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			‘I’ll tell you what I think, George, since you ask. I think you should stop moonin’ about and find yourself a wife. A farmer needs a wife – never a truer word was spoke, in my opinion. You’ve been a widower far too long. Little Richie needs a Mum, Emily needs to stop worryin’ about keepin’ house and holdin’ down that teachin’ job of hers, and young Will needs to have a bit of fun; not be shoulderin’ half the burden of runnin’ the farm. You owe it to them, George – find yourself a wife.’ 

			Jilly’s voice quivered and broke off; for a few seconds the only sound in the room was the sharp pinging of a radiator.

			Then someone sniggered, somebody else laughed outright, others joined in, and the applause was enthusiastic with relief, the script being far better than experience had taught them to expect.

			‘Great. Thanks a lot. Thanks.’ Marcus Steel loved this moment: the start of a new production, when his actors were virgin territory, their individual foibles not yet headaches, his crew were still willing and grateful for their jobs, he and the director, (Emma Knight, in this case) hadn’t yet fallen out in any major way (she would see he was right about the casting), his budget was not yet overspent, and the commissioners were still enthusiastic…

			Sitting at the head of a long table in the bland, institutionalised comfort of a hotel conference room somewhere in the centre of London, he surveyed the assembled mix of performers and crew and congratulated himself. With this cast it was going to be a strong production, and the director of photography, Colin James, could make the inside of a pig’s ear look attractive.

			‘We’ll decamp next door for some wine and nibbles in a minute, but before we do, questions, anyone?’

			Jilly Westcott raised her hand. 

			Marcus respected Jilly. She was plump and cheerful, with a crown of white curly hair and shrewd blue eyes behind her specs. She had a great sense of fun and an infectious laugh, but he knew she was seriously committed to her work, no matter how small or trivial her role.

			‘Will we get to see the other episodes before we go on location, Marcus?’

			‘We’ve got the next two episodes to give you when you leave this evening, plus the outlines of the remaining three, so read them in your own time. Obviously Graham and his team will get the scripts to us as quickly as possible and we’ve built time into your schedules to have a read-through, at least, before shooting.’

			Half way down the table, Ben Dacres, a handsome man in his mid-fifties, leaned forward. 

			‘In the opening sequence I’m described as herding cows down the High Street. I don’t mean to be difficult, but cows and I…’ 

			He ran his fingers through his shock of greying hair and displayed the rueful smile which, during a long and successful career on television, had made him irresistible to countless female viewers.

			His presence in this comedy would do a lot to promote its success. He knew that; Marcus knew that; but Marcus also knew Ben was a vain, rather silly man, and that other directors had found him a pain to work with. 

			‘How will Emma deal with him?’ he reflected. She’d not met Ben before the castings and Marcus had watched with detached amusement as Ben had trowelled on the Dacres charm. 

			He nodded at his director. ‘Over to you, Emma.’

			Emma responded. ‘Right, thanks for that, Ben. This is a question that will come up time and again, I’m sure. After all, it’s a drama set on a farm and there are farm animals involved…’

			Deftly dealing with Ben’s concern, she moved on to take other questions, allowing Marcus to sit back and appreciate the dextrous way in which she moved the meeting on whilst allowing some of the bigger egos to have their say. The likes of Ben Dacres would present her with few problems.

			She was younger than him – about thirty- five or so. She was not pretty, exactly – her nose was too long and bony, and she was thin and wiry. Her dark brown hair was scooped up in a sort of coloured bandana around her head, and her features and her hands often looked cold and pink. But she had large, expressive eyes and when roused, she was so animated it was hard not to be drawn along with her enthusiasm. 

			He’d not worked with her before, but she’d been identified as someone who produced classy, interesting work, and he’d been pleasantly surprised when she’d agreed to take on his rural comedy.

			A series of six one-hour programmes, it was loosely based on the activities of the Tucker family, whom he had met some while ago. Scenting a possible successor to The Darling Buds of May, he had sent a writer, Graham Lawrence, to stay with them. The result, Silage and Strawberries, he’d successfully pitched as an updated, grittier version of the HE Bates books about the Larkins family.

			Ben Dacres was to play the widowed farmer, George; Jilly, his mother; the lovely Juliet Peters, his daughter, Emily; Jason Hart, his older son, Will; and Harry Hobbs, the ten-year-old Richard. 

			Marcus hadn’t been keen on having a juvenile in the cast – he saw them as troublesome – but he’d accepted Graham’s arguments for including a child in what was designed to be a family show.

			‘Think of the pathos, Marcus – a kid growing up amongst animals that have to be slaughtered. “Why does Buttercup have to go to market, Daddy? Can’t we keep her for ever and ever, like Grandma?” We’ll have the country weeping buckets, Marcus. Think of it…’

			So Marcus had cast Harry Hobbs as the youngest son of the farmer. He was a small, fifteen-year-old with a freckled face, skin as smooth as a baby and huge troubled eyes that could fill with tears at the drop of a hat. 

			‘So what’s this place we’re going to?’ The enquiry came from Jason Hart, and his tone was prickly with suspicion. 

			‘Jason Hart – why on earth choose Jason Hart?’ Emma had stared at Marcus with disbelief. 

			The casting, up to that point, had been pretty harmonious. The casting director had done her stuff and the quality of the performers they’d had to choose from had been good. Then Emma noticed they’d auditioned nobody to play the pivotally important role of Will. 

			So Marcus came clean. Following his instructions, the casting director had gone headhunting in a different direction. 

			Emma was appalled.

			‘He’s a stand-up, Marcus! He’s had no acting experience, let alone any training. You know how tight our turnaround is. What are you up to? Just because he’s big on the comedy circuit doesn’t mean he can act. We can’t afford any lame ducks, let alone one in such an important part. Are you mad?’ 

			She was not mollified by his explanation.

			She had a point, he accepted that – as director she would expect to have the casting vote over who plays what, but at the end of the day, she was an employee like anyone else, and what he said, went. 

			The media had a love affair with comedians – they could do anything, and they could do no wrong – so casting Jason Hart, tipped as one of the most promising young comics of the day, in a central role, had sealed the deal with the programme commissioners.

			The casting agent had suggested him because not only was he a favourite on the university circuit, but he had no discernible physical defects. Yes, he was unremarkable in appearance, almost to the point of being quite plain, but he was not spotty, or too hairy, or chubby, or scrawny; he was not a beanpole, nor a shorty; his nose was not too big, his hair was thick and cropped, spiked up in a fashionable way with gel; his teeth appeared to be all his own; his chin didn’t disappear under his bottom lip; his ears didn’t stick out too far; and he didn’t have a broad North Country accent but spoke with a definite estuary twang, which the casting director felt they could probably get away with even though the drama was set in the West Country.

			‘Estuary is the new RP,’ she’d said. ‘It’s the accent of television, the way the kids speak today, so if he can’t manage the dialect, people will assume he’s picked it up from the telly’.

			Emma had fumed, but was helpless to do anything about it; Jason had been selected.

			He might look unremarkable, reflected Marcus, but seldom had he come across someone with so large an ego, and Marcus harboured some sympathy for Emma – not that he’d ever admit it.

			During the reading, Jason had slumped back in his chair, doodling on his script and yawning at regular intervals. His posture hadn’t changed when he had to read, and his reading was flat and uninterested. 

			Not a good beginning.

			‘The address of the location is on your schedule, Jason.’ Emma replied calmly. ‘Marsh farm; near the village of Summerstoke. It’s about twenty miles from Bath, ten from Summerbridge.’

			‘Never heard of it.’

			‘No, well it is quite small…”

			‘And you want us to stay there for twelve weeks? Three whole months? In the middle of nowhere? Did you tell my agent?’

			‘It’s clearly spelt out in your contract, Jason.’ Marcus cut in smoothly, disguising his impatience. ‘Of course you won’t be needed all the time, but the central characters should be resident there for the duration of the shoot.’

			Jason snorted and muttered under his breath. 

			Emma turned to Juliet Peters. ‘I’ve only been to Summerstoke once and it seems really pretty. Juliet, you live there, don’t you? Perhaps you could fill us in?’

			Juliet dimpled and shrugged her shoulders. ‘When I came back from Hollywood, I thought it was heaven on earth. Yes, it’s small and pretty and nothing much appears to happen there.’  

			Like Ben, Juliet was a well-known television face thanks to a soap, and to one of those ads that run and run. Marcus, who knew her socially, having once gone out with her husband’s twin sister, knew she’d had Hollywood ambitions. These had gone nowhere and this job was a consolation prize for her, he knew. But he didn’t mind; she was very lovely, and although she was thirty-three playing twenty-three, he was glad to have snapped her up. 

			Her dimples deepened as she looked round the gathering.

			‘But Summerstoke is a typical English village and if you need a brief on village life, you should watch Midsommer Murders, or read Agatha Christie.’

			She was sitting next to Nicola Scudamore, a pretty girl in her mid-twenties, who had a small part as the love interest in the first episode of the drama. Judging from the shrieks when they met, the two had worked together before. 

