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One




AS TASH FRENCH FLUSHED the lavatory after her early-morning pee, a large icicle fell on to her head.

‘Great. That’s just... great.’

She was vaguely aware, as she staggered from the icy bathroom back to her fuggy, creased duvet and Niall’s spread-eagled limbs, that there was a large white turkey peering at her through the lop-sided cat-flap at the base of the stairs, far too fat to fit the rest of its ample feathered bulk into the chilly comfort of the house. The rattling ground-floor windows were now too opaque with frosted condensation for it to look through those.

‘Fattened for Christmas,’ she murmured to herself as she carefully inserted her frozen extremities underneath Niall’s warm, heavy legs and kissed his falcate, suntanned nose. In sleep, the long, curly eyelashes flickered as though stirred by a sigh and he burped mildly.

Christmas. The realisation finally hit Tash after an hour’s fitful dreaming about Brussels sprouts, mistletoe and the latest festive Cliff Richard hit.

‘Niall!’ She sat bolt upright, her head reeling. The effort was too much and she sank back to the pillows with a groan, clutching her thumping brow.

‘Mmmm?’

‘What day is it?’

‘Today, angel.’ He stretched his stubbly face across to hers and, without opening his eyes, planted a sleepy, hungover kiss on her mouth. ‘It’s today, I think.’

‘And would this “today” bear a passing resemblance to a certain important date in our religious calendar?’

‘Give me a clue?’ He was drifting back to sleep again, his sandpaper chin resting in the hollow of her neck.

‘Like, yesterday was Christmas Eve.’ Tash moved away to the edge of the bed.

‘Ah.’ Niall pulled a pillow over his head, one hairy armpit quivering as it was exposed to the frosty cold of the room.

‘And my mother, step-father and Matty’s unruly crew are due here for lunch.’

‘Great,’ came a muffled moan. ‘What time is it?’

‘Just after ten.’ Tash squinted across to her watch, which was propped up between two dirty mugs on the bedside table.

‘Good.’ He resurfaced, stubble grazing her shoulder. ‘That gives us time for a shag.’

‘I’m freezing, Niall.’

‘In that case,’ he started to kiss his way down the rungs of her ribcage, ‘let me show you what the Irish call central heating.’

After a lovely and slow, if rather fuzzy-headed, coupling, hangovers clearing, Niall pressed his lips into her moist stomach as Tash stretched across to gather up her watch.

‘By the way, there’s a very ugly white turkey outside.’ She winced as she read the time.

‘Yeah – we won him last night at the Olive Branch party – don’t you remember?’

‘I have a merciful blank after Marco Angelo started singing “The Girl From Ipanema”, wearing nothing but a tea-towel and Jack Fortescue’s deerstalker.’

‘Yeah.’ Grinning, Niall sagged back on the pillows. ‘Great party, huh?’

‘Glad you enjoyed it.’ Tash winced again as she vaguely recalled regaining consciousness whilst being carried back the one hundred yards from the Olive Branch to the Old Forge by their kindly local publican, who was anxious to get to midnight mass. Come to think of it, she did seem to have a fleeting impression of Niall reeling around in a nearby ditch carrying a huge white turkey at the time. She had simply assumed she was hallucinating.

‘What are we supposed to do with it?’ she asked weakly.

‘Well, as it’s the day of our Saviour’s birth and your greedy family are due for lunch in just over an hour, I’d recommend inviting it in to pull a cracker, wouldn’t you?’ Dark curls falling into his half-closed eyes, Niall staggered into the loo.

Tash was waiting anxiously outside when he emerged.

‘I don’t want you to kill it,’ she pleaded.

‘Fine.’ Niall grinned lazily, kissing her on the forehead as he passed on his way down to the kitchen. ‘I honestly don’t think I’m up to it now, anyway. You go ahead – he’s all yours. Hi there,’ he added as he passed the cat-flap, from which an unspeakably ugly white face was peering, red eyes watering from the cold, caruncle hanging jauntily to one side like a slipping court jester’s hat.

‘I’m not going to kill it!’ she protested, dashing after him.

‘No, well then, there’s no problem now, is there?’ Having banged around in several cupboards for an Alka-Seltzer, Niall was searching the fridge for mineral water. The pipes were once again frozen, reducing the taps to a pitiful, burping dribble.

‘Fine.’ Tash sank down at the stone-topped table, her bottom making contact with a freezing cast-iron chair. ‘Anyway, I bought a ready-stuffed, self-basting, idiot-proof frozen one – I guess I should bung it in the Rayburn as soon as I’ve translated the Paxo instructions.’ She reached for her fags.

‘Ah, now there’s a thing.’ Niall made do with dissolving two hangover tablets in Budweiser as the taps had now seized up completely, and there was nothing else to drink. ‘Would this be a self-defrosting one too?’

‘Shit!’

Tash watched in horror as Niall flipped open the freezer door with his knee to reveal several ancient pizzas, a bag of frozen peas, two empty ice-trays, a bottle of vodka and a vast idiot-proof turkey, as solid and frozen as a corpse in a glacier.

‘Tash – she is a good cook, non?’ Pascal asked as he cranked the hired Mercedes through a requiem of gears and crawled along in the Christmas Day traffic on the M6, his large Gallic nose wrinkling in anticipation of the gourmet treats ahead.

‘I think so, darling,’ his wife Alexandra answered distractedly as she frantically tried to wrap up presents in the passenger seat, sticking more Sellotape and gift tags to herself than to her gifts.

Their precocious eight-year-old daughter, Polly – squashed in the back seat with a very young, very nauseous puppy and a very old, very regal grandmother – was busy pulling revolting faces through the rear window at the shocked occupants of the car behind.

‘Tell Polly to stop that, will you, Mother?’ Alexandra reached for the Sellotape which was hooked on to the gear-stick just as Pascal tried to change into fifth.

‘I’ll do no such seeng, darleeng,’ muttered Etty Buckingham, turning around and joining her grand-daughter in her tongue-poking fun, her grandiose fur hat falling on to her regal nose.

The skinny, biscuit-coloured puppy, anxious to join in, reeled around too and vomited liberally on to Pascal’s cashmere jersey which Polly had been using as a knee cushion.

Matty French sulkily changed the wheel on his Audi as his wife crouched fearfully by the boot, pretending to read the AA Road Map.

‘I think we’re somewhere near Stroud,’ she suggested hopefully as a wheel bolt flew past at nose level. ‘Or it could be closer to Bristol. Hard to tell when everything’s so white.’

‘That’s just fucking great,’ hissed Matty, his fingers turning blue as he yanked at a stubborn nut. ‘Tash and Niall live in Berkshire.’

‘Oh, we came through there!’ Sally realised excitedly, consulting the map again.

‘I fucking know,’ Matty hissed. His rather idiotic crocheted skullcap – a present from his long-suffering PA which he felt obliged to wear – rather lost him the edge when it came to patriarchal tyranny. He looked like a very trendy Hackney social worker searching for his inner child.

‘Daddy said fucking!’ chorused two excited small children from the warmth of the rear seat.

‘Twice!’ added the eldest, Tom, who could count.

The Frenches’ third child, Linus, burst into noisy sobs as the car shook underneath his carry cot. He was wearing a large, colourful felt bonnet in the shape of a crocodile, his face protruding from its mouth as though recently swallowed.

Giving up on the map, Sally gazed delightedly at the paper-doily hedgerows and the frosted grass, spearing up in the cold, dry air like a rigid, peroxide-white punk hairdo.

