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Chapter One

‘What’s up, Mum?’

Angus put his head round the playroom door and saw my face. I hastily wiped my damp eyes on my towelling dressing-gown and pulled it firmly around me as I perched on the sofa.

‘Oh, nothing, darling.’ I sniffed hard, turning away from him.

‘What?’ He came in. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Well, it’s just …’ I licked my lips. ‘Tamsin’s been caught shoplifting again.’

‘Again?’

‘Yes, and you know she’s pregnant?’

‘Is she?’

‘Oh God yes – didn’t you know?’ I swung back to him, wide-eyed.‘Yes! She’s having Jeff ’s baby. And when the police came to question her I thought Jeff was going to be livid, but he wasn’t, he was sweet. Completely sweet. Put his arm round her and everything, said he’d stand by her at the trial and – ooh, I don’t know.’ I pulled a tissue from my pocket. Blew hard. ‘That set me off, I think.’

Angus regarded me in the doorway. ‘You’re sad.’

‘No, I’m not, darling. I’m fine.’ I got briskly to my feet and found my slippers.

‘No, as in pathetic. You don’t get out enough, Mum.’

‘Angus, it was a particularly moving scene, all right?’


I snapped, moving quickly to the television to turn it off. ‘If you had an ounce of artistic sentiment in your soul you’d appreciate that kitchen-sink drama can be incredibly moving. Ask Harold Pinter.’

‘What – Home and Away?’ He snorted. ‘Give me a break. Is this what you do when we’re at school then? Loll around watching soaps?’

‘Certainly not,’ I bridled. ‘I only came in to turn it off since you’d been “lolling” in front of it all morning!’

‘Well, anyway, Penny’s here. I just saw her car coming down the lane. She’s probably parking in the drive right now.’

I stared at him in horror. ‘Already?’ I squeaked. I pushed past him and ran through to the kitchen, clutching my blue bathrobe to my chest as it fanned out behind me. ‘She wasn’t supposed to be coming until lunchtime!’

I stared out of the window in disbelief as, sure enough, Penny’s shiny blue Range Rover, without a speck of London dirt, performed an immaculate three-point turn in the gravel sweep outside. It reversed under the kitchen window and parked neatly by the back door, right next to my tubs, which at this time of year should have been a riot of autumn colour, but instead, with their blank, staring earth eyes, looked more like a couple of Damien Hirst exhibits.

‘It is practically lunchtime, Mum. It’s ten past twelve.’

‘Is it? God!’ I glanced at the clock aghast. ‘Where’s the morning gone?’

‘In your case, down the cathode-ray tubes – and by the way, Dad rang to ask if you’d picked up the chicken wire he ordered from the farmshop.’


‘No, I haven’t picked up his sodding chickenwire! When does he imagine I’ve got time to do that, in between feeding his goats and clipping his bantams’ toenails? Now quick, out of my way. I must get dressed before Penny sees me.’

I scurried away from the window and made a dash for the back stairs, but in my haste tripped over Angus’s cricket bat, cunningly propped up against the kitchen table. Staggering to stay upright I barked my shin on the table leg, swore violently and shut my eyes tight, seeing stars. When I opened them again, it was to see Penny breezing in through my back door, blonde bob shining in the low October sun, lipstick gleaming, her arms laden with flowers. She stopped in her tracks and beamed delightedly at Angus.

‘Good heavens. My favourite godson! What the devil are you doing here? Didn’t expect to see you at a midweek girly luncheon. You haven’t been expelled, have you, you little toad?’

He grinned as she ruffled his flicked-up fringe.

‘Oops, sorry.’ She hastily poked it back into place. ‘Probably spent all morning petrifying that, haven’t you?’

‘I have actually, and no I haven’t been expelled, although it was touch and go last week. Only kidding,’ he added hastily, seeing my face darken. ‘No, I’ve got an exeat.’

‘An exeat! God, the more you pay, the more you get the little blighters home, don’t you? Oh, and incidentally, I owe you a birthday present, and since I never know what to get you …’ She dived into her bag and pulled out a twenty-pound note. Stuffed it into his hand. ‘Quits?’

‘Cool. Thanks, Penny.’

He turned on his heel and made for the back stairs, keen to squirrel it away no doubt, before his mother could get her thieving hands on it and use it to pay the daily. Rather pathetically, I made to follow him.

‘Just going to change, Pen,’ I warbled gaily. ‘Won’t be a mo!’

But Penny hadn’t been her school hurdling champion for nothing, and in a trice she’d crossed the room, negotiated the cricket bat, and seized my arm.

‘What the hell have you come as? Mrs Shagpile?’

I turned, cowering in the beam of my oldest friend’s critical gaze, caught in her vicelike grip. She was looking as glamorous as ever in pale blue Agnès B cashmere and black bootleg trousers.

‘Golly, what’s wrong?’ She peered. ‘You look terrible.’

‘Do I?’

‘Awful! You’re so pale, and your hair’s all lank and greasy and you’re still in your dressing-gown, for heaven’s sake. Are you ill?’

Spotting a convenient lie, I scurried towards it. Sniffed hard. ‘I haven’t been awfully well actually, but I’m feeling much better now.’ I nodded bravely. ‘I was just going up to shower. But how are you, Pen?’ I deflected neatly. ‘Lovely to see you.’ I returned her embrace, horribly aware that I hadn’t brushed my teeth and my dressing-gown was probably a bit ripe.

‘Really well.’ She beamed, then looked concerned. ‘But you should have said you were ill, Henny – I wouldn’t have come.’

‘Oh, I’m not ill ill, just – you know. A bit under the weather.’

‘Well, you look ghastly. Oh – these are for you.’ She turned and tossed the flowers neatly into the sink. ‘I had a feeling it might be coals to Newcastle, but obviously not, judging by the state of your pots. I passed a terrific garden centre on the edge of your village, incidentally; you should pop in. I was a bit early so I nipped in and got all my winter pansies. Only white ones, of course,’ she added quickly, and I made a mental note in my taste file that pansies were fine so long as they were virginal.

‘Oh, and this is for Marcus.’ She tossed me something mauve and frilly.

‘What is it?’

‘A lavender cushion. Someone at work swears by it, says it has him sleeping like a baby in moments. You just tuck it under your pillow –’

‘And Bob’s your uncle. Or not, in Marcus’s case,’ I said wryly. ‘Thanks, Penny, but we have actually been down the lavender route. The bedroom smelled like a tart’s boudoir for a while, but with limited success. I think he’s back on the Chinese potions at the moment.’