			Marcus laughed. ‘Thanks for the warning, Juliet. Any problems from now on, folks, Ross Manvers, here, is the second AD and he’s your man. He’s got your schedules, which should contain all the information you need. Now, I think it’s time we had a drink, don’t you?’
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			The logs crackled in the large open fireplace; the dancing flames flickered gold over her supine, naked body and stabbed at the shadows in the darkened room; her large blue eyes held him, locked. 

			‘Charlie’ she whispered. ‘Charlie, I want you so much.’

			He bent over her. She stretched out an arm and languorously undid the buttons of his shirt. He stroked her fine blond hair then his hand, descending slowly, caressed her cheek, her throat, her breast… 

			The van lunged, hitting a particularly deep pothole, but Charlie Tucker didn’t notice, so completely absorbed was he in one of his favourite daydreams.

			Isabelle’s marriage had disintegrated some four months ago, so their relationship, though passionate, had not yet stood the test of time. Therein lay his problem... 

			‘I need to know it’s not just a knee-jerk reaction,’ she’d told him, ‘and not just for my sake, and yours, but for the children…’ 

			So Charlie, never the most patient of people, was trying to be just that. 

			And he was finding it difficult. The desire to sweep Isabelle up in his arms and make mad passionate love whenever they met was confined out of the sight of the children, to snatched hugs and intense, burning kisses. ‘Oh,’ he groaned aloud, ‘Oh Isabelle...’

			Naked he lay down beside her, his hand gently playing with her soft bush. Her hand, cool and gentle, reached out and firmly encircled his throbbing erection …

			The squawk of his mobile rudely interrupted. 

			‘Charlie. Just a quickie to check we’re on course for Monday.’ Marcus Steel was brisk. ‘I understand everything is on course but I just wanted to make sure that Marsh Farm is ready for this invasion.’

			Charlie had been enlisted by Marcus Steel not only to prepare Marsh farm and its buildings for its occupation by Marcus’s outfit, but to help Clive, the location manager, enlist local support for all sorts of services, including accommodation, taxis on demand, fresh food, and the names of those prepared to be extras.

			‘No probs, Marcus. The only thing I’m concerned about is the weather. It’s been bucketing down the last few days. I just hope the field we’re using for your base won’t become a quagmire.’

			‘Ross has been warned; they’ll bring all that’s necessary. By the way, I understand your support has been sterling, Charlie, so thanks a billion for making this happen.’

			‘No worries, mate, I’ve enjoyed it. The only headache was trying to accommodate you lot. I never realised just how many you have in tow.’ Charlie grinned, ‘I’ve had to do an awful lot of sweet-talking. I reckon there’s not a spare bed left in the village.’

			‘How is the village taking it?’

			Summerstoke, where Isabelle lived with her two little girls, nestled on the other side of the river from Marsh Farm. It had one main street, a church, a shop and a school, and not much happened outside the usual rituals of village life, the greatest excitement and gossip being provided by the behaviour of the villagers themselves. (The activities of Isabelle’s husband and subsequent emergence of Charlie Tucker as her lover had kept them richly entertained for months.) 

			And now a film crew was going to descend on them for three whole months… It was hardly surprising there was talk of little else. 

			‘As you might imagine,’ Charlie shrugged, ‘a fair bit of grumbling from the moaning minnies who can’t see beyond the ends of their nimby noses, but you’ve got the shop and the pub all in favour, of course, and with these B&B deals raking in the cash, the antis are well in the minority.’

			‘That’s good. Makes life a lot easier. How are your plans for the farm launch coming along?’

			‘We’re gonna discuss it all tonight; we aim to open over Easter weekend.’

			‘And we’ve scheduled in a filming break that weekend, so we’ll be out of your hair.’

			‘That’ll be sweet music to Steve.’

			‘He OK?’

			‘You know what Stephen’s like, Marcus. He’s all for a quiet life and until this rare breeds centre is up and running, he’ll grumble at his shadow. I’ve told Clive any problems, any requests – deal with me. OK?’

			‘That’s fine by me. I’ll make sure Ross and Matt know; Ross’s in charge of logistics, he’s staying in one of your cottages on the farm, and Matt, who’s lodging with Isabelle, controls the shooting schedule. I’ll introduce them to you on Monday.’ 

			‘Great, is that when you’re coming down?’

			‘I’m moving into my cottage on Saturday. ‘

			‘Fancy joining us for a pint on Saturday night?’

			‘Sure. I’ll give you a call. Cheers, Charlie.’

			‘Cheers, mate.’  

			Lurching in and out of the next pothole, Charlie turned his attention to the family meeting. 

			The rare breeds had been Stephen’s idea, a measure to redress the faltering fortunes of their dairy farm. It was a risk, they all knew it was, but Charlie was confident if they pulled together, they could make it work. 

			He acknowledged having the film crew descending on them at this time meant a hell of a lot of work, but he didn’t think they would get in each other’s way, and it was worth it for the money they’d earn.

			Charlie gave a little whoop of delight. He hadn’t yet told the family how much they’d been offered; he was saving that for this evening. ‘Even Stephen,’ he chuckled, ‘will have to admit it was a good business move.’

			Then he sighed, a slight frown marring his habitually cheerful countenance. If only it was left to him, life would be a lot simpler. But Stephen was so very cautious, and objected, moaned, and complained at the slightest thing.

			‘I think he’s become worse since he became engaged,’ he muttered. ‘I’m sure he never used to be such a stick in the mud. If that’s what marriage does to you, I’m glad I’m not headed that way…yet.’

			He’d nothing against Stephen’s fiancée, Angela – he barely thought about her – but he did find it infuriating the way she always backed Stephen, no matter how unreasonable Stevie was being. 

			Look at the fight over the pigs. 

			‘We have to have pigs,’ Charlie’d argued. ‘They’re a real draw, particularly when they’ve got piglets.’ But Stephen didn’t like pigs, had never liked pigs; said they’d ruin the meadows; said as all their foodstuff would have to be brought in, they’d not be cost-effective and he didn’t want anything to do with them. He only backed down when Jeff Babington, their mum’s boyfriend and the best vet for miles around, took them to visit Northwood Farm, a rare breeds farm near Bath, where Angela had fallen in love with a family of noisy, squealing piglets. 

			So Charlie had acquired two sows, one a saddleback, the other a middle-white, calling them Clementine and Rebecca, after Isabelle’s two little girls, and they were due to farrow about two weeks before the Easter opening. 

			The van bounced into the yard and shuddered to a halt. He glanced at his watch: just time to check on his pregnant porkers before supper. 

			It was a shame Isabelle wasn’t with him, but they’d spent the better half of the afternoon decorating the bedrooms she was renting to the film crew, so she’d opted for a quiet evening getting on with her own painting.

			He sat in the dark of the van, listening to the engine cooling noisily. 

			His life was so full of the immediate future: the filming, the farm-opening, the holiday cottages, which is what he’d invested all his time and money in. But what did he really want? What did he, Charlie Tucker, want for himself? The rest of his family seemed sorted: Alison, his little sister, wanted to go to university; Stephen wanted to marry Angela and run the farm without him or Gran breathing down his neck; Gran wanted the future of the farm secure; Jenny, his mum, wanted to marry Jeff and leave them to it; and he…where did his future lie? 

			With Isabelle? Oh yes, yes! But here, on the farm? Her prospects as an artist were looking good; her first exhibition for ten years was taking place in just over a week. Once she got over the shock of her marriage split, would she really want to throw in her lot with a yokel, a free-wheeler, like him? 
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			‘You’re kidding me, Ange? She ain’t serious?’

			Angela giggled at the note of horror in Stephen’s voice and cuddled up as close to him as the broken upholstery of the ancient Land Rover would allow. She’d been working late in the library at Summerbridge, a town some eight miles from Summerstoke, so Stephen had collected her and now they were trundling back along narrow country roads, the wipers flipping back and forwards, smearing the drizzle into a fine grease on the windscreen, barely dislodging the caked grime that was a permanent feature of all their farm vehicles.

			‘She is, Stephen, she is. And she wants you to ask Mrs Merfield if we can perform in the grounds of Summerstoke Manor.’

			‘Why me?’

			‘Because Mrs Pagett knows you get on with the ladies at the manor, and you’re more likely to get them to say ‘yes’ than she would.’

			Stephen groaned. ‘That’s as maybe, but we’ve got one helluva summer laid out for us already, Ange. What with opening, and the film crew here for three bloomin’ months…’

			‘And our wedding!’

			‘Specially that, Ange. Do we want to be botherin’ with The Merlin Players this summer? Specially with somethin’ like this? We’d have our work really cut out.’ 

			Angela looked thoughtful. ‘I suppose it’s because it’s the Merlin Players’ twentieth anniversary that I think we should make an effort, Stephen.’

			‘But Shakespeare? At the manor? Supposin’ it rains? What would we do then, eh?’

			‘Other companies do it. I think it’d be lovely – Midsummer Night’s Dream at Summerstoke Manor, in July. Just think – it’d be so romantic, Stephen. And because it’s outdoors, there wouldn’t be much of a set, or lights. It would be quite simple. She’ll hire all the costumes.’

			And Stephen realised that the formidable June Pagett, founder member and sole producer of the Merlin Players – an aspiring and not very successful amateur company that he and Angela had stage-managed for the past ten years – had won his love around.

