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For my friend, Lynne Tommony, in fond memory of
 pantomimes past.
 Also, with gratitude to Fizz, the borrowed dog, for
 walking a thousand miles and more with me in the
 ravelling of this plot – and surviving.


Chapter One
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Once upon a time – we open in the time-honoured way because, in spite of all the evidence to the contrary, there are certain people who will insist this is some kind of fairy tale – thus, once upon a time, a full two years before our story truly starts, and so very long ago a Tory government was still clinging to office in Merry Olde Englande by its much-bitten fingernails, there lived within convenient reach of the Palace of Westminster a spinster by name of Dunstan. Miss Theodora Elizabeth Fortescue Dunstan if you want the full moniker. Teddy for short.

It would be nice to continue that she was young, vivacious, beautiful and all the rest. Nice, but untrue. She was thirty-five even then, and, as she would be the first to tell you, no great shakes in the looks department. Five foot two, eyes of blue, damn little of the coochy-coo. Observe that sturdily erect spine, that elongated nose and stubbornly jutted chin. Here is no modern Ms, no dizzy-dazzling, thirty-something swinging-single in designer labels and emotional turmoil. Here, unmistakably, is an old-style Miss, who thinks labels are for jam pots and angst is a furring of the coronary arteries.

In fairness, she’s not so much uncomely, as uncommonly lacking in the talent or will to make more of her modest assets. A pretty thatch of fair hair is chopped into a brutally sensible bob; a rosily clear complexion endures daily soap and hard water while her meagre make-up bag is mislaid for weeks on end, and bosoms a cup size too large for her diminutive frame make her look more stocky than voluptuous because she hasn’t a clue about clever clothes. That her favourite outfit is a seventeen-year-old pair of cords teamed with a much-darned cricketing pullover says everything.

She would also freely inform you that she’s neither brainy nor accomplished. She possesses three O-levels, a silver medal for life-saving, and a magnificently embossed certificate in Cordon Bleu cookery from a wonky so-called finishing school on the south coast which went bust soon after she graduated. Little does she suspect the upheaval in her life which will soon be prompting her to frame this document for public display. At present, however, she employs respectable typing and shorthand qualifications in a job as secretary to the backbench Member of Parliament for Tadstone West. Conservative, it goes without saying. This is the daughter of a baronet and the great-niece of an earl: heart of oak, vowels of glass, handbag of granite – the latter wielded without compunction in disputes over the neck-ties, grammatical constructions and non-executive directorships appropriate to an aspiring politician. Is Teddy Dunstan bossy? Is the sky blue?

(But only with the best of intentions. Was not the said Member for Tadstone West being tipped for a junior ministership? And would this have been the case had he appeared in public sporting lime-green polka dots around his neck? Thank you.)

One of the few attributes she does claim for herself is common sense. Common sense she has by the bucketful. Also, she sincerely trusts in this degenerate age, a staunchly old-fashioned armoury of moral principles, so anyone hoping for scenes of exotic hanky-panky is likely to be in for a thin time. In fact, one is almost tempted to pack in this story altogether, because it cannot be denied Miss Dunstan is decidedly unpromising as the heroine of a romance. Not that she would dream of casting herself in such a guise. The very idea. Romance, in her view, is an affliction of the teenage years not unlike acne, and she’s happy to say she has never suffered from either. Perhaps her only qualification for this leading role is her lively desire to get married.

After all, dear reader, marriage can be the only satisfactory conclusion to a tale such as this – can it not? – and it is safe to state that few heroines in the entire annals of romance have been keener to hasten towards that happy consummation than Theodora Dunstan. What is more, unlike so many modern fictional females, she feels no obligation to waste two hundred and fifty pages flying the sex-equality flag by composing symphonies, founding commercial empires or navigating polar wastes before plighting her troth. Her view is that if God intended her to do any of the clever stuff, He would have supplied the cerebral wherewithal. As it is, her ambitions are more Jane Austen than airport bonkbuster. Give her a small house in the country (six bedrooms quite adequate), a brace or so apiece of well-trained children and dogs, a decent garden, a paddock for the ponies and a few civilized neighbours, and she confidently guarantees to live happily ever after.