‘Ah. Still a problem then?’

‘Oh I wouldn’t say that …’

Personally I thought my husband’s obsession with insomnia was his own private fantasy. I’d been lying next to him for nigh on fourteen years, and as far as I could tell the man slept like a baby, but he was convinced he only averaged about four hours a night. Every morning I was lucky enough to receive a detailed account of precisely how many hours he’d slept and which remedy – ranging from the herbal to hard prescription drugs to be used only in extremis – he’d resorted to. Currently, we even had a star chart on the back of the bedroom door which he filled in  assiduously with coloured pencils, thus managing to turn sleep deprivation, literally, into an art form. I tossed the cushion up and caught it.

‘Thanks for this though. I’ll pop it in my undies drawer instead. Do it now, while I go and get dressed.’

‘I’ll help myself to a drink then, shall I?’ she yelled after me as I finally made it to the stairs. ‘Since I’ve only driven about sixty miles to see you and taken a whole day off work?’

‘Do!’ I yelled back, ignoring her irony and taking the steps two at a time. ‘It’s in the fridge. Oh  – Angus.’ I cannoned into him at the top of the stairs. ‘Get Penny a drink, would you?’

‘OK. Can I have one?’

I stared. ‘Don’t be utterly ridiculous, of course you can’t. You’re fourteen!’

‘So? I’d be on a bottle a day if I lived in France. Piers’s mum lets him have that when they go to their château in Normandy.’

‘Well, bully for Piers,’ I snorted, wondering not for the first time if we’d been right to send Angus to a school where his proximity to minor aristocracy and sons of film stars gave him delusions of grandeur. Next, it wouldn’t just be the wine he wanted, but the château as well.

‘And find her a decent glass, Angus,’ I yelled as I ran to my room. I stopped. Hurried back to the landing. ‘Not one of those horrid dishwasher-stained ones,’ I hissed as he mooched languidly down.

‘Your poor Mum,’ I heard Penny say as he went back into the kitchen. ‘Not well?’

‘Oh no, she’s fine,’ said Angus in surprise. ‘She always looks like that. Never gets out of her dressing-gown unless she’s going somewhere.’

I ground my teeth and gripped the banister rail tight, shutting my eyes and counting to ten as the kitchen door swung shut, muffling their next exchange. When I opened them again, I stood for a moment, gazing through the huge landing window opposite. The garden stretched away, past the hideous blue trampoline which blotted the landscape, and down to the stream at the bottom, fast-moving and fringed with ancient willows and limes, their leaves just turning russet now and dripping aesthetically in the water. On the other side of the stream the paddocks rolled up the gentle slope to the hills beyond, where cows grazed in pure Constable country. A charming pastoral scene. A perfect rural idyll. And the estate agent had said as much, as he’d proudly waved his arm at this very window.

‘Look at that! You won’t get a better view than that and still have your husband home in time for supper. Nothing to be seen for miles.’

This much was perfectly true. Nothing could be seen for miles; not a dicky-bird. Well, no, quite a few of those actually – but no people. A bucolic dream house in the heart of the Kentish countryside: a long, low whitewashed farm with an acre of garden, a couple of lush paddocks, a stream running through the middle and, just for good measure, a handful of ducks gratuitously thrown in by the vendor. And I’d picked it myself, this house. Plucked it from the pages of Country Life, not six weeks after Marcus had floated his company, when our bank balance had changed colour miraculously overnight from red to the verdant green of the hills beyond.


‘That’s the one!’ I’d said, running in to show him as he read the Financial Times in the bath in our Holland Park townhouse. ‘That’s the one I want, Marcus!’

And I’d said it again a week later, when I saw it through the rain-spattered windows of the car as we parked at the end of the track, getting out eagerly to pick our way down the pot-holed drive, splashing through the puddles. I couldn’t get to it fast enough. It was all I’d ever wanted. And I’d wanted it so badly. And now …I straightened up. Took a deep breath. Well, now I’d got it.

Angus was outside now. I could see him sauntering across the paddock, tall and loose limbed, hands deep in his pockets, shoulders hunched, heading for the barn where his quad bike was kept. Off to burn up a few fields, no doubt; off to roar up those hills to the woods. I smiled. Lovely for him. Lovely. And for Lily too. A wonderful fairy-tale retreat to come back to from boarding-school. No doubt she was trotting around on her pony even now. Maybe that was it, I pondered, narrowing my eyes thoughtfully at the view. The fact that they came back to it. Remembering Penny downstairs, I went off down the passage to change.

Not wanting to appear in my usual uniform of jeans and bobbly jumper, I eschewed the jumble of perpetually recycled clothes on my chair and opened my wardrobe. The door almost creaked with misuse, and mysteriously, everything inside appeared to have shrunk. I finally came down incongruously, but rather defiantly, dressed in a maroon velvet skirt and a T-shirt of Angus’s proclaiming the legend FCUK.

Penny raised her eyes, but didn’t comment. She was sitting primly on a stool at my recently commissioned beech wood island in the centre of my kitchen, legs crossed, chin up, looking horribly punchy. In fact, she looked for all the world as if she were about to chair Newsnight. As the credits rolled and the music started, she mutated into Kirsty Wark, complete with quizzical gleam and  – I’d swear – a hint of a belligerent Scottish accent.

‘Angus tells me you’ve been watching television all morning,’ she said accusingly, cutting to the chase.

And I hadn’t even got my foot in the door. Hadn’t even crossed the terracotta threshold.

‘Yes, I do occasionally,’ I agreed blithely, making for the cupboard where the glasses were kept and deciding at the last minute to bluff this one out. ‘Some women turn to yoga or Pilates to relieve the stress, but I find Home and Away does it for me. Don’t you ever indulge?’

She looked horrified. ‘NEVER.’

‘Well actually, I only do it occasionally, Pen,’ I said cravenly, caving in dramatically. ‘I was only really switching it off because Angus had been watching all morning.’

‘Henny, is everything all right?’ she asked, ignoring my last lie.

‘Yes, of course it is,’ I said testily. ‘What d’you mean?’ I poured myself a glass of wine and perched opposite her at the island.

‘Well, I’ve been a bit worried about you recently.’

‘Recently? What d’you mean, recently, I haven’t seen you recently!’ I laughed.

‘No, but on the phone. And actually, that’s sort of why I’ve come down.’

‘Oh?’ This sounded ominous. I shifted nervously on my stool.