			‘We’ll see how the meeting goes. I’m not promising anything, Ange. The most important thing is to get this farm on its feet, and I’m not gonna take any chances by not being here when I’m needed because I’m gallivantin’ after the amateur dramatics, as Gran would say.’

			‘Is she going to be there tonight?’ Angela knew better than to push Stephen any further for the moment.

			‘Of course. I know Gran has promised us her share of the farm when we marry, but she hasn’t given it yet, and she’s still got her hands firmly on the reins, tho’ she might pretend she ain’t.’

			Angela looked across at him, anxiously. ‘Do you mind that?’

			‘I wouldn’t mind being my own boss, one day,’ he replied lightly. ‘Just you and me – the farmer and his wife.’

			Angela blushed happily. ‘You and me and the children, Stephen.’

			‘Yes, of course, and the children,’ he agreed, less happily. 

			His future was so clearly mapped out – he was going to take over the farm; get married; have children. He couldn’t ask for anything more, but he was worried – supposing he couldn’t have children? Supposing, horror of horrors, he was impotent? Sex was a subject he and Angela hadn’t really discussed, although it was something that exercised them both. Although Angela was twenty-eight and Stephen thirty, they were virgins, and Stephen (unlike Angela, who assumed that when they were tucked up in their honeymoon suite, all would be wonderful) fretted about it whenever he was alone.

			In every other respect he thought himself the luckiest man on earth, and marvelled that it had taken him the better part of ten years to realise that not only did Ange, his friend and steadfast companion, love him but he also loved her and wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. 

			‘But maybe that’s the trouble,’ he would argue to himself. ‘Maybe it’s because we’ve been friends for so long, making the leap and becoming lovers, lovers more than just kissing and cuddling, that is, seems somehow, well, not right. And supposin’ we did, well, try it, and I couldn’t…well supposin’ it didn’t work out? Ange might call the wedding off.’ 

			And at that, Stephen would break into a cold sweat.
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			It was no good, Alison Tucker could not concentrate on her maths; theories, theorems and equations danced before her and scattered, like balls of mercury. 

			She glanced at her mobile. It was six-thirty. 

			‘Oh bollocks!’ she grumbled. ‘Where is he? He should be here by now!’

			For the umpteenth time that evening, she left her desk and went to inspect her face in the mirror of the heavy old-fashioned mahogany dressing table that her Gran had given her. 

			‘No, no spots – and no bags…’ A miracle, considering how little sleep she’d had the night before. 

			She’d already changed her mind twice since she’d abandoned a plain, long-sleeved, dark-blue T shirt, which, she felt, made her look less babyish than most of her stuff, (comprised principally of cast-offs from her best friend, Hannah; Hannah’s taste in clothes was a lot more frivolous than her own) but which she’d discarded, thinking maybe it was just too ordinary.

			Her reflection glared back at her, the green eyes narrowing as she surveyed her appearance.

			Yep, she’d been right in the first place – the blue would be better; the white blouse was too frilly, and with her hair loose over her shoulders she looked as if she was headed for a party rather than an evening round the kitchen table with her family and her boyfriend.

			Her boyfriend! 

			Struggling out of the blouse, she tingled at the thought of Al, of his lean body, his stern intensity when they made love, and his dark eyes that burnt the back of her skull whenever he looked at her.

			They had been going out together for nine months now. 

			Nine months! 

			Stuck to the mirror on her dressing table, was a calendar marked with a big cross on the date they‘d first gone out and an even bigger cross on the day they’d finally made love, some three months later. Sex had had to wait ’cos he’d been smashed up in a bike accident shortly after they’d met. But when they did, oh – Alison’s eyes went dreamy at the memory – wicked wasn’t in it! 

			But Al was at Durham uni, and they’d only managed to see each other twice since Christmas. Now, at last, with his arrival so imminent, her whole body quivered with a hungry fire.

			A bed had been made up for Al in the sitting room, but it was separated from her room by both her mother’s bedroom and a staircase that was impossible to creep up or down since every tread creaked like a banshee between them, quite how they were going to manage to get it together tonight, she didn’t know.

			But Alison was determined and resourceful. She’d find a way.

			It was a pity, she reflected, that Angela was staying the night. When she did, she slept in Gran’s old room in the attic, while Stephen remained in his bedroom on the floor below. 

			‘Does Stephen ever sneak up to Ange’s room at night?’ She wondered. Somehow she didn’t think so. ‘Have they ever done it?’ Negative again. They were planning to get married in three months – how would they manage then? 

			‘Maybe they’ve left it too late to take the plunge?’ Alison shuddered. Before she met Al, she thought she’d left it late enough. 

			Her thoughts were distracted by her inability to find the blue T shirt. Suddenly no other garment would do. 

			‘Oh sod it – where the buggery are you?’ she fumed, frantically tossing aside discarded clothes before finding the T shirt in a crumpled heap under her bed.

			The trouble with Stephen was his shyness and his total inexperience with women. Maybe Charlie should take him on one side. Wasn’t that what brothers were for? Charlie had never had any trouble on that score. Perhaps she should suggest it. She giggled at the thought of Charlie’s reaction.

			She smoothed the T shirt over her slim body and peered anxiously back in the mirror. It wasn’t too creased? Perhaps she should tie her hair back – Al liked it loose, but it was getting a bit too long…

			Her mobile rang and she snatched it up. 

			‘Hi, Ali,’ It was Hannah. ‘Lover boy with you, yet?’

			‘No, not yet. He’s due any minute.’

			‘You finished your maths yet?’

			‘As if! I can’t concentrate.’

			‘Tell me about it.’ Hannah chuckled. ‘I haven’t made a start yet, but if I stay up in my room, Mum thinks I’m hard at it. I’ve told her I’ve earned a night off, so me and Nick are going to the movies. Do you fancy coming along with Al?’

			‘Sorry, Hannah, no can do. We’ve got a farm meeting tonight and I’ve got to be here.’

			‘What about tomorrow, then? How long’s Al staying with you?’

			‘Just the two nights. He’s off to his aunt’s the day after. He’s got piles of work to catch up on because of his accident, and I’ve got my course work to finish, so we’re gonna meet up as and when. But I’ll ask him about the cinema.’

			‘You’re such a keener, Ali.’ Hannah sounded slightly censorious, causing Alison to respond defensively, ‘How do you make that out?’

			‘You don’t see your man all term and you still put schoolwork first. Where’s your priorities? Won’t Al think you’re lukewarm? If I said to Nick, ‘Sorry darling, but shagging will have to wait, I’ve got an essay to write,’ I know what his response would be.’

			Fortunately for them both, Alison heard the far-off sound she’d been waiting the last long hour for.

			‘Hannah, I’ve got to go. It’s Al. I can hear his bike.’
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			‘I’m gonna wash that man right outta my hair, I’m gonna wash that man right outta my hair, an’ send him on his way-ay.’ 

			In the kitchen of Marsh Farm, Jenny Tucker sang lustily, if not tunefully, as she stood at the sink, peeling potatoes. Twelve mouths to feed for tonight’s supper, plus Isabelle’s little girls – though they ate so little, they hardly counted – but the boys and Jeff had hearty appetites, so it was an enormous pile to be prepared. It was not often, she thought with pleasure, that they were all together, partners as well as family, including Jeff her own, her own…

			Even after seven or so months Jenny hesitated to call him her boyfriend. He was, but for goodness sake, she was in her early fifties – far too old to have a boyfriend – that was for teenagers. Alison had a boyfriend and Jenny felt silly calling Jeff that; it didn’t seem right.

			Her partner? 

			They didn’t live together, so how could she call him that? And anyway, it sounded odd. 

			Her lover? 

			He certainly was her lover and she blushed happily at the thought, but it was not a state she cared to advertise. If only…if only he’d propose and then there’d be no problem, but he’d not raised the subject for months and she daren’t for fear of discovering he’d gone off the idea.

			‘I’m gonna wash …’ She loved old musicals, and although she couldn’t always remember all the lyrics, that didn’t deter her, when she was alone, from belting out the words she could remember.

			The door to the yard banged opened and caught her mid-warble. 

			‘Hello, love,’ Jenny smiled at her eldest son. He smiled back and whistled to the two dogs who, alerted by the sound of the van, had sat up, their ears pricked, their eyes fixed on the door. 

			‘Isabelle not with you?’

			Charlie shook his head. ‘No, she didn’t want to muscle in on our powwow and she said you had enough mouths to feed as it is.’

			Jenny tutted, ‘She and her kiddies eat like birds. They wouldn’t have made no difference. It would’ve been nice to have her here with the whole family.’

			‘Yeah, that’s what I said. But she’d made up her mind.’ He looked round, puzzled, ‘I thought Angela was going to give you a hand, tonight?’

			‘She was, but the poor thing had to work late at the library. Someone’s gone off sick. She was ever so apologetic, but she can’t get here till seven. Stephen’s gone to pick her up.’

			Charlie frowned. ‘Then can’t Alison give you a hand?’

			‘She’s trying to finish an essay before Al gets here. It’s an important one; it goes towards her grade, she said, so I don’t want to bother her.’

			Charlie snorted, ‘It’ll be a good thing when she finishes these bloomin’ As. They always seem to get in the way when there’s work to be done.’