Did she forget to mention the husband in that list? Ah yes, well, a husband is obviously required to sire the sprogs and foot the bills. Being neither bright nor beautiful herself, she doesn’t demand an Adonis or an Einstein, still less a combination of the two, just an average, respectable, decent sort of chap with a glimmer of potential and a healthy share of ambition, whether his field be diplomacy, law, industry at a pinch – or even, perhaps, the Tory party. Having secured such a promising specimen, she is prepared to devote herself to the smoothing and advancement of his career. Dinner–partying, shirt-pressing, diary-scheduling – you name the support service needed by a man-on-the-make, Teddy is equipped to supply it. She is also sound on blocked drains, income tax returns and cantankerous elderly relatives. Yes, on the very cusp of the twenty-first century, Teddy Dunstan is quite archaic enough to believe her natural vocation is that of the proverbial woman behind a successful man.

As to precisely why she has yet to assume her chosen role, why Miss Theodora Dunstan remains unwed at the embarrassingly advanced age of thirty-five, well, she would prefer not to go into that. If you don’t mind. Suffice to say there is a man in her life. This gentleman has figured large in her life for several years, one way and another, is part of the furniture, really, only not – yet – her lawful wedded husband. Which is utterly maddening, if you want the truth, because he never seems to be around in those parts of her life where a chap is really needed. Certainly, since one can only carry old-fashioned principles so far these days, he is regularly to be found in her bed – but what, pray, is the use of that? Where is he when an obstinate pickle jar requires opening? When one wants towels retrieving from the top shelf of the airing cupboard? Where is he, more to the point, when one needs a little support to endure the more gruesome rituals of family life, such as the funeral of one’s father?

For this is where we – if not he – first join Teddy. On a brisk March day, with daffodils dancing and clouds scudding like lambs across the sky, we find ourselves in the North Riding of Yorkshire at Langley Hall, distinguished ancestral pile of the Dunstan family, on the sad occasion of Sir Theodore Dunstan’s obsequies. And while Sir Theo’s life – in spite of sturdy efforts in the vicar’s address to suggest otherwise – may have failed to create much of a ripple in the great wide world beyond Langley-le-Moor, the events set in train by his passing will be quite another matter . . .


Chapter Two
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Teddy thought she had brushed through the actual service pretty well – managed not to blub, anyhow – but the ensuing knees-up back at the Hall was proving more than averagely poisonous. At every turn, she found herself being cornered by deaf and mothball-stinking ancestors, jovially demanding to be told, at foghorn pitch, when she was going to get herself hitched. With clenched smile, she kissed her way round the scrum, endeavouring en route to chivvy half-baked waitresses and even dopier brothers into doing their duties likewise. She had just seized a platter of distinctly unappetizing sandwiches from one of the former when she collided with her sister-in-law, Isobella, now Lady Dunstan.

‘This bread’s stale.’ Bella, lush as a ripe plum in tight ebony velvet, balancing on the spindliest of stilettos, nevertheless helped herself to a further quarter. ‘And they’ve been jolly stingy with the smoked salmon.’

‘Sorry?’ Teddy was scowling across the crowded room, signalling her younger brother towards a doddery great-aunt. ‘Sandwiches? Oh yes, absolutely. Bloody awful caterers. I shall complain.’

‘Darling, you look shattered.’ Wresting the sandwich plate away and dumping it on a nearby table, Bella wrapped an arm around her sister-in-law’s shoulders and lowered her voice. ‘Seriously, now. Have you had a good weep?’

Teddy blinked. ‘Weep?’

‘Vital. You mustn’t bottle grief up. Causes cancer, spots, terrible things, all that poison bubbling away inside. You have to let it flow.’

‘Honestly, Bella, you do talk rot.’

‘I believe you’re in shock.’

‘Course I’m damn well shocked – aren’t we all? Pa popping his clogs like that, without so much as a word of warning.’ For one treacherous second, Teddy’s eyes moistened. ‘All by himself, silly old fool, holed up in that damned Mill House. I wouldn’t mind so much if one could be sure he didn’t suffer at the end, didn’t—’ She broke off, sniffing ferociously.