‘You just don’t seem to have the same skippy enthusiasm for this place as you did when you bought it. You were full of it last summer, and now you seem a bit – I don’t know. Lukewarm. Deflated about the whole thing. I know your dad being ill has rocked you, but on the phone the other day you almost groaned when I asked you about your plans for the garden.’

‘Nonsense, I’m not deflated – you just obviously caught me on a less buoyant day, Penny, that’s all. Blimey, I can’t be like a helium balloon all the time. I’ve got to get down to the nuts and bolts of living in this sodding rural idyll, haven’t I?’

With these last, immoderate words hanging suspended in the air, I slipped off my stool and turned to take refuge in the fridge, opening the door and peering in balefully, pretending to get lunch. Half a lemon and a sweaty packet of Cheddar stared back at me, where there should have been a Waitrose cooked chicken and some Parma ham. Damn. I’d fully intended to get them.

‘And it’s nothing to do with Dad, incidentally,’ I said quietly, finding a bag of salad. ‘He’s been like that for years now. It’s hardly likely to hit me between the eyes just because I’ve moved house, is it?’

‘No. Right. Sorry,’ she said quickly. ‘I shouldn’t have said that. And I’ll say no more. You’re like a pig in clover here and that’s the end of it.’

I sighed. Turned. ‘Well, all right, if you must know, I am slightly …’ I hesitated ‘…less euphoric about this place than I was a year ago.’

She boggled at this admission. ‘Are you? But, God – why? I mean, it is idyllic, and so incredibly green-making for the rest of us urbanites. Why? It was your heart’s desire a year ago!’

‘I know,’ I said miserably, reaching up to get a cheese-grater out of the cupboard.

‘You begged and bullied Marcus to move out of London. Banged on and on about how you were suffocating there and needed fresh air and space, how the children needed it –’

‘Oh, the children do need it – they love it, there’s no doubt about that. And they were the ones who said they couldn’t live outside a fifty-yard radius of the video shop or the Notting Hill Odeon; said they’d get withdrawal symptoms. But no, they couldn’t be happier. Angus has teamed up with some local boys who fish and roar around on hideously dangerous quad bikes, and Lily’s got her pony and is deeply in love. Spends hours washing his bottom and kissing his muzzle, or vice versa. She’s going to make some man very happy one day,’ I added archly.

‘She certainly is. And Marcus?’

I smiled. ‘Ah, Marcus.’ I paused in my cheese-paring. Put the grater down. ‘Marcus is born again.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘I mean he’s embraced the countryside wholeheartedly, Pen. The same man who declared it both terrifying and pointless a year ago and came out in a rash on the approach road to Clapham Common, has truly seen the light. The same man who felt weak without carbon monoxide coursing through his bloodstream and pavements beneath his feet is an out-and-out convert.’

‘Is he? Heavens. So – what does he do here?’

‘Do? Oh, he never stops. Last spring he single-handedly restocked the orchard, and now he’s breeding bantams. In the space of six short weeks my husband has become a leading authority on poultry. He used to take the Spectator. Now he takes Feather and Fowl.’

‘No.’

‘I swear it. And he even – get this – enjoys the commute. Relishes it, in fact. Says it gives him time to catch up on his latest deer-stalking periodicals.’

‘He stalks deer?’ She glanced around nervously. ‘Where?’

‘Oh, they come strolling out of that wood behind us.’ I waved my hand airily in the general direction. ‘Wander brazenly into the back garden and nibble at the fast-food outlet I’ve so graciously provided for them.’

‘Sorry?’

‘My herbaceous border,’ I said grimly. ‘One reason, perhaps, for my lack of skippy enthusiasm about the garden. They stand there guzzling their veggie burgers all of ten feet from the back door. Too tempting for Dead Eye Dick, I’m afraid.’

‘You mean …he shoots them?’

‘One,’ I corrected. ‘He’s shot one, Penny, and believe me, there was nothing sporting about it. He was at the bathroom window in his dressing-gown at the time and the kick from his brand new rifle knocked him flat to the ground. I had to slap his face to bring him round, and meanwhile Lily was sobbing and being sick in the other bathroom. Having a Bambi moment.’

‘Oh Lord.’

‘She’s hardly spoken to him since.’

Penny looked stunned. Shook her head. ‘Golly, I just can’t imagine it. I mean – he was always a bit of a black jeans and leather jacket man in London. Bit of a dude.’

‘Not any longer,’ I said darkly. ‘In the space of six short months he’s metamorphosed from Cool Marcus riding high on his Camden Town Production Company, to Colonel Harry Llewellyn riding Foxhunter.’

Her glass froze en route to her lips. She put it down. ‘He hunts as well?’

‘Oh yes,’ I said breezily, sprinkling the sweaty grated cheese over the limp salad. I put the bowl in front of her rather defiantly. ‘Twice a week sometimes. We don’t see him for dust around here. Him and Fabrice are at it all the time.’

‘Fabrice?’

‘His new squeeze.’

‘Oh Lord.’ Penny seized her wine glass again. ‘I’m so sorry, Henny. I had no idea.’

‘It’s his mount, Penny,’ I informed her dryly. ‘He does indeed squeeze her between his thighs, but happily, she’s equine.’

‘Fabrice is a horse?’ She took a gulp of wine. ‘Well, that’s a relief. Sounds like something you put down the loo.’

‘I wish I could,’ I said bitterly, shaking a bottle of salad dressing rather too vigorously. ‘But I have a feeling this mare wouldn’t flush.’

‘But … can Marcus ride?’ enquired Penny incredulously. She took the dressing from me and sprinkled some over her salad. ‘God, I didn’t even know he could.’

I shrugged. ‘After a fashion. He’s had some intensive training since we’ve been here, went on a six-week course.


And you know Marcus, he doesn’t go at anything half-cocked. He has all the zeal of the recently converted.’ I smiled. ‘But my spies tell me that’s no substitute for being born in the saddle. We’re talking big fences here, Pen, galloping across some pretty rough terrain. He’s locally known as Teflon.’

‘Ah.’ She grinned. ‘He comes off.’

‘Let’s just say he’s a keen student of the ground over which he travels. Regularly inspects it at close quarters. In fact, I’d go so far as to hazard that Marcus has eaten dirt.’

She giggled and put down her fork. ‘God, I remember spilling Chardonnay on his linen suit in the Bluebird once. He couldn’t get to the loo quick enough to mop it off. Can’t imagine him flat on his face in cow poo.’

‘Well, he’s never come back with clean breeches yet,’ I purred, stabbing at my salad.