			Pushing a loose strand of hair off her sticky face, Jenny was defensive. ‘Now, Charlie, that’s not fair. She’s working really hard at the minute…’

			He shrugged. ‘If you say so. I’ll just go and check on the porkers, then you can set me to work. Come on then, Gip, Duchess…’ And so saying, he left the kitchen, the two dogs dancing at his heels.

			Jenny smiled fondly at his departing back and turned her attention back to the potatoes. 

			The hall door suddenly crashed open, and Alison, her green eyes sparkling with excitement, swept through the kitchen to the back door. Here she paused in her flight to bestow a rare smile on her mother. ‘I think Al’s arrived, Mum. I heard the bike coming down the track.’

			Jenny smiled back. ‘My word, you could hear a bat whisper, Ali. I haven’t heard a thing.’

			But then the roar of a motorbike entering the yard announced Al’s arrival and before the splutter of the engine had died away, Alison had whirled out of the door.

			A small pucker appeared on her brow. Alison’s relationship with Al made her feel uneasy. His family also farmed land in the village, but they couldn’t be more different from the Tuckers: they were rich, and successful, and unscrupulous, and she knew they despised her family. No matter how much Alison might declare that Al was not like them, no way, and that he wanted nothing to do with them, she was not reassured. 

			‘It ain’t natural,’ she thought. ‘He’s only twenty. She’s his mother; he can’t do that to her… I’d die if Charlie or Stephen said they was never going to see me again.’ 

			She couldn’t bear it if her baby, her bright, sparky, difficult daughter, got hurt. 

			She sighed as she filled a large pot with the peeled vegetables, covered them with water, and slid them onto the hot plate of an old and rather encrusted Rayburn. Pulling the lid off a heavy casserole, she stirred the simmering goo with a large wooden spoon. 

			‘Oh bugger me,’ she declared, crossly. ‘Why does it always do this?’ 

			A vigorous scraping revealed a thick burnt coating of meat and gravy on the bottom of the pan. 

			The kitchen door opened again. 

			‘Something burning, Jenny?’ asked Elsie, her mother-in-law, entering, her newly wed husband, Ron, following. He beamed at her as if to sweeten the sourness of Elsie’s greeting.

			Jenny cursed inwardly. Elsie might be eighty, but nothing escaped her notice, least of all any mistake she, Jenny, might make.

			Elsie’s bright eyes peered over Jenny’s elbow. ‘Well,’ she commented, ‘you have made a mess of that, I must say. I thought Angela was going to cook this evening…’

			‘She was, but…’

			Not interested in Jenny’s explanation, her exasperating mother-in law had turned away and was unpacking bottles from the basket Ron had placed on the table. ‘I’ve brought up some of my blackberry wine. At least that will be palatable…’

			‘Now, now, Elsie, love,’ Ron interjected good-humouredly, ‘I’m sure it will taste very nice. It’s a lot of people poor Jenny has to cook for, single-handed, tonight.’

			Elsie snorted, but her expression softened as she looked at him. ‘That’s as maybe. If Jenny had been a farmer’s wife in the old days, she’d have had to cook not only for the family but all the farmhands as well. She’s lucky she’s only got her family to poison.’

			Jenny stared, flushing miserably, into the pot. ‘Why do I allow Elsie to get to me?’ she brooded. ‘After thirty-two years, you would think I would be able to stand up to her, fight back – just a little?’

			True the old bag had become easier since she’d married Ron, and they’d moved out of the farmhouse to live in the cottage Charlie had done up for them. They led quite an independent existence, but they still ate their evening meals in the farmhouse, and Elsie continued to goad Jenny at every opportunity.

			‘So where’s Alison? Why’s she not helping you? Ron, my dear, sort out the cutlery, will you, otherwise we won’t be eating till midnight. You’re too soft with that girl, Jenny. Exams or no exams, she should pull her weight.’

			‘She was coming to help, but she heard Al arrive. I’m surprised you didn’t pass them in the yard. She’ll be here in a minute.’

			‘We saw his bike. I used to ride one of them.’ Ron chuckled. ‘You never lose the passion for ’em. Fancy getting up in leathers, Elsie, love, be my pillion passenger?’

			I wouldn’t put it past her, reflected Jenny. There was nothing frail about Elsie’s tiny frame, and although she had more wrinkles than a raisin, she had an energy and a zest for life that Jenny could only marvel at.

			Elsie chuckled back. ‘If you can get astride one of them things, Ron dear, then you will find me on the back, right enough. Now Jenny how many’s we laying for?’

			‘Isabelle’s not coming; Stephen’s gone to pick up Angela, and Jeff will be here shortly. His surgery finishes at six-thirty, so he won’t be late.’

			‘He popped the question, yet?’

			Jenny so wanted to say ‘mind your own business’. Both Alison and Charlie got impatient with her for not standing up to Elsie. They certainly did, and the sparks flew, but all she could do was blush and shake her head and murmur, ‘It’s early days, yet, Elsie…’

			‘Early days, my foot. Before you know where you are, Stephen will have married Angela and what’s going to happen then, eh? You can’t have two women running the farm kitchen. I knew when to retire – I handed the reins over to you as soon as my Thomas died.’

			‘But Angela wouldn’t expect… There’s Charlie to think of, and Alison… This is their home, I’m their mother… This is my house…’

			‘This is the farmhouse, Jenny; it goes with the job.’

			Jenny was saved from making any further reply by the more or less simultaneous arrival of the rest of her family.

			Angela, bobbing at Stephen’s elbow, and looking for all the world like a little dormouse in huge specs, rushed immediately to Jenny’s side. 

			‘I’m so sorry I’m late, Mum. I couldn’t help it. And you’ve had to do it all. What can I do? Oh…’ She caught sight of the burnt pan.

			‘If you can rescue a burnt stew,’ commented Elsie, ‘then you can perform miracles.’

			‘Oh, it’s not that bad,’ said Angela. ‘Here, let me…’

			Relieved, Jenny stood back. There was no doubt about it: her son’s little fiancée might live a humble existence as a librarian, but when it came to cooking, she was in her element, and she needed no encouragement to cook for the Tuckers – for which Jenny was grateful. 

			But if Jenny’s role in the kitchen was to be handed over to Angela, Elsie was right – what was she to do? Housework? She was never very enthusiastic about that, either. Gardening? It didn’t come naturally, and as for small livestock, she’d got rid of the hens and ducks years ago…

			‘Penny for them, Mum.’ Stephen squeezed her shoulders and she smiled up at him. Not quite as tall, or as good-looking as lean, dark-eyed Charlie, Stephen was her secret favourite. He was plump, with big red hands, rosy cheeks, worried hazel eyes and short brown hair; he was shy, like her, and gentle. For many years she had fretted he would never find anyone to love him as he deserved, but he had, and now here he was: engaged to be married. Her eyes misted with happiness.

			‘Don’t worry about supper, Mum,’ he said softly. ‘Ange’ll sort it out. You sit down and take the weight off your feet, you look worn out.’

			‘So Isabelle’s not coming. That’s a shame.’ Isabelle was a particular favourite of Elsie’s.

			‘I think it was the thought of all us Tuckers frightened her off, Gran,’ laughed Charlie, crossing the kitchen, dog bowls in hand, to a large sack of biscuits leaning against the dresser.

			‘Perfectly understandable,’ agreed Jeff Babbington, who’d followed Charlie indoors. ‘You’re a frightening lot! Hello, love.’ He bent down and kissed Jenny on the top of her head. ‘You look hot.’

			Immediately Jenny became self-conscious about her sticky red face, her hair falling out of its comb and the spattered apron she’d vowed to remove as soon as he appeared.

			‘It’s not surprising,’ observed Charlie. ‘It’s like a furnace in here with those pots, bubbling and hissing on the stove. It reminds me of that Mickey Mouse cartoon we used to watch as kids, you know – The Sorcerer’s Apprentice.’

			‘The potatoes,’ Jenny leaped to her feet. ‘They need to be turned down, Angela…’

			‘I’ve done it, Mum. Don’t worry,’ Angela soothed her. ‘It’s all in hand, I just need to know what vegetables to put on… Only I can’t see any ready…’

			‘Oh, right, sorry, Angela. I’ve got a cabbage and some carrots in the larder. They’ll just need a scrape…’

			‘What did I say?’ said Elsie triumphantly. ‘It’ll be midnight before we eat.’

			‘Anyone for a beer?’ Charlie returned from rummaging in the larder with vegetables under one arm and a six-pack under the other. ‘Jeff? Stevie? Al?’

			At the mention of Al, Jenny turned in time to see him enter with Alison. 

			Al, normally so pale and fierce, looked flushed and happy; and Alison, her fair hair tousled, her green eyes sparkling and her cheeks red, was so animated the whole company was affected by their mood, and without further ado the table was laid, the carrots scraped, beer, cider, blackberry wine and water distributed, chairs 

			found sufficient for the assembled company, and the noise of good humoured chit-chat filled the kitchen.
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			‘I thought you hated Summerstoke, Juliet?’ Nicola sipped her wine and looked at Juliet with curiosity. ‘You used to go on about your husband’s ghastly family – the freaks who lived in the manor house… Or are they all dead now and you’re the lady of the manor?’

