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      For my beloved Gin and Scrap who are the gold at each end of my rainbow, and for their wonderful big brother who shines so
         brightly.
      

      
   
      
      
      
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      
      ‘It’s a hoar frost,’ Trudy breathed in an undertone to nobody in particular, watching her breath cloud and condense in front
         of her face like a small, steamy puff from a dragon. She’d always found the phrase amusing, imagining lots of very chilly
         trollops with goose bumps and pert nipples gallivanting around whitened flowerbeds pursued by Jack Frost’s long, icy fingers.
      

      
      Ahead of her, in the milky cold darkness, she could just make out the lace-edged skeletons of big, lonely trees scattered
         across formal parkland. Like a distant city that never sleeps, stars dotted the navy blue sky beyond them.
      

      
      One was on the move – at speed. A shooting star.

      
      Trudy closed her eyes and wished for freedom.

      
      It was just past midnight at Eastlode Park. The Vale of the Wolds Hunt Ball was in full cry. All those who had gathered upon
         the frosty steps for a cigarette between courses agreed that it was proving to be a vintage year.
      

      
      Yet to Trudy Dew it was a double-edged occasion. Upon arrival, the guests had quickly divided into youth and oldies, and husband
         Finn had kept her circulating with the oldies upstairs, not with the younger crowd in the cellars, where she’d longed to be
         all evening. Now that they were eating, the two age groups had at least reconfigured temporarily, but Trudy, seated between
         a yellow-toothed racing bore and her ungracious brother-in-law, was still isolated from her gossipy, irreverent, young-at-heart
         comfort zone and rapidly losing her sparkle.
      

      
      As always, the huge Cottrell family into which she had married took up three tables with noisy aplomb, their many red-cheeked
         house guests relishing a rare prolonged spell of decent heating. Dinner talk was almost entirely taken up with antiques, gardening
        and racing, which made Trudy feel like a prematurely ageing relic going to seed in a one horse race to the exit.

         
          Now, standing outside to cool her face and catch her breath, she drew strength and calm. Opening her eyes and looking at the
         stars, she rolled her head on her stiff neck and braced herself to return to the fray. She was damned if she was going to
         spoil a rare night out with her own bad temper.
      

      
      Few had noticed her absence, but her very drunken brother-in-law Piers, who was always particularly raucous at hunt balls,
         had taken advantage by eating her main course, as well as polishing off his own and most of his wife Jemima’s.
      

      
      ‘I suppose it’ll help the spring diet,’ Trudy laughed magnanimously, although Piers made no attempt to apologise.

      
      ‘You should have your stomach stapled,’ he suggested, showering her with a light splattering of port jus from the venison that she should have enjoyed. ‘Pickle Mainwaring had it done last summer – she was an absolute heifer, bigger
         than you, Tru – and now she’s out hunting three times a week with thighs like a Russian gymnast’s. Marvellous sight. Where
         the devil is she? Pickles!’ He was on his feet, scanning the room and bellowing, much as he did when standing up in his stirrups on horseback in search
         of a stray hound.
      

      
      Jemima reached up a slim arm and hooked her husband back down by his soup-splattered lapel. ‘She’s not here, Piers. Skiing
         in Klosters, I think.’ She turned to Trudy, china blue eyes glittering with a malicious challenge to engage in a little bitchy
         banqueting badinage. ‘But I’ll give you her number, if you think it might help. I know she’d tried everything, too – diet,
         drugs, personal trainers, lipo.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks.’ Trudy’s stiff smile matched her stiff neck as she feigned polite gratitude and turned away to join in a conversation
         about Cheltenham hopefuls. Taking on Jemima – or any competitive Cottrell – in a verbal spat was a blood sport she no longer
         participated in. She preferred, instead, to nurture the younger family crowd.
      