‘But – doesn’t that worry you?’ She forked up some rather sad-looking rocket. Regarded it dubiously. ‘That he might hurt himself? People break their necks on the hunting field, don’t they?’

I considered this, head on one side, chewing slowly. ‘I wouldn’t mind a clean break,’ I admitted, ‘but I couldn’t be doing with pushing him round a bungalow. Up and down ramps.’

‘Henny!’

‘Oh, don’t worry,’ I sighed. ‘He bounces. At least, he has done so far. And then everyone shrieks with laughter and races to catch Fabrice. It’s all part of the fun, apparently. And of course they’re desperate for new recruits who haven’t been born in the shires with a mouthful of silver.’


‘Pity he’s not black,’ she observed. ‘He could be spear-heading their advertising campaign.’

‘Well, quite.’

‘But – what about the production company? Isn’t he still going into London to do that?’

‘Oh yes, a few days a week, but it’s all going so well he’s letting Barry take the reins more now.’

‘Really? But it was his baby. He was such a workaholic!’

‘Because it interested him,’ I said with a sigh. I put down my fork. ‘You know Marcus: he only does what interests him, and then goes at it with a passion. Mucking out is his passion now.’

‘Good grief.’ She blinked at me, astonished. ‘He really has got the bug. Quite the country squire.’

‘Shall I tell you something, Penny?’ I pushed my plate aside and leaned forward confidentially. ‘Marcus has planted precisely one hundred and twenty-two trees in our orchard out there.’ I pointed behind me. ‘Now when you consider that the average apple tree bears one hundred and twenty-three apples, that’s a lot of fruit.’

‘It certainly is. And does he imagine that you’re going to be bottling and pickling it?’

‘Yes!’ I shrieked suddenly, making her jump. I slammed the flat of my hand down on the counter, rattling our glasses. ‘That’s exactly what he imagines, Penny  – that’s entirely my point!’

Penny gazed at me for a moment, eyes wide. She looked confused. ‘But – hang on. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? Isn’t that why you came down here? I thought you wanted all that gathering in of the harvest, plucking and squeezing in your own cider press –’ ‘I know,’ I wailed miserably, ‘I did, because I thought that’s what everyone else would be doing. But they’re not! They’re not doing that at all!’ I turned anguished eyes on her.

‘They? Who’re they?’

‘You know, all my neighbours here in Happy Valley. All my embryonic girly chums, the wives of other budding Colonel Rufty Tuftys who’ve cashed in their City bonuses and waved goodbye to the Northern Line  – I thought they’d all be growing their own veggies and selling them at the local WI, organizing barn dances, that sort of thing. But they’re not!’

‘So what are they doing?’

I sank my head dramatically in my hands. Pulled at my roots. ‘They’re captains of industry,’ I muttered darkly. ‘That’s what.’

She stared. ‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous. They can’t be.’

‘OK.’ I raised my head defiantly. ‘Let’s see.’ I put my hand up to tick off my fingers. ‘First there’s Sara Cowdray who looks like a cross between Meg Ryan and Claudia Schiffer and goes to London three days a week to run her upmarket shirt-shop in Jermyn Street.’

‘Nice little sideline.’

‘It grosses her eighty thousand a year.’

Penny shrugged. ‘OK.’

‘Then there’s Alice Wynne-Jones who makes beautiful pots in her puke-makingly beautiful converted barn, then there’s Harriet Masters who runs a mail-order clothing company – oh, and up the road there’s –’

‘OK, OK, I get the picture.’

‘They all bloody do something, Penny. And I had no idea!’


‘Right,’ she said, picking up her glass and swirling her wine around thoughtfully. She looked at me carefully. ‘And you thought you could swan down here and get away from all those people in London who so churlishly asked you what you did all day while your children were at school. Thought you could sink into a glorious rural, yahoo ex istence?’

‘Certainly not,’ I bridled, refilling my glass. I sat up primly on my stool. ‘You know very well I’ve never had any truck with that sort of rot. I’ve always considered my role as a fulltime mother and homemaker hugely demanding. Never had time for anything else.’

‘But now that they’ve gone?’ she persisted. ‘Now that Angus and Lily are away for weeks on end, only home for exeats and holidays, and even then only pausing to borrow your make-up or block your phone line – what do you do then?’

I bit my lip and got up to put the plates in the sink. Leaned the heels of my hands on the porcelain as I narrowed my eyes out of the window at the meadow, rolling up from the stream to the hills beyond.

‘This house took a lot of sorting out, you know, Penny,’ I said quietly. ‘It was a wreck when we took it on.’

‘But it’s not now!’ she retorted.

‘No, but there’s always something to do. It’s like the Forth Bridge. Heavens, there are still rugs I need for the drawing room, and only this morning I noticed Lily’s curtains absolutely shriek at her carpet. I must change them. And these tiles need a border. They’re desperately dull above the Aga.’ I clattered busily in the sink. ‘Harriet Masters has got a lovely cockerel motif around hers, I might ask her where she got it.’


There was an eerie silence behind me as I rinsed the plates.

‘Henny, have you rung my uncle yet or not?’

I laughed. ‘How could I possibly ring him when this house is still such a mess?’

She got up and stood beside me. ‘This house is perfect and you know it. It took that interior designer precisely six weeks to tart it up at vast expense – Bunny Campbell-Walker or whatever she’s called.’

‘Campbell-Waller,’ I said bitterly. ‘And she lives in the next village where she runs her design showroom from a converted bothy in the garden. Her sister, Louisa, the one who designed our garden, has the top floor for her landscape-garden business.’

‘Henny,’ she said dangerously. ‘Ring Laurence!’

‘But I’m not qualified to do anything, Penny,’ I wailed, dropping the plates in the suds. ‘It’s all right for you, you’re a sodding coffee trader. He’ll want someone far more qualified than me. He’s a famous – what is he?’

‘Military historian, and all he wants is someone to organize him – and you’ve spent the best years of your life doing that. Houses, children, a husband – you’re supremely qualified.’

‘But he’ll ask me what I’ve done, and I’ve never done anything!’

‘Nonsense, you worked before you met Marcus. As a – gosh, what were you exactly?’

‘A secretary,’ I said dully. ‘Or in my grander moments, a personal assistant.’

‘Well, there you are then!’

‘Yes, here I am then. Fifteen years later and qualified only to keep someone’s diary and pick up suits from the dry cleaners.’