‘Don’t hold it in, my poppet, let go.’

Red-eyed, Teddy glared back. ‘All one can do is thank God Lily Rowbotham happened to be passing. Otherwise – otherwise one doesn’t like to think how long he might have been lying there, stiff as a plank . . . Oh, knickers.’

‘That’s right,’ crooned her sister-in-law in triumph. ‘You just bawl your poor little heart out.’

But Teddy grabbed a paper napkin from the table and trumpeted determinedly. ‘Where’s Ma?’

This diverted Bella from grief counselling. Her face darkened. ‘Holding court in the Gold Drawing Room, telling all and sundry she expects to be turfed out of her precious home within the week by her heartless bitch of a daughter-in-law.’ Her voice dropped to an enraged whisper. ‘Honestly, Teddy, it’s so bloody unfair. It’s not as though Charlie and I have any choice about coming back here. Anyway, she doesn’t have to move out – well, not immediately – and Mill House is heavenly. Of course I’ve only ever known it as your papa’s den – so sweet the way he was forever scurrying off to his bolthole by the river, just like Ratty, don’t you think? But it always used to be a sort of dower house, didn’t it? Elephants’ graveyard for elderly rellies?’

Teddy flinched at a turn of phrase only too apt given that her father had been found stone dead in his bed at the cottage in question, but her sister-in-law, unheeding, swept on.

‘And even if the place has got a bit run down, that’s no excuse for calling it a rural slum. Besides, since she’s spent her entire married life and most of your father’s money doing up this place, I thought renovating Mill House might give her a new interest. I told her I was sure she could make it absolutely charming. Which is when she said, if it was so lovely, why didn’t we go and live there ourselves? But, truly, Teddy, with four children, not to mention the animals, Charlie and I simply couldn’t.’

‘Of course you couldn’t. Ma’s talking through her hat.’

‘But she keeps saying—’

‘Charlie must take a firm line with her, for once in his life. Forgive me, Bella, I ought to circulate. And, oh Lord, there’s Lily over by the door. I insisted she come up to the house and she might be feeling a bit adrift.’

‘Lily?’

‘Lily Rowbotham. You know, the one who found Papa, bless her heart. Used to work here when I was a child: cook, babysitter, surrogate mother, absolute salt of the earth. I must have a word.’

Her progress across the room was slow, however. More kisses had to be exchanged, more hands shaken, the proper inanities uttered: yes, it was a decentish sort of service, all things considered, although the new vicar was a tad on the high side, in Teddy’s view, definite whiff of incense in the nave. There were condolences to be suffered, cousins to be enquired after, glasses to be filled, reminiscences to be endured, and lavatories to be identified. Worst of all, there were questions to be answered. No, of course Cousin Julia had not been omitted from the guest-list to Teddy’s wedding. There hadn’t been a wedding, not so far.

How old was she now? (Honestly . . .) Thirty-five last birthday, she was afraid. Truly, because Charlie was thirty-nine. Indeed, Teddy found it as hard as Miss Lewisham to believe that this lolloping, overgrown schoolboy was now Sir Charles Dunstan. (Too much to hope he might sprout a brain along with a title.) Jeremy? Well, one must remember that Jez was the baby of the family, years behind her and Charlie. Yes, she supposed he’d made a competent job of reading the lesson. (And so he jolly well should after three years at drama school.) No, Baby Bro wasn’t married either, perish the notion. Time and plenty to think of that when he was earning the money to support a wife. (Fat chance.) Was he still on the television? Not since that hospital series finished. He seemed to have some wild idea of taking himself over to America, to try his luck in Hollywood, so perhaps they might yet end up with a movie star in the Dunstan family. (And pigs would fly over Sunset Boulevard.)