      
      Yet when she finally joined them in the mass exodus to the cellars after dinner to listen to two local bands play live sets,
         she still felt alienated, this time too old and reactionary to blend in. Her sense of unease was not helped by Piers, who
         followed her down in the hope that she might be harbouring narcotic substances to go with his third port. Even after all these
         years, Piers still believed that Trudy scattered Es on her breakfast muesli, ate hash brownies for lunch and freebased crack
         cocaine all evening, simply because she had once been a part of the music scene. Consequently, when very drunk, he reverted
         into a reckless adolescent and badgered her mercilessly to share her ‘goodies’.
      

      
      ‘Here.’ She fished a couple of supermarket paracetamol from her handbag and pressed them furtively into his sweaty palm. ‘Don’t
         tell anyone.’
      

      
      ‘You are a darling girl.’ He gave her an oleaginous kiss before knocking them back with a dash of Dow’s 1983 and loosening
         his bow tie. ‘Let’s dance – can’t have you being a wallflower all night.’
      

      
      He started manoeuvring her around the packed cellar dance floor with a vigorous technique that was part ballroom, part rugby
         ball control and entirely at odds with the throbbing, hypnotic beat, so they looked like two left-footed breakfast TV stars
         in the first round of Strictly Come Dancing.
      

      
      At this point, Trudy was forced to laugh and join in his high spirited fun for fear of crying. She wondered what the hell
         had happened to her. Ten years ago, she’d been chic, cutting edge cool, ultra fashionable and idolised by many. Now she was
         a nondescript Cotswold housewife who was in serious danger of losing her ability to pull out all the stops and put on a show
         when she chose to. The vintage oyster silk dress that had looked so understated in the shop, emphasising her curves and her
         wonderful golden skin, now made her feel pale and sallow. Her strappy kitten-heeled shoes – hardly skyscrapers compared to
         the harlot four inch trotters she’d once adored – killed her ankles and pinched her toes.
      

      
      At least the music cheered her. It was vibrant, sensual, life-affirming stuff and reminded her of how much talent was out
         there and how much fun it had been working at this level, hoping for a big break. She’d already sent a demo tape of one of
         tonight’s bands to some contacts in the industry and she knew that they were eager to set up a meeting. She tried not to dwell
         upon the fact that her own lack of original material was of more immediate concern to those contacts. Only this week, her
         agent had warned her that she was losing touch with ‘bankable sounds’.
      

      
      Grateful at being released by Piers so that he could return to his duty dances in the ballroom upstairs, Trudy turned to watch
         the beautiful young bodies writhing so effortlessly to the hypnotic beat, and felt like a ghost from another age.
      

      
      And when, much later, she limped to the loo, she found that her make-up was an inch lower than she’d originally applied it,
         and her normally sexily dishevelled curls had gone so flat and static in the heat, she looked as though she’d been working as a motorcycle
         courier all day. Trudy rarely dressed up these days – opportunities were few and far between – but when she did, she was loath
         to let herself down.
      

      
      Her familiar face gazed back at her from the mirror; those knowing hazel eyes seeing a self-conscious thirty-something caught
         on the painful cusp between youth and middle aged spread.
      

      
      In the great scale of things, she reminded herself firmly, she didn’t look half bad. She did, after all, possess her mother’s
         enviable bone structure with a smooth, high forehead that many women her age spent a fortune on Botox to achieve; wide cheeks
         with beautifully sculpted hollows beneath them that no amount of cookie munching filled out and that other women had to have
         teeth removed to achieve; a similarly lucky genetic inheritance from her father had shaped her face to an exquisite heart
         and gifted her a classic profile without a hint of a double chin, with a long enough neck to balance her broad shoulders,
         and with enough height in her long-backed, athletic body to carry extra pounds without looking fat. A perfectionist would
         claim her ankles were a little thick, her bust a little heavy and her nose a little wide, but to criticise her looks with
         undue self-hatred was wasteful. So what if she had once been regularly compared to Debbie Harry and Michelle Pfeiffer, and
         now – on the rare occasions that she was talked about in the media – was more commonly aligned with Anna Nicole Smith or Jayne
         Mansfield? The latter two had still been complete sex sirens, although both had conducted torrid love lives and met decidedly
         sticky ends.
      

