I can.

Christy and I have been admirably quick off the mark with the unsolicited advice though. As a veteran of Manhattan, the most inhospitable dating climate on earth and a place where rejection
 is analysed with scientific rigour, I told Bee that she had simply fallen victim to a recognised seasonal phenomenon. The theory goes that all over the world men made dizzy by the first days of spring sunshine offload their girlfriends in the hope of acquiring a better model for the bikini season. Yet as summer passes and the warm weather wanes, their feelings of regret increase. By September Daniel would be apologetic; by Harvest Festival he'd be begging for reinstatement.

Christy told Bee that what she needed was a few glasses of Campari and then maybe some wine.

Bee told us to please draw the curtains and go away.

FRIDAY 5 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

I spent most of the afternoon in a spa being rubbed with mushed-up ginger in the hope that my skin will be so tingly and fired up with pheromones that Rob, a gorgeous young management consultant and one of Bee's most persistent callers, won't be able to keep his hands off it at dinner tonight.

Unfortunately this meant I left for the restaurant smelling like an undercooked biscuit, but all went well over dinner. According to Rob, Bee has 'gone to the mattresses' – a classic mafia crisis tactic. Ideally one should get one's men and their mattresses round to a deserted warehouse and then spend a few days lying around on said mattresses arguing about the Sicilian way to make a rigatoni sauce until someone with a name like Clemenza gets word that it's time to make a hit on the rest of the Five Families. When she'd stewed long enough on her mattress Bee would be ready to take revenge.

It soon emerged that Rob for one wanted a ringside seat when she did. As we sat close in a taxi on the way home he leaned in towards me so tantalisingly slowly we could have been in a movie. But the big screen kiss never came. When I opened my eyes to find out what was causing the hold-up he whipped out his Palm Pilot and asked me for the best address to send her flowers to.

SUNDAY 7 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

Morale's still low but she's recovered enough to be calling out for magazines. All I could find was an ancient copy of Vogue and the latest issue of Horse & Hound, purchased yesterday in the vain hope it might have had hot Grand National tips. To commemorate the Queen Mother's death, this week's cover bears an archive photograph of her cowering beside and partially obscured by an elated-looking racehorse.

MONDAY 8 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

Bee is up, dressed, and demanding to buy a horse. I fear this is retail therapy of the most dangerous sort.

Due to a lack of transport from our neck of the Brecon Beacons to amusements like the Pontypool roller-disco and Cwmbran hydraslides we spent most of our childhoods messing around with ponies. But, fearful of developing the bristly chin, spreading bottom and braying bossiness that my father warned was the eventual fate
 of all horsey women, I made my exit to London aged eighteen. I still have a nagging fear, fed by the kindlier of my male friends, that I did not get out soon enough.

Thanks to a tendency to fall off so strong that the St John's Ambulance first-aid team used to go to battle stations whenever she rode into the ring at local gymkhanas, Bee was even quicker to convert her interest in horses from life in the saddle to life on the sofa with a Dick Francis and a packet of chocolate biscuits.

While our four younger siblings joined the Pony Club (one of them was actually presented with a horsemanship trophy by a lady called Mrs Trot), she and I set about transforming ourselves into glossy urban creatures. I was posted to New York to work as the Evening Standard's correspondent there and prided myself on coming home for Christmas kitted out in shoes designed to totter only the few metres from yellow cab to nightclub entrance and cashmere barely able to cope with the damp seeping up the walls of the sitting room, let alone helping with the mucking out. Bee burned her wellies, grew her fingernails and e-mailed me in triumph when she heard the others had started calling us the Dry Clean Onlys.

Yet today as she read aloud from the Horses for Sale section filling the back pages of Horse & Hound all the attempts I'd made at sophistication over the last decade seemed to crumble away. Suddenly I was fourteen again and fantasising about riding at the Horse of the Year Show, the equine equivalent of playing live to a packed-out Wembley Stadium; transported back to the heady days when boys were beginning to be boys but a girl's love was still reserved for her pony.

However, if the runners and riders in this week's issue are anything to go by, a lot has changed in the decade since I stopped fiddling about in the tack room. The first thing that struck me
 was the prices. While the best pony I ever had cost £600, in this week's magazine there was a little 'rosette machine' retailing at an astonishing £18,000. You can buy yourself a couple of houses for less than that in the Welsh valleys. Then there was the fact that many sellers have gone metric. I can still remember that a horse standing 17 hands high can carry a huge fat cavalry bandsman and his drum kit around a military tattoo, while an 11-hand pony is not much taller than a half-decent dog. But being informed that a steed measures 147 cm means nothing to me.

Another problem is that today's horse experts have developed jargon to rival the geeks of Silicon Valley. We could just about work out the age, colour and sex of the horses advertised but totally failed to make sense of phrases like 'Now JA, potential 148/P. Fabs, FET and 'Scope BN, Discovery, BSJA £157, 12 BD points'. Worse still, to make up for all the techno-speak about their nags' competition successes, the sellers had really reached for the syrup when choosing their names. Among the worst offenders were animals christened Broadstone Cassanova, Comberton Crème Brulée and Brookwater Titania.

Expensive, unintelligible and strewn with the bile-churningly twee, yet somehow the small ads made for absolutely compulsive reading.

TUESDAY 9 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

We have spent the day hurtling across the Midlands in a small red car and the grip of some kind of revolution.

As we drove westwards out of London along roads cleared in
 readiness for the Queen Mother's funeral cortège Bee declared that she was hell bent on going to look at a mare near Ludlow that was allegedly both 'bold and careful' but had inexplicably managed to break her rider's back. I was busy saying what a bad idea that sounded and flicking through Horse & Hound when this caught my eye:

EVENT POTENTIAL

6-year-old TB grey gelding, 16 hands 3 ins. Very talented young horse, ready to event this season. Very good XC, excellent showjumper. Lightly hunted this spring. Also 16-hand bay gelding similar.

We deduced the horse in question was a thoroughbred bachelor who excelled at cross-country (courses of big natural jumps like hedges and ditches with lots of galloping between them). But being able to understand the advert didn't alter the fact that my idea of an event had become a champagne reception celebrating the opening of a new Prada boutique, or that Bee planned to spend every season for the foreseeable future firmly within the confines of the M25.

Never mind, she reasoned as we found ourselves bouncing along the Worcestershire hedgerows to make a detour through Tewkesbury, we simply were becoming the time-wasters we noticed were occasionally mentioned with disgust in Horse & Hound when an animal was being re-advertised. People idly looked at houses and tried on shoes all the time, she pointed out, it was just that to soothe her broken heart it was going to take inspecting horses. Understood. As we pulled into a haphazard but well-kept yard surrounded by paddocks dotted with decrepit jumps we agreed
 this was just a bizarre but innocent form of window-shopping.

Hearing our engine, Barry Joyce, a horse dealer of massive charm dwarfed only by his reserves of cunning, stepped out of his farmhouse into the mild spring breeze to greet us. A brass fanfare should have heralded his entrance, for it was at this point that all hope of good sense prevailing was extinguished.