‘But that’s exactly what he wants,’ she insisted. ‘I promise you, he’s so chaotic, he never knows where he’s going to be next – he needs someone like you to look after him! I’ve told him you’d be perfect, and he’s dying to meet you.’

I bit my lip and stared out of the window. Penny’s uncle was rather famous if one knew one’s military historians, which I didn’t. Apparently he’d written several weighty tomes on various battle campaigns and lectured regularly on the subject at Cambridge. He presumably shuffled around some dusty gothic pile in a mouldy corduroy jacket and carpet slippers, searching for his glasses, getting increasingly bad tempered, and scratching his beard. Or his bottom. I sighed. I wasn’t convinced it was my dream job, but on the other hand, Penny was right. I could do it, and it would get me back into the real world. Back into London. And actually, how cool would it be, to go to lunch at Sara Cowdray’s or Alice Wynne-Jones’s and say, ‘Yes, I’m working for Laurence De Havilland, the military historian. Yes, very demanding, but frightfully good to use one’s brain again, you know, and heavens, you’ve got to do something, haven’t you? Can’t sit at home all day!’

Penny was watching my face. She reached in her bag and pulled out a pen. Started scribbling on the back of an envelope.

‘Now I’m going to go and find my godson, and get him to show me the lie of the land,’ she said quietly. ‘Get him to talk me through his dad’s orchard.’ She snapped the biro nib back smartly. ‘You, meanwhile, are going to ring Laurence.’


She pushed the envelope towards me and gave me a beady look. Then she reached for my calendar, hanging on the wall beside her and flicked through it. ‘You could go and see him on Monday, actually,’ she observed. ‘You’re not doing anything. In fact, you’re not doing anything at all next week, unless you count a charity Christmas fair. In October, for heaven’s sake!’

‘Oh Pen …’ I quaked.

‘Do it!’ she said crossly, making me jump.

She got off her stool and crossed to my bootroom, delving around for some wellies. Dilly the black Labrador began to bark excitedly, knowing a walk was in the offing. Penny took off her kitten heels, slipped some boots on, and made for the back door, Dilly running frantic circles around her legs.

‘And don’t forget to tell him you did history A-level.’

‘I didn’t,’ I yelped, scurrying after her as she went outside. ‘I didn’t do any A-levels, I did a secretarial course instead.’

She popped her head back round the door. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘So lie. You’re good at that.’

I watched as she flung an old Barbour of mine round her shoulders and strode out confidently across the gravel, head back, blonde hair blowing in the wind, a tall, commanding figure, instantly looking the part in this rural setting, as indeed she always did in any setting. Had done no doubt at school as Head Girl, then in the City as a trader, and now, still a trader but a rather more important one. A senior partner, holding her own in a man’s world, despite having a pair of demanding three-year-old twins at home. I noticed she hadn’t brought them with her today. Too clever by half. No, no, she’d left them behind with the nanny.


And I’d never been able to do that. Ever, I thought, moving back to the sink. I’d always had my children on my hip or around my feet, taken them wherever I went. Emotionally I hadn’t been able to leave them, but also … well, they were my passport to cosy domestic life. I’d worn them like a badge, which said proudly, I don’t go out to work because I do something far more important. And there was no arguing with that.

But Penny was right, I couldn’t hide behind them any more. They were away for weeks at a time, and when they came back, it was home they wanted, not Mummy. I was part of it, but it was the lying around on sofas they needed, the chilling, the kicking at stones in the stream, not my undivided attention. Definitely not my undivided attention. And I had to have more in my life. Had to, or I’d end up like my mother. I shivered and seized a dishcloth to scrub away at a stain on the draining board, just as she would have done. I dropped the cloth, horrified. My hand strayed to the envelope Penny had scribbled on. I stared at it.

Ten minutes later she was back, with Angus in tow, having found Lily too. Lily’s face was glowing, her fair curls bouncing off her head like a halo as she came through the back door on a blast of cold wind.

‘Phew!’ She was struggling under the weight of her saddle. I regarded her affectionately. She glared back. ‘M-um!’

‘Oh. Sorry, darling.’ I rushed to help. Took the tack from her arms.

‘And can you put it all in the bootroom, Mummy, I’m whacked. Freckles just jumped the whole cross-country course. Two foot nine!’

‘Oh, well done, darling,’ I gushed as she went  – just about managing to take her boots off – to flop in front of the television in the playroom, followed by Angus. A fight ensued about who took command of the remote control.

‘Can’t she do that?’ enquired Penny, following me down the passage as I whipped it all away.

‘Oh, she does mostly,’ I assured her over my shoulder. ‘But she’s a bit pooped.’

‘And can you give it a wipe too, Mum?’ Lily called. ‘I got some mud on the bridle. Oh – and wash my girth and numnah?’

‘Will do,’ I called back, reaching for the saddle soap and getting a J-cloth from the cupboard under the butler’s sink.

Penny leaned against the wall watching me, her arms folded.

‘So, did you ring him?’ she asked casually as I wiped the leather before setting to with soap.

‘Hmm? Oh yes, I did,’ I agreed brightly, face bowed to my task.

‘And?’

‘And yes, you’re right, he’s awfully nice.’ I rubbed hard. ‘Very sweet.’

‘So?’

‘So, I’m going to see him soon. Going to pop in some time. Heavens, this is filthy.’

‘On Monday.’

‘Er, well probably not Monday, Pen. But you know, soon.’

‘No, on Monday, Henny. At twelve o’clock.’

I glanced up.

‘I rang him,’ she said grimly. ‘From my mobile. Because I knew you wouldn’t. He’s got an interview with a journalist at eleven, but he’ll see you after that. Now if I were you, my friend, I’d put that cloth down and give it to my daughter. Then I’d go straight upstairs and see to my wardrobe. You might want to sort out some interview clothes since this is the first one you’ve had in fifteen years. Unless, of course, you think that a crushed velvet skirt and a T-shirt proclaiming you’re up for some dyslexic sex is appropriate, in which case, go as you are.’

And giving me an arch look, she relieved me of the J-cloth and went to find Lily.







Chapter Two

Theoretically, weekends were reserved for a spot of action under the marital duvet. No marathon sessions, you understand, nothing to threaten a middle-aged heart, but a burst of reasonable activity on a Saturday night, followed by a going-through-the-motions on a Sunday morning. On this particular weekend, however, a combination of tiredness on my part and inebriation on Marcus’s – plus increasingly savvy children wandering round the house – had saved us the effort. Thus it was that on Monday morning, as my husband stood at the bedroom window buttoning up his shirt and preparing to go to work, I sensed an air of deprivation about him.

