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For ue and heila, to whom I owe my livelihood


(and one broken keyboard) with a grateful heart.


And to am, who helped to mend that heart


and make a happy ending come true. ILY.










Prologue


Lady Isabel Belling, known to all in Oddlode as Hell’s Bells, looked eagerly around the Manor Farm drawing-room, drinking in its masculinity – sporting prints, leather furniture, sombre minimalism. It had Ely Gates’s mark all over it.


     He appeared at the door with a tray of coffee things.


     ‘No Felicity today?’ She watched him cast around for a spot to land the tray, and stood up to take it from him. ‘Here, let me.’


     ‘Thank you. Felicity is taking the boy back to boarding school.’


     ‘I see.’


     Ely always referred to his children Godspell and Enoch as ‘the girl’ and ‘the boy’.


     ‘And is Godspell at home?’


     ‘I believe she’s with the Wyck boy.’


     ‘Are they still courting?’


     ‘Regrettably, yes.’


     ‘How unfortunate for you.’ She settled the tray on an over-stuffed banquette.


     ‘It will end before long, no doubt. It’s just a rebellion after  . . .’


     ‘Quite.’


     Hell’s Bells poured coffee into two delicate bone china cups with barely a rattle of the pot. Her nerves were steady, despite the subject close at hand. Last year her son, Jasper, had entered into a short, unhappy engagement to Godspell Gates. The parents had been delighted until it abruptly ended with Jasper and Godspell both choosing alternative partners. In Jasper’s case, all had worked out rather well, with an attractive if headstrong daughter-in-law who was well on her way to producing a Belling heir. In Godspell’s case, the liaison with uncouth local hooligan Saul Wyck was less than ideal.


     ‘The only thing that they have in common is their music,’ Ely muttered.


     Hell’s Bells was uncertain whether music was the correct term for the dreadful din that Godspell’s band made, but she said nothing as she passed the coffee across and smiled a rare Belling smile. Ely rewarded her by return, making her heart skip a little.


     It was impossible not to be at least slightly skittish around Ely Gates. Once the unrivalled loins of the village, he still retained handsome features and broad shoulders even though his blond hair had turned to steel and his rangy body had started to stoop. Self-made, forthright, impossibly rich and very clever, he filled a room with his charisma.


     She crossed her ankles neatly in front of her as though she were a deb and cocked her head winningly. ‘To business. The hunt ball.’


     ‘You really think it should go ahead this year?’


     ‘But of course! Just because hunting is temporarily illegal, hosting a ball is not. And the hunt is still at the centre of this community. We must celebrate its survival.’


     ‘Indeed.’ Ely was more ambivalent on the subject, but now was not the time to point that out.


     ‘I refuse to let a bunch of lefties ruin any good party.’


     Ely, whose capitalist success shrouded a socialist heart, cleared his throat. ‘And how may I help?’


     ‘St John and I can’t accommodate it at home this year because of the building work. The roof is due to be renovated in March, ruling us out.’


     ‘I really don’t think that I have the space—’


     ‘Not here, Ely. Far too poky. No ballroom for a start.’


     Ely narrowed his eyes as she made his beautifully proportioned Queen Anne farmhouse sound like a shepherd’s croft.


     ‘Then where exactly?’


     ‘Eastlode Park.’


     Ely’s eyebrows shot up at the mention of one of the most expensive country estate hotels in England, a hotel just a mile out of Oddlode, a hotel of which he was a major shareholder.


     ‘Isn’t it a little grand?’


     ‘Not at all. I want this ball to be very grand.’


     ‘But it’s just the hunt.’


     Hell’s Bells gave him a look that could have struck lesser men dead. ‘And Eastlode Park is just an hotel.’


     ‘One of the best in the country, the most élite, fashionable, the most expensive  . . .’


     ‘You must be able to get us a good deal,’ she pressed him, pulling out all the Belling charm guns with a smile that was part coercion, part despotism and curiously arousing. ‘The usual rates are prohibitively expensive. We wouldn’t need exclusive use, of course – just the ballroom, formal dinner, waiting staff, perhaps a block of discounted rooms for those who have to travel from London or wherever. I am relying upon you, Ely. The Vale of the Wolds is relying upon you. You are our saviour.’


     Put like that, Ely felt his backbone straighten and his shoulders square as he promised to see what he could do. Lady Belling could always bend him to her will, appealing to his innate snobbishness, godliness and just a little bit to his unfaithful loins. Short, squat and bullish she may be, but she had amazing silver eyes, hard-hunting thighs and tremendous class.


     Equally smitten, Hell’s Bells regarded him through her short but lusciously thick eyelashes. ‘There’s another point on which I’d like to pick your clever mind, Ely.’


     ‘Oh yes?’


     ‘We desperately need youth for the Wolds hunt. New blood. We need to appeal to a younger generation. Last year’s ball was full of dreadful old crusties like you and me.’


     ‘Hmm.’ Ely pulled at his cuffs.


     ‘I have asked Spurs and Ellen to help come up with some ideas – after all, they’re young – but you are the best businessman in Oddlode. I’m sure your mind is more finely tuned to such things.’


     ‘I would say so.’ He returned her patronising smile.


     ‘We need to sell ourselves to the younger generation. Make the VW sexy.’ Hell’s Bells emphasised the modern catchword with a little waggle of her fist. ‘They still ride out with us, after all – we get plenty of young eventers and point-to-pointers in the field. We need to get them in their glad rags, adding to the glamour and the coffers. The hunt won’t survive long enough for the ban to be lifted unless we get these young’uns to really join in on every level. We want them in their bally warpaint.’


     ‘A unique selling point to attract them to the ball?’


     ‘Exactly! Can I leave it with you?’


     ‘By all means.’


     ‘Jolly good,’ she beamed. ‘I’ll tell Ellen that you’re on the case. She’ll be thrilled. Not really fair lumbering her with it all when she’s heavily pregnant, and dear Jasper is so busy these days.’


     Ely gave her another dry smile, doubting that Ellen would feel relieved to have his help. She had, after all, stolen Ely’s selected son-in-law from under his nose. They were hardly on speaking terms.


     ‘When is the baby due?’


     ‘Beginning of March. St John is terribly excited – we all are.’


     ‘Surely you can’t risk the hunt ball clashing with the birth?’


     ‘We’re holding it early this year.’ Hell’s Bells checked her diary. ‘The last Friday in February was the date agreed although, God knows, we’ll have to get proper invitations out pronto. Ah! Here we are – the twenty-ninth. I say!’


     ‘It’s a leap year.’


     ‘Yes. And that means it’s a Look Before You Leap ball. What fun!’


     Ely ran a perfectly manicured thumb along his neat white beard and creased his clever blue eyes. ‘I have an idea  . . .’
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Magnus Olensen-Willis was not a rock star name. But Magnus had never wanted to be a rock star. He wanted to be a professional musician; a moderately successful singer-songwriter, perhaps. Well respected, certainly – renowned, even. Famous – no way. Or at least that’s what he told his family.


     His friends the Three Disgraces knew differently. They’d hung around enough at Magnus’s band practices and gigs to realise that the dopey blond’s dreams lay well beyond the realms of Oddlode’s goth-metal ensemble, Roadkill. Fronted by the wailing, white-faced Godspell Gates, the band made a dreadful sound even to the Disgraces’ undiscerning ears. Magnus’s exquisite guitar playing was lost amid the thrashing din of Saul Wyck’s drumming and the string-chewing antics of bassist Ket, just as Magnus’s soul-searching lyrics were obscured by larynx-garrotting screams. He had been at sea for months.


     Tonight he had finally been washed ashore. Three hours of spats and deafening amp feedback had finally led the man accustomed to under-selling himself to offer an end of season giveaway. ‘Either we play it my way or we stop playing.’


     At which, Roadkill had stopped playing and disbanded.


     ‘Shit, I should call Saul and apologise,’ he told the Disgraces as they adopted their customary positions on the sofas by the New Inn fire, pints of Budvar in hand. ‘We’re booked to play the Trout in Huntscote on Friday. I don’t want to let them down.’


     ‘They’re letting you down!’ wailed Carry, the youngest of the Three Disgraces. ‘Tonight was just a joke. You were right to quit.’