The first thing the spider said to the flies was in such a strong Irish accent lisped out past a lone, jaundiced tooth that we didn't understand it. Then he started laughing at how tall the flies were and at their silly city clothes and how slowly they drove considering he reckoned he could do Tewkesbury to Windsor in less than two hours in his wagon. Next, having expertly appraised our riding skills without us putting so much as a foot in a stirrup, he informed us that there was no way we would manage the horse he'd devoted the advert to but we could try out the 'bay gelding similar' if we liked.

I was so transfixed by Barry's appearance that most of these exchanges passed in a blur. As the result of a riding accident in which a horse actually trod on his face, followed by a pretty agricultural attempt at reconstructive surgery, his nostrils had the cavernous look of railway tunnels and were skewed in an east-southeasterly direction underneath eyebrows that had been botched into a permanent quizzical arch. The ensemble was held together by an archipelago of giant blackheads tracing where his jaws had been stitched back on in front of his ears and topped off with a thatch of hair that he had started to dye a rich chocolate-brown colour but seemed to have downed tools on halfway through.

After eyeing Bee's pinstripe suit and my sandals with scorn he invited us up to his farmhouse to see if he could find us some boots to borrow. Stepping through his back door we entered an
 equine Hall of Fame which made it clear that the obstacle had not yet been devised that was too big or too frightening for this family and their mounts. In the dusty kitchen alone there were close to a hundred photographs of assorted Joyces riding over vast jumps or holding ropes attached to ponies festooned in rosettes. In the filthy downstairs loo the bath and most of the floor space was stacked to the ceiling with tattered old board games, dusty LPs, kites, fishing rods, cookery books and motorbike magazines – a testament to the hobbies and interests sacrificed to Team Joyce's quest for horsey glory.

But there was one weak link in this equestrian powerhouse, and I found him slumped in a sagging armchair in front of the telly wearing full football kit to watch Manchester United take a penalty against some team in blue. When I told Michael Joyce, Barry's teenage son, that I was there to look at a horse he just shrugged despairingly in his seat and shoved a framed snapshot of a whippet-thin black gelding surging past a winning post out of his line of vision. Crushed, I rushed back to the loo and checked myself out thoroughly for the first signs of bristles and immense buttocks. Couldn't detect anything sinister, but it is early days.

Back in the kitchen Bee was staring at a photograph of Barry riding a bright chestnut gelding over an enormous hedge with all the intensity of an art historian examining a newly discovered Florentine fresco. I hadn't realised that the breakneck scenes in those fox-hunting prints that publicans and pensioners like to hang on their walls are still happening. But here was a sporting pastiche straight from the world of Jorrocks re-created in celluloid.

The scene captured in the photo is of rolling fields dominated by a fat, brown, unlaid hedge at least five feet high and just as wide. It seems to be raining. To one side of Barry a horse and rider
 are toppling headfirst into the yawning mesh of hawthorn. Beyond him the rest of the mud-splattered mounted followers are queuing ignominiously to walk through a gateway rather than attempt the hedge. But Barry is sitting bolt upright as his horse leaps over with room to spare. The way his feet are jutted forward and the devil-may-care tilt of his bowler hat give him the air of a redneck riding a stolen Harley Davidson. Apart from some riderless horses and a couple of crumpled bodies lying squirming in the mud, the only rider ahead of him is a rather shaken-looking huntsman in a pink coat. Okay, so it wasn't the Horse of the Year Show, but Barry looked pretty cool. No, he looked more than cool. When we arrived in his kitchen he was nothing more than a squat little middle-aged man with bandy legs who was unwittingly going to sacrifice the best part of his afternoon to taking Bee's mind off Daniel. Ten minutes later he had become our pocket-sized demigod.

After gulping down an oily brew that was presented to us as coffee but prepared on a draining board between a sack of slug pellets and the innards of a chainsaw, we went out to inspect the something similar. I liked him immediately. He was huge and he had the kind of lavish figure that the word horseflesh truly conjures up – a juicy brown backside and a well-sprung barrel of a body set on rather elegant legs. Anyone French would have been hard pressed not to start at him with a steak knife then and there.

While Bee messed about feeling his ankles in a faux-knowledgeable way I stood and faced him, dimly remembering that a kind eye is one of the most important features of a good horse. As I stared into his giant black pupils he rolled his eyes to the heavens and let out a long, bored, 'not that old chestnut' sort of sigh. There was more huffing and puffing when Sandra, Barry's
 groom, tried to lead him away from his hay net and trot him down the lane so we could see how he moved. They should have put something about a GSOH in the advert.

As Sandra tacked him up Barry started his patter in earnest. He told us how this horse was wasted on us, how his parents were famous Irish show-jumpers, how he'd jump anything, do anything, yet was so relaxed we'd need an alarm clock to wake him up. He had apparently been destined for a high-level competition yard in Kentucky, but the orthodontic-obsessed American buyers had rejected him when they discovered that he had an overbite. A victim myself of the efforts of several dentists to winch my English smile into some kind of order, I immediately warmed to an animal whose teeth had lost him his chance of a Green Card.

Barry's sales pitch was a masterly display of extreme confidence combined with a carefully ambiguous choice of words. My attempts to pursue a businesslike question-and-answer session with him never stood a chance.

'So does this horse jump hedges?' I asked as Sandra put the bay into a long-striding trot.

Ah now, ladies,' Barry began, rocking back on his heels and smiling indulgently at the preposterousness of my enquiry. A good hedge is meat and drink to him.'

'Is that a yes then, Mr Joyce?'

Ah come on, girls,' he responded, leaning in now as if he were pressing a pair of humourless teetotallers to a glass of wine at a cocktail party. 'Sure you've nothing to fret over. He's a lovely animal.'

'But would he jump a big mean hedge like the one in the photo?' I persisted. A hedge in the rain with a ditch in front of it, and barbed wire across it, and no other horses in front to encourage him?'

Back came the genial grin, accompanied this time by a small flutter of his left wrist that sought to brush away my trifling enquiry. 'Meat and drink I'm telling you, ladies,' Barry cajoled. 'Meat and drink.'

'And what about water? Does he jump water and cross streams okay?'

In trying to pass myself off as an expert I think I might have gone too far. Twitching with irritation, Barry lurched upright and declared more forcefully, 'Really now, girls! 'Twould be but food and wine to him. He'd suit the pair of you a treat. Sure he's a quality animal and he knows his job.'

I wanted to ask about the horse's competition record and how much it really had hunted, but didn't dare try Barry's patience any further. It says something for his skills as a salesman that he managed to make me feel that by questioning him any more I would be looking a gift horse in the mouth, regardless of the fact that he was a dealer trying to sell me a mount with unusually dicey teeth.

Suspecting that I had inadvertently dented Barry's honour, Bee stepped in to smooth the situation. Widening her china-blue eyes to maximum capacity and twirling a lock of blonde hair through her fingers, she cooed, 'Well he looks absolutely lovely to me, Mr Joyce. What did you say his name was again?'