‘It’s a sad day when a man starts envying his cockerel,’ he remarked bitterly as he gazed down at his bantams in the cobbled yard below.

‘Hmm,’ I murmured distractedly from the bed, deep in my Daily Mail.

‘Look at him, the bastard. He just wakes up, struts out of his coop, and with a cock-a-doodle-doo, nails the first bird who passes. The fact that it’s his sister couldn’t matter less – it’ll probably be his aunt next. Look at him, Henny. That’s the fourth one he’s had this morning.’

‘I know.’ I sipped my tea sleepily. ‘I’ve been watching him. Angus has too. Hope he’s not getting ideas. He’s hardly a role model.’


‘He’s fit though, isn’t he?’ said Marcus enviously, his nose getting closer to the glass. ‘He’s a fit lad, and a happy lad, too. Christopher the cockerel is undoubtedly a happy lad.’

‘Yes, but what about the poor hens? They’ve hardly opened their eyes and they’re being rogered.’

‘Trodden,’ he corrected. ‘Technical fowling term. Trodden.’

‘Ah.’ I looked up from my newspaper and narrowed my eyes thoughtfully. ‘I like it,’ I decided. ‘Very apposite.’

‘Not in your case,’ he snorted, turning to me. ‘You haven’t been trodden in weeks.’

‘Eight days, actually,’ I replied crisply, licking a finger and flicking over the page. ‘We did it last Sunday.’

He sighed and slung his tie resignedly round his neck. Pulled it up, like a noose. ‘You see? That’s so depressing. The fact that you know exactly how long it’s been.’

‘It’s not depressing, Marcus, just necessary,’ I said cheerfully. ‘You lie. And you have far more of your quota than most married men your age. I promise you, you are not short-changed.’

‘Says who?’ he squealed indignantly as he sat on the end of the bed to put his socks on.

‘Says the mummy mafia, that’s who. One thing I have learned since coming down here is that these girls don’t know how to drink. One bottle of Sancerre at lunchtime loosens tongues, and believe me, a couple of times a week for a fifteen-year-old marriage is not bad going. Some of these women haven’t done it for months.’

‘Like who?’ He turned, interest getting the better of him.

‘Like Sophie Carter for one. She hasn’t let her husband near her for three months.’


‘Three months!’ He yelped in agony as he went back to his socks. He shook his head sadly. ‘God, poor old Eddie. Poor old Eddie Carter. He comes home from the City after a ghastly commute, works his fingers to the bone to pay the mortgage and the school fees, and all the poor sod wants is a bit of legover normalis …’

‘Sophie works as well, don’t forget,’ I remarked. ‘She’s probably tired.’

‘Ha!’ He gave a sharp bark of laughter. ‘Call that work? Poncing around in a friend’s antique shop?’

I didn’t answer and returned to my paper as he disappeared into the bathroom to comb his hair. Two minutes later he was back. ‘Still,’ he observed, raising his chin as he adjusted his tie in the mirror, ‘he’s obviously doing something wrong. Perhaps I should set him straight? Give him a few tips next time I see him in the Fox and Firkin? Or even set Sophie straight.’ He grinned at his reflection. ‘She’s a good-looking bird, probably just needs a refresher course. I’d soon have her back on track.’

‘I’m sure Eddie would be delighted,’ I drawled. ‘Sophie too, come to that. I can’t think why you don’t offer your services to Relate, Marcus. Think of all the marriages you could save. You should be available on the National Health.’

He laughed as I slipped out of bed and made for the shower. I grabbed a towel en passant and pulled my T-shirt over my head. Suddenly I was aware of him watching me.

‘Hen,’ he wheedled, following me as I went to the bathroom. ‘All this talking dirty has got me a bit …well, you know. I don’t suppose you fancy a bit of –’

Oh Lord. I nipped quickly into the shower cubicle and turned the taps on full blast. Grinned at him through the steamed-up glass. ‘Sorry!’ I yelled as the water poured off me.

When I emerged five minutes later, padding back into the bedroom in my dressing-gown and rubbing my hair with a towel, Marcus was doing up his cufflinks and reaching for his jacket.

‘Tease,’ he muttered gloomily as he thrust his arms in the sleeves.

‘Marcus, it’s Monday morning, for heaven’s sake. The children are prowling around downstairs and Linda’s due any minute. Anyway, I thought you were on the seven forty-eight?’

‘Could have made it the seven fifty-two,’ he said huffily.

‘Oh, great. You’d have allocated precisely four minutes for our love-making?’

His eyes widened. ‘Who said anything about doing it twice?’

I threw the towel at him and went to brush my teeth.

A few minutes later I was back, combing my wet hair thoughtfully off my forehead. Marcus was busy filling in his star chart on the back of the bedroom door.

‘So you don’t think that’s work then?’ I asked lightly as I came through the door.

‘What?’

‘What Sophie does. In the antique shop.’

‘What, prancing around sticking labels on rocking chairs? Hardly rocket science, is it?’ He coloured four red stars in a row, his tongue poking out of the corner of his mouth.

‘So you wouldn’t mind if I did it?’ I sat down damply on the side of the bed.


‘Did what?’ He turned.

‘Well, you know, work. You wouldn’t mind if I went back to work.’

‘Back?’ He regarded me with amusement. Controlled his mirth as he reached for his briefcase. ‘As what?’

‘Well, what I was before.’ I hesitated. ‘A sort of …personal assistant.’

‘To whom?’ he asked.

‘To a military historian, as it happens.’

His face slowly lit up with delight. ‘A military …’ But it was too much. A huge snort of laughter escaped him before he could finish. He guffawed, he staggered, he dropped his briefcase, he slapped his leg and, finally, he collapsed on the bed beside me, howling.

I regarded him, lips pursed, as he wiped his eyes and made hysterical retching noises. Was he going to be sick, I wondered. Eventually his mirth subsided.

‘Oh God,’ he gasped, ‘that’s good. That’s very good. A military historian, yes, splendid.’ He gave a hiccup of mirth. ‘A subject you’re well acquainted with, your knowledge of which,’ he struggled for composure, ‘is extensive. Tell me, which particular battle, from our illustrious past, will you be regaling him with first? The Battle of the Bulge, perhaps? The 1854 Crimean Uprising? The Peloponnesian War?’