			Juliet laughed. ‘No, thank goodness! With Oliver’s parents still hale and hearty, that frightful prospect is a long way off. The old ladies are still there, very much alive and kicking hard. We’ve a sort of armed truce now, mainly because of Jamie, my son. He’s at the sixth form college in Summerbridge; they keep an eye on him when Ollie and I aren’t about.’

			‘So you’ve moved into the village?’

			‘No, not exactly. We’re buying a flat in Notting Hill, but Oliver has to have somewhere to live in his constituency – you know he’s become an MP? So we’re renting a place in Summerstoke. I’m there at the moment because the flat is being done up.’

			‘You’ve certainly fallen on your feet with this filming, then, Juliet. Plum part and right on your doorstep. I’m staying at the Stowford Country Club.‘

			‘Very nice, darling. You’ll be in good company,’ she added, with a meaningful glance at the rest of the assembly.

			Nicola followed her gaze. ‘It’s certainly a bit of a mixed bag, isn’t it? Ben Dacres is very charming, but hard work. And what on earth is Jason Hart doing here? His reading was so flat! He was meant to be making love to me and it felt as if we were licking envelopes.’

			Juliet pealed with laughter, attracting the attention of the subject under discussion, who turned and stared at them. 

			Conscious of his stare, Juliet dropped her voice. ‘Maybe he’s got hidden depths, Nicola – saving it for the camera?’

			Looking dubious, Nicola shook her head. ‘I don’t know. And he’s very…well, nondescript to look at. Not at all sexy, unlike our Marcus. Have you ever been directed by Emma before?”

			‘No, have you?’

			‘No, but I hear she’s good – a bit fearsome, though.’

			‘I met her once, at a first night; she was living with a guy called Jonathan Knight. He’s an archaeologist, who does stuff on radio and TV and writes a lot. Not that I’ve never read anything by him, but Ollie has; he says he’s good.’

			‘Never heard of him, but then archaeology is not exactly my bag.’ Nicola giggled at the idea and turned her attention back to the gathering. ‘I’m glad Ross Manvers is our second AD; I’ve worked with him before, he’s a sweetie – nothing’s too much for him.’

			Juliet looked across at Ross as he moved about the room, re-filling glasses, chatting and joking with the other actors.

			Although she’d not worked with him she knew of him as a long-time survivor in a business littered with casualties. As the second assistant director, he had one of the toughest jobs on a shoot, but as far as the actors were concerned the best ADs were those who made them, each and every one, believe their feelings and comfort were all that mattered, and Ross Manvers did just that.

			Jason Hart, still with his eye on the two women, had grabbed hold of Ross’s arm and was whispering in his ear. Ross turned, smiled across at them then glided over, brandishing a bottle of wine in each hand, Jason Hart following close behind.

			‘May I top you up, my lovelies? Ms Peters, I’m so excited to be working with you. I’m a great fan of yours. And Nicola, it’s my lucky day. How are you, sweetheart?’ Without waiting for a reply, he continued, ‘Jason, here, has demanded an introduction, although I wouldn’t have thought he needed one. Anyway, chums, I’ll leave you to get better acquainted.’ 

			As he turned away, he winked at Juliet. ‘I think we’re going to have some fun and games on this shoot, don’t you?’

			And Juliet, who had started the day by throwing up with an unaccustomed attack of nerves, found herself laughing at Ross and realising it might just be possible she’d enjoy the next few months.

			Jason Hart’s gloom at his prospective exile on some stinking farm, in a remote corner of England stuck with a bunch of luvvies, had also lifted a fraction. 

			So far the rest of the company had reinforced his prejudices: they spoke with overloud voices and called everyone darling; they kissed each other a lot, and were larded with make-up and perfume, and, most galling of all, they didn’t seem in the slightest bit impressed by his presence. 

			His star was rising and he’d joined that exclusive club of celebrities who never had to explain who they were, or what they did to earn a crust, or pay for a round, or fumble for ID when going into a club. So he didn’t expect this bunch of nobodies falling over each other’s necks to look down their snouts at him and make him feel like an intruder. 

			He’d just decided to go and buzz his agent and tell him to stick it – there was no way he would allow himself to be buried alive with this fossilised lot – when Ross Manvers had arrived at his elbow, re-filled his glass and told him how much he admired him and how delighted he was that they were going to work together, and that anything he could do to make the ride easier for him, all Jason had to do was ask, when this laughter trilled across the room. He had turned to see this red-headed popsy in conversation with the pretty dark-haired bird he’d read a scene with earlier.

			He hadn’t noticed her before. (Not so surprising: once he’d established from the cast list that there was nobody he’d heard of, he’d lost interest in getting to know any of them). Jason had a long-term girlfriend, but that didn’t stop him from hunting down anyone he fancied. The more difficult they were to pull, the more he enjoyed himself. This particular skirt looked very delectable.

			‘Who’s that?’ he’d whispered to Ross, nodding in the red head’s direction. 

			‘Juliet Peters. She’s en route to Hollywood, dear boy; we’re lucky she was available to do this; she’s married to Oliver Merfield, a rising star of the Conservative Party.’

			‘Never heard of him, or her, come to that. Time to make amends. Introduce us, Horatio.’

			She was even lovelier close to. Large, intense blue eyes looked up at him, dimples quivered in the corners of a perfectly shaped mouth; she had a small straight nose, her skin was creamy, and her hair was not red but a sort of red gold, tumbling in curls over her shoulders. Oh yes, she was definitely trophy-material. And the wife of an MP, that was not a deterrent – far from it – he’d never scored with one of those before!

			‘Pleased to meet you, Jason,’ Juliet dimpled, a little disconcerted by the way he stood, without the glimmer of a smile, looking down at her. ‘You know Nicola, of course.’

			His gaze barely flicked across to Nicola. ‘No. I don’t know anybody here.’

			‘Yes, well, my mistake – reading through a love scene with someone doesn’t necessarily mean you know them, in the real sense of “to know”.’ 

			He shrugged his shoulders, uninterested. ‘So which part are you playing?’

			Both Nicola and Juliet goggled.

			‘It’s not much of a compliment if you have to ask me that, Jason. Was my reading so unmemorable?’

			He pulled a face. ‘I wasn’t really listening. It was so boring, I couldn’t tell you who was reading what.’

			This statement was met by a flabbergasted silence and both women stared at him.

			Undeterred, he carried on. ‘I’m new to this lark and I can’t say I’m impressed so far. It’s all so bloody slow, and up its own backside. I’m used to facing large and noisy audiences, dancing on the edge, bending ’em to my will, making ’em listen, making ’em laugh.’

			‘Then why are you taking on this?’ asked Nicola, puzzled.

			‘It’s part of the plan to shift me from late night TV into the mainstream. With this under my belt, the next step will be to get my own show.’

			‘So three months with us in Summerstoke is the price you’re having to pay?’ Juliet said this lightly, but inwardly she seethed; what an obnoxious, self-satisfied jerk! 

			‘Oh, it’ll go quickly enough. With you guys around we can cut away from the luvvies and make our own fun, eh? Jools, you can introduce us to the high spots of – where is it, Summerstoke? There must be some.’

			And he grinned.

			His cold, rather sullen appearance was transformed. His eyes twinkled and crinkled, white even teeth flashed, his face warmed, the dull visage vanished and he became almost good-looking. It was the rare use of this grin that had won over the hearts and minds of his audiences. Half cheeky little boy, it had the girls swooning; half wolf, it had the blokes cheering him on as one of them.

			Nicola melted.

			Juliet, who regularly showed her dimples, or flashed her eyes and tossed her golden curls whenever she wanted something, was less impressed. Fun and games, Ross had said. It was certainly going to be that, and cartloads more.

			She glanced across at Marcus. What was he thinking of, she mused, when he cast this antidote to charm, this nasty little jam jar of worms?

			She knew he must have his reasons. 

			Marcus was intelligence personified – striking to look at, tall with a closely shaven head and piercing blue eyes; a man who took no prisoners and was single-minded about his work. Which made it all the more puzzling, she reflected, that he should have allowed someone like Jason Hart under the velvet rope. 

			Marcus and Emma moved around the room, chatting with actors and crew alike. Both would have preferred to have spent the time comparing notes on the reading, but, as Marcus murmured to Emma when they exchanged the conference room for an identical room, described by the hotel as ‘the reception room’, there would be time for that when the party was over. As with the actors, some of the crew knew each other, others knew nobody, and so, with Ross’s help, both producer and director concentrated on making everyone feel comfortable and generating excitement about the series.  

			And also to reassure, as Marcus, surrounded by a deputation of the older actors, discovered.

			‘I say, Marcus, old chap’ – Ben Dacres was wearing his rueful-between-you-and-me look. ‘I hesitate to teach me gran to suck eggs, but’ – he dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper – ‘are you sure about him?’ He nodded in the direction of Jason Hart.

			Jilly Westcott put her hand on his arm. ‘We’re not questioning your judgement, Marcus, of course not, darling. It’s only that we’re a bit concerned that he seems so…so…’

			‘Untalented, uninterested, and completely contemptuous, not only of us, but of the whole process, Marcus, darling,’ chipped in another. 