At this Barry paused and fixed his gaze on some far-off point on the Malvern Hills. I readied my stomach for some moniker like Candyfloss ClipClop, but instead he coughed shiftily and admitted that despite allegedly owning the horse for over a year he wasn't sure of his name.

'Could be Northern something,' he eventually volunteered.

'Norman?' said Bee brightly. 'Like the conquerors? Ooh yes! He looks like a Norman.'

The more I saw of Norman the more I liked him. When Sandra rode him at a fence two feet high he jumped two feet and one inch. When she pointed him at a jump four feet high he jumped four feet and one inch. He never knocked any poles down, he never even rapped them with his hooves, but he certainly didn't strain himself unduly. This horse was clearly a thinker. Whether that was a good thing or not, I couldn't tell.

Bee had at least found a crash hat to fit her, but when Sandra dismounted she stepped back and became engrossed in a patch of stinging nettles, leaving me to get on Norman first. After years of not riding it was like clambering on to an oversized conker, but I soon discovered that this conker came with power-assisted steering, fuel-injected acceleration and excellent brakes. Norman's best asset was his suspension though. He glided around the rutted paddock popping over the jumps however inaccurate the instructions from his rider.

After only ten minutes aboard, the skin on the inside of my knees was rubbed raw, my right shoulder ached, I was drenched in sweat and an itchy rash was spreading across my neck. I was also spent from a peculiar kind of anxiety that I hadn't felt in years – the nervous tension of jumping a strange horse under the silent but critical eye of people who could ride it far better than me. It was definitely time for Bee to try Norman out. She looked like a doll perched on a grand piano but he was equally saintly to her. There was something so considerate about his manner I could almost imagine him clumping upstairs to bring her a cup of tea in bed each morning.

It was clear as we stood about in the mild spring afternoon, Norman nosing around our pockets for mints and blowing his warm meadow-fresh breath on the nape of my neck, that we were
 at the beginning of the relationship. In my experience with men this kind of attentive treatment wears off after a fortnight or so. But given that he would have about twenty-two hours of down time each day lounging about in a field and depend on us for food, water and shelter, I was hopeful that Norman might sustain bouts of best behaviour for years.

Seeing us both flushed with pleasure, Barry told us that by purchasing Norman we could 'live the dream'. Then he named his price for the dream: £4,500. Gulp. Not that we were actually going, to buy him or anything, but shelling out the equivalent of a round-the-world airline ticket for a horse did seem steep. Feeling that we might as well enter into the spirit of the thing I told Barry that £3,000 might be a more reasonable price tag. If he heard my suggestion he certainly didn't show it. In any case, whatever thin vestige of bargaining power we might have had disappeared when we returned to the yard and had to don smocks made out of dustbin bags in order to protect the owner of the Nissan Micra we'd borrowed for the trip, a friend with a severe allergy to animal hair and dust, from our now contaminated clothes.

We were absolute beginners at this game and Barry knew it. When we told him we were en route to see a rival mount he grinned and assured us good-naturedly that it would be a 'guaranteed suicide vehicle'. (The hex worked. Bee sat on the back-breaking mare for about a minute before it gave an exhausted sigh and toppled over sideways like a domino.) It couldn't matter less that we hadn't sought an expert or even a second opinion on Norman, the first horse either of us had ridden in years. If we let Norman go, he warned us beadily, we'd be looking for one like him for ages.

His final masterstroke was to mention, in a storyline that lost none of its power for its similarity to Black Beauty, that tomorrow
 other people were coming to look at Norman who probably wouldn't be a kind home but that he'd be forced to take the first offer he got for the asking price. The flies had not even driven out of the spider's sight before earnest discussions began about how they could find the money to 'save' Norman.

WEDNESDAY 10 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

I woke up with my legs jammed into a worrying croquet hoop configuration from yesterday's spell in the saddle and exhausted from a night of alternating dreams.

One featured me sailing effortlessly over massive hedges on Norman to gasps of admiration from watching crowds and the massed ranks of the world's media. In the other an abused and emaciated Norman had become a poster child for an RSPCA campaign against cruelty to horses.

I managed to hold out for exactly eighty-nine minutes before ringing Barry Joyce and telling him we'd take Norman at the asking price.

THURSDAY 11 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

Bee appeared at dawn brandishing the latest issue of Horse & Hound and saying she'd found us another nag. When I asked why we needed any more given that an afternoon's idle window-shopping had already committed us to £4,500 of excess horseflesh
 we had no conceivable use for, she presented The Plan For A Happier Life. It went something like this:

1. She resigns from her job. (Actually it turns out that she already did that bit last night. Excellent. So far, so insane.)

2. We move to a corner of the countryside as far away from loathsome Daniel as possible.

3. We go fox-hunting before it gets abolished.

4. I take out a hefty overdraft in order to finance stages 1, 2 and 3 of the operation until, with the help of our sexy fox-hunting outfits, one or other of us successfully seduces some inbred local squire who can pick up the tab.

5. Free of charge Bee will take on the role of glamorous accomplice, claim eighteen per cent of any profits but accept no part in any losses.

Then she left to sink the best part of £40 into a jar of Clinique's Weather Everything environmental face cream to see her through steps 2 and 3 still able to meet the job description for steps 4 and 5. Presumably she'll invoice me for it later.

I can only remember going hunting twice. What sticks in my mind most is getting up in the dark and spending about four hours tarting first my pony and then myself up to the nines. The other highlight was the meet. This involved spending a stressful half-hour outside a pub in a melee of horses and hounds trying to eat a mince pie and hold a plastic cup of sherry at the same time as stopping my overexcited pony from trampling on groups of bystanders who had gathered to admire the Olde Worlde spectacle. Soon after that something would happen that was so unpleasant that I had to go home.

When I was twelve the unpleasant thing that happened was my pony throwing itself on to the bonnet of a car with such violence that I still have a small scar where the windscreen wiper jabbed into my spine. The moment we had resumed an upright position I was told to go home. Five years later, when I had paid off the final instalment of the bill to repair the car's suspension, I felt ripe for another go. Apart from being asked for £30 before I had got anywhere near the mince pies, it was pretty much the same drill. After about an hour of trotting very fast up and down the same stretch of road while the hounds nosed about out of sight in a wood, my horse reared up on his hind legs and conducted an extravagant orchestral piece with his front feet. I was told to take him home.

But, try as I might, I couldn't write off Bee's plan altogether. Hunting did not have to be this way, and Barry Joyce had the photographic evidence to prove it. I kicked around the flat for a few hours before resorting to what hacks generally do when trying to decide if a story is a goer or not – asking the internet and, failing that, asking their mates.

Internet upbeat. Jodhpurs remain a winter staple on the Paris catwalks and, according to the Daily Telegraph's online archives, the fate of fox-hunting became a white-hot political potato last month when the government sounded its death knell by promising to use the Parliament Act to overcome opposition to an outright ban in the House of Lords and push through anti-hunting legislation before the next election.