‘“I’m dreaming,”’ she sang tunelessly, ‘“of a—”’

‘“White Chrithmath!”’ sang three-year-old Tor, who had recently added those two words to her repertoire of about twenty – most of them swear words.

‘No, it is not,’ muttered Matty, ever the pedant, particularly when, as now, his tether was nearing its end faster than a bolting goat’s. ‘White Christmases are so-called because it has snowed, covering everything totally in white. This is a sharp frost, which gives an appearance of snow but will fade as soon as it warms up.’

‘Which, if the weather parallels your father’s mood,’ Sally said idly, ‘will be sometime in March. I think we should get a place in the country, Matty. It’s so beautiful.’ Closing her eyes, she stabbed a dreamy finger into the map. ‘We should buy a tumble-down brick and flint cottage in – er – Maccombe.’

‘Don’t move your finger!’ Matty wailed, another wheel nut flying over his shoulder.

‘Whyever not?’ Sally looked up at him excitedly through her messy blonde fringe, wondering whether he was going suddenly, recklessly, to take her up on her idle dreams, a challenge he hadn’t risen to since very early on in the heady idealism of their marriage. A cottage, an overgrown garden, local pub, fossil-like colonel, ancient jam-making spinsters, gymkhanas, coffee mornings... bucolic bliss! Yes, let’s do it, Sals. Let’s go ahead for the hell of it.

But Matty’s big hazel eyes were narrowed, the retroussé nose still looked out of joint, and the wide, usually gentle mouth was set in a line as straight as a Roman road.

‘That bastard Beauchamp lives in Maccombe.’ Matty located the nut in a nearby patch of crisp, frozen hog grass. ‘Tash’s village is pretty near, I think. Fosbourne something. Look for Fosbourne.’

Sally sighed sadly and looked. ‘There’s a Fosbourne Holt here, and Fosbourne Dean.’ Her finger homed into a corner of the map close to Maccombe. ‘And a Fosbourne Dewkis.’

‘Ducis!’ Matty corrected. ‘It’s pronounced “dew-sis”. You should know that. We’ve been there twice, after all.’

‘Mmm, over a year ago,’ Sally reminded him regretfully, wondering why he was so uptight.

‘I wish to Christ we’d left it longer to go back,’ Matty added tetchily under his breath. He hoped beyond hope that Zoe Goldsmith wouldn’t make an appearance today.

‘This isn’t working.’ Tash turned off her hairdryer and gazed forlornly at the idiot-proof turkey. ‘It’s still frozen solid.’

Niall, who had managed to gather enough icicles from the guttering to boil a pan and thus defrost the pipes, was blowing the froth from his hard-earned coffee and watching her with amusement.

‘Sorry, Giblets, my son.’ He looked across to the cat-flap from which a grubby beak still protruded. ‘Your number’s up. Twenty-five pounds, twenty-five days into December, twenty-five minutes now until Tash’s mother’s due to arrive.’

‘Twenty-five minutes!’ Tash gaped at her watch in horror. ‘I must get dressed.’

‘Stay as you are.’ Niall wrapped her in a hug. ‘I like to see you in the just-got-out-of-bed look. I find the idea of ripping off three jumpers, two t-shirts, two pairs of leggings, two pairs of socks and an old school scarf deeply exciting.’

‘Do you think they’ll mind that the heating’s packed in?’ Tash hugged him back for warmth.

‘I’ll light a fire.’

By the time she came back out of the bedroom dressed in a very warm trouser suit over her very warm thermals, with her hair sodden and her nose blue from an icy shower, Niall was immersed in some old newspapers that he had extracted from the coal cupboard as kindling for the fire, and had become so engrossed in reading that the fire was still unlit. The vast, black-stained forge hearth was still filled with soot, ashes, cigarette stubs and sweet wrappers.

Tash’s eyes softened as she gazed at him. His curling black hair, in desperate need of a cut, was flopping all over his stubbled face, milk-chocolate eyes crinkling as he laughed at an A. A. Gill column dating back to September.

He’d had so little time to read the papers in the last few months, she realised; particularly the English ones that he adored, having spent so long filming in America, where his super-luxury trailer had been stuffed with scripts to be rejected. Here he was, dressed in nothing but a ratty striped dressing gown and bedsocks, hair on end, knees supporting a Sunday supplement as he stooped over an old television crit, guffawing as though he had watched the programme yesterday and agreed with every word. To Niall, everything was as fresh as he was, however jaded it – and he – appeared. He was the only man she knew who still laughed uproariously at old Marx Brothers jokes, and she loved him for it.

‘Merry Christmas.’ She held out a slightly damp package which she had just wrapped in the bathroom. She had forgotten to buy wrapping paper again this year, but doubted that he would recognise one of their drawer liners.

Niall looked up, his eyes uncrinkling for a moment.

‘You look beautiful,’ he sighed, taking in the red velvet suit, the long, long legs and wet, snaky brown hair curling over her huge, odd, blinking eyes and framing her lovely cleft chin.

She smiled shyly. ‘Open it then.’

As he ripped at the package, Tash wandered across to the paint-stained portable radio that had been her only company when splashing white Dulux on the brick walls of the Old Forge six months ago, and surfed the dial until she found some carols.

‘This is bloody wonderful!’ Niall laughed as a flutter of poppy-strewn, damp paper finally landed on the floor and he held up a tiny miniature painting of them both together, framed in a fat, peeling antique gilt square.

Tash, puce with embarrassment, listened to a couple of bars of ‘Good King Wenceslas’.

‘You don’t think it’s a bit naff?’ she asked nervously.

She had spent agonising hours the week before deciding whether or not to give it to him, and had only finally been persuaded when Gus and Penny, her dearest friends, had frog-marched her into the antique shop in neighbouring Fosbourne Dean and forced her to buy a frame – far more expensive than she could afford – insisting that if she didn’t give it to him, they would sack her from her post as their working pupil.

‘It’s simply wonderful,’ Niall sighed, echoing their words of a week earlier. ‘And so small that I can take it with me wherever I work. Christ, I love you, Tash French.’

When she finally surfaced from a kiss far too long and raucous for one of Niall’s standard celluloid love-scenes, she noticed a pair of red eyes peering at her critically through the cat-flap.

‘Do you think we should let him in and give him something to eat?’ she asked worriedly as Giblets let out an outraged gobble.

‘Sure.’ Niall shrugged, still staring at the painting in awe. ‘God, this is great.’

‘What the hell are we going to do for lunch?’ Tash peered into the open-plan kitchen where three pounds of Brussels sprouts were still sagging from a hanging vegetable rack, confined in their plastic string supermarket bag with the lurid discount voucher on full show. ‘Brussels sprout quiche?’ She let in Giblets, who headed straight for the fireplace in disorientated excitement.

‘We could.’ Niall shrugged again. ‘Or you could dash along to Penny and Gus’s place and see if they can spare any extras, while I stay here and light a fire.’ He propped the painting against a photograph of Tash and her event horse, Foxy Snob, taking a huge stone wall at last year’s Highclere Horse Trials. Coaxing Giblets from the fireplace, he lit a cigarette in anticipation of the task ahead.

‘I can’t impose on them on Christmas morning,’ Tash said worriedly. ‘And they can hardly cut their turkey in half.’

‘Afternoon.’ Niall checked his watch. ‘And why not? You can wish Snob and Hunk a Merry Christmas, and give the Moncrieffs their presents.’ He nodded towards a large Selfridge’s bag propped up by the door. ‘We forgot to take them to midnight mass last night.’

‘We went to midnight mass?’ Tash looked confused.

‘Mmm.’ Niall nodded, heading back to the fireplace and throwing in his half-smoked cigarette. ‘At least I think we did. Why in hell didn’t you just take that cigarette off me, Tash? You know I’ve given up.’