			‘Is he going to play ball when the time comes, Marcus?’ Ben frowned. ‘Will he pull out the stops?’

			‘Or is he going to be a permanent pain in the butt, to coin yet another cliche?’ Jilly chuckled, but Marcus knew better than to underestimate the genuine concern behind their questions.

			He was taking a risk, he knew it. But that was why, at the age of forty, people who mattered, ie. the television commissioners, rated him. He took risks, and by and large, they paid off. 

			He’d joined the production company, Laughing Jackass, with a brief to develop light entertainment ideas, and already he had a number of programmes to his credit. But he badly wanted a comedy drama series – one that would capture the viewing public’s imagination and run and run, not vanish without trace after a pilot. 

			He could see that Silage and Strawberries might do just that. He was well aware that with Jason Hart he’d introduced an uncertain player, an unpredictable element, a wild card, but equally he knew without him there might have been no commission. His casting had to work, but it wouldn’t, he knew, unless he had the whole-hearted support of the rest of the company. 

			‘Don’t worry,’ he smiled at them with the assurance born of an unshakeable conviction in himself. ‘It’s going to be fine. He’s inexperienced, but he’s an entertainer, like the rest of us. He’ll be fine. Just give him as much support as you can, it’ll pay dividends, I promise.’ 
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			Sipping from his can of beer, Anthony Lester, Al to his friends, sat in the kitchen at Marsh Farm, watching the bustle, his fatigue ebbing. 

			This family – the way they were, the way they lived – couldn’t be more different from his. In his mother’s kitchen everything shone: the dishwasher, the fridge, the Aga, the tiled floor, even the fruit in the fruit bowl – no smudges, no grease, no cobwebs. Every pot and pan had its place; after meals everything would be tidied away, the work surfaces cleared of all evidence of food and the long scrubbed oak table left empty. It was not a friendly kitchen, not a place to linger and chat, or simply to sit and be comfortable. 

			Not like the kitchen of Marsh Farm.

			Al had goggled when he first visited the Tuckers’ farmhouse, he’d never seen anywhere like it. The kitchen was a long low room, quite dim, as the only source of natural light came from a grimy sash window over the sink or, at night, from a central light bulb encased in a paper globe yellowed with age, hanging over the kitchen table. 

			The room itself had to be some future archaeologist’s dream, so full was it of domestic jumble, ancient and modern. Layers of out-of-date calendars and faded children’s drawings plastered the walls; the shelves of a large old dresser were crammed so full of general rubbish, not an inch of space was visible, and yet, at the shout of ‘clear the table, someone’, magazines, catalogues, newspapers, knitting patterns, gloves and a host of other bits and pieces were somehow crammed onto the shelves.

			Not that the table ever looked any clearer. It was the repository for stacks of jam jars, balls of wool, cans of dog meat, bags of sprouting potatoes, packets of seeds, dried flowers, baking tins and withered fruit, all of which seemed to be in permanent occupation. Yet amongst all this the Tuckers found room for their plates of food as, perched on assorted wobbly chairs and stools, they jostled for elbow-room.

			Alison had confided in him that things would change when Angela married Stephen and took over the kitchen. Much as he liked Angela, Al fervently hoped she wouldn’t change too much. He thought of his parents sitting at this table and grinned. 

			‘What are you smiling at?’ whispered Alison, sliding into a seat next to him. ‘Here, take this. I hope there’s enough.’

			His eyes widened: the plate was piled with a velvety dark brown stew, golden mashed potatoes, and a pile of carrots and vivid green cabbage glistening with butter. 

			‘This is as much as I’ve had to eat all term. Are you trying to fatten me up?’ 

			‘Mum thinks you look a bit thin and pale…’

			He snorted with derision but tackled the food with the single-minded drive of the half-starved. 

			The meal was a jolly affair but not lingered over. In no time at all every scrap of food was eaten, and Gip and Duchess, who had been closely following every movement of food to mouth, sighed heavily and slumped back in their baskets. Jenny sprang up and put a huge old kettle on the stove; Alison stashed the dishes in the sink and set to washing them; Stephen and Angela wielded tea towels, and Charlie, with constant reference to his mother because he never seemed to know where anything went, put things away. 

			It was only then, when the whole exercise was complete, that the farm meeting began. Elsie, the family elder and largest shareholder, presided from the wooden carver at the head of the table. 

			Stephen launched off with his report on the farm’s last quarter with the projections for the next, and the progress being made on preparations for the Easter weekend opening. 

			Charlie reported on the conversion and usage of the buildings, and on the filming as far as it would affect the farm, since the unit would be with them for the duration of the next quarter.

			When he’d finished, Elsie turned to the rest. ‘Now I’m sure you’ve got lots to ask both Charlie and Stephen and that’s the purpose of this meeting. We don’t want to be here all night, so don’t waste time with tomfoolery questions. I’m going to begin by asking Charlie, because as I’m sure you noticed, he neglected to tell us, how much the film company are paying to use Marsh Farm. Charlie?’

			This was the moment Charlie had been waiting for. The last few years of farming had seen their debt to the bank grow and grow, and although their fortunes had improved recently, the debt had not gone and the threat of bankruptcy still lurked. 

			With a solemn air he looked at their expectant faces.‘It’s called a facility fee. Marcus has offered us a lump sum buy-out for everything he wants. I said I’d run it past you, but I’m sure there’ll be no objections.’ He paused and grinned.

			‘You rat, Charlie, how much?’ Alison shrieked.

			‘Seventy k,’ was the nonchalant reply.

			Their reaction was deeply gratifying. 

			The stunned silence that greeted his announcement gave way to a great shout. Stephen, red in the face and with a hint of tears in his eyes, thumped Charlie on the back, then hugged Angela; Alison threw her arms round him and gave him a smacking kiss on the cheek, something she hadn’t done since she was about ten; Jenny sat, her eyes as round as saucers, shaking her head, murmuring, ‘Seventy thousand pounds, seventy thousand pounds. How can they possibly afford to give us seventy thousand pounds?’

			Jeff laughed and patted her hand. ‘That’s the film industry for you, love: more money than sense.’

			Even Gran, Charlie noticed with satisfaction, looked impressed.

			‘It does seem a lot,’ he said when they had quietened sufficiently for him to continue, ‘but I did check it out and it would seem, if they paid on a daily basis, we’d get anything between five hundred quid to a thousand, tops, so actually, I think it’s a good deal all round. It means – as if I have to tell you – we can clear the bank loan.’

			‘Yep,’ said Stephen beaming, holding Angela tightly, ‘and have some left over to put towards a new milking parlour.’

			Charlie looked at him, a slight frown creasing his brows.

			‘Maybe, but let’s see how the launch goes before we spend every last little bit. We might decide it would be better to invest in a kiddies play area, something we’ve put on hold because of health and safety regs…’

			‘But when all’s said and done, this is a working farm, Charlie, and we need to update out milking parlour, you know that…’

			To Charlie’s relief, they were diverted by a question from Al.

			‘What sort of animals are you going to stock, Steve? Ali’s shown me the pigs – they’re wicked – and I saw the Highlands on my way in.’

			Talking about the stock brought a glow of excitement to Stephen’s face. ‘I’ll show you around tomorrow, if you like, Al. We’ve got in a couple of Jerseys, which we’re gonna milk with the main herd, as well as four dairy Shorthorns – they look nice and they’re good-tempered beasts…’

			‘We were thinking of getting some Belted Galloways, weren’t we, Stephen,’ Angela chipped in. ’They look so unusual, but Uncle Jeff said they’d be a handful to manage, so we’ve got some Longhorns instead.’

			‘They’re arriving next week, so Lenny is double-fencing all the paddocks,’ Stephen continued. ’Not just the ones the Highlands are using.’

			‘Oh, you’ve decided to do the lot, then, Steve?’ enquired

			Jeff. 

			Stephen nodded.

			’It’s a good idea.’ Jeff explained to Al. ‘Health and Safety regs. They’d prefer all horned creatures behind double fencing. And the important thing is to keep the animals moving around – stops the ground from developing high levels of parasites and the animals from picking up pathogens; this the sort of thing they teach you on your zoology course?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Well you could be very useful to us,’ Jeff smiled. ‘Particularly with some of our more unusual acquisitions, eh, Stephen?’

			Stephen nodded with pride. ‘Ange has set her heart on getting some ostriches, but they’d be purely for show. We might get some llamas or alpacas as well, but for the moment we’re concentrating on good old farm stock. We’ve got some English goats and a couple of Golden Guernseys and a few sheep – some Wiltshires and some Cotswolds and a beautiful Portland ram. Then of course there’s the chickens and ducks…’

			‘When Thomas and I farmed, we had chickens and ducks in the yard,’ said Elsie. ‘They were part of everyday farm life not just show animals. They were the responsibility of the farmer’s wife.’

			She looked pointedly at Jenny.

			‘I’d love to have some to look after,’ piped up Angela. ‘Perhaps you could teach me how to go about it, Gran?’ 

			‘We’ll all to have to muck in to make this venture work,’ Elsie nodded her approval. ‘It’s our last chance to put the farm back on its feet.’