      
      To be judged purely physically, as Trudy had been so often thanks to her career, regularly left one in a state of perpetual
         dissatisfaction, blaming lacklustre nights such as tonight on bad hair, an unflattering dress or unfair genetics when the
         truth was much more deep-rooted. If beauty was only skin deep, then happiness went through to the marrow of your bones.
      

      
      Trudy was wised up enough to know that her size fourteen curves, topped with a fabulous and still buoyant cleavage, tailed
         with a pert bottom and shapely legs, centred with an hourglass waist and crowned with a pretty face, was an enviable package.
         She didn’t need to lose weight – she needed to gain self-esteem. Had she once been a tongue-tied, breathless size twenty whom
         nobody had noticed, she’d love her shapely, seductive body and outward serenity now. But she had been an effortless size eight with fan clubs, lookalikes,
         acres of press coverage, a personal stylist and boundless mischievous verve. That was a hard act to follow. No wonder she
         so often shunned dressing up and putting on a public face these days.
      

      
      Outside the loos, she bumped into a very overexcited Dilly – lead singer of local band, Entwined, and a young, blonde bombshell
         who had already been compared to Trudy in her heyday.
      

      
      Radiating a glowing, healthy, sexy energy that could light up a neighbourhood grid, Dilly danced from toe to toe as she kissed
         Trudy on the cheeks.
      

      
      ‘Did you hear us play? Wasn’t it amazing? I thought we’d flunk it, but Mags was fantastic and pulled it all together. Thank you so much for all your help. You’re the biz.’
      

      
      Trudy shook her head. ‘You’re the ones with the talent.’

      
      ‘You encouraged us so much. I hope you don’t mind my saying, but we all think of you as “Mummy” now.’

      
      Trudy laughed, although she did secretly mind; she minded a lot. The original members of Entwined – Dilly, her talented boyfriend
         Magnus, and Trudy’s own in-laws Flipper and Nell Cottrell – were all in their twenties; it made her feel prehistoric to be
         thought of as their mother. She was only thirty-five.
      

      
      ‘You are the coolest chick ever,’ Dilly said breathlessly, making her feel marginally better – although when the Cotswold Life photographer dashed up to capture them both, she still found herself vainly edging her bottom behind an ornamental colonnade,
         turning her body three-quarters away, lifting her chin, sucking in her cheeks and pressing her tongue to the top of her palate
         as a model friend had once taught her before flashing the very expensive veneers that her fortune had bought her a decade
         earlier. Beside her, Dilly just grinned goofily and still looked twice as gorgeous.
      

      
      ‘Could you move a little closer to your mother, darling?’ the photographer called, then lifted his chin to study Trudy over
         his camera. ‘Didn’t you used to be Trudy Dew?’
      

      
      ‘That’s right,’ she muttered through the clenched, artificial smile that she had once perfected through a thousand magazine
         shoots.
      

      
      ‘She still is!’ Dilly defended hotly.

       ‘No I’m not,’ Trudy kept the smile rigid. ‘I’m Trudy Cottrell. I usually drop the Dew.’
      

      
      
      ‘A dewdrop!’ Dilly giggled as the photographer fired his rapid shutter, capturing her looking ravishingly happy and Trudy
         looking haunted.
      

      
      ‘“’Tis of the tears which stars weep, sweet with joy,”’ she sighed.

       ‘Is that a line from one of your songs?’ asked Dilly,
         as the photographer wandered off.
      

      
      ‘Just an old poem my father used to recite.’