‘You’re supposed to tell me to take them off you first, remember?’ Tash, feeling slightly baited, headed for the door and stepped into her wellies as she reached for her ancient Puffa, which was oozing its lining through the tears like a clawed cushion. ‘I’m not acting as fag cop without instruction since you locked yourself in Tom’s bedroom with a packet of Rothmans at Sally’s thirtieth.’

‘You looked so sweet when you were soaked through – like a mermaid.’

‘The terrapins weren’t so chuffed to find themselves on dry land once their home had been deposited on me, though.’ Tash pulled on her gloves sulkily.

Niall looked sheepish. ‘Sorry.’

She grinned, able to forgive him anything when he looked at her like that. ‘I’ll see you in half an hour or so.’

An hour later, Alexandra and Pascal arrived to find Niall smoking a furtive Camel Light and reading an old copy of the Marlbury Weekly Gazette in the freezing cold. Tash was nowhere to be seen. A large white turkey was standing in the empty, black fireplace, its head cocked, listening to a droning Christmas sermon on the radio. A second turkey – smaller, plucked and frozen – was sitting on a polystyrene tray on the Rayburn, dripping on to the plate lids, from which a low hiss was burbling as the water ran down to meet the heat.

‘Allo, Niall, mon brave.’ Pascal picked his way into the tiny cottage, stepping over a tide of mess in his hand-made Italian shoes. ‘Eet is cold, non?’

But before Niall could look up and answer, Pascal was overtaken by his wife, wafting Arpège and flurried excitement.

‘I’ve left Mother in the car with Polly – they’re engaged in a frantic game of I Spy and won’t come out until one is declared overall victor. Hi, Niall darling – Merry Christmas. Gosh, you’re still in your dressing gown. I’m so sorry. Are we early? Is Tash still in bed?’

‘No, you’re late, Alexandra angel.’ Niall rose from his knees and kissed her on both cheeks, admiring the butterscotch skin which was still as smooth as her daughter’s. ‘And I’m afraid you’ve caught me about my prayers, as it’s the day of the birth of our Sacred Mary’s only child, so it is.’ He glanced guiltily down at the newspaper he had been reading and then beamed up at her.

‘Gosh, how gloriously devout.’ Alexandra looked at him in wonder and slight disbelief.

‘And Tash is just at the Moncrieffs’ farm saying hello to her horses now – giving them a Christmas carrot.’

‘How lovely – she always did that for her ponies as a child.’ Alexandra flicked back her short, glossy brown bob and caught sight of Giblets, who was pecking hungrily at the West Berks Advertiser.

‘Good grief, is that lunch?’

‘No, no.’ Niall flipped a casual hand towards the turkey in the fireplace. ‘He’s a pet.’ He headed towards the stairs, adding over his shoulder, ‘That’s lunch.’ And he pointed out the dripping, goose-bumped pink lump on the Rayburn.

‘The lunch, he ees frozen solid,’ Pascal announced with a shudder as, still wearing his leather driving gloves, he prodded the wet, icy bird.

‘Oh, dear!’ Alexandra gazed around forlornly as she listened to Niall creaking about in the bathroom overhead. ‘I mean, it’s terribly romantic but it’s a bit of a hovel, isn’t it?’

‘It’s a bloody dump, ma chérie,’ announced a warbling baritone from the door as Etty Buckingham tottered in, swamped by her squishy grey fox fur, bearskin hat worn at a rakish angle. She was an amazingly glamorous octogenarian, false eyelashes batting up a gale as she calmly took in the mess, hollow cheeks sucked in so that her cheekbones seemed higher and more angled than ever, like two wing mirrors. ‘I weel take you all out to lunch in a local ’otel.’

‘Rubbish, Mother,’ Alexandra said kindly. ‘You’re far too poor, and everywhere will be booked up by now anyway. Pascal will cook.’

He puffed out his tanned cheeks, watery grey eyes widening under his chaotic mane of greying hair. Turning up the collar of his beautifully cut cashmere coat and shivering against the chill, he stalked into the tiny kitchen.

‘I brought in ze wine, Maman,’ chirruped Polly from the door as she came staggering in under the weight of two magnums of champagne. The raven-haired little girl, as delicate and ravishing as her mother, was wearing an elf’s costume which was rather marred by the latest high-fashion trainers and the personal stereo attached to her leather elfin belt.

‘Ah – what a lovely Christmas! I can tell it’s going to be quite my favourite so far,’ Alexandra sighed happily, reaching out for her daughter’s load.

‘You were the funniest thing at midnight mass!’ Penny told Tash as they stuffed Snob with Polos, trying to keep hold of their wine glasses which he was keen to examine with his snapping pink muzzle. ‘Lolling around in the back pew singing a solo rendition of “Santa Claus is Coming to Town” while the hip vic was giving yet another camp sermon about loving thy neighbour of either sex. Godfrey Pelham got such giggles he was eating his hassock.’

‘Glad I was so entertaining,’ Tash said weakly, ducking as Snob gnashed his teeth towards her hair, keen on the waft of apple shampoo. His startling zig-zag blaze bobbed like a stabbing sword.

The big chestnut stallion, as headstrong and temperamental as his stable companion, the Drunken Hunk, was mild and polite, rolled his purple-brown eyes and backed off sulkily, presenting Tash with a stained chestnut rump, flaxen tail twitching angrily, white hoof stamping almost silently into his thickly banked shavings.

Tash’s two horses were the only ones not turned out for the day – Snob because he fought so much with all the others, and the yard comic, Hunk, because he was confined to stable rest with an injured tendon. Out in the Moncrieffs’ hilly, frosted fields the rest of the yard’s occupants were huddling together for warmth or nosing through piles of hay, swathed in heavy New Zealand rugs, some with protective hoods so that they resembled medieval chargers in low-budget armour. Tash noticed that the bottom field’s trough, which Penny had smashed into with a hammer just minutes earlier, was already developing a thin crystal film of ice again.

‘Come back in for another drink,’ she urged, hooking her arm through Tash’s. ‘Zoe was still goose-stuffing half an hour ago, so lunch is yonks away. God, I wish you still lived here. Christmas was such fun last year.’

‘I loved it,’ Tash confessed, remembering a meal that had lasted from the Queen’s Speech to Close Down, with no more domestic responsibilities than peeling the odd sprout and helping to wash up. Penny’s sister, Zoe Goldsmith, was the farm’s odd-ball cook and had produced a vast turkey stuffed with whole apples, garlic cloves, and, most controversially, green chillies. Last year, Zoe’s kids had orchestrated a hysterically blue amateur Nativity play with Niall and Gus as the donkey, collapsing under the weight of a very tight Penny. Tash, as the Virgin Mary, had giggled so much that she’d burst out of the slinky underwear Niall had given her that morning – as ever two sizes too small; he had a flatteringly minimalist image of how slim she was every time he hit Rigby and Peller.

Penny and Gus Moncrieff ran their eventing and training yard on a thread of a shoestring. They were both immensely dedicated and professional, but long hours and talent only went so far in a profession that really required sponsors who did not mind pouring money into a sometimes bottomless pit as horses costing ten thousand pounds to buy and several thousand a year to keep, failed to make the grade, or got injured, or simply went stale. Very few horses became international, and Snob was one of the very few; Tash knew that she owed her job in part to her boisterous chestnut horse and his rapid rise to success, his stud fees and his popularity with spectators. She would be forever in his debt for enabling her to work for the tall fair-haired duo who kept laughing and joking throughout the season, whether they won or lost.