If we do chuck in London and take up hunting, at least in the brief minutes before we are sent home, I'm hopeful that there may be more to it than having our bottoms pinched an awful lot. We could become part of history in the making. Or should that be its
 undoing? The accounts book of Edward I's Comptroller of the Royal Wardrobe for 1299 details the Crown paying sixpence a day for the services of 'twelve foxdogs with one man and two boys' who were grudgingly given thirty-four pennies each year to buy new suits as well as tuppence for the keep of their horses. But barring a surprise reprieve, next winter will be one of the last ever seasons that the 700-year-old sport is allowed to take place in the country of its birth. It has already been banned in Scotland.

Mates relentlessly downbeat. My friend Luke, a banker who now lives in Mexico City, didn't even hear out my pitch before branding The Plan 'a cliché of a bad idea'. The countryside and accounts of unspeakables and uneatables scrambling across it had, he said heavily, 'been done to death'. I certainly found that the foam-flecked parliamentary furore over whether hunting is a cruel, class-ridden abomination or the exact opposite had failed to raise the blood pressure of the average man in the street, or at least the average man in my address book.

My former colleagues in the newsroom of the Evening Standard laughed themselves sick at the idea of Bee and me moving to the country to follow hounds and sent an e-card of commiseration to the Two Thin Ladies. The couple of people I spoke to in New York couldn't really see past stage 2 of The Plan. When I said I might move to the country they asked what I was going to do for food. When I explained that the arrival of Tesco in the shires meant life there wasn't an epic Swiss Family Robinson-style struggle for survival they asked me what I was going to do for opera. My London friends told me I was deranged, then immediately asked what or whom I'd done recently to make me want to run to the sticks in shame and suggested dissecting my latest crimes in depth over a few drinks.

FRIDAY 12 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

It's the sort of really lovely spring day that's not best enjoyed morbidly hungover in a London flat, the contents of which are beginning to curdle in the heat. But I can't find a place outside where dozens of other people aren't already sunning themselves or driving past very loudly.

I've lolled in bed for much of the day buffeted by waves of nausea and an unsettling bout of introspective thinking that Manhattan coffee-shop types call an ILA (Involuntary Life Analysis). I've concluded that a major part of what's wrong with my world is that I no longer am a Manhattan coffee-shop type. By moving back to London in August I may have ingeniously given Osama bin Laden the slip but I also exchanged a life of Sex and the City for an existence of Occasional Nocturnal Scuffles in Fulham. A year ago I was living off the fat of an expense account, jetting across the States to report on everything from the Oscars to each hanging chad of the Bush/Gore election debacle. In my spare time I went on dates to Vanity Fair parties with men who had voices like Cary Grant and names like Bartle Brock III Jnr embroidered on the inside of their hand-crafted shoes.

If that sounds like a dream, it certainly feels like one now. On my return, spoilt by two years of independence in America, I ditched the office grind and joined the overcrowded tide of only quite bright, quite young things floating around the periphery of the London media world and calling themselves freelance writers. Six months on I'm living off my US tax rebate haunted by the notion that I'm gradually turning into little more than a vagrant with a laptop.

And that's not the worst of it. The main reason I came back from America was to rekindle things with the love of my life. He knows who he is but we'll call him Mr Smith. Suffice to say that on my return the fire between us was slow to ignite, rallied for a few glorious months and then blazed into an inferno of regret and recrimination leaving all concerned in a charred, miserable mess.

Bee's plan is madness but I think I could do worse than to put some clear blue sky between myself and my problems – and it might as well be the kind of sky that has a patchwork of fields beneath it rather than the polluted grey tumour of pavements and concrete that houses the bright lights I used to love so much. It would also be a relief to find a far-off place where I didn't lie awake at night fighting unclean thoughts and the urge to bung on some flame-retardant gloves, hop in a black cab and head off in search of Mr Smith.

Norman has become a talisman for a fresh start. In a single afternoon our expensive expedition to Tewkesbury has scuppered my decade-long endeavour to escape my muddy Welsh roots and pass for a genuine townie. I keep catching myself day-dreaming about making a life in the country. I suspect it's probably all pretty standard 'Somewhere over the Green Belt' stuff – picturing myself skipping about dizzy with fresh air outside a tumbledown yet extremely comfortable farmhouse, knowing the difference between a mushroom and a toadstool and brainstorming with Beatrix Potter at Neighbourhood Watch meetings, etc.

Christy, hardened by nearly five years of freelancing from the filthy clutter of occasional tables and empty sherry bottles that fill our flat beneath her great-aunt's house, takes a dim view of all this. She says my symptoms are nothing another night of heavy drinking and high jinks won't cure.

SATURDAY 13 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

Equilibrium was temporarily restored by a prolonged session on the dance floor. We arrived home at eight o'clock this morning minus my handbag and the bottom section of Christy's dress. Limping over to the scaffolding across the street, we bribed the only builders in the metropolis who persist in working on Saturdays to take a two-hour tea break while we sank into a coma zone where no drills would wake us.

But my yearning to move to the sticks wasn't quashed for long. While we were sleeping, Bee dropped by and wedged a copy of Siegfried Sassoon's Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man into our letterbox along with a detailed but incomprehensible set of sums allegedly showing why her mortgage payments prevent her from taking out a loan to bankroll The Plan herself. She had underlined in red those of Sassoon's passages that she felt best made the case for the fallback scenario of a rustic wedding should my overdraft facilities fail us before the end of the hunting season.

Well forget fallback scenario. If we run across anyone like fast-living Jack and Charlie Peppermore – described by Sassoon on pages 234 and 235 as 'desperately fine specimens of a genuine English traditional type which has become innocuous since the abolition of duelling' and who were 'reckless, insolent, unprincipled; but never dull, frequently amusing, and, when they chose, had charming manners' – all resources will be channelled into enticing them to kiss us all over at their earliest convenience.

SUNDAY 14 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

Another day, another audition. My pride has recovered sufficiently from my disastrous dinner with Bee's admirer Rob to allow her to persuade him to drive us to Oxfordshire to look at a twelve-year-old hunter described as 'a bargain for an experienced rider'. I'm still not convinced that twenty minutes of bouncing around on Norman qualifies us as experienced riders, but its £1,500 price tag made this horse required viewing.

The seller this time was a venerable egghead called Professor White. In fact, as eggheads go, the gentle, skeletally thin boffin who met us at his garden gate was something of a double-yolker. Not only was the Professor an Oxford biochemistry don, but his bald skull had a speckled shell so papery that his immense brain looked as though it would burst through the parchment of skin at the slightest tap. He told us he was flogging his bay mare, Buttons, because his wife had been run over but not killed by a passing car in Ross-on-Wye and now they were in their seventies they couldn't risk having two fallers in the household.