     Earlier, she and her two elder sisters, Sperry and Fe, had loyally wound their way along the hundred yards of narrow, black-iced lane to watch Roadkill’s ‘new material’ rehearsal. Forsaking their father’s warm pub for the freezing, half-finished studios that Magnus and his stepfather were creating out of a burned-out old agricultural warehouse, they had dutifully listened to yet another musical assassination.


     ‘They’ve just been using you,’ Fe insisted, looking up as she rolled a cigarette.


     Carry nodded. ‘They wanted to get their hands on your equipment and your material and trash it, Mags.’


     He shrugged. ‘They have their own ideas. But it’s not my band. I’ve got no right to interfere. I’ll apologise tomorrow.’


     So laid-back that he watched the world over his own feet, Magnus was an infuriating if adorable friend. Loyal, easy-going, sympathetic, funny and incredibly talented. And, occasionally, a total mug.


     ‘They’re holding you back.’ Sperry didn’t look up from texting.


     ‘They don’t even like you,’ Fe reminded him. ‘They said so.’


     ‘They said they didn’t like my “look”.’ He ran his hand self-consciously through his blond mop and cast an eye down to his chunky green sweater. ‘And perhaps they’re right – I look bloody preppy these days. My mother bought me this for Christmas and I have to wear it all of January to keep her sweet.’


     ‘Preppy? C’mon!’ Fe snorted. ‘You’re gorgeous. All the girls fall for you. You’re Chris Martin, Brad Pitt and Jude Law all rolled into one. Even our mum says you’re like a young Robert Redford – whoever he is.’


     ‘And that’s not preppy?’


     She tilted her head thoughtfully. ‘Well, you could lose the jumper.’


     ‘Thanks.’


     ‘You were cooler when we met you.’ Again, Sperry didn’t look up from texting.


     ‘I’ve been countrified.’


     ‘You’ll be countrified with a different spelling if you get back together with Godspell and Saul. Dye your hair skunk and we’ll disown you.’


     ‘Tempting. I might get a bit of action without you three cramping my style.’


     ‘Not with skunk hair, you won’t. Anyway, I thought you said you were enjoying being single?’


     Having never been without at least one girlfriend until the Three Disgraces came along, Magnus was rather baffled now to find himself with three ravishing chaperones who refused to let another woman near him. They fascinated him, with their confidence and bravado. They also confounded him. The friendship wasn’t yet losing its novelty value, but he couldn’t figure it out.


     Magnus had arrived with his family from urban Essex the previous summer, immediately causing a stir amongst the younger female population of the Lodes Valley. Tall and blue-eyed, he drove a vintage Porsche, talked to anybody, laughed a lot and flirted even more. Rumours quickly spread that he was a musician who’d been in a successful band. The Three Disgraces had wasted no time in befriending him for his own protection.


     Savvy, streetwise and cocky, the three girls were the unofficial, unholy Trinity of Lodes Valley youth, holding court in their father’s Upper Springlode pub. They talked too fast, were the fastest texters around, rode their mopeds too fast along the lanes, fasted a lot to stay thin as rakes but they were resolutely not fast – just a little speedy. And Magnus was their new racing mascot. They’d immediately seen something special in him. They adored him. There had been no escape. Had it not been for a lifelong, unwritten pact that they never went after the same man, they would have fought tooth and nail over him. Instead, the Sixsmith sisters fought his corner and kept him willing captive to their charm, protecting him from less worthy female adversaries. Sharp good looks and song lyrics that cut into one’s soul lent a quixotic, heroic angle to the dopey, gullible mug who was too honest for his own good. A free-spirited wolf lay beneath that waggy-tailed golden retriever exterior. Magnus had a sex appeal that made him the ultimate fashion accessory. And the Three Disgraces were slaves to fashion as well as friendship.


     Magnus had tried to dispel their initial misconceptions as soon as they lured him into their fold. True, he’d always been in bands, but none of them had made it big time. At university, his band had been getting some impressive gigs, but that had all fallen apart when a motorbike accident put Magnus in hospital for six weeks and then forced him to postpone university for a year. Back in Essex, he’d formed a new band, Slackers, with two old school-friends. They had just started to get a real following when the entire family uprooted to the Cotswolds.


     ‘I’m really just a failed engineering student with a limp who lives with his parents and plays guitar. In fact, I’m the kiss of death to bands,’ he’d told them.


     To their shame, it was the girls who had introduced him to Roadkill, never guessing at his latent talent. They’d just wanted to see him play on stage.


     But Roadkill had tried to mould him into a skunk-haired weirdo.


     ‘We think you should go it alone,’ Carry told him now.


     ‘And you’ll be my Robert Palmer girls, I suppose?’ he laughed.


     ‘Who?’


     ‘Forget it – stuff my stepfather likes.’ He watched their blank expressions with amusement. With their identikit dark slanting eyes and glossy pouts they would make the perfect Palmeresque backing trio, if only they could be relied upon not to carry on texting throughout a musical number.


     ‘So are you going to do it?’ Carry urged.


     ‘Nope. I’ve always been in bands. I like people around me. I only do it for fun.’


     ‘I play netball for fun,’ Fe shrugged. ‘Doesn’t mean I’d play for a shit team.’


     ‘You do play for a shit team,’ Carry pointed out.


     ‘Do not!’


     Watching them start a squawking match, Magnus knocked back his pint and tried not to think about his half-hearted attempt to quit the band. His edgy, soul-searching songs had been massacred beyond recognition. He knew Roadkill stank as much as its namesake did glued to melting tarmac in midsummer, but he had a rather suicidal addiction to it. He appreciated Godspell, Saul and Ket’s carefree attitude and black humour, and the fact they didn’t take him seriously. Ever since his accident, he’d struggled for direction. He didn’t want to go back to university and his stepfather had thankfully sided with him on that. Graham, who had never gone to university and had made a mint in haulage, saw his stepson doing the same in music production – becoming a sound engineer and taking it from there, through graft and dedication, not a fast-track education. It suited Magnus because it meant he could lazily stay at home and set up his dream studio, gig with Roadkill and knock around with the Three Disgraces.


     They had stopped scrapping now and were all looking at him sceptically. Individually, they were pretty, but not knock-out. Collectively, with their smoky cat eyes, high cheeks and long, gleaming manes, they were electrifying. They had a strange power over him that he thoroughly enjoyed.


     Magnus grinned. ‘I won’t get the skunk hair, okay?’


     The cool, smooth faces kept on staring. It freaked him out when they did that.


     ‘And I’ll lose the jumper.’


     The girls smiled with overpowering effect.


     ‘Give.’ Carry held out her hands.


     ‘Yes, give.’ Fe put her hands alongside, followed by Sperry.


     Sighing, he pulled the sweater over his head and laid it on the outstretched hands.


     Without warning, they launched it into the fire and let out shrieks of delight.


     ‘My mother gave me that!’ he wailed, watching it woof up in flames.


     ‘Acrylic.’


     ‘Cheap.’


     ‘Probably panic shopping.’


     The girls exchanged winks. Somehow, they would turn Magnus into a rock star. The name would have to change, of course, but they wouldn’t break that to him just yet. Let him get over the jumper first.


 


Dilly Gently was a disastrous name to be lumbered with. The love-child of eighties New Romantic turned teenage seductress Ophelia Gently – or Pheely – she supposed she was lucky not to be called ‘Softly’.


     Now nineteen, she had just about developed the maturity to cope with the funny looks and sniggers she got when introducing herself. Most often she used her full name Daffodil, but it was such a mouthful and she loathed being nicknamed Daffy.


     At thirty-five, her mother had not improved much on the name taste front. Baby Basil, born just two weeks earlier on New Year’s Eve, was so named because Pheely had been in her larder at the time and had stared fixedly at the Schwartz basil pot throughout her labour. Poor Basil would have been named Schwartz had it not been for the thick mop of blond tresses he had appeared with.


     ‘Why are both my children blond? I have such lovely rich-coloured hair. Dark is so much more dramatic.’ She fingered her teak tresses petulantly at the mirror. ‘I thought the dark gene was dominant over blond?’