Tash adored Gus and Penny, who were always tired, always thin and too stressed, yet inevitably welcoming and willing to put themselves out for others. They were two of the best-liked people in the sport, and attracted friends and acquaintances like tourists to a sunny cove. Penny had once represented England in the World Equestrian Games, but she no longer rode at the top level, preferring to breed and train youngsters. Her sister Zoe lived with them, doubling as cook, groom and secretary and adding to the glamour of the yard with her London connections and minor celebrity as an erstwhile columnist and feature writer. They always attracted a huge crowd at Christmas, and this year was no exception. They had eighteen for lunch and Zoe was frantically cooking two geese and a twenty-pound turkey in the farm’s unpredictable coke-fuelled range. Tash simply didn’t have the heart to ask if she could borrow a couple of wings and the parson’s nose.

‘Matty’s coming down today, isn’t he?’ Penny asked smoothly as they wandered towards the sagging farmhouse, their wellies crunching through frosted straw. ‘Are you going to whistle him up a soya-bean drumstick?’

‘God, I hadn’t even thought,’ Tash groaned. ‘He’ll just have to have a double helping of veg.’

She supposed that hosting a dinner for her mother’s entourage plus her brother’s brood was a tad ambitious as a first foray into independent yuletides. She wished now that she had stuck to Niall’s idea of heading for Ireland and taking in the hospitality of his raucous family, or simply holing up in the Old Forge together and staying in bed all day. Either was preferable to the task ahead.

‘I’d really better get back,’ she sighed ruefully. ‘My mother – given her unpunctuality – will just about be arriving now. My brother – given his – will storm into the village in less than an hour.’

‘Just come in for one more drink, huh?’ Penny’s wet berry eyes gleamed cheerfully through her untidy dark-blonde hair, worn down for once. ‘Gus will want another Christmas kiss, and you must collect your presents.’

‘Oh God, I left yours at the Old Forge!’ Tash remembered the Selfridge’s bag with a wail.

Polly, who had by now opened all the presents destined for Penny, Gus and Zoe at Lime Tree Farm, was starting on the ones under the threadbare tree, which was still undecorated.

‘Are these for my maman?’ she asked, holding up the extremely flimsy lace underwear that Niall was intending to give to Tash far later that day, when once again alone with her.

‘Don’t be silly, chérie.’ Alexandra was helping herself and Etty to two more huge gin and tonics as Niall clearly wasn’t too good at refilling glasses. ‘Those are far too young for me.’

‘I don’t know.’ Pascal cocked a rather excited furry eyebrow as he placed garlic and salt-encrusted potatoes on to a roasting dish and doused them in olive oil and rosemary.

Perched on a very scruffy sofa beside her daughter, Etty shivered slightly from the cold and sniffed disapprovingly. The place smelled very stale, she noted, and there were five unwashed mugs gathering mould on the table beside her. She clutched her gin and tonic – smeary glass, too – to her fur chest, unwilling to place it amidst such contamination. Whilst fearfully dishy, her grand-daughter’s Irish partner was rather odd. It was now after one and he still hadn’t dressed.

Niall, who had built a large fire that was smoking slightly more than he was in Tash’s absence, was tugging on his fifth Camel Light and wandering round in his striped dressing gown, getting under Pascal’s feet as he tried to make them both a strong black coffee. They were now out of instant and the filter machine had broken weeks ago, so he was forced to improvise with grounds through a tea towel, generating a great deal of gritty brown mess.

‘I wonder where Tash has got to now?’ He looked up fretfully as there was a commotion of motorised clanks outside, followed by the sound of a car being reversed into a wheely bin.

This was soon replaced by the banging of car doors and the excited chattering of children. The next moment, Sally’s pretty, rose-cheeked face was peering through the frosted windows and Matty, loaded down with baby equipment, elbowed his way through the front door.

‘Hi, all.’ He dropped a massive packet of nappies in at the door and scratched his head under his crocheted hat. ‘Something smells good. Christ!’ He caught sight of his grandmother and tried not to look too horrified.

Etty glowered back at him. They had never been the best of friends.

‘Matty darling!’ Alexandra sprang up from the sofa and rushed across the room to hug him which Matty, despite stiffening slightly, took in festive good humour.

‘You look great, Mother.’ He grinned, taking in the usual impracticality of her heavy silk jacket, bottle green wool trousers and high suede mules.

‘’Lo, everyone!’ Sally appeared through the door carrying Linus in his carry cot, her messy honey-blonde mane already falling out of its scrunchy, grey eyes merry, denim dress covered in baby food. ‘Merry Christmas! The kids are busy peering at the puppy in the Mercedes. Isn’t it a bit cruel leaving it there in the cold?’

‘Probably warmer than it would be in here,’ Niall laughed, greeting his friend Matty with an affectionate arm around the shoulders and kissing Sally on both her pink cheeks.

‘Christ, the puppy – I quite forgot!’ gasped Alexandra, rushing outside to rescue her present and welcome her grandchildren.

‘Get dressed, you lazy slob.’ Matty grinned at Niall, pleased to see him looking so well. ‘Tash still in bed?’

‘Why does everyone think that we spend our entire time in bed?’ Niall sighed, wandering back to his coffee-making.

‘Because you more or less do,’ Sally pointed out, kissing Pascal hello and making a tentative approach to Matty’s grandmother. ‘Hello, Etty. What a lovely surprise – we didn’t expect to see you here. Are you well?’

‘Closer to death than ever, ma chérie.’ Etty, still wearing her bearskin hat, peered up from her gin. ‘Xandra and James came to Scotland to rescue me from ’aving to spend anozer Christmas with Cass and ’er ’orrible ’usband.’

‘Pascal, Grandmother.’ Matty smiled weakly.

‘I thought he was called Michael?’ Etty gave him a cursory welcoming nod. ‘You look too thin, Matthew.’

‘Cass’s husband is Michael,’ Matty said patiently, watching as Niall, clutching his coffee, wandered up the narrow, twisting staircase to get dressed, followed by what appeared to be a large white turkey. ‘My father is called James, Grandmother. Mother and he have been divorced for years. She’s married to Pascal now.’ He pointed to his step-father, who was grumpily teaching Polly how to peel sprouts. ‘Xandra and Pascal came to rescue you from Scotland.’

‘That’s what I said, you stupeed child.’ Etty stretched up a creased, rouged cheek. ‘Now give me a kiss and bugger off and wash your hands – zey’re filthy.’

‘I had to change a tyre.’

Sally tried hard not to giggle as her husband’s twitching face made contact with his grandmother’s heavily made-up one. Matty loathed Etty, blaming her for bestowing the excesses of extravagance and bohemian wilfulness upon Alexandra. Etty, a ravaged French aristocrat who had been sent across the Channel by her impoverished family between the wars to marry a rich Englishman, was monstrously vain, bigoted and devious. She had made Matty’s childhood hell by continually favouring his sisters above him and pretending that it was he and not herself who secretly laid into the gin supply during her stays with the Frenches. But Sally felt a great affection for the woman who had, if her stories were to be believed, spied for England during the Second World War, played poker with Lord Lucan, eaten oysters with the Mitford sisters, and been approached by a young Mitterrand as a potential mistress.

‘Are you his latest, chérie?’ Etty asked Sally rather grandly.

Sally gaped at her. ‘I’m Sally – Matty’s wife. You came to our wedding, Etty. And to Tom’s christening.’

‘Oh, did I?’ Etty smiled blithely. ‘I cannot remember. One attends so many society weddings that family ones seem rather piffling.’ She gave Sally a huge wink and jerked her head towards Matty, who was testing Pascal’s cranberry purée with a boot face, his rage barely controlled.