A glance at the horse as she barged in from her field, tail swishing crossly and hind legs jabbing out at anyone who strayed too close to her, was all one needed to sympathise with his problem. As we say in Wales, Buttons had it on her. Anyone who has escorted a noisy and overtired toddler around a supermarket will be familiar with the public torment of someone who has it on them. 'It' is a deliberate and wildly obstructive stroppiness worn very much on the sleeve. Although Buttons had hunted nearby with the smart Heythrop pack and so was probably capable of some pretty big jumps, I didn't fancy our chances. When I
 attempted to take her rug off she sank her teeth heavily into my arm, and Professor White admitted that the last person to take a second look at her had been scared enough to bring a National Hunt jockey along to ride the beast for them.

He certainly looked green with fear when the time came for him to get on her, and as he wobbled around the stable yard on the snorting mare it soon became clear that we were witnessing the mastery of horse over owner. Buttons had a long My Little Pony-style mane because she wouldn't let him neaten it up, and she was missing a couple of shoes, presumably because she didn't enjoy the attentions of the blacksmith either. Bee soon suggested we move off to the softer landing of a nearby meadow. The Professor reluctantly agreed, but warned that Buttons might play up in a more open space and adopted a petrified pose in the saddle reminiscent of the brace position recommended to airline passengers in the event of a crash landing. He managed a few hurried circuits amongst the dandelions before Bee mounted Buttons.

To fully comprehend the irritation of the next fifteen minutes it is important to take into account what everyone was wearing.

Professor White: old cords, plastic riding boots and an ancient jersey.

Bee: skin-tight designer jeans, a clinging T-shirt, trainers, lipstick and industrial-strength mascara.

Rob: a variation of binoculars, reading glasses and driving glasses depending on how far away he was stationed from Bee's stretch-denim-coated backside.

Me: a long face thanks to an outfit that Bee (clearly taking precautions for the possibility that the Professor might have been made of the kind of Peppermore material that we would
 go head to head over) had thrown into the car for me. It comprised an orange road-mender's jacket and trousers made for someone half my height and double my circumference that once I was in the saddle made me look like an ice-hockey player with bum cleavage.

Buttons went like a dream for Bee. She stopped messing about and pranced around the paddock. I'm fairly sure though that I was the only person admiring the horse rather than Bee's pert bottom moving in perfect time to its rhythm. By the time I got aboard the mare a few dozen children from the housing estate that stretched along one side of the field had come out to watch the equestrian display. They were not to be disappointed. Buttons trotted a couple of slightly bolshie figures of eight before launching into a series of bucks that had me flailing around and clutching at the reins like washing clinging to a line on a blustery day. As I struggled not to fall off, or let my trousers fall off without me, I could hear ecstatic squeals of delight from the assembled kids, the dry scratch of Professor White suppressing his giggles, and soaring over them all like the song of the first cuckoo of the season, came the jubilant crescendo of my sister laughing properly for the first time since she got dumped.

Over tea in the Whites' kitchen, surrounded by photographs of the Professor as a young oarsman standing on the riverbank with his sepia-ed friends and looking about a foot taller than his current five feet nine inches, Mrs White gave us a blow-by-blow of her accident and asked us beseechingly if we would buy Buttons. If it hadn't been for the fact that her grandchildren were among the little brutes who'd howled with laughter at my exposed buttocks during the bronco episode I would have crumbled.

Bee gave it chapter and verse all the way back up to London
 about how we should definitely buy Buttons. She takes some riding of course, but she's only £1,500 and, I suspect the real clincher this, she hates me. Thankfully Rob stalled things by offering to assess our acquisition opportunity in a strategic consultancy capacity.

MONDAY 15 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

Norman has passed his medical. Well I say passed. The vet's report made his legs sound as though they belonged to Nora Batty rather than a sprightly six-year-old. Apart from sporting assorted lumps and bumps called splints and curbs, the descriptions of which ran to several pages, he has a swollen knee and scars all over his ankles. He also has misshapen feet, a suspected sore back and his overbitten teeth are hellishly sharp.

When I rang the vet to find exactly how bad all this was, he sucked his teeth and said his fee would be £156.07. To pay for it I cancelled my latest order at Amazon.com and walked from Fulham to Soho to take a lovely Diane von Furstenberg wrap dress I'd just bought back to the shop.

WEDNESDAY 17 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

Woke with a start. It was Barry calling to ask when I would be collecting my horse. He normally charges £100 a week in livery fees for horses that stay in his yard once they've been sold, and he said getting Norman fitted with new shoes would cost £48.

My horse. The words echoed around my head. Like someone expecting a baby who realises with a thud that parenthood is as much about providing pushchairs and nappies as it is about getting gooey over children's names, I was suddenly hit by the recognition that all this horse-owning business is for real. For the first time in my life I have a dependant, one who despite his dental problems seems to eat money, and who at the rate Bee's going won't be my last. The idea that our financial futures and Norman's winter fodder supply rests on us hustling some mythical barley baron up the aisle before our cash runs out has stopped sounding adventurous and become plain silly.

Sobered by the weight of responsibility I had taken on in buying Norman I went for a long think, leaving Christy watching Rocky II on video in an effort to get herself sufficiently pumped up to brave the hordes at the Paul Smith sample sale. As she remarked when she returned home bruised from a bare-knuckle brawl over a cost-price chiffon shirt, people who claim hunting is dangerous can't ever have endured the sort of aggression that is unleashed when you grab hold of the last pair of size 10 hipsters at the same time as a rabid fellow shopper who thinks she saw them first.

One thing I do know is that there won't be any chiffon shirts or Paul Smith hipsters for me for a long stretch. The only way I can see us bankrolling The Plan is to go on an immediate economy drive, pray that with her feminine charms back at full throttle Bee will indeed nail the heir to the manor of whatever village we settle in, and in the meantime try to raise the money to keep us in straw bales and girth straps the only way I know how – by writing about it all.

THURSDAY 18 APRIL
 CATHEDINE

I set off very early for Wales to break The Plan to my mother and persuade her to come and collect Norman with me.

Best suited for a career as the highly charismatic dictatrice of a rogue South American country, Mum somehow got diverted away from her natural calling and ended up marrying a Welsh Omar Sharif lookalike and having six children. Although she tends to think of Stalin as a bit of a drip, she doesn't let the fact that her zone of terror ends at the Radnor Hills instead of the Urals get her down. Forced to pursue the finer points of Realpolitik in a Taffy backwater rather than on the international stage she deserves, she has by turns established hegemony among local wheeler-dealers in the market for English lessons, holiday cottages, second-hand school uniforms, hand-painted clocks, meadow hay, horses and even cervical smear tests. She is the strongest, warmest and most indefatigable person I know. Yet it is not the immense force of her character that is terrifying so much as the inconsistency with which it is deployed. Mum saying she liked something this morning, or last Thursday, or every week for years is no indication that she won't violently disapprove when you mention it next.

This time I got lucky. I put my success down to her being slightly unsettled by having all but one of her children at home at the same time. I am the eldest, and after Bee follow Flora, Nell and Cleo. Apart from Bee the rest of us are all around six feet tall, look very similar and to complicate things further often wear one another's clothes. At the end of this set of Russian dolls is the treasured tsarevich, the youngest child and only son, my twelve-year-old brother
 Archie. Mum is normally pretty clear about who he is but she can have problems identifying her brood of daughters.