‘It’s not that funny,’ I snapped, snatching up my hair-brush and stalking to open my wardrobe. ‘I don’t need to be qualified in that sense. He’s Penny’s uncle, and he just needs someone to organize his day, that’s all. Someone to keep his diary, do some typing, that sort of thing.’

‘Sorry, sorry,’ he said weakly. ‘Yes, quite right.’ He wiped his eyes. ‘I’m sure you’ll be brilliant. And no, I don’t mind at all. Oh God,’ he gasped, getting up from the bed, ‘that was funny. That was really very funny.’

I turned, suddenly. ‘You don’t mind?’

‘Mind what?’

‘If I’m not here? At home?’

He raised his arms helplessly. Let them fall to his sides. ‘Why should I mind? There’s no one else here, for Christ’s sake. I’m at work, the kids are at school …’

‘And if they’re not, there’s always Linda,’ I put in quickly.

‘There’s always Linda, and they’re both teenagers, for crying out loud. You fuss over them too much, Hen. It’s high time you did something else.’ He reached down for his briefcase. I saw his shoulders start to shake again. ‘But forgive me if military history wasn’t the first thing I imagined you’d hit upon on your return to the workplace.’

Still giggling quietly to himself, he picked up his loose change from the chest of drawers and tottered out to the landing.

‘Oh, that’s made my day,’ I heard him gurgle as he went downstairs. ‘Really made my day.’

‘Better than sex?’ I called after him.

‘How would I know?’ he yelled back. ‘I can’t remember.’

With Marcus out of the way and the bedroom to myself, I continued my ministrations in earnest. First I applied my make-up with infinite care, then slid on a silk shirt, then stockings, and finally – the little black suit. I shimmied into it excitedly. Despite Penny’s warning I hadn’t even bothered to try it on, so sure had I been of its suitability, its timeless elegance, its mixture of cutting-edge chic and sophistication.


But – horrors! What was this? I gazed at my reflection. Was the skirt really so short? I tugged at it frantically. The shoulders so padded? I whipped the foam inserts out and slipped the jacket on again. Oh no, hopeless. Like a bosomless bra. Hurriedly I shoved the pads back in. Yes, no, it was fine, I decided. Fine. Not in the least bit eighties. Not in the least bit like Joan Collins in a Martini advert.

In the mirror, pale grey eyes stared anxiously back at me from a heart-shaped face. My hair, dark and feathery, framed my high cheekbones, and my skin was clear and creamy, but – my eye travelled down – those legs …Since when had those knees become so round? So bulbous? So patently embarrassed to be out on display? Was it because I wasn’t used to seeing them? Hadn’t seen them for years? I tried going out of the room, stalking confidently back in – and catching a surprise glimpse of myself in the mirror. But it was no good, the knees still screamed, ‘What are we doing here?’ Hastily I ripped the black suit off and replaced it with something more matronly, more suitable for going to parents’ evenings and sports days – and visiting, well, learned professors, actually. I nodded my head confidently and went downstairs.

Predictably, I ran the children to ground in the playroom. They were sprawled in front of the television in what passed for their pyjamas, horizontal on a sofa apiece, their heads propped up on bent elbows like a couple of Roman Emperors. In true, Epicurean style the remains of a feast – presumably gorged after Marcus and I had gone to bed last night – lay abandoned on the floor. A flotsam of banana skins, empty crisp packets and lemonade bottles rolled luxuriantly on the carpet. Muttering darkly I stepped through the midden to gather the detritus, bent double like a cotton picker, whilst my irritated offspring frowned around me, desperate not to miss a second of some crucial dating programme; desperate to know if Maria had snogged Darren.

‘Breakfast,’ I informed them, trying not to snap.

Angus, eyes still on the screen, silently held his hand out for a plate.

‘No, in the kitchen.’

‘Can’t we have it in here?’ whined Lily.

‘’Fraid not, darling, you can sit at the table today. Come on, I’ve made you bacon sandwiches.’

Lily dragged her eyes away from Darren and gazed up at me. ‘Why are you looking so smart? What’s with the skirt and pearls?’

‘Come on, chop-chop!’ I said, ignoring her and hastening to turn off the box. As the room went quiet, so the spell on my children was broken. No longer held in thrall to the magic lantern, they gazed blearily into space, as if they couldn’t quite remember what they were doing there. Then they got wearily to their feet, swinging their legs around as if they were made of lead, and dripped after me to the kitchen.

‘I’ve got something to tell you,’ I beamed as they slid languidly into chairs at the table. I sat opposite them, clasping my hands expectantly.

‘Oh God. You’re not pregnant, are you?’ Lily looked appalled.

‘Of course I’m not pregnant.’

‘Don’t be silly, she’s far too old,’ said Angus.

‘I’m not, as it happens,’ I said testily.


‘That would be so-oo embarrassing.’ Lily shut her eyes.

‘Anyway, darlings,’ I began again, re-lacing my fingers and smiling brightly. ‘You know how I’ve always – well, always been here for you. Always taken my role as a mother very seriously, and how I’ve always – well, not in a horrid way, but rather looked down on mothers who weren’t around to collect their children from school, that sort of thing.’

‘Are you and Dad splitting up?’ enquired Angus, without much apparent grief or interest.

I stared at him, horrified. ‘No, of course not. Of course we’re not splitting up. No, it’s just that I thought – well, I thought I might …in a very minor way, and only a few days a week, sort of …get a job. Thought I might go back to work.’

Angus frowned at his cutlery. ‘Did you use this knife to spread some Marmite with?’

‘What?’

‘Before you cut my bacon. Did you use it for Marmite?’

‘No, Angus, I didn’t.’

He sniffed it. ‘Smells funny.’

‘So!’ I smiled brightly. ‘What d’you think?’

‘I think I’ll change it.’ He got up and went to the drawer. Riffled around for another knife and sat down again.

‘What d’you think?’ I repeated evenly.

‘About what?’ Lily reached for Pony Magazine to read as she ate.

‘About me getting a job!’

‘Oh.’ She shrugged. Flicked a page over. ‘Fine.’

‘You don’t mind?’

‘Why should we mind?’


‘Well, darling, as I’ve just explained, I’ve always taken my maternal role very seriously. Always been there for you. This is quite a departure.’

‘How can you be there for us when we’re at boarding-school?’ enquired Angus.

‘Well, you’re at boarding-school now, yes, but when you were younger …I suppose what I’m saying is, I wouldn’t have dreamed of working then. Like some mothers did,’ I added smugly.

Angus looked surprised. ‘Oh. We always thought you probably wanted to, but couldn’t do anything.’