What was that? Oh, absolutely, Teddy herself was still down in London, typing her fingers to the bone at the House of Commons. Boyfriends? Gosh, surely Uncle Roly would agree she was a bit long in the jolly old tooth to talk about boyfriends . . . No, she most certainly was not one of these trendy lesbians – Uncle Roly had clearly been watching too much day time television. She would have him know she was blessed with plenty of friends of the opposite sex. Well, if he insisted, one chap in particular. But if he would forgive her . . .

‘Lily?’ she called, waving desperately.

Great-uncle Roland, however, was not to be deflected. Teddy found herself having to explain that this one particular gentleman friend couldn’t be present today, unfortunately, because . . . because what? The bleary old eyes did not waver from her fast-reddening face.

‘Because – it’s all been so unexpected, hasn’t it?’ she managed to stutter. ‘Pa dying so suddenly.’ An ill-chosen tack, because just thinking about her father’s lonely demise brought the salty tears crowding back into her throat, and the only defence against a humiliatingly sodden collapse was to gibber on about his having had his three score and ten, about a heart attack being a mercifully quick way to go, at least one prayed it was, and—

‘He went out quiet as a light.’ A plump hand with pearly pink nails had closed over her shoulder and a gruff voice familiar from childhood was whispering in her ear. ‘You listen to me, chuck. Your dad were fast asleep and didn’t know a thing. So give over fretting yourself.’

‘Lily!’ With a hasty apology to her great-uncle, she turned to embrace the newcomer. ‘Sorry, silly of me, blathering on, it’s just—’

‘I know what it is,’ interrupted Lily Rowbotham. ‘And you can tek it from me, he didn’t suffer.’

‘You think so?’

‘Know so.’ As if sensing Teddy’s doubt, she added testily, ‘I found him, didn’t I? Here, you look proper buggered, let’s get a drink.’ With a swing of her capacious hip, like a queen cow clearing a path through the herd, Lily led the way to a waitress, plucked two brimming glasses from her tray and told her they’d hang on to the bottle and all, ta very much.

‘You rescued me in the nick of time from Uncle Roly,’ said Teddy, accepting her glass. ‘Nosy old goat. Honestly, what is it about funerals that inspires ancient relatives to grill one so mercilessly about one’s personal life?’

‘Human nature.’ Lily sighed philosophically and downed a swig of wine. ‘Funerals is the only chance us oldies get to do a stock count round the tribe.’

For a women on the wrong side of sixty, Lily Rowbotham was a notably handsome creature. Her white-blonde hair was swept back in bouffant waves, her plump body upliftingly corseted and her feet, in spite of her bulk, were squeezed into the most delicately high-heeled of sandals. Doubtless in honour of her former association with the Hall, she was decked out for the present sad occasion in a flowing black georgette two-piece, scarcely less impressive than the Dowager Lady Dunstan’s weeds. Moreover, in contrast to the widow’s flawless maquillage, Lily’s mascara was noticeably blotchy. This did not surprise Teddy, because Mrs Rowbotham had ever been a warm-hearted friend – had mingled her tears copiously with Teddy’s over the demise of a pet hamster – and, Lord knows, had more than enough to blub about in her own life. Her husband was a miserly old despot who had been demanding an invalid’s privileges for years as he threatened to die and failed to do so. She also had two lumpish bachelor sons in their late thirties still living under her roof, while a much younger and gloriously pretty daughter had run disastrously off the rails at art college, falling pregnant by some layabout hippy teacher twice her age. That the scoundrel had married Lorette in time for her to produce twins, poor child, did not mitigate his villainy because the escapade rightly cost him his teaching job and, by all accounts, he had not done a day’s work since. Oh, in Teddy’s view, poor Lily had plenty to cry about.

‘Married, is he?’ she was asking now.

‘I beg your pardon?’ About to enquire after Lorette and her renegade husband, Teddy blinked. ‘Who?’

‘This here gentleman friend of yours, the one you was doing your best not to tell your uncle about. No, don’t try fibbing. Answer’s written plain across your face.’

‘Lily!’ Teddy looked round frantically.

‘Keep your hair on, they’re all deaf as posts.’ She shook her head. ‘Lumme, a married man. Never thought you were the type.’