			‘We’re all behind you there, Gran. I think we’ve more or less got everything covered.’ Charlie smiled at his mother. ‘Mum is going to be in charge of refreshments and the sale of produce, although, of course, that’s going to be a bit slow to begin with.’

			Jenny beamed. ’Jeff has taken me round to other farm shops so we’ve got some idea of the sort of thing that goes down well. We’ll send the goat’s milk out to begin with, but when we’ve got the small barn converted, we can invest in a little electric machine and make our own. Ange is going to help me.’

			‘We’ll need a commercial fridge, of course,’ continued Charlie, ‘and then we’ll be able to sell our own pork and then maybe our own milk, butter and ice cream, and maybe your cordials, Gran.’ 

			‘And my chutney and cakes,’ added Jenny.

			Elsie snorted. ‘And then we’ll have the environmental health office closing us down for poisoning the neighbourhood.’

			‘Gran!’ protested Alison. ‘Don’t be so negative.’ She turned to her mother, ‘If you want my opinion, Mum, the one thing Ange and Gran can’t do, which you can, is knit. You should concentrate on knitting things for people to buy. Look how well your little strawberry hats are selling in the village shop, and think how much those designer sweaters you knit for Mrs Whatsername go for – you could do really well. You could even knit farm animals for the kids.’

			‘That’s a brilliant idea, Ali!’ Charlie jumped in, enthused. Isabelle had drawn his attention to the fact that Jenny was in danger of being sidelined, however unintentionally, by her prospective daughter-in-law, and he’d been racking his brains to find a way to divert his mother from her resolution to stock the farm shop with the results of her cooking

			‘So that’s the farm more or less dealt with,’ Elsie consulted her list. ‘Except for the actual day of opening. We said Easter. Which particular day?’

			‘Good Friday.’

			‘Easter Monday.’

			Charlie and Stephen spoke simultaneously.

			‘Steve,’ Charlie was exasperated. ‘It’s gotta be the Friday. What’s the point in opening on the Monday?’

			Stephen looked stubborn. ‘I don’t see why its gotta be Friday. No-one goes anywhere on Good Friday except to the shops. Easter Monday is the real holiday and it gives us more time to get ready. Christ knows, Charlie, I’ve got my work cut out as it is. I’m gonna need all the extra time I can get…’

			‘It’s no different for me. I don’t see what difference three days is gonna make. If the crowds aren’t huge on Friday, all to the good. It’ll give us time to adjust things…learn from our mistakes… sort things out before we hit the big time. We don’t want to waste three days’ revenue while you pussyfoot around getting ready.’

			‘There are arguments to be made on both sides,’ Elsie said sharply, as her grandsons glared across the table at each other.

			‘From a business point of view, Stephen, I would come down on the Friday opening, unless, of course, we come into conflict with the film crew. Charlie?’

			‘No, Gran. According to their schedule, the whole of Easter weekend is a break for them.’

			‘Good. Then unless anyone has further objections, I think we should consider that matter settled.’

			Stephen sat back in his chair, discontented.

			Elsie, casting a quick look in his direction, consulted her notes and continued, ’Charlie, the holiday cottages and the studio – what’s the situation with them?’

			‘The studio is being taken over by the TV people. Marcus is setting up his production office in a trailer that’s gonna be sited in the yard near the house, and the four cottages are ready, apart from finishing off the furnishings. I’ve got a pile of Ikea furniture waiting to be constructed and Mum’s giving me a hand with curtains and stuff, so they should be finished by the time the film crew move in. That means they’re fully booked until the end of June, and then, who knows…’

			‘What are you doing about the summer lets?

			Charlie was tempted to say ‘give us a break’ to his Gran, but he knew better than that. He sighed. ‘I’ve got to sort out how best to advertise them, Gran, but in the first instance, I’m going to let the tourist centre in Summerbridge have our details.’

			‘What about your website?’ 

			They all looked at Al with surprise.

			Al’s presence at this meeting was tolerated because he was Alison’s boyfriend, but some of the family were uneasy. He didn’t speak the same language; he’d gone to a public school and was at university. None of the Tuckers had ever done either, and found it difficult to believe he had really completely broken with his family. At heart he was a Lester, and the Lesters had made no secret of the fact they wanted the Tuckers out of Marsh Farm. For him to be present this evening was an expression of trust on their part, but he was not expected to be asking questions.

			‘Website?’ Charlie replied cautiously.

			‘Yeah. You’re not going into this business without a website, are you? How will you expect people to find out about you, or know what your USP is?’

			‘USP?’ Stephen stared at him suspiciously.

			‘Unique selling point. You’ve got to have one, otherwise why should anyone visit this farm over all the others in the marketplace? And if you haven’t got a website, how will people know you’re here, let alone when your opening day is?’

			‘We’re going to put brochures in the library, in the tourist information offices and in all the hotels around here, and we’re going to let the local press know,’ Angela replied, somewhat defensively. ‘I’m working on the brochure, right now.’

			Alison shook her head. ‘Al’s right. Brochures have their place, Angela, don’t get me wrong, but we live in the twenty-first century and the first place anyone would go to find out what we have to offer is our website.’

			‘What would a website do that a brochure can’t?’ enquired Elsie.

			‘One, it’s instant access, Gran. ‘What shall we do today? How about a farm visit?’ Not ‘let’s go down to the information centre and pick up some brochures’, but ‘let’s tap into Google and see what comes up.’ Two, we have nice little pics of the animals – click and watch the little piglets playing with their tails; click – see little Johnny having a pony ride on Bumble; click – watch Stephen milk the Jerseys. And three, we can update it whenever we want so whenever we’ve got anything special, like a new litter of piglets or chicks, or we’re opening the farm walk, we can post it up.’

			Elsie shook her head. ‘Sounds extraordinary.’

			‘It is, Gran, but that’s the way to sell businesses these days. We can’t afford not to if we’re to be successful.’

			Elsie turned to Al. ‘So what do you see as our, what d’ye call it, our USP, young man? What will make Marsh Farm different from all the others?’

			Al hesitated, but before he could say anything more, Charlie sat up, his eyes glinting with excitement. ‘I know, it’s obvious isn’t it? What have we got that none of the other farms have?’

			Stephen shrugged, nonplussed, and the others looked equally blank.

			‘The filming!’ Charlie proclaimed. ‘We’re working so hard to make sure the filming doesn’t interfere with our plans, we’re forgetting it’s there and we could make a feature out of it.’

			‘You’re right, Charlie,’ said Alison, excited. ‘Click, see the filming in action; click on a pic of Jason Hart and see him walking across the yard…’

			‘Who’s Jason Hart?’ asked Jenny.

			‘He’s an absolutely brill stand-up, Mum. Marcus told me he’s going to be in it.’

			‘I thought Charlie said they’re not gonna be filming the weekend we open?’ protested Stephen.

			‘They’re not, but I reckon we could do a deal with Marcus. We could organise a tour of the set. That’s our USP! Al, how quickly can you and Ali get this website installed?’

			Alison and Al looked at each other aghast.

			‘Charlie,’ Alison finally spoke for them both. ’It’s not that simple, and I really don’t have the time, not does Al…’

			‘We’re all doing our bit, Alison,’ said Stephen sternly. ‘We know you’ve got these exams, but none of us really use computers like you…’

			‘Yes, but Stephen, designing a website that will look any good is a specialised skill. I can keep it running and feed stuff into it once we’ve got it, but I really couldn’t set it up.’

			Al nodded. ‘She’s right. You’ll have to pay someone to design it.’

			Stephen frowned. “How much would that cost?’

			‘To do all the things you talked about, a good fifteen hundred.’

			Stephen snorted. ‘You’re jokin’. I think we’ll stick with our brochures, thank you very much.’

			‘That’s so short-sighted, Stephen!’ Alison spoke crossly. ’It would be money well spent, for God’s sake. Do you think a few piddling little brochures are going to put the farm on the map – and how often would you be able to update them?’

			‘We could have a weekly newsletter,’ said Angela brightly.

			‘And who’s going to write it and distribute it? Let alone read it? You could put all that on a website.’

			‘It’s a lot of money, Ali,’ Charlie said slowly.

			‘Yes, it is, but think of all the money you’ve spent so far, think of all the money you’re going to make from the film unit… Isn’t a website as much of an investment as a pregnant Middle White?’
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			In the plush golden and cream richness of the master bedroom of Summerstoke House, Veronica Lester peered into the oval glass of her elegant Sheraton dressing table and removed the last vestiges of her make-up. She picked up a small, heavy pot, the label of which described the contents as extra-firming neck cream, and scooped out a liberal amount of the expensive unction. 

			She had noticed a tell tale puckering of the skin on her throat, an inevitable consequence of the onset of her forty-ninth year, but Veronica didn’t ‘do’ age, and was determined to go to any lengths, short of plastic surgery, to banish all signs of the decaying process. On the whole she was making a good job of it. 

			Her figure, with the help of constant rounds of tennis and the daily exercising of a highly bred stallion, was trim; her hair, with the regular assistance of her hairdresser, was thick and blond; and her skin, with the aid of the subtlest of make-up, presented to the world clear and wrinkle-free.