Sally grinned broadly.

Tash, who had cut through a rock-hard ploughed field to get back to the Old Forge in less time, clambered rather clumsily over a frost-dusted fence and suddenly caught sight of her mother’s green wool bottom poking out of the rear door of a silver Mercedes, which was badly parked in the narrow lane. Attached to Alexandra’s shapely ankle was the small, rotund shape of Tor, Tash’s hyperactive blonde niece, her jaunty little pig-tails flopping over her chocolate-smeared face.

Tash drew in a guilty breath. That meant everyone had arrived, and she hadn’t even begun to cook. She wished she hadn’t spent quite so much time giggling with the Moncrieffs and their guests around the vast table in their warm, welcoming kitchen, putting off the moment she had to return to the icy forge. The slight body flush from two glasses of fizzy wine cooled to a shiver once more and, as she slithered off the railed fence, her gloved hands lost their grip on the bag Penny had given her. Her family’s presence always sent her nerves through the roof. She could feel her fists clenching, and the cheap glass ring that she’d just won when pulling a cracker with Zoe’s son, Rufus, scratched against the second and fourth fingers of her left hand. Faced with her turbulent family – especially Matty – Tash always felt like a shy, fat teenager again.

As she stooped to collect some of the presents that had tumbled out of her bag and on to the frozen verge, she spotted Tor’s brother Tom galloping out from behind a green Audi – even more badly parked, Tash noted. Slithering to a leggy halt by the open boot, he saw her and let out an excited, war-like wail before stalking forwards and shooting her with one of his Christmas presents – a super-charged, repeat-action water rifle, of which his father strongly disapproved.

Drenched through, her Puffa as heavy as a bullet-proof vest, Tash mustered a brave smile.

‘Hi, little rat.’ She wiped her wet cheeks and bent down, kissing thin air as he ducked away with squirming shyness. ‘I love your hair – it’s really cool.’

‘Think so?’ Tom looked proud, beaming a toothy smile just like the one his father so rarely gave.

Tash actually thought the trendy cut made him look like a little thug, his shiny brown pudding basin having been shorn off to just a few stubbly millimetres. But she knew how to suck up to her younger relatives. At times, it seemed, they were her only allies in the pushy, selfish babble of her family.

‘Tash!’ Alexandra had backed out of the Merc and was trying to hide something that was squirming under her coat.

‘Hi, Mummy – Happy Christmas!’ Slithering across the frozen lane, Tash dropped all her presents and gave her mother a hug, experiencing, as ever, a sudden oil-geyser rush of affection.

But Alexandra backed out of her embrace with unexpected haste.

‘You’re soaking wet, darling.’ She smiled rather awkwardly, and stooped to detach her grand-daughter from her ankle, into which Tor had been trying to sink her small, white teeth.

‘I know,’ Tash sighed, collecting the parcels that she’d brought back from Lime Tree Farm. They headed inside together, pursued by Tom and Tor. ‘Did you have a lovely time in Scotland?’

‘Lovely.’ Alexandra smiled and dropped her voice. ‘Mummy was a rogue – tried to nick the cutlery from every restaurant we took her to. Says she wants to move back to France with us, which is quite a ghastly idea.’ She raised her voice again. ‘Look who I found outside!’

Tash found herself the recipient of rather lack-lustre greetings as a result of her shoddy hostessing. Just as she started gibbering apologies to Pascal who, having got all the cooking on the go, was now sniffing one of Zoe’s Christmas puddings with mistrust, there was a bellow from upstairs.

‘Is that you, Tash?’

Quailing at the anger in Niall’s tone, she crept towards the warped oak door that led to the steep, narrow wooden stairs.

‘Yes. Look, I’m really sorry I was away so long, but Penny insisted that I—’

‘Where the fock are my clothes?’

‘Ah.’ Tash stood on one foot and glanced awkwardly towards the kitchen. ‘Well, all the stuff you brought back from LA is still in the machine, I think.’

‘And the rest?’

She smiled nervously at her family, who were listening in with interest. ‘Well, I gave a couple of your old suits to charity, and then I started sort of wearing the rest of your clothes to ride out in.’

‘You what?’

‘Back in a min,’ Tash bleated over her shoulder and shot upstairs.

Matty looked across to Sally and rolled his amber eyes with despair.

Having clucked into Linus’s carry cot for a few seconds, Alexandra sank down beside her mother again and readjusted the squirming bulge in her coat.

‘Dreadful hole, isn’t it, chérie?’ Etty peered around the room critically, taking in the grubby, white-washed stone walls covered with Tash’s colourful paintings, the threadbare furniture, curling rugs and amassed litter, which now included the stack of old papers that Niall had been reading.

‘Must be terribly lonely for poor Tash while Niall’s away.’ Alexandra gazed around, noticing just how many paintings her daughter had been producing lately.

‘She’s away competing most weekends, I believe,’ Matty pointed out, settling rather uncomfortably on a coffee table as there were no more available chairs.

‘Not this time of year.’ Sally pulled Tor on to her denim lap and wondered whether it would be terribly rude to help herself to a drink as no one had offered her one. ‘Stop shooting Pascal and get the presents out of the car, will you, Tom?’

‘If anyone gives me toiletries I weel make them eat them,’ Etty threatened rather demonically. ‘Ees the Queen’s Speech on yet?’

But when Matty fiddled around with the several remote controls that worked the television, he managed to set the video recorder playing. In it was the blue movie that Tash and Niall had been giggling over the afternoon before. Etty almost ate her false teeth in shock.

When they had met two years earlier, Tash and Niall had fallen for one another as deeply and impractically as only they were capable of, believing that they had finally united two halves of the same huge, ludicrously romantic heart, but not realising quite how incompatible their lives were. Niall, a rising star in the acting world, spent a great deal of his working year on location or touring to publicise films. More recently, with a hefty American divorce settlement against him, he had been forced to take the roles that offered the fattest cheque, necessitating months on end living by West-Coast time. Tash, striving to build a career in eventing, lived a gypsy’s life in summer, touring around the country in the Moncrieffs’ vast horse-box from which she lived, ate and competed. Then in winter she was based in West Berkshire, training, schooling and teaching.

In the first year of their relationship, she and Niall had spent about two months together, and most of that in the company of others. Tash had visited him on location several times, but it was a closed, cliquey world in which he worked fifteen-hour days and lived so far beneath the skin of the character he was portraying that it was like visiting a stranger – and not a very nice one of late, as he was increasingly being cast as baddies in action movies. In turn, Niall battled to be there to support her when she competed, but he inevitably turned up too late to see her ride, or not at all as he was so often delayed on set. Once he had even travelled to entirely the wrong horse trials and had waited in vain for her to appear.

In despair they had arrived at the conclusion that the only way they were going to stand a chance of seeing one another was for Niall to move his permanent home from London to the tiny West Berkshire village in which Tash’s team was based.

Huddling in the higgledy-piggledy hills that peaked and troughed alongside the far more graceful crest of the Wayfarer’s Ridgeway, like muscles alongside a backbone, the Fosbournes were a clutch of villages within an ancient and remarkably unspoilt parish. It was a piece of anachronistic old Berkshire, almost untouched by the silicone valley industrial estates, business parks and out-of-town superstores that sprawled between identikit suburban housing estates further to the east. Too far away from a large town or flat land to be of much use, the Fosbournes housed a friendly if reactionary community which tolerated its few sacrifices to Thatcher’s years well – the odd modern bungalow, DIY extension enthusiast or wailing weekday exterior alarm on a weekender’s cottage. It was true that nowadays the narrow lanes were more often patrolled by Ford Escorts with thumping stereos and local entrepreneurs’ flashy four-wheel drives than farmers’ pick-ups or tractors, but Niall adored the place and had set about house-hunting like a zealot.