     ‘If it comes out of a bottle, genetics doesn’t work that way,’ Dilly told her, pulling on her coat. ‘I think you’ll find blonde and mouse are equally dominant. If you want Basil to take after you, I can always pick you up some dye from Boots.’ She wrapped a scarf tightly around her neck.


     Pheely nobly ignored the sarcasm. ‘Are you going out?’


     ‘Just Maddington.’ It was what the locals called Market Addington, the closest thing to a metropolis that the Lodes Valley had to offer.


     ‘Oh, goodie! I’ll write you down a list.’


     ‘I’ve got to run for the bus.’ Dilly was already at the door, tripping over Hamlet the Great Dane who thought he was going to be taken for a walk.


     ‘I’ll text it to you then. Anke’s coming round for a coffee and a chat in a minute. In fact, can you take your brother?’


     ‘You are kidding?’


     ‘I’ll pay you.’


     ‘In that case, I’ll take you seriously.’


     ‘Thank you, darling! Darling Dilly Gently.’


     ‘Don’t call me that. Just give me the money.’


 


All the Cottrell offspring had been given Christian names that began with P since time immemorial, and Peregrine ‘Piggy’ Cottrell’s crop had been no exception. The youngest of his children, however, had rebelled.


     When they turned eleven, the twins had agreed that Phillip and Penelope were ghastly ‘old’ names to be lumbered with. Thus, Phillip had adopted the nickname given him by his elder brothers – ‘Flipper’ – which, as far as he knew, was something to do with an old kids’ TV series that he had never seen. In turn, he had nicknamed his twin sister Penelope ‘Nelly’, after the elephant. This wasn’t because Nell had ever been elephantine, but because she was always running away from home – packing her trunk and trying to leave the family circus.


     Now twenty-three, the duo had hung onto those childhood nicknames. With their looks, the twins could have called themselves Sodom and Gomorrah and got away with it. Long-limbed, lean and as graceful as thoroughbred racehorses, they had inherited their mother’s jet-black hair and the Cottrell grey-green eyes which were fringed with the longest, blackest lashes in the county. It was universally agreed that the Cottrell twins were the best looking family members, but also the most arrogant. And, for a family renowned for being stand-offish, that made them very arrogant indeed.


     Flipper answered to no other name amongst his confidantes. Most of his clients used it, too, although, as a newly qualified equine vet, it caused occasional bafflement. He never explained it, simply introducing himself with a charming self-assurance that made his strange name appear alluring rather than ludicrous.


     Nell had dropped the ‘y’, but she was still resolutely Nell without a pit-stop to Penelope permissible. If any of her family called her by her full name, she walked out of the room. And, while she no longer tried to run away from the circus, she dreamed constantly of escape.


     Today was no exception. She was bored, as always. January was such a dull month – the long, cold posting between Christmas and skiing. All the lovely parties were over, the gifts unwrapped and the mulled wine guzzled. There was nothing to look forward to and nothing to do.


     Her parents thought that the cure to her ennui would be to get a job, but Nell was resisting the idea. They had been droning on about it again over breakfast, so she’d escaped to walk Milo, her chihuahua. Given his small stature and proximity to the frost-hardened ground, walking to the end of the drive was about all Milo could take, so he was now tucked up in her big leather bag watching the world go by from under her armpit.


     Not that there was a lot of world to watch going by in Fox Oddfield. Action was limited to old Mrs Pickering (known as ‘Pickitup’) rooting through the hedgerows for hazelnuts and discarded litter, dressed in her usual multiple layers. She looked as though she had randomly stage-dived onto a jumble-sale trestle. Nell recognised one of her father’s ancient flat caps and a pair of her mother’s ghastly checked golfing slacks.


     Giving her a wide berth, Nell trudged through the small hill hamlet and onto the bridle-way that ran alongside the pheasant shoot. Her father had once prided himself on running the best shoot in the Cotswolds, but the woods, coppices and drives had recently been sold, along with a great swathe of family land. The year before that, the London house had been leased out. Times were hard for the Cottrell family. The auctioneering and surveying business started by Nell’s great grandfather was struggling to keep afloat.


     She missed the Chelsea house. Had it still been available, she would be there now, raiding the January sales and seeing her friends. She’d been furious with her father for letting strangers take it on. It was her bolt-hole.


     ‘We got up to all sorts, didn’t we, Milo?’ She tickled the nose beneath her armpit. Milo – named after a favourite ex-boyfriend – let out a cold-nosed snort.


     Plucking her mobile from her pocket, Nell idly called her brother.


     ‘What do you want?’ He was characteristically brusque.


     ‘I’m bored. What are you up to? Got time for coffee?’


     ‘I’m giving a plasma drip to a premature foal. Please don’t ring my mobile when I’m on call.’


     ‘C’mon, Flips. When are you free? Daddy’s being vile to me again. Says I’ve got to get a job.’


     ‘You do have to get a job – whoa, whoa sweetheart. You’re fine. Stand still.’


     ‘He’ll get me some ghastly admin job at the estate agency.’


     ‘You know the rules. It’s that or find a rich husband,’ Flipper reminded her. ‘I’ve gotta go. Why not beg a coffee from Trudy? Or Spurs’ pretty wife – you like her. Pour your heart out to one of them, darling one.’


     ‘But only you understand me, Flips.’


     ‘Unfortunately so. Call me later. Much later.’


     Sighing, Nell stashed her phone away and kicked a frozen divot up in the air.


     Flipper had become increasingly distanced lately. Her twin, her beloved best friend of a brother, had a life beyond hers even though they now shared the same big flat in the attic of their parents’ house, had the same friends and shared every secret. His job was shutting her out.


     At first, Nell had joined her brother in his ambition to become a vet. They had always been fiercely competitive as well as frighteningly close, and they had progressed through the lower rungs of academia neck and neck – twelve A-grade GCSEs, two brace of A-grade A-levels each. Then Flipper had won a place at Bristol as a vet student, and Nelly hadn’t. Her interview had gone well, she was equally qualified. The rejection was as hurtful as it was baffling.


     Instead of taking up her place at second-choice Liverpool, she had changed her mind about veterinary medicine and announced her intention of taking a foundation course in art, basing herself in the London house with its custodian, great-aunt Grania. There, she had partied mercilessly. The foundation course – which she had scraped through because she was clever and talented despite her chronic laziness – was followed by a journalism course and then an acting course and finally a fashion design course, all funded by her long-suffering parents. Only the leasing of the house had called a halt to Nell’s endless search for the perfect niche career. Now she was trapped in the Cotswolds, uncertain what to do.


     In London, she had come and gone as she wished, sharing the house with great-aunt Grania who was as deaf as a post and usually three parts cut, enabling her to turn a blind eye to Nell’s antics. With a generous trust fund, Nell had lived life to the full.


     Now she and great-aunt G were back in the Cottrell bosom, living in separate quarters in her parents’ draughty country pile and exchanging looks of mutual pity if they ever passed in a stairwell. The fun years were over. At twenty-three, Nell knew that this was far too soon. She so craved fun.


     At least coming home had coincided with Flipper’s return to the fold to take up a post at Foxrush Equine Clinic. Curiously, being apart hadn’t affected their closeness – just as it hadn’t when sent to separate single-sex boarding-schools. Throughout his training in Bristol and her dilettante diplomas in London, Flipper and Nell had spoken several times a day and stayed with one another often. Now that they were under the same roof once more, Flipper’s dedication to his career left Nell feeling left out. It was the first time she felt that she didn’t understand him entirely. She had no such passion. His volatile on-off love-life she could understand – it had always been as stormy and chaotic as her own. His dedication to his vocation was a mystery.


     None of the Cottrells was passionate about work. About horses, yes – plus country pursuits, fine food and wine, friends and, most of all, family. Work was a necessary evil. It was one of the reasons the family company was flailing.


     Nell was not alone in her lack of direction. It was an inherited trait. Her elder brothers Piers and Phinneas (known as Finn) were barely even part-timers at the auction house as they pursued their preferred pastimes of horse dealing and house restoration respectively. Elder sister, Phoney, was a full-time mother. Her father was practically retired, and doting mother Dibs had never worked in her life.