I sensed the Easter holidays were taking their toll when, as I arrived, she heard the sound of a television on in the sitting room and broke off from kissing me hello to investigate. Next door we discovered the curtains drawn to blot out any stray shafts of daylight and the furniture dragged into three rows of cinema-like seating. In the middle of the room Cleo, thirteen, was stretched across a sofa watching The Shining over the heads of our three lurchers who were following the action from the edge of their front-row seats.

'Nell!' my mother bellowed at her. 'The only person in this house allowed to watch telly during the day is me. Turn it off and go outside and get some fresh air.'

Even before Mum started yelling the three dogs who had been watching engrossed from their separate armchairs made a bolt for the door. But the long, jeans-clad figure on a mound of sofa cushions didn't stir. From behind a mane of tangled blonde hair a bored voice said, 'I'm Cleo actually, Mum.'

When Cleo held her ground on the sofa Mum made a bid to bring the fresh air to her, and, yanking back the curtains, began to heave the sash window open. There was a terrible splintering of wood and a cloud of dust and flies billowed out from the window casing as bits of the rotten frame fell to pieces in her hands. Realising the confrontation was about to turn nuclear, Cleo slunk off the sofa and out of the front door while I ushered Mum into the kitchen to explain The Plan over a cup of tea.

Her reaction to the news that her eldest daughters were jettisoning their careers on a whim in order to take up hunting was to recommend in the event of an accident that we get ourselves killed outright.

'I don't want to have a couple of cabbages on my hands if you get bashed up,' were, I think, her exact words.

Looking around at the piles of school uniforms yet to be name-taped and the latest batch of solicitor's letters from a learner driver she had rammed on a roundabout outside Brecon muddled in with the airline tickets for a business trip to Japan, I could see there was no way she could add nursing to her already hectic existence. But this does not mean Bee and I are going to be allowed to fend for ourselves. The kettle had scarcely boiled before she was trying to flog me a horse. Norman was clearly very overpriced but naturally she had just the mount for us, who, as luck would have it, lived en route to Tewkesbury.

Clarence sounded like an underage blind date. Twelve years old and extremely handsome and athletic with excellent manners, he had been hunted at Christmas by Flora and had flown over everything in his path. Better still, his owner, a gentrified version of Clint Eastwood called Brigadier Cartwright, had slipped a disc and so was considering lending the horse out for nothing if a buyer didn't materialise soon.

Having fired me up with dreams of a free horse that behaved immaculately out hunting with a slip of a girl on his back, my mother led the way to a paddock outside Abergavenny. In it we found a thin grey gelding looking appalled to find himself inexplicably living outdoors when he was so clearly cut out for metropolitan life and a job at a glossy magazine. Clarence actually had high-heeled horseshoes on. He refused to come to the gate because the ground around it was muddy and studiously ignored his stable mates with the attitude of someone used to dividing their time between Harvey Nicks and the Met Bar who finds themselves travelling coach class to Welwyn Garden City. When we rattled
 a bucket of pony nuts his companions cheerfully galloped up hoping for a mouthful but Clarence gave an anorexic sniff and tottered off to stand under a tree, batting his white eyelashes and finding it all so crashingly provincial.

Feeling certain that I'd never want to ride an animal that was going to complain about my dress sense, I said I'd have to come back and try Clarence out properly with Bee and steered us back to the A40, the road that led to Norman. We're not out of the woods yet though; Mum has gone into a bulldozing charm mode that normally signals that the first skirmishes in a battle of wits in which she controls all the big guns are not far off.

I'd been longing to see how she made out against Barry Joyce; half hoping, half dreading that she'd give him one of her notorious horse-buying spiels – a speech which begins as a vote of thanks but ends up insinuating with maximum bonhomie that if she's being sold a dud she'll send someone muscular round to torch the place. Sadly our entrance at the Joyces', which I had imagined kicking off with my mother declaring that if her little princesses were being ripped off there'd be hell to pay, fell rather flat. Barry was in the tack room having a heated argument with someone about the ownership of a hoop of leather he called a martingale that we listened to bashfully before he came out wreathed in smiles to load Norman into the trailer.

When art and antique dealers move pricey objets around they wrap them up in as much protective padding as they can lay their hands on. Much to his chagrin I took a similar policy with Norman, bandaging foam around his legs and tail in the hope that he wouldn't get damaged in transit. I think mainly to avoid the smirks
 of the other horses in the yard he marched straight up the ramp of the trailer and just managed to squeeze his well-covered hips inside. Once installed he looked like a ship in a bottle – the sort that might try to set sail down the front ramp at any moment. Every time he shifted his weight the trailer lurched so alarmingly that we were forced to start the car, throw the largest cheque I have written in my life at Barry and drive off before the whole convoy capsized in his yard.

Nearly three hours later we uncorked Norman in Wales. It was a great moment. In order to bankroll half a dozen children with all the trimmings my parents turned the most comfortable parts of our house into an enterprise that is supposed to be a state-of-the-art international conference centre but has never entirely shaken off the overtones of Cold Comfort Farm. On the outside of the Georgian façade buttermilk-coloured paint fights a losing battle with mildew, and the house doesn't nestle against the hills so much as stand backed up against them, looking like a giant slice of malignant wedding cake already braced for the day the decree nisi officially ending the marriage is announced.

But as Norman emerged from the trailer into the dappled evening sunshine the whole scene softened. The gaggle of Italian pharmaceutical executives who had been picking their way through the molehills and dog turds on the lawn like chickens scratching for grain broke off their mobile phone conversations and followed Flora, Nell and Cleo to form a nervous guard of honour down each side of the ramp. The dogs stopped belting round the lawn after young swallows, Archie took thirty seconds off from The Simpsons and even my father looked up from whatever he was prodding at in the bottom of a trench that had been
 dug out under the dining room windows. With a regal turn of the head to his welcoming committee Norman pushed out a huge pile of dung smack outside the front door and strolled off amiably to meet my siblings' ponies.

FRIDAY 19 APRIL
 CATHEDINE

A sleepless night c/o Cleo. Just as I was dropping off in the top bunk she idly observed that in a couple of days' time I would be twenty-seven, which meant that in a mere thirteen years' time I would turn forty, while ironically she would not be forty for another twenty-seven years.

I lay floundering under that devastating piece of arithmetic until dawn when I decided to take Norman for an inaugural ride before breakfast. Alas, he is not such an early riser. I found him lying in the dewy grass with his legs tucked under him and his head curled in so neatly that from behind he looked like a Cornish pasty awaiting the oven. He was completely out for the count and snoring so deeply I couldn't even lever his face off the ground, let alone wrestle him to his feet. Maybe Barry Joyce was serious about that alarm clock.