He had rented the old, converted forge six months earlier so that he and Tash had a base to be alone in together. Before then she had occasionally travelled up to his London flat when she had time, or more often he had stayed with her at the Moncrieffs’ cramped farmhouse, where she was based for her work. Conducting their relationship surrounded by children, grooms, dogs, horses and the constant stream of visiting friends that the Moncrieffs attracted had been fun but frustrating.

He’d rented the cottage in mid-summer, when wistaria had curled seductively around its small, deep-set windows and pools of dappled sunlight had streamed into the vast, cool reception room. Once the village forge, it was bang in the centre of Fosbourne Ducis, equidistant between the pub and Lime Tree Farm, nestling in its rather ugly, squat way amongst barn conversions, brick and flint cottages, oak trees, high hawthorn hedges and narrow, patched-up Tarmac lanes. The long-neglected forge had been bought by weekending yuppies in the eighties and, with the addition of a loft conversion, bathroom and open-plan kitchen, they had transformed it into a stylish, if rather twee, love nest with a huge stone hearth which ate coal, a forest of knotted elm beams and more olde-worlde charm than Bilbo Baggins’s cottage.

When Niall had first seen it drenched in sunlight, he’d fallen madly in love with it, rejecting the far grander old rectories and manor houses that his estate agent had deemed more fitting to his star status. He and Tash had moved there in late-July and experienced three heavenly weeks of love-nesting instincts, occasionally staggering out to the Olive Branch or the local post office store when they could be bothered to get dressed. Niall had then flown to the States to work on some terrible action adventure film, leaving Tash to divide her time between decorating and the autumn eventing season. It was then that she’d discovered the mould growing on their gingerbread cottage.

In autumn it was awash; in winter it was a freezing tomb. The roof leaked, the damp spread, the rot rose and the pipes froze. Set right on the main village lane just yards from the ford that allowed the little River Fos to trickle from the Lime Tree Farm fields down to Fosbourne Manor’s lake and then on to Mill House, it flooded with alarming regularity. Tash had got used to keeping her wellingtons at the top of the stairs ready to don before she descended to breakfast each morning. She looked forward to travelling away to weekend events because the horse-box – even though on its last legs – was warmer and drier.

When Niall flew back for a rushed reunion, he found the forge’s rustic drawbacks charming. He laughed as they squelched around on the sodden rugs and boiled kettles to fill the bath, finding the whole experience wonderfully refreshing after the anonymous, clinical luxury of five-star hotels and top-of-the-range location trailers, not realising how tough it was to live with such inconvenience seven days a week. Tash, in turn, was so pleased to see him and so preoccupied with enjoying every moment of having him around, that she couldn’t bring herself to complain.

Alexandra was right. Tash had found it horrifically lonely without Niall and, in the last few weeks, had spent more nights than she cared to admit sleeping in her old room in Lime Tree Farm, which was tatty but warm, particularly when she was joined by the Moncrieffs’ border collie, Wally, and Zoe’s neurotic Dalmatian, Enid.

She spent so much time with the Moncrieffs – schooling and fittening the horses, taking her share of the day-to-day tasks in the yard, eating Zoe’s eclectic food, filling in entry forms, travelling to competitions, working out diet and exercise plans for the horses, drinking and talking late into the night as they planned the year ahead – that there seldom seemed any point in staggering the half-mile home. And Niall knew that if she didn’t answer the phone at the forge, she would almost inevitably be sitting on the splitting leather sofa at the farm with Wally’s head in her lap and a glass of wine in her hand, laughing with Zoe or helping her kids with their homework.

‘He’s been doing the most Godawful work in order to pay off the divorce settlement – cast three times in the past eighteen months as a Middle-Eastern baddie in muscle-men war movies. It keeps them apart so much, and he loathes the scripts. I bet Lisette’s grinning from Versace earring to earring. She wants him back, I’m certain.’

Sally, the most wildly indiscreet member of the family, was busily filling in Alexandra and Etty on all the latest gossip about Niall’s and Tash’s lives and those of anyone else that they mutually knew, when Niall re-emerged wearing what he had been dressed in the night before – a very grubby pair of white jeans and a vast navy blue Guernsey with cracked leather elbow patches and an unravelling hem. His dark locks were all over the place, he’d cut himself shaving and he was still squinting with hungover tiredness. Yet such was his presence and charm that when he smiled his big, lazy smile at Etty, she flushed delightedly under her bearskin and took a hasty swig of gin to calm her nerves.

Sally quickly shut up about Niall’s ex-wife and asked Alexandra what she and Pascal were planning to do during the rest of their stay in England.

‘Oh, darling, I wish we could cram everything in!’ Alexandra was still clutching her coat around her oddly animated stomach, even though the fire was now heating the room to toasting point. ‘There are so many old friends I want to catch up with, but we’ve got to fly back for New Year’s Eve because Pascal’s father is eighty and he’s having a huge, boring old party in Paris. So we’re whizzing to London the day after tomorrow for a quick stint at the Ritz and lots of drinks parties, then we’ll take Mother back to Scotland and fly to Paris from there.’

Etty started grumbling rather heavily under her breath about Paris in January and perhaps never seeing it again, so Alexandra rushed on.

‘Of course tomorrow is Sophia’s usual Boxing Day do – so nice to be able to go for once. We usually can’t get a flight over. You are going, aren’t you?’

Sally swallowed awkwardly and shot a suspicious glance at Matty.

‘We haven’t actually been invited this year,’ she admitted.

‘Don’t be ridiculous, darling!’ Alexandra laughed. ‘Of course you have. Sophia wouldn’t not invite her brother, however snobbish she’s been about the fact that you turned up in jeans the year before last. She always invites the entire family for Boxing Day. Always.’

Matty cleared his throat and looked away furtively.

‘Well, we’ve agreed to go to some friends in London for lunch tomorrow anyway,’ he muttered uncomfortably, toying with a button on his oversized cardigan. ‘It would be a lot of effort to drive back to London tonight then Worcestershire tomorrow just to see more or less the same people again.’

‘Nonsense!’ Etty joined in the fight, loving an argument. ‘You can stay ’ere tonight, non?’

‘We couldn’t possibly – it’s far too small!’ Matty snapped.

‘Surely the Moncrieffs would put us up?’ Sally suggested. She was rather excited by the prospect of getting another gawp at Matty’s elder sister and her husband Ben’s stately pile, which they so seldom visited. That would also get her out of lunch with Matty’s interminably dreary, politically correct friends, Tony and Hetty.

‘No!’ Matty snarled rather too forcefully. ‘It’s Christmas night, for Chrissake. We can’t just turn up uninvited at the farm and beg a bed.’

‘Joseph and Mary did,’ Alexandra pointed out smoothly.

‘Sure, they wouldn’t mind about that now,’ Niall pointed out from the kitchen where he was at last pouring some drinks and once again getting under Pascal’s feet. ‘Would you like me to give them a call after lunch and ask? Better still, we could walk over there and say hi.’

‘No, thanks.’ Matty stalked towards the stairs. ‘We haven’t enough baby stuff to stay a night away. And besides, we’re committed tomorrow. Mine’s a huge scotch, Niall.’ He stomped up, kicking the bare risers with his toes.

‘Which means I’m the designated driver again,’ Sally sighed. ‘Boy, he’s tetchy today – I’m sorry, everyone.’