     They all lived together in various wings, cottages and farms at Fox Oddfield Abbey, a decrepit Cotswold stone pile set in a beautiful but ever-dwindling estate. When Piggy had snapped it up in the early nineties ‘for a song’, he had been full of bold, entrepreneurial ideas. A conference centre, luxury holiday destination, apartments or even a theme park. Of course, nothing had come of it. The family always got in the way. Just like the house they had lived in before – the Manse in Oddlode – it was used and abused like a tatty old pair of gumboots. Now it was falling apart.


     She turned to look at it briefly, walking backwards. A huge, ornate slab of eighteenth-century Cotswold stone neo-classicism squatted regally upon the long-gone site of the original twelfth-century Cistercian Abbey. She knew it to be a beautiful house – even Pevsner had raved about its Palladian lines and Corinthian portico. Framed by poplar avenues and lime walks, the Abbey certainly loomed large above little Fox Oddfield, but it did absolutely nothing for Nell and it had never really felt like home.


     Piggy liked to live in houses with religious connotations. It assuaged his Catholic guilt.


     Nell found the place creepy. It was only having Flipper around that stopped her freaking out up in the attics late at night. In midwinter it was freezing, damp, draughty and deeply inhospitable. She was convinced that her parents had deliberately let most of the house and its farms and cottages go to pot in order to lure the extended family back into the heart of the house. At this time of year, the only warmth in the whole of the Abbey could be drawn from the huge kitchen range and the ever-roaring fire in the main hall.


     And this morning, lured into the kitchen at the prospect of thawing out her feet, Nell had been caught between her parents in a skilled pincer movement as they demanded she find gainful employment.


     She watched as a fat pheasant squawked its way airborne. Perhaps Flipper was right. Perhaps it was time to find a rich husband. It would certainly beat working for a living.
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Market Addington wasn’t the most exquisite and tourist friendly of Cotswold towns. More workmanlike and agricultural than its near neighbours, Morrell-on-the-Moor and Idcote-over-Foxrush, it still boasted a wonderful array of lopsided, honeyed stone terraces, mullioned windows, grand Georgian shop-fronts and twisting back alleys crammed with cottagey antique shops. But it hadn’t the gourmet-and-patterned-welly glamour of Morrell or the picturesque riverside quaintness of Idcote. The weekly farmers’ and street markets sold more cheap seed potatoes and bargain fabric than sides of venison and tapestry cushions. The shops were utilitarian and functional rather than over-priced treasure-troves of lifestyle accessories. It even boasted one or two high street chain stores, unheard of in other local thoroughfares.


     On a bitterly cold January afternoon, it certainly wasn’t at its most attractive or welcoming. Perched high on the escarpment between the Lodes and Foxrush valleys, it was taking the full brunt of a bitter easterly wind that was rattling the tiles and stones on roofs almost disappearing into misty black clouds. Litter scuttled along the pavements, bad-tempered shoppers shouldered their way into the wind without looking where they were going, and unexpected gusts snatched hats from heads and toys from pushchairs.


     As Dilly trudged around the January sales pushing the buggy ahead of her, she decided bringing baby Basil shopping had not been a great idea. Little old ladies were dive-bombing her left, right and centre, collecting windswept Fimbles and Tellytubbies that had fallen overboard, then holding them ransom until they had given Basil a thorough cooing and checking-over.


     ‘Aw, what a lovely little chap – just a few weeks old is he?’


     ‘Two weeks.’


     ‘Looks just like you. So nice to see a young mum these days – far too many of these modern mothers leave it until they’re as old as forty.’


     ‘He’s my brother. Our mother is almost forty.’


     At least having Basil in tow meant that Dilly was spared the usual leering from the Maddington menfolk. They hardly gave her a passing glance as she pushed Basil along the High Street pavements. Not that Dilly blamed them. In her shapeless duffle coat and combats with her blonde hair crammed into a woolly hat, she hardly cut her usual glamorous figure. And she had no desire to any more. She was, after all, heartbroken. She had put on almost a stone in a month, a fact from which she drew more comfort than just the comfort eating. She liked the warm blanket it provided around her, insulating her from male attention as well as the cold.


     In truth, the weight had started to pile on some time before she had been so unceremoniously dumped on New Year’s Eve. It had started to gather forces around her hips and bust as soon as she started living with boyfriend, Pod, cooking lavish meals for him, sharing endless bottles of wine, loving the domesticity. She hadn’t noticed at the time. Then, after the terrible day that he’d left her sitting alone with a three-course meal which he had never come home to eat, the same day her baby brother was born, Dilly had found herself singly eating for two. She told herself that she was binge-eating for both halves of her broken heart.


     She had always been totally ruled by her heart. Even now, shattered as it was, it dictated her every move – right down to today’s trip to Maddington. Despite the tears, the self-loathing, utter rejection and dejection, and the mourning, grieving, abandoned sense of loss, Dilly’s heart kept her moving, refused to let her lie down in her bed and weep for ever as she had tried to. It was a restless beast, far too broken to ever think of loving again, but in need of comfort and protection. And now that the Christmas leftovers and chocolate were eaten up, there wasn’t enough comfort eating to keep it satisfied. Dilly’s heart needed an armour-plated make-over.


     Daffodil Gently wanted to be ugly. All her life she had been admired for her effortless looks – long, curly golden hair; a leggy, busty, flat-bellied figure; big green eyes set in a pretty face. Well, look where it had got her. Heartbroken. Used. Abused. Rejected.


     It was time to get ugly. She had ditched her contact lenses in favour of her oldest pair of National Health specs and was dallying with the idea of cutting all her hair off. For someone for whom looking good had always been enviably effortless, looking bad took more work and more thought than she’d anticipated, but she was enjoying the challenge.


     Today, she was on a mission to buy herself the cheapest, most hideous clothes she could find – but Basil kept getting in the way. It was typical of Dilly’s mother, Pheely, to foist the baby on her daughter at the last minute – turning a quick trip to Market Addington into a marathon involving buggy, nappy-changing kit, unwanted old lady attention and endless mobile phone calls.


     On cue her phone rang with You’re So Vain – a tune Dilly had allocated to incoming calls from her mother’s mobile.


     ‘Hi, Mummy.’


     ‘Just checking all well?’


     ‘Same as half an hour ago – I left him outside the Co-op and somebody snatched him.’


     ‘You mustn’t joke about things like that. He needs feeding soon. You haven’t used up all the expressed milk, have you?’


     ‘I gave it to a wino – after all, it’s about forty per cent proof. I can’t believe you got so pissed last night when you’re breast-feeding.’


     Dilly was in a bad mood. She wanted to be mean as well as ugly. All this conspired to make her unusually spiteful. The all-new, heartbroken Dilly was learning to express her anger at last – perhaps too well.


     At the other end of the line, Pheely burst into tears. Still swilling with hormones after giving birth in her larder on New Year’s Eve a fortnight earlier, reeling from a new child car-crashing its way into her dozy, dilettante life nineteen years after the last one had arrived, and wincing from a hangover after sharing a bottle of brandy with friend Pixie the night before, Pheely was ultra-sensitive to her daughter’s black mood and censure.


     ‘How could you say things like that? I knew I should never have trusted you with him!’


     ‘That’s what I told you, Mum, but would you listen?’


     ‘Bring him home at once!’


     ‘I’ve only just got here.’ Glancing across the High Street, Dilly spotted a row of familiar, tatty mopeds parked illegally in a Disabled space. The Three Disgraces were in town. Her heart, which had felt about as low as it could go, managed to sink a few more inches.


     ‘What’s happened to you?’ Pheely was sobbing theatrically. ‘You used to be such a lovely girl, Dilly Gently.’


     ‘Don’t call me that!’ Dilly rang off in a huff and pushed Basil tetchily towards Dorothy Perkins.


     ‘All right, Dills?’


     She started as she realised that Sperry Sixsmith was lounging in the shadows by the Lloyds’ cash-point, all slanting eyes, fake fur and glossy mane.


     ‘Hi,’ she greeted cautiously.


     Dilly had always been wary of the Sixsmith girls. They had never been anything but polite and courteous to her, but she sensed enmity in them, and none more so than from Sperry, the oldest and sassiest.


     ‘This your baby brother?’ Sperry was peering into the pram, holding her cigarette at a respectful distance above her head.