The only bonus of getting up so early was that I was able to spend some time with my father. Brought up in a naval family, he tends to treat Cathedine as a ship rather than a house. We minor members of the crew steer her through the day, but when the last of his children go to bed in the early hours of the morning their captain takes over the graveyard watch. Today I found him in the kitchen, his moustache dripping with seriously strong coffee
 brewed to ease the effects of another long night of shuffling around the house in his dressing gown..

Exhausted by these nocturnal perambulations and his daytime duties of amusing monosyllabic foreigners with ultra-English activities like croquet and charades, by the time he retreats behind the green baize door to face his progeny Dad doesn't usually have much fight left in him. Long before reinforcements arrived in the form of my brother, he learnt to cope with being constantly outnumbered by six women by adopting a modus operandi close to that of a deaf mute. Having given up trying to make himself heard over our incessant chatter, he shows scant signs of listening to us either and gets through mealtimes by silently mulling over any niggling clues from the day's Times crossword and mentally reliving his top fifty Welsh rugby tries.

Pouring myself a cup of coffee, I went and sat down next to him.

'Good morning, Dad.'

Silence. I waited for my words to penetrate the golden commentary of Gareth Edwards passing the ball to JJ Williams. Behind my father's dark bloodshot eyes, JJ sprinted, dummied past the flanker and whipped through three other lumbering white English shirts before being brought down. Then out of the scrummage it was a Welsh ball again. Evans to Edwards . . . the Cardiff crowd are on their feet now . . . JJ . . . Edwards again . . . the five-yard line in sight ... on to JPR ... he runs . . . he's past the last defender . . . and it's a try!

Sunrise spread over Dad's face. 'Morning, honey. Very exciting news about this hunting idea.'

I was dumbfounded. My father's dislike of horses and horsey people is so intense that it is rumoured he tried to have Archie
 and Cleo's ponies included in a livestock cull when the foot-and-mouth epidemic threatened this area last year. Yet here he was, greeting the prospect of Bee and me immersing ourselves in a world of fetlocks and feed buckets that he always claimed would make all sane men allergic to us with his version of unbridled enthusiasm.

It was only when he assured me of the wisdom of our decision to move far away from Daniel and Mr Smith that I remembered I was talking to a man who lives with the dreadful prospect of paying for five weddings. While my mother is keen to offload her daughters as quickly as possible, Dad can't meet a new boyfriend without being tormented by the thought of pink and white striped marquees and champagne toasts. The way he would look at it, his two eldest daughters being administered with a strong dose of horse in the middle of nowhere was likely to secure him a few more years agreeably free of father-of-the-bride duties.

Bee arrived at teatime, just in time to join a compulsory session of Scottish dancing with the conference guests. An hour later, when we had finished spinning Alfredo and Giuseppe around the drawing room to a cassette of the eightsome reel, we went down to the meadow and had a good gush over Norm. After agreeing to a revised version of The Plan in which as glamorous sidekick she's obliged to pose on the cover of this book naked except for peek-a-boo leather chaps if that's what it takes for me to secure a publishing deal, she produced a copy of Rob's Buttons presentation.

He'd sent a covering letter urging us to 'impact all Corporate Social Responsibility spectrums' and offering to diarise a series of events that he would resource. Thanks to a Power Point decision tree strategy to analyse our SWOT (Strength, Weakness,
 Opportunities and Threat) factors everything is so much clearer. He even speculated that Mrs White's injuries might somehow not be the work of a careless Herefordshire motorist but were more than likely suffered at the hooves of her husband's vicious horse. Buttons is a liability and, while not entirely worthless, her potential re-sale margins are worryingly volatile. If we still want to buy her we should only pay danger money for her.

We got hugely overexcited at the idea of paying danger money for anything but managed to calm down and play hard to get to the Professor's call minder.

SATURDAY 20 APRIL
 CATHEDINE

It took Bee in her pointy suede kitten-heels delivering blows to his soft underbelly to rouse him but we finally got Norman upright today. We towed him up to the stables mewling for his new pony friends back at the field only to find that none of our saddles fitted him at all. It's as though we've bought a farmyard animal from the wrong set, a pig that stands taller than a combine harvester or something. Norm is Duplo when most other horses are Lego.

Anxious for some kind of horsey fix and mindful of Rob's suggestion that we formulate an Efficient Consumer Response rather than always buying the first nags we see, Bee booked us in to try Arian, a Welsh mare for sale just outside Camarthen. Arian's advert in Horse & Hound included a picture of her waiting patiently at a meet while from her saddle a huntsman who looked like the jolliest of Santa's elves delivered what seemed to be a classic anecdote to an unseen crowd of admirers. Even more encouragingly, a lady
 holding a tray of mince pies right next to Arian had not come to any visible harm. The mare was also a fantastic colour; her face and spine were a snowy white that gradually dappled with iron grey and then deepened to black at her knees.

Arriving at his farm, we discovered the jolly elf was Owain Llewellyn, master of a local farmers' pack who had been loaned Arian last winter. Owain looked as though he had accidentally dressed in the mufti of one of the other, slightly slimmer elves, but it could have been his constant giggling that put his buttons and zips under such pressure. Between chortles he explained in his wonderful singsong accent that he was Arian's biggest fan but that he wanted a horse younger than her eight years and cheaper than the £2,750 her owner was asking for her.

After a tour of his dairy cows Owain teamed up his John Wayne chaps with a flat cap and clattered off down the lane on Arian roaring with laughter. Initially I thought he was being run away with, but no, it was just that he and Arian, used to being at the front of the hunting field, liked to operate at speed. As he charged through a stream and into thick brambles still cackling at full throttle my mother muttered darkly that Arian trotted with one of her toes pointed out like a duck. In her view we'd be better off buying Starry, a new horse of hers that currently had a gash in its stomach but was coming on a treat.

By the time Bee swapped on to Arian Mum had identified a host of other hideous defects in the mare but her best effort was to screech 'Gerrrt on!' as Bee approached a tiny jump made of milk crates. Startled by the bloodcurdling howl, the horse swerved violently to the left, dodged the jump altogether and Bee very nearly fell off. When I got on, my mother changed tactics and started giving a loud critique of my riding, pleading for me to sit
 up and stop hauling at her mouth. Smaller than Norman but seemingly powered by rocket fuel, Arian bustled around the field as if she were an ambitious PR girl running late for an important presentation. With her little legs going like pistons she was tricky to steer and unwilling to stop but she had a huge wild jump and seemed full of pluck.

As I motored past trying to get to grips with a mount that trotted like a kamikaze sewing machine, I overheard Mum telling Owain that Arian deserved a decent buyer who could really do her justice. In response he let slip that Arian's owner, a mysterious woman called Hayley who we never met because she was too busy running her fridge magnet business, was desperate to sell to anybody after a fortnight in which absolutely nobody had expressed an interest in the horse at all. Hearing this, we sprinted home to consult Rob's presentation for tips on how best to SWOT jolly Owain Llewellyn.

SUNDAY 21 APRIL
 CATHEDINE

It doesn't look like it'll take much. Owain rang up as soon as he'd finished the milking at 6.25 a.m. to ask whether we'd made a decision yet. In the sleepy silence that followed he apologised for ringing so early but said Hayley would kill him if he didn't make a sale this time.