‘I’m not.’ Teddy flushed, lowering her voice to an urgent whisper. ‘Look, I don’t want to talk about this, but believe me, it’s – it’s not what you might think. You know me. I have – I have very strong views on, well, on that sort of thing.’

‘Sounds like it and all.’

‘God’s sake, Lily, you don’t think I’m some cheap marriage-wrecker?’

‘Not the marriage I’m bothered about, you daft lummock.’

‘I never intended . . . I mean, she’d left him before anything happened.’

‘Only, let me guess, she came back.’

‘Temporarily. There were – are – circumstances . . .’ Teddy was growing redder by the minute. ‘But you’ve got to understand the marriage was over before I came along, truly, dead in all but name.’

‘Aye, and the patron saint of wedlock should be Lazarus. Kids?’

‘I’d rather not go into it.’

‘What’s his excuse? Waiting for his children to grow up before he makes an honest woman of you? And don’t give me that hoity-toity stare, Teddy Dunstan, I’ve known you since you was knee-high to a coal scuttle, and it sounds like you’re not much wiser now. What happens if his missus pops another bun in the oven while you’re sitting around twiddling your thumbs?’

Teddy spilled half her drink. ‘Another child?’

‘Happens.’

‘Don’t be absurd. The boys are in their teens. She was forty last birthday.’

‘How old were you when your mum had Jeremy? And she was across forty, wasn’t she? So were I, nearly, when I fell with our Lorette.’

‘Possibly, but John and his wife don’t – well, you know. Packed all that sort of business in years ago.’

Lily snorted. ‘Sez him.’

Teddy’s face was puce. ‘Can we please change the subject?’

‘By gum, there’s times when you’re the living spit of your old dad. Any road up, if you want my advice—’

‘I don’t,’ snapped Teddy before, with an effort, she caught herself up and continued more moderately, ‘Lily, look, I’m sure you mean well, but you couldn’t possibly understand—’

‘Oh yes I could,’ growled Lily Rowbotham with sudden ferocity, ‘I understand better than you’ve ever dreamed of, chicken. So if you want this fella, tell ’im to stop piddling around with excuses.’ She gestured round the sombrely clad throng and, all at once, she looked older and very weary. ‘A do like this makes you realize. Wait too long and one day you might just find it’s too bloody late.’


Chapter Three
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‘I mean, how long has it been now?’

Teddy, two days later, was briskly smearing reduced-fat spread on to a slice of toast before handing it across the table of her Pimlico flat. The question was rhetorical. ‘Six years we’ve known one another, damned nearly three since we, as it were, got together.’

Some women might consider moonlight, Moët and Mozart appropriate to the issuing of a proposal of marriage, but Miss Dunstan was a morning person, so it was tea, toast and the Today programme as usual, Anyway, this was not a proposal. This was simply a clarification of a long-standing, if unspoken, understanding between herself and Mr John Blackwell. Have we got that clear? Fine, then we will not be surprised to learn that she was clad – just as she would be any morning, post-bath – in her sturdy old tartan dressing gown. And you can be very sure she wasn’t tarted up with make-up, perfume or any of that nonsense. Mascara at this hour? She would as soon pour crème de menthe over her cereal. ‘I mention it only because, frankly, I think the time has come to – to regularize our situation.’

Her beloved stumbled to his feet with a mumbled expletive. ‘Dropped the bloody toast on my trousers.’

‘Chump.’ Teddy rose too, seizing a cloth from the sink. ‘Lord, what a mess, jam everywhere. Come over to the French windows so I can see what I’m doing.’

Now, one of Teddy’s few vanities – perhaps her only vanity – was a reluctance to admit she required spectacles. She owned several pairs, but could not be convinced that she did not cut a comically absurd figure in all of them. Some people, she claimed, were simply unsuited to glasses. Look at the Queen, God bless and protect her. Was Teddy the only loyal subject to have noticed that nothing had gone right in the royal family since the day Her long-suffering Majesty had first felt obliged to perch those ludicrous reading specs under her crown? Not that the travails of the Windsors could be blamed on failing eyesight, exactly. Teddy’s downfall was to be a different matter.