     ‘Yeah.’ Dilly wondered why she always roughened her accent when she was talking to Sperry, trying to match it to Sperry’s husky Cotswolds burr. She supposed it was a pathetic attempt at being accepted. There was a time when she had longed to be a part of their hardened teenage gang, to be just like them. She still held them in awe.


     ‘Cute. Looks like his dad.’


     Dilly said nothing, trying to keep her face blank. Not many people knew that Basil had been fathered by local Lothario, Giles Hornton, but the Three Disgraces – who knew everything – were certainly in on the secret.


     ‘So what’y’up to?’ Sperry looked up at her, cat eyes assessing the bad skin, duffle coat and National Health specs.


     ‘You know – shopping. Sales. Looking for a bargain. You?’


     ‘Same. Heading for a drink at the Boar in a bit. You want to join us?’


     Dilly reeled. An invitation from the Three Disgraces to join the inner circle was sacred.


     Sperry checked an incoming text on her mobile and fired out a reply while she waited for Dilly’s response.


     Feigning insouciance, Dilly held up her own mobile to keep up appearances and tapped out ‘Sorry – PMT’ to her mother.


     ‘We’re meeting up with Mags. You know Mags, don’t you?’ Sperry looked up from sending another text.


     ‘Maggie who?’


     ‘Magnus – a bloke. Good-looking fuckwit.’


     ‘Oh, him.’ Dilly tried to sound ultra-casual, although she knew full well that, as the best-looking male to arrive in Oddlode since Spurs Belling, Magnus was already a local legend. ‘Our mums are close – we’ve met a couple of times, yeah.’


     While Sperry took a call, Dilly scrolled her own phone’s menu up and down for something to do. Magnus had always been very friendly to her, but he was far too cool for her to get to know properly. He was well-rumoured to be going out with all three of the Disgraces, which even to bohemian Dilly was excessive. Despite several attempts made by Pheely and Magnus’s mother, Anke, to throw them together, he was a part of the scary Sixsmith set and the even scarier Roadkill mob, and that made them a part of two different worlds in one small village.


     As soon as Sperry rang off from her call, her right thumb started punching out yet another text.


     ‘Your mum well? After the birth?’ She didn’t look up.


     ‘Yes – fine.’ Dilly carried on scrolling.


     Soon they were both beeping away, Sperry sending and receiving texts, Dilly reorganising her phonebook.


     It was the modern-day equivalent of Restoration ladies communicating from behind their fans, constructing all sorts of strange, coquettish, lacy ways of wafting air around their faces as they feigned insouciance whilst exchanging gossip in a complicated ritual of one-upmanship.


     ‘You and Pod Shannon split up, I hear?’ Sperry took a phone photo of Basil to send to her mother.


     Dilly felt the familiar fist punch its way at her heart, smashing it into smaller fractions. Her tear ducts instantly started whooshing round like a Hotpoint hitting the rinse cycle. Somebody had cut her windpipe again. With great effort she blinked back the waterworks and found a few small pockets of air to breathe.


     ‘He dumped me, if that’s what you mean.’


     ‘You and Rory going to get back together now?’


     ‘Doubt it.’ Dilly read her mother’s reply text ‘Try post natal – much worse than pre menstrual.’ Was that a peace offering or were they still arguing, she wondered.


     ‘So you’ve got plenty of free evenings?’


     Dilly looked up sharply. Was Sperry seriously trying to befriend her?


     ‘Some.’


     Sperry read another incoming text. ‘You can sing, can’t you? You were in choirs and operas and stuff.’


     Dilly winced. She preferred not to be reminded of the years when her mother had forced her to perform star turns, enrolling her in every dancing and singing society in the Lodes Valley. Her Little Orphan Annie still haunted her.


     ‘I don’t sing much these days.’


     ‘You play an instrument?’


     ‘Piano mostly, but I’m pretty hopeless.’ The Grade Six exam had reduced her to tears, and she had smashed her flute over her bedhead when her mother had locked her in her room to force her to practise.


     ‘So you coming for that drink, then? Cheer you up.’


     Bewildered by the invitation and the strange line of questioning, Dilly longed to agree, but her tear ducts were filling up again, that fist was using her chest as a punch bag and the air was thinning around her.


     ‘I’m not sure Basil’s up to it. He’s only two weeks old.’ She nodded towards her baby half-brother as an excuse, although she knew that wasn’t the full truth of it.


     It was Dilly who wasn’t up to the Three Disgraces yet. One drink and she’d be weeping all her secrets to the biggest gossips in the Vale. Just thinking about Pod made her unstable, torn between sobbing hysterically on Maddington High Street and throwing a brick through Lloyds’ window.


     ‘Shame.’ Sperry clicked her tongue against her cheek and sighed. ‘Magnus needs cheering up, too. Roadkill have split up.’


     ‘His band?’ Dilly was only half-interested.


     ‘Yeah – artistic differences. Godspell and Saul have ganged up against him.’


     ‘Hardly surprising. Godspell is a complete bitch. That band was crap, anyway.’


     Sperry whistled in delight. ‘And I’d always heard you never had a bad word to say about anyone.’


     ‘Well, you heard wrong.’ Dilly lifted her chin defiantly, tipping the waiting tears to the back of her throat and embracing her new mean, ugly stance. ‘I’m actually quite a bitch.’


     ‘Oh, I have heard that,’ Sperry laughed.


     ‘You have?’ she squeaked in a tight voice.


     Eyeing her curiously, Sperry reached out a long, bony hand and squeezed Dilly’s shoulder. ‘Hey, I’m a much bigger bitch. Don’t let the bastard get you down. With your looks, you’ll get another one straightaway.’


     ‘I don’t want another one.’


     ‘We all say that.’


     ‘I mean it.’


     ‘Yeah yeah. You’ll fall in love again soon enough.’


     ‘I’d rather fuck my way through a phone directory than fall in love again. He said he was my soulmate, but he was just an arsehole.’


     Sperry’s phone beeped a text alert, but she ignored it, still looking intently at Dilly, her slanting eyes unexpectedly soft.


     ‘Bitches don’t find soulmates. Believe me, I should know.’


     Dilly felt tears at minus ten and counting.


     As a sudden cold wind howled along Market Addington High Street, rattling the baby buggy, Basil let out a mewlish whimper of protest.


     ‘Must go.’ She let off the wheel brake. ‘Bargains to snap up. Enjoy your drink.’


     She made it into Dorothy Perkins just in time to whip the first item she passed from its rail, charge into a changing cubicle and, with Basil’s buggy poking out of the curtain, she cried as quietly as she could, muffling her sobs and splutters with her gloved hands.


 


‘Low self-esteem,’ Sperry told her sisters later over a brace of Hooch and a J20 for under-age Carry. ‘She’s got all the classic signs.’


     ‘A spoilt brat if you ask me.’ Fe sniffed disparagingly.


     ‘Nah, that’s what people always say about them, but folk with low self-esteem aren’t really spoilt at all. They just display the symptoms.’


     Sperry’s sisters looked at her in disbelief.


     ‘Look at her – pretty, clever, funny. Granted. But she’s never made the most of herself. Yeah, she flirts with men and breaks hearts just like her mum, but has she ever been happy? Ask yourself that. Rory and Pod walked all over her. She needs men to desire her to make her feel good, but it never works. And all that centre of attention stuff is just a sign of how insecure she is. That’s why she’s got no female friends her own age – why she’s never wanted to be our mate.’


     ‘We’d never have her as a mate.’


     ‘I would,’ Sperry said thoughtfully. ‘She’s cute when she’s angry. And I reckon we could straighten her out.’


     ‘What are you on? Some sort of agony aunt mission?’ Fe demanded.


     Sperry gave her an enigmatic smile. ‘Perhaps I am.’


     ‘Fuck off.’


     ‘What’s wrong with trying to spread a little happiness?’


     ‘Christ! Ever since Magnus came along, you’ve been all do-goody fucking moral crusade. You’re just the same with him, banging on about making him take a break from serial monogamy to recognise the “real” value of love. What do you know about love?’


     ‘A lot more than you, little sister.’


     ‘Like hell. You love them and leave them,’ Fe pointed out.


     ‘Exactly. We all do.’


     ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


     Sperry leaned across the table towards her sisters, propping her chin on her steepled-together fingertips. ‘Think of true love as the most delicious thing you’ve ever eaten.’


     ‘Like chocolate?’ suggested Carry.


     ‘Like chocolate,’ she nodded, ‘but not any old Galaxy bar. True love is a really dark, bitter, cocoa-rich chocolate for connoisseurs.’


     ‘Ugh.’


     Sperry pressed her palms tighter together, getting into her topic. ‘Now I’ve taste-tested love, but I’m not ready to eat it every day. I’m a Galaxy girl through-and-through and that’s just a quick fix. Bitter chocolate lovers are the true passion junkies. To Magnus, being loved is a basic fodder he takes for granted – he just fuels up on it wherever and whenever, like buying a Mars bar at a service station to boost his sugar levels. Except he’s being offered connoisseur chocolate all the time, but he grazes on it because he has no idea what he’s eating. He treats all love like junk food. He’s never been without it until now, and he was on a shit fast-food diet when we met him.’


     ‘Talking of which, I’m starving.’ Carry scanned the menu, tiring of her sister’s cod psychology.


     But Sperry was on a roll. ‘Now Dilly – Dilly is all feast or all famine. She’s so in love with the idea of loving someone, she forgets to love herself. She feeds love to other people and starves herself. Then, when it all goes wrong, she binges to cheer herself up. She doesn’t know how to be loved properly.’


     ‘I thought you said she was looking fat?’ Fe sniggered.


     ‘She is. That’s because she hasn’t got anyone to love.’


     ‘So you’re saying she’s loving herself now by feeding herself?’ Fe sneered.


     ‘Sounds like she just loves food,’ muttered Carry, still salivating over the menu.


     ‘It’s a metaphor,’ Sperry sighed, looking wisely from one sister to another. ‘By feeding herself, Dilly is substituting her need for love, but that’s not the point. The point is that for the first time in her life, she’s bitten off more than she can chew. The point is that Pod was bitter chocolate. He was all grown up and—’


     ‘And the sexiest bastard that ever walked the earth,’ sighed Fe, who had harboured a long crush on Pod.


     ‘The point is that Dilly is addicted to love. Without someone to love, she will self-destruct.’ Sperry thought back to the image of Dilly wandering along the High Street earlier, unaware that she was being watched, a lost soul in a duffle coat – later racing away to hide her impending tears. Something about her had ripped at Sperry’s conscience.


     ‘What has that got to do with chocolate?’ asked Carry, confused.


     Sperry opened her hands in despair and then slid her head between them. Self-assured, cocky and just a little bit know-it-all, Sperry Sixsmith might be a regular character assassin, but she was also a small-time philosopher and she had got Dilly’s measure totally.


     The two girls had never been friends, but they had grown up sharing the same small pool of under-age drinking dens and village hall parties, and their paths had crossed on numerous occasions. Sperry knew enough about Dilly’s childhood to realise where a lot of her insecurities sprang from, and that her natural good looks came from a very unnatural pairing.


     Her mother, Pheely, had been brought up almost wild by gregarious, widowed sculptor Norman Gently. Under-educated and over-exposed to an academic, bohemian party set that treated her as a pet, she had always done as she pleased which had included being happily seduced by ruthless, dynamic Ely Gates. The result was Dilly. Back then, Ely had been a tall, blond village heartthrob by all accounts, although Sperry found that hard to imagine now, given the white-bearded pomposity of Oddlode’s self-styled local entrepreneur, churchgoer, philanthropist and groin-led moral hypocrite.


     Despite providing generously for his only naturally born child, Ely had steadfastly refused to be a part of Dilly’s life. Married to the saintly Felicity, Ely had no desire to complicate and muddy his life with a love-child, although Dilly’s parentage was an open village secret. Poor Felicity, who could not have children of her own, had never raised a word of complaint at the thousands of pounds spent on Dilly’s education and ‘improvement’. Their beloved, adopted children, Godspell and Enoch, had received similarly generous investments after all.


     Not that Dilly’s expensive education had made her life easy. As far as Sperry could make out, Dilly’s mother had been basically under orders – and great financial pressure – to create a wonder-child in Ely’s own image. From ballet classes to extra maths to singing lessons to Pony Club camp, Dilly had been denied nothing in her childhood improvement except friendship. Pretty, precocious, hothoused and isolated emotionally, she’d made no lasting friends. She didn’t know how to make friends. She just knew how to please her mother. And her education, paid through Ely’s business account, was no less destructive to her relationships.


     Dilly was sent away to a posh boarding-school – Sperry remembered her disappearing from Brownies. Shortly after that, her grandfather had died, and Pheely had moved from the big house into the little studio cottage in its gardens. A local rumour spread that the hell-raising sculptor was haunting Oddlode Lodge, but the truth was far more prosaic. Pheely was broke – remained so pretty much to this day. Lovable, talented, eccentric Norman had left crippling death duties and personal debts along with a beautiful house and a garden full of sculptures that Pheely refused to sell. Only her daughter benefited from outside funds, and those were carefully accounted. Ely Gates refused to love his child just as he refused to love the mother of his child, but he paid one’s way while he dispassionately watched the other struggle to keep afloat. Local legend had it that Pheely had eaten nothing but baked potatoes for that year, working at a local petrol station forecourt to keep afloat while trying to market her own less lucrative artwork. Dilly had run away from school several times in her first term. Devastated by the death of her father, Pheely had sent her back every time, struggling to hold everything together, to appear fearless and in control at a time when Dilly needed her most.


     Pheely’s relationship with her daughter was complex and volatile. There had been pressure for Dilly to do well in every sphere. Sperry remembered the legendary Gently mother-and-daughter tantrums dating back to fancy dress competitions at village fêtes and flute recitals at harvest festival. Protective and competitive, Pheely had not only wanted Dilly to get all the opportunities denied to her in her own childhood, but had also been desperate for her daughter to prove herself brighter, more talented and more successful than Godspell, on whom Ely doted. As a result, Dilly had turned into a multi-skilled, better-educated and more fucked-up version not only of her adoptive sister, but also of her mother. She alienated her peers by being too bright, too weird, too pretty and too desperate to please. She was cosseted beyond redemption. She and Pheely lived in their ridiculous cowshed alongside a huge, beautiful house that they could no longer afford to run but refused to sell. They did their own thing. Dilly was a ‘weird’ kid. To her shame, Sperry had blanked her for over a decade as a result. Pheely and Dilly Gently had been seen as a comedy double-act and Sperry had been happy to laugh along at the joke. Only today, seeing Dilly pushing a pram along Maddington High Street, Sperry had done a double-take. Dilly Gently had grown up. She was no longer the weird kid. Life had knocked the soft edges off her prettiness, yet there was still a sad beauty about her which took the breath away.


     Last year, Dilly had dropped out of university and dropped adoring, adorable boyfriend Rory for a seductive bastard – the sort her mother specialised in. The only thing Dilly shared completely with her mother was a disastrous love-life. It was the same thing she had in common with Sperry.


     ‘She’s addicted to love,’ she repeated, grabbing the menu from Carry, too caught up in her own thoughts to notice that Magnus had just limped up to their table in an ancient woolly hat from which a few blond curls licked their way on to the scuffed collar of his old leather trench coat.


     ‘Addicted to love? Don’t tell me you’ve been listening to Robert Palmer?’


     ‘No. Sperry’s just been banging on about you, chocolate and Dilly.’ Fe leaped up to kiss him, taking the first taste of his cool, stubbly cheek.


     ‘Dilly who?’ He stooped to kiss the others, unwinding his long scarf and settling his pint on the table.


     ‘Gently.’


     ‘Diligently. You are joking?’


     ‘Ophelia Gently’s daughter.’


     ‘Pheely Gently,’ Carry corrected. ‘Mad as a hare.’


     ‘Of course. The sculptress. She’s one of my mum’s mates. Crazy bird.’


     ‘As is the daughter.’


     ‘With a name like that, who can blame her? Is she the blonde? Hair like Kidman, lips like Jolie?’


     ‘You’ve met?’ Sperry grinned.


     He nodded, wide eyebrows curling together in apologetic appreciation. ‘Only in passing. We say “Hi” and I ogle. Nuff said. Why?’