Typically Mum interpreted this keenness as conclusive proof that there's something very wrong with Arian and devoted most of my birthday breakfast to pitching Starry, her famous new horse who by this morning had developed a gross skin condition called
 Sweet Itch to go with her punctured stomach. She wound up by saying that if we wouldn't take Starry then we should really think hard about borrowing Clarence.

At the mention of Clarence, Flora, down from Newcastle University to recuperate from a term studying archaeology and nightclub interiors, began to choke so violently that she catapulted great chunks of Weetabix from her epiglottis on to everyone else's plates. As she struggled for breath, Mum pushed her cereal bowl aside and made a snap decision to go to church. We heard her departing wheels skidding on the gravel as Flora held out her hands to us.

'Look what he did to me,' she wheezed bitterly. 'It's taken four months for them to heal.'

There were long dark welts across each palm and sore, flaky places along the inside of her little fingers.

'I expect Mum told you that when I hunted Clarence he jumped everything brilliantly. Well we're talking literally everything.'

Shuddering at the memory, she elaborated, 'That bugger wouldn't stop for any money. When everyone else was standing waiting he went bonkers galloping around the place. He jumped into the back of children on little ponies if they got in his way. He even barged over a fence on to the main road. When I got home my hands were bleeding from yanking on the reins to get him to slow down. Mum just told me to brace up and remember to wear gloves next time. Like there's going to be a next time. Honestly, he's mental,' Flora concluded. 'I blame the drugs.'

Drugs? Yes, drugs. The reason Clarence wears horse-sized Jimmy Choos is that he has navicular syndrome, an incurable inflammation of the bones in his front feet, which means he goes lame unless given orthopaedic platform shoes, medicine that starts at
 around £50 a week and daily snorts of bute, a painkilling equine version of cocaine that is only available without prescription at chemists in the Republic of Ireland.

After a last coo at Norman we fled to London before my mother returned from church, her soul cleansed, to bait another trap for us. But our getaway was delayed when, at the first bend in the lane, we met Nell coming towards us on a bicycle. As she flashed past our front bumper and into a deep drainage channel, I noticed she was wearing a high-necked frilly white shirt from the dressing-up box, her hair in plaits and the impossibly pious expression of a young nun. For some time after we'd got her bike out of the gully she stayed grubbing around in there on her hands and knees, ignoring our enquiries about why she was a) up before noon and b) wearing fancy dress. When she finally emerged she was holding a battered old RNLI collecting box with the catchy new slogan of SAVE THE LIFEBOATS written across it in fluorescent magic marker. Plaits and piety somewhat askew by now, she prised the lid off the tin, counted out five pounds in small change and, pushing it across the bonnet of the car, wished me a very happy birthday. I don't even want to think about which good folk of this parish I should be thanking for her generosity.

MONDAY 22 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

An encouraging day. My agent thinks I may be in with a shout of getting some sort of book advance. I was slightly concerned when she suggested getting my life insured in readiness for a Lord
 of the Flies denouement to our rural adventure, but not so concerned that I didn't go back to the shop and re-purchase the Diane von Furstenberg dress without a word yet written or a penny yet paid.

Christy gamely came out to give the dress a spin at some new members' club that's opening in Soho, but when we got back to the flat she loaded up the dishwasher for the first time in living memory. I think all this book talk must have got her rattled. She's the first to admit that her career prospects have been stunted by her inability to play office politics or accept any kind of instruction. Her usual reaction to queries from any employer about her performance is to clear her desk and never return. Yet since my return from America she's always rebelled safe in the knowledge that her best friend was making even less progress in the world of work. It's understandable that the idea of her backstop unexpectedly making good was worrying. It's no fun being Butch if Sundance gets on the straight and narrow. Still, it's fine by me if the possibility of me getting a jammy break drives her to finally do some clearing up around here.

TUESDAY 23 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

I think Professor White may be cracking. He left a weary message admitting that he still hasn't managed to shift Buttons and wants to talk terms. About ten minutes later there was a follow-up call from Mrs White, who pleaded for us to 'come and take it away soon'.

WEDNESDAY 24 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

Bee and I had lunch to discuss some cost-cutting measures. She claimed to have done good work on this front. Not only had she persuaded Owain to let us have Arian for the knock-down price of £2,400, but last night she'd also submitted to a bout of light petting from a new admirer in order to get her dinner paid for.

'He was grim news, Mol,' she told me. 'But I notched up a glass of champagne, a foie gras starter, the rack of lamb, half a bottle of red and a chocolate soufflé all for free.'

A noble effort in the name of efficiency but I can't see how we can convert such rich pickings into the sixty-odd quid Norman has just run up at the vet's getting his teeth filed.

FRIDAY 26 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

I have told a focus group of two of what I used to think of as my most reasonable friends that I am serious about going through with The Plan. But as we ordered the most achingly cool pad thai in London I had a hard time making the case for my new life of endless rounds of cheese ploughmans to Katie, a high-flying commodities trader, and her architect brother Toby. When I finally admitted that I had wiped out most of my savings to buy Norman they were aghast.

'You've bought a horse?' Katie shrieked, slopping noodles all over her silk combat trousers. 'You impulse-bought a whole live horse?

'Jesus. I can't believe it. Do I know you at all? Do you have a secret life where you go home and wear Alice bands in your hair and read gardening books under cover of darkness? What are you going to do stuck out there all day? Have you any idea how long it takes for decent films to reach provincial cinemas? And what about all those horrible little towns crammed with people buying the same horrible clothes from the same horrible shops. Ugh. What you're proposing is lifestyle suicide.'

Toby castigated me for abandoning the London singles scene, claiming that just because I hadn't got my oats lately there was no need to run off after 'some ruddy-faced tractor driver' and absolutely no reason to deprive the capital's men of Bee's magical presence. When I retorted with a description of the Peppermore brothers Toby told me to wake up and accept they were fictional pre-war characters, but Katie looked shaken.

SATURDAY 27 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

I knew it. Katie's game face has slipped right off. She e-mailed me this morning during a lull in the crude oil market saying that if by any chance I did meet a rural hunk and he had a friend to please let her know. She'd always liked the sound of John Archer, a young farmer on the radio soap who was crushed to death by a pig or a similar agricultural tragedy a few years ago.

I was still making a giant mistake and would be bored witless before I knew it but might there ever be a bed in the cottage for her at weekends?

TUESDAY 30 APRIL
 EARLS COURT

Vive les giant American publishing conglomerates!

In what was easily one of the top five most enjoyable days of my life, I spent yesterday going from one publisher to another talking about myself in an extremely loud voice. Would you believe it, and personally I'm still half waiting to be rung up and told there has been a hideous mistake, but after a brief exchange of telephone calls that fell squashingly short of a bidding war, Random House today offered to pay me for my story. As a result I am singing about my chores, buoyed up with surprise, jubilation and utter relief while Christy manhandles the Hoover around me.
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