‘Always was a grumpy little milksop,’ Etty grumbled, listening as, upstairs, Matty told off Tash in an embarrassed and huffy voice for not locking the bathroom door. ‘Just like his ’orrible father.’

‘Mother!’ Alexandra shushed, shooting Sally an apologetic look.

‘It hasn’t got a lock,’ Tash was explaining over her shoulder as she pounded downstairs, having changed from her damp trouser suit to a woolly red sweater dress.

‘Ah, Tash – I’ve got your pressy—’ Alexandra started to open her coat.

‘I suppose that terrible man weel be there tomorrow?’ Etty butted in, pursuing her own line of conversation.

‘I expect so,’ Alexandra sighed, closing her coat again.

‘Who?’ Tash kissed Niall on the cheek and helped him prise open the ice compartment of the freezer.

‘Your father.’ Alexandra wrinkled her nose as though talking about a strong smell.

‘Oh, him.’ Tash shrugged. ‘Now who wants scotch and who wants gin and tonic? Only Niall seems to have poured about seven glasses of both.’

‘How many are there then?’ Niall looked up.

‘Seven adults,’ Tash counted. ‘Three sprogs and Linus.’

‘Ah, well, I know Linus likes a few chasers with his three o’clock bottle.’ Niall held up his hands with a big grin and downed a scotch in one. ‘You okay there, Pascal?’

‘Hmmph.’ Pascal – who had descended into understandable sulks sometime between peeling his eightieth and ninetieth sprout – looked up from his parsnip purée, grey eyes narrowed. ‘Lunch, he is ready in cinq minutes.’

‘That’s great, so it is.’ Niall was looking slightly worried. ‘Tash...’ He cleared his throat and jerked his head towards the stairs door.

Halfway up them, they went into a huddle.

‘How many plates do we have exactly?’ he whispered.

Tash covered her mouth, eyes widening as she gazed at him.

‘Six settings,’ she muttered through her fingers.

‘Will that stretch to ten?’

Biting her lip, Tash shook her head. She knew her stepfather’s love of formal dining. Having so nobly set to work creating a lunch at which he was supposed to be a guest, and having cooked it with far more skill than she could ever have hoped for, Pascal would now want to sit at the head of a beautifully laid table, playing host with his usual bonhomie and aplomb, as though he was back in his Loire Valley manoir hosting a banquet for thirty.

They had the table – a grand, creaking, stone-topped one which Hugo Beauchamp had given Niall as a moving-in present and Tash generally used for spreading out her art equipment. And they had enough chairs – just, if they used the sofa, the bathroom laundry chair and the three garden chairs out of the shed, she worked out. But their crockery and cutlery would never stretch. Why hadn’t she thought of that before?

‘Okay.’ She scratched her head, thinking fast. ‘You dash along to the Olive Branch – they’ll have finished serving lunch by now. Beg and borrow what you can – serving stuff too. Give Ange a present as a bribe – anything you can find. Or tell him I’ll paint a picture of the pub as thanks. Steal if you have to. I’ll set up what I can here.’

While Niall, still pulling on his shoes, dashed along the lane, Tash rushed around the cottage to the bemused speculation of her family, pulling a duvet cover out of the laundry cupboard and spreading it over the table in place of a cloth, and ramming bits of the already bedraggled Christmas tree into a chipped vase between the two stubby candles in the centre.

‘Do you think she’ll stop for a moment?’ Alexandra hissed at Sally as Tash raced around in search of napkins. ‘Only I want to give her this present.’ She opened her coat a fraction.

‘Oh, there it is,’ Sally giggled. ‘I was wondering what had happened to that. Don’t show it to Matty, for God’s sake. He’ll start lecturing about one being for life, not just for Christmas.’

‘Oh, that’s so sentimentally English. This is a French pup, darling.’

‘You smuggled it?’ Sally balked.

‘No, no – well, not exactly.’ Alexandra glanced at Pascal who was whipping something in the kitchen now. ‘This is one of Rooter’s pups.’

‘Rooter?’

‘Great big hairy thing that one of Tash’s admirers gave to her while she was staying with us in Champegny.’

‘Yes, I remember.’ Sally thought back. ‘Looked like a large pampas grass arrangement on legs.’

‘And Rooter was none too pretty either.’ Alexandra cuddled her coat closer.

‘Was?’

‘Poor old darling breathed his last in Pascal’s herb garden last month.’ She looked rather tearful. ‘He went out with a bang – literally. He was on the job with one of my spaniels at the time. Poor darling, I was rather attached to the old thing. He’d been with us almost two years.’

‘Don’t tell me that’s the result?’ Sally pointed to her stomach in shock.

‘No, no – far too early for those to pop out, although God knows who we’ll palm that litter off on this time. The whole valley is populated with Rooter’s progeny now. There are shaggy yellow dogs of varying sizes on every street corner. No, this is an earlier vintage. My friends the Gallaghers – do you remember?’

‘We had dinner with them when we stayed with you.’

‘Yes, darling – and they had a little Manchester terrier called Bet with a very wet nose that was prone to point up unfortunate places?’

‘I remember.’ Sally crossed her legs.

‘Well, the Gallaghers have moved back to Edinburgh now – Hamish’s job, I think. And Rooter clearly rooted just a few days before they came back. Poor little Bet – Lord knows she must have winced, she’s so small. Anyway, halfway through quarantine out popped five puppies. This is the runt. She’s already four months old, but not as big as her ma. Hamish Gallagher saved her for me.’

‘She’s divine.’ Sally lifted up the coat and looked at the strange little creature – a leggy mixture of black and tan fluff, pointy snout, vast opal eyes and big, petal ears the colour of golden biscuits. She was utterly endearing with her gamine Audrey Hepburn face and waifish, waggy tail, and was now quite settled in her fuggy hideaway.

Niall returned just as Pascal was threatening to throw the drying meal out of the window. He was weighed down with crockery, had knives and forks poking out of every pocket and smelled slightly of the two vast Bushmills that Marco Angelo, their local Italian landlord, had pressed upon him.

‘He asked if you could do a portrait of Denise for her birthday next summer.’ Niall hiccuped slightly, winking at Tash and setting his load down on the table with a clank. ‘Says to make her look ten years younger and three stone lighter, or she’ll never talk to you again.’

‘Bless him.’ Tash grinned, hastily setting places.

Marco and Denise Angelo ran the immensely successful Olive Branch with its Michelin-starred Italian restaurant. Known locally as Ange and Den, they were only slightly more famous for their food and hospitality than they were for their flamboyant bilingual arguments and smashing china. Today was obviously a harmonious day at casa Angelo, Tash surmised, from the stack of chip-free china that Niall had returned with.

‘Now – at last – you can both have your present!’ Alexandra gasped with relief and opened her coat, just as a small, fluffy bundle of long legs and big petal ears threw up on her expensive woollen trousers.

‘À table!’

They were still madly opening presents when Pascal called them over to eat, leaving Polly, Tom and Tor sulky and frustrated as they were forced to relinquish new toys before trying to break them properly.

The meal was a glorious victory of skill over time. Pascal had taken the turkey off the bone to cook it quickly, poaching it in gallons of wine and double cream before grilling it in a cranberry glaze. The result was as moist and melting as watermelon, and surrounded by piles of glossy, crisp vegetables dripping with butter and black pepper.

Sally eyed the others’ plates jealously as she ate the soggy pizza which Tash had hastily defrosted and microwaved when Matty announced that he and his family would not sacrifice their vegetarian ideals for Christmas. She was also sipping mineral water as she was the designated driver for the day.