     The Three Disgraces lifted their heads from their necks in unison, like meercats. As those slanting eyes slid past one another, the slim lips barely moved, but the message passed smoothly between Fe and Carry: ‘They must be kept apart.’


     Sperry, meanwhile, let a small smile play on her slender mouth. ‘What you doing this Thursday, Mags?’


     ‘You tell me.’


     ‘Holding auditions for your new band.’


     Magnus removed his woolly hat and scratched his head.


     ‘T’yeah. It may have escaped your attention, but I’m already in a band.’


     ‘Not any more. Roadkill’s definitely over,’ Sperry reported solemnly.


     ‘Says who?’


     ‘Ket texted me today. Saul and Godspell want a fresh start. They’re calling themselves Trackmarks. Saul’s cousins Jobe and Moses are in and you’re out.’


     ‘Why didn’t they say anything last night?’ Magnus hid his hurt behind a wall of smiles and bafflement, but the girls saw straight through it.


     ‘You were the one who quit, remember?’


     ‘We’ll see about that!’ He almost upended the table in his haste to get out.


     ‘Told you he’d get even sexier when he’s angry,’ Sperry smirked at her sisters. ‘Just like Dilly. They have so much in common.’


     ‘What are you up to, Esperanza?’ Fe asked her sister darkly.


 


Sperry was right. Dilly and Magnus had a lot in common.


     They were both far too biddable and good-looking for their own good. They both had low self-esteem. They both under-valued themselves and held too much belief in others. They hated hurting people. They both adored their mothers, despite ongoing conflict. They had many passing friendships but no confidantes. They were diffident and disillusioned and easily led.


     They both owned battered old cars that they cherished. Both motors were too ancient and cranky to cope with a startlingly cold January of frosts and fog. Dilly’s heavily dented, twenty-year-old 2CV had died when her mother had driven it into a tree; Magnus’s beloved yellow 70s’ Porsche had staged a drama queen collapse on a quiet back lane just a few days ago.


     And today these two lazy, lost, attractive souls were on the same irregular bus heading from Market Addington to the same village, in a similarly vile temper.


     Dilly and Basil were up front, close to the driver, eyes clenched shut – Basil because he was asleep; Dilly because she had just spent forty pounds she didn’t have on a truly vile collection of cut-price outfits that made her feel fittingly bad.


     Magnus was at the very back of the bus, plugged into his iPod, listening angrily to music made by far more talented musicians than he could ever hope to be.


     It was only when they reached the first Oddlode bus stop, by the station – opposite Wyck Farm where Magnus lived – that the two kindred spirits recognised one another. As Magnus brushed past Basil’s buggy, he stooped to retrieve a discarded Fimble toy and his eyes inadvertently caught Dilly’s.


     ‘Hi there!’


     Dilly smiled, taking the toy. ‘Hi yourself. Thanks. You well?’


     ‘Great.’ He pulled out one iPod earphone. ‘You?’


     ‘Fine, thanks.’ She looked away.


     It was their customary patter, except this time he waited until she looked him in the eye again. One hand stayed on the seat in front of her, the other on the edge of the open bus door. Dilly was too busy tracing the seams of the Fimble to notice, but she was acutely aware that he was still hanging around, too big and blond for comfort.


     ‘You sold your 2CV?’


     ‘Clinically dead.’ Dilly was amazed he had noticed what car she drove. ‘Your Porsche?’


     He was chuffed that she’d clocked his beloved old yellow car. ‘On life support but basically a vegetable.’


     The bus driver started to mutter irritably about ‘time-wasting young twits trying to ask a girl on a date’.


     Dilly looked up in nervous amusement. Old ladies were starting to barrack at the back.


     Magnus’s friendly blue eyes were smiling down at her, his broad shoulders relaxed, hands straddling the front seat and bus door like an eagle’s wings clipping two forest pines.


     ‘That’s some span.’ She looked from his left fingertips to his right. ‘Do you hold up buses regularly?’


     ‘Only when I’m feeling militant.’


     The driver stamped on his air brakes noisily, trying to hurry them up as the old ladies at the back threatened mutiny.


     To Dilly’s amazement, Magnus turned and apologised to them all.


     ‘Forgive me. I’m just plucking up the courage to ask something.’


     The entire bus fell silent, apart from the high-pitched tones of hearing aids being turned up.


     Dilly stared furiously and in terror at her lap as he swooped his mouth close to her ear.


     ‘What’s two plus two?’ He dropped a kiss on her ear, as light as a breath. And he was gone.


     Dilly laughed, genuinely and deliciously, for the first time in weeks.


     At least one of the Three Disgraces would have been proud.


     As Magnus leaped lamely on to the pavement, he looked up at Dilly through the misted windows and she stared back. A smile broke across two faces. Smiles that cheered up a drab January day. Nothing miraculous, but everything cheering.
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Dilly crunched hurriedly along the gravel drive to Goose Cottage, dashed around to the back door and let herself in. Tripping her way past the discarded wellingtons in the boot room, she entered the welcoming warm fug of the kitchen. Her glasses steamed up as she closed the door on the cold, damp afternoon behind her, and she watched mistily as Snorkel the collie came flying around the corner, claws skittering across the flagstones in his hurry to greet her.


     ‘Hello! Ellen? It’s me!’


     A teapot was resting on the top of the Aga and a milk bottle was on the surface. She helped herself to a mug of the golden brew. Not even stewed. Ellen must be close at hand.


     Fetching a bar of Galaxy from Ellen’s stash in the larder, she wandered excitedly towards the sitting-room with Snorkel at her heels, sipping her tea and steaming up her glasses even more.


     ‘You’ll never guess who gave me the hottest look on the bus just – oh, hi.’


     Occupying the sofa opposite Ellen was an impossibly leggy figure with gleaming black hair and a smooth winter tan. Even through steamed-up glasses, Dilly recognised those wide-set verdigris eyes and that toothy smile.


     ‘Dilly Gently!’ came the husky whoop. ‘How the devil are you?’


     ‘God. Hi, Nell. You’re . . . here,’ she spluttered obviously.


     ‘I moved back recently.’ Nell re-crossed her long legs, tipping off the tiny dog that was sitting on her lap so that it landed upside down between two scatter cushions. ‘Just temporarily while I decide where to go next. I met Ellen through the Bellings. They’ve always been great chums with my mob.’


     As the mist cleared from her lenses, Dilly took in the long leather boots, tailored shorts and fur-collared little jacket. Matched with the trendy, razor-cut, tufty hair, Nell looked a bit like a principal boy in a pantomime. But Penelope Cottrell had always been so screamingly sexy that the androgynous look just served to set off her huge, smoky eyes and athletic beauty.


     ‘You two know one another?’ Ellen was looking from one to the other cheerfully.


     ‘We were at school together for a while.’ Dilly felt the years concertina backwards as she remembered the same awestruck wonder hitting her when first meeting Penelope Cottrell – school trendsetter, rebel and all-round idol.


     ‘Not in the same year, of course.’ Nell was studying Dilly’s drab outfit and dreadful glasses.


     ‘Nell was my dormitory monitor,’ Dilly explained. ‘The older girls had to check up on the little ones – be their big sisters.’


     To Dilly, Nell had been a goddess. Despite being a lax, uninterested and occasionally cruel dormitory monitor, Penelope Cottrell was such a figure of idolatry that having her as ‘dorm mon’ meant being the envy of most of the other younger girls. Dilly had adored her slavishly. The day that Nell had left had been one of her darkest schooldays.


     ‘God, did I really do that?’ Nell had extracted her small dog from the cushions and was cuddling him. ‘I’m surprised they let me. I’d been expelled from so many schools by the time I arrived there that Daddy was threatening to get a private tutor in at home, which seemed almost tempting. The nuns at that school were like prison warders.’


     ‘It was pretty draconian,’ Dilly agreed, realising that Nell’s memories of the school – and her stay there – were far vaguer than her own.


     ‘I think I lasted four terms, which actually was rather a record.’ Nell laughed, rolling a finger around her little dog’s tiny ear, looking up at Dilly with the same direct silvery-green gaze that she had possessed all those years earlier when getting her to run errands, forcing her to tell lies on her behalf and ultimately swearing her to secrecy. And suddenly Dilly realised that Nell remembered everything just as vividly. How could she possibly forget?