I frowned. ‘What?’

‘We didn’t know you chose to stay at home,’ said Lily. ‘We just thought  – you know, that you hadn’t got any qualifications and couldn’t get a job.’

My mouth fell open.

‘Of course I could have got a job!’ I exploded. ‘What nonsense, of course I could. I just didn’t want some – some nanny bringing you up!’

Angus shrugged. ‘We wouldn’t have minded. Tom Fowler’s got a really fit nanny.’ He grinned. ‘I wouldn’t have minded that.’

‘Oh Angus, you would. And Tom’s mother worked all hours – she hardly saw her children.’

‘Yeah, but she’s really cool. She does all the marketing for Stella McCartney,’ put in Lily. ‘Gets wicked clothes and goes to all the London parties. Tom and Jessie went to one at Visage with her last week. She must be your age, Mum, but she looks loads younger.’

‘So does Will Jessup’s mum,’ said Angus. ‘She works in publishing, just published Jonny Wilkinson’s autobiography.


Will met him at a photo-shoot. Got a rugby ball signed by him and everything.’

‘Well bully for Will Jessup!’ I snapped. I regarded my children in horror. ‘Are you saying you’d have liked it if I’d  gone out to work? Had a cool job in marketing or publishing?’

‘Well, obviously,’ laughed Lily, getting up to put her plate in the dishwasher. ‘But don’t worry, Mum,’ she squeezed my shoulders and ruffled my hair affectionately as she came back. ‘We can’t all be high achievers. We’re happy with you just the way you are.’ She reached for an apple and sat down again. ‘These aren’t Dad’s, are they? Can’t I have a secret Sainsbury one?’ She glanced around then bit into it dubiously.

‘Well, I’m – I’m staggered.’ I slumped back in my chair, appalled. Stared blankly at the wall behind them. ‘All these years I’ve sacrificed for you.’

‘What d’you mean?’ Angus asked, puzzled.

‘For you two!’ I shrieked, sitting up. ‘Put my career on hold to bring you up.’

‘What career?’ Angus looked bewildered. ‘I didn’t know you did anything. I mean, I know you once worked for Dad, but –’

‘Didn’t know I did anything!’ I exploded. ‘I’ll have you know I was extremely high-powered before I met your father.’

‘Really? What were you?’

‘I was a – a very personal assistant. To a very important man!’

‘Oh right. Who was he?’

‘He was a – an advertising man, like your father. His name escapes me, temporarily, but he was fearfully important.’

‘Did you earn much money?’ asked Lily.

‘Certainly I did. Certainly! Loads of it.’

‘How much?’ asked Angus.

‘Well,’ I blustered, ‘it won’t sound much by today’s standards, but seven thousand pounds a year was a lot of money in those days.’

Angus smiled kindly. ‘Course it was, Mum.’ He got up to put his plate in the dishwasher.

‘And I could have earned a lot more if I’d carried on working.’

‘Yup,’ he agreed, shooting Lily a warning look.

‘But anyway, the money’s immaterial. I gave it all up to nurture you two. To make sure that in the holidays we – we played leap-frog. Made gingerbread men …’

‘I don’t ever remember making gingerbread men,’ remarked Lily as she munched her apple.

‘Well, OK, maybe not. But heavens, I always made your birthday cakes.’

‘Yes, but that doesn’t matter, Mum.’ She smiled consolingly.

‘What d’you mean, it doesn’t matter?’

‘Just because Jessie was allowed to choose hers every year from Tesco’s. I’ve forgotten about that.’

I stared at her, aghast. ‘Don’t you remember that enormous rabbit I made? With the liquorice whiskers? It took me four days!’

She blinked. ‘Er, vaguely. I definitely remember Jessie’s pink Barbie one though. With the necklace made of sweets. I so-oo wanted that.’


‘But – d’you not remember being pleased I was at home? When some mothers didn’t get in until seven o’clock? How I always helped you with your homework?’

Angus laughed. ‘Come on, Mum, you were always gossiping on the phone to your friends when we were doing our homework.’

‘I remember you being obsessed with cushions,’ mused Lily, screwing up her face in an effort to recall. ‘Holding them up to the curtains and whimpering, “But do they match?” ’

‘And I remember you sobbing when I got into Falcon Court,’ Angus said. ‘Dad thought something awful had happened when he got home, but you said they were tears of joy and it was all you’d ever wanted.’ He shivered. ‘Scary.’

‘Oh yes! And my Common Entrance,’ recalled Lily. ‘I thought you were going to have a breakdown. Remember when I came out of my science exam –’

‘Yes, thank you, Lily,’ I snapped. I wasn’t proud of that little episode. Lily had strolled out of her exam to be met by an interrogating mother at the school gates. I’d hustled her to the car and made her recite the entire paper, question by question, on the way home.

‘And then there were pictures of seasons,’ Lily had said, beside me in the front seat, ‘and you had to name the one with the leaves on the ground, so I said spring. That was right, wasn’t it, Mummy? Spring?’

By the time Marcus came home from work I had to have my cheeks slapped. Have brandy put to my quivering lips.

‘But she’s eleven!’ I’d wailed. ‘Where have I gone wrong?’


I regarded my children now as they faced me over the kitchen table. Slumped in their chairs, Angus, jack-knifed, he was so tall, munching their apples open-mouthed; their hair lank, their pores open, their skin greasy. Like two enormous hormones.

‘Right,’ I said faintly. ‘Right. Well, if all you can remember of the past fourteen years is an academically ambitious mother whose only sense of personal fulfilment came from her soft furnishings, it’s clearly time I moved on. Did something for myself.’

Angus shrugged. ‘We’re not fussed. Just, you know, whatever makes you happy. Chill.’ He turned and tossed his core at the bin. It hit the swing lid and went in. ‘Ye-ess. Fancy being thrashed at table tennis, Lil?’

‘Yeah, orright.’ She got up. ‘I’ll beat you though. Anyway,’ she paused in the doorway as they went out, ‘what are you going to do, Mum?’

‘I’m going to work for …’ I stopped, remembering Marcus’s mirth. Remembered too that Angus’s last school report had said he showed an astonishing grip of the Crimean War. ‘I’m going to work for an academic,’ I said quickly. ‘A very esteemed academic. If I’m lucky,’ I added hastily, remembering, too, that I hadn’t got the job yet.

‘Right.’

‘Well, aren’t you impressed?’

Lily smiled kindly. ‘It’s not exactly Stella McCartney, Mum. But it’s a start.’
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