‘Can I have a piece of turkey?’ Tom begged.

‘No, you can’t,’ Matty snapped, pedantically picking pieces of pepperoni from his pizza slice before reaching across to do the same on Tor’s. ‘These pizzas aren’t all veggie, Tash.’

‘Aren’t they?’ she asked guiltily. She had realised that earlier, but had hoped that if she burned them enough they wouldn’t notice.

Etty, who had called Pascal ‘James’ three times now, was eyeing Tash’s left hand beadily.

Tash hoped she’d remembered to wash her hands since returning from the Moncrieffs’. She had a feeling that she hadn’t. No wonder Matty was picking at his pizza like a medieval king’s poison-tester.

The leggy puppy, whom Niall had named Beetroot, sat on Tash’s lap throughout and was stuffed with turkey breast. She munched happily, her white teeth and pink tongue working furiously, and showed no more signs of nausea, for which Tash was relieved, having no desire to change yet again.

‘Do you really like her?’ Alexandra asked again over Christmas pud, anxious not to inflict an unwanted burden upon her youngest daughter.

‘I love her – we love her.’ Tash grinned at Niall and then her mother. ‘I’m so sorry about Rooter, Mummy. He was a lovely character.’

‘’E smell like a pissoir,’ Pascal pointed out, dousing the pudding in brandy for the third time and applying his lighter.

The two magnums of champagne were polished off with wildly indulgent speed and followed by several bottles of Chianti which Niall had bought for the occasion and which Pascal, who was a Gallic wine snob, pronounced ‘undrinkable’.

Etty by far out-drank anyone and became quite raucous over Niall’s sublime Irish coffee and Sainsbury’s discount petits fours. Her bearskin and fur discarded, she turned out to be wearing a rather creased silk handkerchief dress and to have Carmen waves as even as corrugated iron in her gun-grey hair. Her face flushed from the booze and the heat of the fire, she watched Tash and Niall with her clever green eyes, liking the way they touched so often, passed glances as instinctively as two old carpenters working a double-handed lathe together. They weren’t so silly and infatuated as to finish one another’s sentences and call each other by sickly nick-names, she noticed with approval, but they had a simpatico rhythm, a way of reacting to one another, which denoted people so similar they could almost share identical genes.

As she settled in front of the fire with Alexandra and Pascal while the others started wrapping up for a cold, dark post-prandial walk with the kids, she caught her daughter’s hand and squeezed it.

‘I think we’re going to have another family wedding soon,’ she whispered in a very loud stage hiss, nudging her grey-pencilled eyebrows towards Tash who was trying to fit Tom into a pair of her wellies, and Niall who was tickling Tor until she dissolved into shrieking, delighted giggles.

‘Really?’ Alexandra looked terribly excited.

‘Oh, yes.’ Etty hiccuped slightly. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s already asked her. I expect they’ll announce it tomorrow – with the whole family gathered.’

‘Gosh, do you think so?’ Alexandra found she couldn’t stop smiling. Whether it was from the champagne or her mother’s certainty, she couldn’t work out. Tash getting married to lovely Niall! The thought filled her with warm little shivers of hope.

‘What makes you so sure, Etty?’ Pascal puffed out his cheeks sceptically.

‘Once one reaches my grand age, chéri, one knows it all,’ she said haughtily. ‘Besides,’ she hissed under her breath, ‘she ees wearing a ring on her engagement finger. One of those modern, trendy designers, I think. Probably Tiffany’s.’

‘What?’ Alexandra and Pascal both craned around to gape, but Tash had pulled on her gloves and had Tom’s hand in one furry mitt, the door latch in the other.

Sally, who hated walking and was afraid of the dark, plumped down beside her mother-in-law, certain that she had just caught the tail end of the most riveting piece of gossip.

‘I think I’ll stay here and chat, Matty.’ She smiled blithely at her husband as he donned his crocheted hat once more. ‘Keep an eye on Linus in the face of all this drunkenness.’ She nodded towards Pascal, who was vaguely trying to offer his step-grandson a champagne cork instead of his dummy to stop him bawling.

‘Sure,’ Matty struggled into his cord jacket, unaware that Polly had tied the sleeves together.

‘We’ll only be half an hour or so,’ Tash told her mother as she wandered out, letting in a rush of cold air in her wake. ‘Just march this lot across the fields in the dark to see Zoe’s kids’ old ponies then back.’

‘’Bye, darling!’ Alexandra waved her off and turned back to Pascal and Etty. ‘This is so, so exciting. I can’t wait to talk to James about it tomorrow.’

Etty and Pascal both exchanged horrified glances.

‘About what?’ Sally refreshed her glass of mineral water with a vast slug of brandy.

‘Tash and Niall are engaged!’ Alexandra confessed sotto voce as Matty followed the others out, having finally unknotted his sleeves.

‘Ohmygod, how wonderful!’ Sally whooped. ‘Lisette will be so, so angry.’

Crunching over crisp, hard grass, Niall linked his fingers through Tash’s and pressed a warm, steamy-breathed kiss into her cold ear.

‘What’s this?’ He fingered a scratchy lump through her glove.

Tash looked down, trying to remember.

‘Oh, that – I’d forgotten I still had it on,’ she laughed. ‘I pulled a cracker with Rufus this morning. It was my prize – he put it on me and proposed on Wally’s behalf.’

‘The little snake!’ Niall pulled her closer. ‘I hope you said no?’

‘I said I’d think about it.’

‘And have you?’

‘Well, Wally’s a great listener.’

‘Bad breath.’

‘Lovely brown eyes.’

‘Farts in public, so he does.’

‘Tremendously loyal.’

‘To Gus.’

‘Sleeps with me more often than you do.’

‘Eats his own faeces.’

‘I’ll say no.’

‘Good.’

When they got back, Etty was snoring on the sofa with a glass of brandy tipping into her silk cleavage, and Pascal was watching the blue video and furtively drinking the last of the Chianti. He hastily discarded it into a dead pot plant when the door opened.

Talking in hushed voices, Alexandra and Sally were side-by-side on the sofa having a cryptic conversation about sympathetic vicars which they instantly changed to Royal gossip when the walkers trooped in, blowing out steam and banging their palms together.

‘You ready for the off soon?’ Matty asked his wife, hangover already cramping his temples.

Sally hiccuped mildly and stretched an arm over the crocheted blanket on the sofa-back to clasp his.

‘’Fraid Alexandra and I got a bit bladdered, darling.’ She went slightly cross-eyed as she smiled up at him, cheeks flushed from the fire which she’d recently banked up with logs. ‘Looks like we’ll have to shack up here for the night after all – go to Sophia’s party tomorrow perhaps?’

Matty hissed through his teeth, but he couldn’t really complain. He saw Niall, his oldest friend, so seldom. And they hadn’t had a chance to catch up yet. He could argue out the Sophia thing tomorrow. But there was one thing that he was singularly determined upon: they were going to sleep on the floor here tonight, not in the Moncrieffs’ vast, dog-smelling, draughty farmhouse.

‘Where are you staying, Mother?’ He looked down at Alexandra’s glossy brown crown.

‘Oh – some local hotel Pascal booked us into. The Royal Beech, isn’t it, darling?’

‘Oak, I think,’ Pascal was sniffing around in the kitchen for more wine.

‘But that’s miles away!’ Tash laughed. ‘At least three-quarters of an hour’s drive.’

‘Oh dear, I suppose we’d better set off. Kick Granny, will you, Polly?’

‘Niall,’ Sally started cautiously as she returned from a trip to the loo, ‘this might sound very odd, but there appears to be a large white turkey asleep on your bed.’
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