			While she was slapping the offending dewlap with the back of her hands, her husband, Hugh, emerged from the shower, rubbing vigorously at the silvery drops of water still clinging to his hairy torso. He was a short, fit, well-built man in his early fifties, his classic good looks permanently marred by a scowl or a sneer, dependent on his mood. 

			Tonight it was a scowl. He hated holding drinks parties, which he viewed as occasions when too much good booze was chucked down the throats of people who respected neither him nor his liquor.

			Veronica eyed him in her mirror. ‘Marion said something interesting to me this evening.’

			‘Makes a change.’ Hugh was not interested in anything his wife’s friend had to say.

			Veronica ignored his tone and continued, keeping her voice light and unemotional. ‘She said how nice it must be for us to have Anthony back home.’

			Hugh stopped rubbing his hair and stared at his wife’s reflection. ‘What did the fuck she mean by that?’

			Veronica selected a pot marked “extra nutrient-rich night cream” and dipping the tips of her fingers into the jar, smoothed the cream onto her face, watching her husband all the while. 

			’She thought, Hugh, darling, that Anthony had come home. It would appear that when they were waiting at the traffic lights on the Summerbridge Road, he drew up alongside her on his ghastly bike. She’d just registered it was him when the lights changed and he shot off in the direction of Summerstoke.’

			‘She must have been mistaken. One motorcyclist looks just like another in all that clobber.’

			‘One would think so, but she was convinced it was him and she said Gavin agreed with her. He recognised the bike.’

			She saw Hugh go very still as he digested this piece of news, an ugly frown replacing the scowl. 

			‘Why the hell should Anthony come to Summerstoke? There’s nothing for him here. Have you been in touch with him?’

			‘No, I haven’t. Hugh, I agree with you – his behaviour was abominable and until he apologises…’

			‘Apologises!’ Hugh snorted. ‘He’s got to do more than that, he’s got to crawl!’

			‘Well I can’t see him doing that,’ observed Veronica. ‘He’s far too much like you. The question is what is he doing in Summerstoke? He’s no friends here that I know of, except Cordelia, of course. Maybe she can shed some light on this.’

			‘You haven’t asked her?’

			‘When have I had the chance? Anyway, Cordelia’s not here, she’s staying the night with that friend of hers, Tamara whatsit. I’ll ask her tomorrow when I pick her up.’

			Hugh made no further comment and leaving his towel on a damp heap on the floor, climbed into bed, still frowning. 

			Veronica sighed at her reflection. Much as she would like to have gone straight to sleep, unless she did something to tease him out of this mood, it would overshadow the whole weekend. 

			She got up from her dressing table and, without comment, picked up the towel and took it back to the bathroom, sprayed herself with a light scent kept there for occasions like these, and returned to the bedroom.

			Sitting on the edge of the bed, she leant forward and kissed him full on the mouth, letting her breast, in its silky negligee, press against his naked chest. She could feel him relax, soften and yield as she kissed him. She trailed her fingers down the length of his body to his groin. He groaned.

			A cold draught playing across her back distracted her and, shivering in her negligee, she slid off the bed to shut the offending window. Drawing back the thick silk curtains, she paused for a moment and looked out over the darkened houses of the village. A trail of silver raindrops hit the windowpane. 

			She shivered.

			‘I wonder where he’s staying tonight,’ she said half-aloud. 

			‘He’d better not be skulking anywhere on my property,’ came the harsh reply. ‘Now are you going to carry on faffing about, or are you going to take that silk thing off and come to bed?’
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			Emma Knight lay, in semi-darkness, on a battered sofa in the small sitting room of her flat in Notting Hill, listening to the comforting sound waves of Katherine Tickell and Andy Shepherd and brooding over the first read-through. One hand was folded round the stem of a large glass of Shiraz balanced on her stomach, and the other dipped into a dish of salted almonds; one of the best ways to unwind, in her opinion, and didn’t she need to do just that!

			Could she have been firmer with Marcus when he first told her about Jason Hart? He might not have taken any notice of her, but she would have made her position crystal clear. It was too late to back out now – besides, she wanted the series. She’d done single dramas before and she knew she’d established a good reputation – that’s why Marcus Steel had approached her. She was ready for something more light-hearted, but with longevity and with the added bonus of being shot entirely on location. 

			Three months away from London, the flat, and everything that reminded her of Jonathan. The bastard!

			She took a mouthful of wine and swilled it around her mouth, relishing its tart richness and the way it made the insides of her mouth pucker. She’d have to make sure she put a case of the wine in the car; Summerstoke didn’t sound like the sort of place she’d be able to buy a good Shiraz. 

			She hadn’t had time to go and check out her lodgings, but that wasn’t unusual, and Marcus had mentioned the landlady was an artist, so it sounded as if it would be a pretty relaxed sort of set-up; just what she craved. 

			But what she didn’t need was this prick, Jason Hart, to be foisted on her. Emma prided herself on being able to coax a performance out of the most unpromising material, but from today’s read-through it was clear to her that Jason had neither aptitude, nor interest; a deadly combination.

			It was all very well Marcus saying the project was sold on the back of having Jason Hart on board. If he remained on board, he would scupper the ship and she was not going to allow that. 

			A glint came to her eye. 

			She’d never worked with Marcus before, but she knew of him. He’d been variously described to her as determined, intelligent and ruthless, and ‘a bit of a dish’. Which he was, in a way, but not her type. Not at all, she reflected vehemently – well-built, but with not an ounce of fat – she bet he worked out in the gym every day, or ran, or played tennis; his sort did. His eyes were the brightest and shrewdest she’d ever encountered. She thought he was probably older than her – late thirties, forty even, but it was hard to tell. A force to be reckoned with; but then, she thought, with a challenging tilt to her chin, so was she. 

			She finished her wine, got to her feet, put on a light and reached for her laptop.   

			Marcus Steel had made it clear he was not going to change his mind over Jason Hart, but she was equally determined that he would...

			Yawning, Marcus poured himself a generous glass of Laphroig, splashed in a smidgen of water, went over to his desk and opened his Mac. Included in the emails awaiting his attention was an invitation from his brother, Milo:

			Hi littlel bro know your busy but i thought i’d drop a reminder about the jack vestric and isabelle langtons opeining at polly merfield’s gallery see info attached bring your medai pals see youo milo.

			Milo, Marcus’s half-brother, had seized on the convenience of emails as the perfect excuse for never writing a letter again, but as he never bothered to correct anything he wrote there was often a fair amount of deciphering to be done. 

			Marcus clicked the attachment, looked at the invitation, thought about it for a moment, then printed it off. He had no great fondness for the stuff that Jack Vestric churned out, but Isabelle, Charlie’s girlfriend, had worked for Milo, who was not the easiest person in the world, and the few times he’d bumped into her he’d liked her. 

			He continued scrolling then double-clicked on an email sent that evening.

			Hi Marcus, just to say how much I enjoyed the read-through today. I think the show is going to be a great hit and thanks so much for giving me the part of Josie. I love her.

			See you on location,

			Best wishes,

			Nicola. 

			A faint smile flickered across Marcus’s face. The part of Josie, the girlfriend who dumps Jason Hart’s character in the first episode, was so small and limited Nicola Scudamore’s gratitude could be seen as a little excessive. But he was well aware that while the last three episodes remained in a fluid state, Nicola, and the millions of other struggling actors like her, would dance on scorpions if it improved their chances of being written back in.

			She was pretty, true. Petite, with dark glossy curls and bright blue eyes and a merry expression – it was why he’d cast her. And she could act – they all could, all the bright, pretty, young and not so young things, who went up for audition after audition, all desperate to be given the chance to demonstrate that they, too, had star quality.

			The whole profession was a lottery – even for those, like Juliet Peters, who were relatively successful. As a consequence it was rare to meet a performer who was not jittery and insecure, and almost without exception, demanded reassurance and love from the people they worked with, as well as from the world at large. 

			Marcus pitied them but, by and large, did not seek out their company or make friends with them. 

			Nicola was still relatively young and came across as confident and flirtatious. Marcus was aware that as a free agent, he would be considered fair game. Location filming was an intense, exclusive, other-world experience, with its own rules and codes of behaviour. Actresses like Nicola Scudamore had to be treated with caution.  

			‘What would Charlie Tucker and his family make of these butterflies?’ he wondered, and grinned at the thought.

			He and Charlie Tucker had liked each other from the moment they’d first met. Charlie was no country bumpkin – he was like Marcus, himself, a bit of a maverick, but one who happened to be born into a profession that would claim him, chain him, and drag him down unless he could find a way of fighting free. 

			When Marcus first met him he was thrashing around, thinking of taking his gran’s bequest and setting off into the unknown world of greener grass. But pragmatism had prevailed and then Marcus had snapped him up to act as an aide de camp to the location manager. 

			He’d done a bloody good job and Marcus wondered idly whether he could employ Charlie in the future; but there was no room for sentiment in the film business, and when Marcus moved on, he doubted they would want to journey together. 

			The cursor hovered over an email from Emma Knight marked ominously, ‘Jason’. With an exasperated grunt, Marcus opened it.

			Hi, Marcus, sorry to bang on but I’m seriously worried about JH.  I could see nothing in him to think that he will be other than a time waster. Can we/ you afford this? Our time is tight enough as it is. It can’t be too late to reconsider.
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