Finding the light even by the window inadequate, she kicked open the door and tugged her inamorato out into a patch of watery sunshine. (This was a ground-floor flat, with secluded, tree-lined garden to the rear, but since she is not to occupy it for much longer, we need waste no time on topography).

‘Ouch!’ yelped Mr Blackwell, as she thrust a hand deep inside his waistband to isolate the stain. We need expend little time on Mr Blackwell’s charms either, and for much the same reason. Suffice to say he’s passable on the eye, if no maiden’s dream, and, while unlikely to qualify for Mensa membership, combines sufficient ambition with irresistible helplessness – irresistible, at any rate, to a woman of Teddy’s managing disposition. He is generally known, moreover, as a good-natured fellow, even if his easy-going amiability was a trifle strained at that moment. ‘God’s sake, woman, let me undo my flies before you castrate me.’

‘It’s your own fault for putting on weight,’ she muttered, clicking her tongue as he fumbled with hook and zip. ‘Never mind, soon sort that out when we’re married.’

‘Married?’ he gasped, at a pitch that suggested castration was under way.

Teddy, vigorously applying cloth to trouser leg, paused. You must not think she had allowed herself to be alarmed by Lily Rowbotham’s warnings as to the perfidy of the male sex. Being of the officer and gent class herself, she naturally held that a chap’s word was his bond, even when that word was, so to speak, unspoken. If challenged, she would probably claim it was just the whole ghastly business of Pa’s death which was prompting her thus to push for legally married status. There is, after all, something about funerals that tends to concentrate the minds of those of us who remain, making us uncomfortably aware of just how swiftly tempus can fugit. Not least, in Teddy’s case, overhearing a prune-faced spinster aunt congratulate her mother on the possession of an unmarried daughter to care for her in her old age. A chill hand had clutched Teddy’s heart, and an iron resolution had hardened within her.

So now, still gripping the sticky patch of navy pinstripe, she straightened and looked her intended squarely in the eye. ‘We are going to get married, aren’t we, John?’

Give him his due, he didn’t suggest otherwise. Mind, it would take a brave man to meet that steely gaze and demur. As it was, with a few caveats and provisos only natural to a man of his calling, Mr Blackwell gave Teddy to understand that his longstanding commitment to the proposed course of action remained unswerving; on this policy above any other a U-turn was unthinkable; but that it wasn’t fudging any issues to point out certain major obstacles remained, with the interests of other parties demanding to be weighed in the long-term balance . . .

‘John, you’ve been shilly-shallying over this divorce for years.’

. . . however, as Teddy well knew, he had never regarded these obstacles as insuperable; and while he was sure she would agree that precipitate announcements would be ill advised in the present uncertain political climate, he confidently predicted they could look forward, in the not too distant future, to embarking on a new and public era of partnership. All being well.

‘Get the election out of the way and heigh-ho for the altar?’ enquired Teddy.

He swallowed. ‘In a word.’

‘Good show,’ she cried, and was actually moved to toss aside her dishcloth and plant a kiss on his flushed cheek. It was the most chaste and innocent of pecks. Thereby, however, she released her grip on his unzipped trousers, which, with the inevitability of farce, crumpled to his knees. Unwisely, he tried to step forward, and would have plummeted headlong to the flagstones, had he not clutched Teddy for support. Or rather, he clutched her dressing gown, which burst open and slithered to her waist.

‘Great fat fool,’ she squawked, because it was not a morning clement enough to be exposing one’s naked bosom to the air. She was vainly tugging back her clothing while he, protesting equally vociferously, hopped around with ankles shackled in navy superfine, when all at once there came the most terrific cracking and crashing from the branches of a chestnut tree in the neighbouring garden.

And somehow, the next minute, there was a little man squirming in the middle of Teddy’s herbaceous border, moaning that he’d broken his fucking leg. A leather-jacketed little man, with a very large, black, telephoto-lensed camera.

Fortunately, the injuries to the photographer proved minimal. Less fortunately, there was no damage at all to camera or film.
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