     Dilly remembered the exciting controversy that had surrounded Nell Cottrell’s expulsion. Rumours had circulated like wildfire – that she had taken drugs, slept with a rock star, got a part in a Hollywood movie. Nell was like that – so glamorous and grown-up and wild that anything was possible, at least as far as her peers were concerned. And Dilly had kept all her secrets for her. To this day, even her oldest school-friends had no idea why Penelope Cottrell had left the school so suddenly under such a dark cloud. They’d had a pact, and Dilly had honoured it.


     That they had continued growing up just a few country miles apart didn’t mean that their paths had crossed regularly since, particularly as Nell spent most of her time in London as far as Dilly could tell. There had only been a handful of encounters at local horsy events, Young Farmers’ balls and chance meetings in pubs – and on those rare occasions Nell usually blanked Dilly completely. She was four years older and that short half-decade was a lifetime apart in village social circles, particularly when you shared a secret that could wreck lives if it ever got out.


     And now Dilly had walked into her favourite safe haven and confessional, into Ellen’s warm, tatty sitting-room in which she had spent more hours than her own home, only to find her first true idol facing her.


     Dilly’s life had been peppered with big, doting crushes – on friends and animals, on celebrities and men. She adored to love, to hero-worship and to admire. She believed in soulmates, in forever togetherness and kindred spirits.


     Ellen was her most recent idol – a wise, brave, sassy woman who took no nonsense and had bagged the sexiest man in Oddlode. But Nell was her first female love, and first pashes had a special place. Outspoken, undisciplined, flirty, argumentative – Nell was a legend in Dilly’s lifetime. She had all the verve and nerve that Dilly felt she lacked with her wetness and kind-hearted weakness. And her beauty was the sort Dilly craved – not her own soft, child-like, Miss Pears’ peaches-and-cream prettiness, but a fine, rare, high-cheeked bone structure hewn from Irish peat mixed with full-blooded, aristocratic, old English sandstone.


     ‘So how do you know each other?’ Nell was asking Dilly and Ellen, more from politeness than genuine interest.


     They answered at the same time.


     ‘I know Dilly’s—’


     ‘Ellen’s my best—’


     ‘– mother.’


     ‘– friend.’


     Nell’s wide, straight eyebrows shot up.


     ‘I’m friends with Dilly and Pheely,’ Ellen explained kindly. ‘So I get the best of both worlds.’


     Dilly beamed at her gratefully.


     Hopelessly excited and yet unsettled at the same time, she scuttled across to the sag bag in the corner and perched awkwardly on it, reaching out to stroke Finns the cat who was balanced on a sofa arm behind his mistress, flicking his tail disapprovingly.


     ‘What were you saying about someone on a bus?’ Ellen shifted her bulk on the sofa, which she was sharing with Snorkel. With her hair scraped back in a ponytail and her make-up-free face glowing healthily from pregnancy and good living, she could have easily passed for Dilly’s age – and she knew how to pitch a conversation to suit her younger friend, knowing how much Dilly needed to talk right now. ‘It’s a good sign if you’re noticing boys again.’


     It was the word ‘boys’ that put Dilly off recounting her recent magic moment. It was nothing special, after all; just a heart-lifting little encounter of no consequence.


     ‘Oh, it can wait.’ She certainly didn’t want to talk about stupid girly emotions in front of Nell. Nor did she want to talk about her heartbreak, a subject she was normally happy to bore Ellen with for hours. ‘How are you feeling? Ankles still swollen?’


     ‘No – they’re much better.’ Ellen rubbed her pregnant belly fondly. ‘Being kicked to bits right now, but apart from that I’m feeling great. Even managed a decent night’s sleep last night. How’s Basil?’


     ‘Gorgeous, heaven and perfection. I took him shopping to Maddington today. He was so good.’


     ‘You have a baby of your own, Dilly?’


     ‘No – no, he’s my little brother. Just two weeks old.’


     ‘How cute.’ Nell wrinkled her nose insincerely, as though she could smell an unchanged nappy just at the thought.


     Dilly licked her lips nervously, yet again aware of those big greeny-grey eyes on her face, uncertain how to play it.


     ‘Basil’s the best.’


     ‘Dilly’s fabulous with babies,’ Ellen sighed happily.


     Dilly kissed Finns on the nose. ‘I’d love to have children of my own soon. I can’t wait.’


     ‘God, really?’ Nell laughed in surprise.


     ‘Yes. Absolutely. I want the most enormous family – like yours, I suppose. One day we can all share the Lodge and make it a big, lively home again.’ Dilly was aware that she was gabbling breathlessly. Seeing Nell made her feel eight again. She was so shy she could hardly bring herself to even look at her.


     ‘I’m so glad she’s going to help us out with this little squirmer.’ Ellen shifted again as the baby kicked up into her ribs. ‘I think it’ll come as one hell of a shock when Heshee pops out.’


     ‘Is that what you’re going to call it?’


     ‘No, it’s just a nickname. Spurs – like you – kept calling the baby “it” and I corrected him every time by saying “he-stroke-she” – Heshee. It’s just stuck.’


     ‘Cool.’ Nell cast another curious look at Dilly, who was mauling the big black and white cat on the sofa, and realised that her erstwhile little ally was obviously settling in to join them. Slightly miffed, she re-crossed her long, slim legs and decided to ignore her for now, much as she had all those years ago at school when Dilly had followed her around gawkishly. Then, as now, she had been disturbingly adorable – like a little pet.


     Nell was not accustomed to carrying guilt around with her. She didn’t subscribe to her parents’ devout Catholicism, but going to confession occasionally was certainly a useful way of offloading emotional baggage. That she had never sought forgiveness for what she had done to little Daffodil Gently ten years earlier hadn’t particularly bothered her until today. In the decade that had passed, avoiding contact with her had been relatively easy. A little lip service and air-kissing when their paths occasionally crossed went a long way.


     And now Dilly was as close as she had come since childhood – claiming best-friend status with somebody Nell had been cultivating for a friendship of her own. It unsettled Nell, who couldn’t decide whether to hate her, pity her or feel threatened by her. Most of all, she was thrown by an overwhelming urge to apologise to her.


     ‘As I was saying,’ she cupped her lukewarm tea in her hands and leaned towards Ellen, ‘my parents are really turning the screw. I’ve got to get them off my back.’


     ‘Pru Hornton’s looking for help in the Gallery,’ Ellen suggested. ‘That would at least be quite arty.’


     Dilly opened her mouth to explain that she had just taken the job in the Gallery, but Nell cut across her.


     ‘I’m not working as a lowly assistant in a glorified gift shop, especially not for that alcoholic. She’s psychotic.’


     Given such a concise précis of her new job and boss, Dilly snorted with delighted laughter.


     ‘I was thinking of something more media,’ Nell went on. ‘More high profile.’


     ‘Round here?’


     ‘Why not? Face it, the Cotswolds is the new London. Kates Moss and Winslet are here, along with Madonna and Liz Hurley. Every other barn conversion has a household star living in it or a creative team running a business out of it. Spurs is cashing it in at Con, isn’t he? Piers says one of his original cells sold for almost a grand at auction this month.’


     ‘He’s doing really well, yes.’ Ellen smiled proudly.


     Spurs had got together with two old friends six months earlier to do some of the artwork for their latest animated short. It was only intended to be a bit of fun, but the project – originally showcased for free on the internet – had gained almost immediate cult status and soon attracted the interest of a couple of big advertising agencies. Everyone knew Spurs’ amazing, hypnotic artwork was the key, but his loyalty to his friends kept him happily working away in a messy, converted attic in Cheltenham each day – and their company, Con, was reaping rewards. Two highly successful advertising campaigns later, the threesome were enjoying a halcyon phase of endless calls and meetings. They had signed for more adverts, a pop video, a series of animations for a cartoon network and they were now negotiating an American deal with their shiny new agent. It had been a crazy six months, going from breadline poverty to the promise of silly riches. In the short term, it paid a generous rent to Ellen’s parents who owned Goose Cottage and assured that Heshee would have a good start to life. She was so excited and proud of him, but also hugely protective.
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