      
      Her father had been absurdly fond of Festes, the epic verse written by the absurdly young, absurdly handsome nineteenth-century poet, Phillip James Bailey. Kit Dew had
         often quoted that line, along with another: ‘Dewdrops, nature’s tears, which she sheds in her own breast for the fair who
         die. The sun insists on gladness, but at night when he is gone, poor nature loves to weep.’ Nowadays Trudy understood its
         bittersweet truth far better and longed to tell her late, great father so. But unlike Bailey – who had never replicated his
         first great work in a long lifetime of disappointments – Kit Dew’s life had been too short, leaving the world with far too
         little of his talent and legacy.
      

      
      ‘I think it’s a shame not to call yourself Trudy Dew any more,’ Dilly was saying. ‘If I ever become famous, I’ll keep my name
         forever, even though Dilly Gently is bloody awful.’
      

      
      Still thinking about her father, Trudy nodded. ‘You’re right. Perhaps I’ll resurrect it.’

      
      ‘You do that. After all, you’re much more successful than Finn. Why should you take his name?’

      
      Trudy smiled as Dilly dashed off to rejoin Magnus – so in love that five minutes apart felt like a lifetime. After ten years
         of marriage, Trudy was only too grateful that Finn had given her some free rein tonight. Like many married couples, they worked
         best socially if they parted company at the door upon arrival, along with their coats, only to be reunited when they left.
         And yet these days, for all her gratitude that he left her alone to party with the children while he networked with the grown-ups,
         she couldn’t help wondering if he did so because he was embarrassed to be seen with her.
      

      
      ‘There you are! We should have left hours ago. The Vesteys’ taxi hasn’t turned up and I’ve promised them a lift home. They’re
         dead on their feet.’
      

      
      He stalked up to her on long, stiff Basil Fawlty legs with his handsome jaw set disapprovingly like a cartoon character. He
         handed her a cloakroom ticket, waggled his car keys, jerked his head to the door, tapped his watch and stalked outside. It was his shorthand marching orders. When Finn wanted to leave a party, he preferred
         to do so without ceremony and with military efficiency. To avoid his wife’s usual protracted and jolly leave-taking of friends
         and family, he would have already made farewells on Trudy’s behalf, heavy with the apologetic insinuation that she was too
         dizzy and socially inept to make them herself. Now she had five minutes to gather the coats and the mysterious Vesteys – to
         whom she couldn’t even remember being introduced – and stand obediently in line for collection, or risk the full force of
         his wrath.
      

      
      Wandering outside instead, she rejoined the smokers enjoying a final cigarette with their brandies on the magnificent front
         steps of the hall beneath the grand, classical stone portico. The hoar frost had hardened to a sharp, nose-biting night of
         bitter chill, dusting every stone in the gravel sweep ahead of them with shimmering white.
      

      
      Shivering, Trudy looked up at a cluster of stars and vowed that she would make a supreme effort to overcome self-doubt and
         vanity next time she was out on show – an occasion that was only just around the corner.
      

      
      The annual Auctioneers’ Ball was traditionally held at the end of March. Every year, the Cottrell family sent a representative.
         This year the task fell upon Trudy’s and Finn’s shoulders to uphold the Cottrell auctioneering, estate and land agency dynasty.
      

      
      Pretentious, formal, and ridiculously expensive, the ball was among Finn’s favourite social events and Trudy’s least. But
         that was about to change. This year, in a smart country hotel in the Surrey hinterlands, a convenient gavel fall from London,
         Trudy Dew would pull out all the stops and bring the house down. She had a month to get her act together.
      

      
      As if on cue, summonsed by her own silent cry for an ego boost, a low voice purred her name and a warm arm reached round her
         shoulder, at the end of which a perfectly manicured hand sporting a gold signet ring initialled ‘H’ swirled a vast cognac
         in a balloon glass.
      

      
      ‘You look absolutely heavenly, tonight, Trudy,’ purred Giles Hornton, local roué, as he lit a cigar, blond hair gleaming in
         the frosty half-light.
      

      
      ‘Thank you.’ She took his brandy glass and helped herself to a long, warming sip. ‘Where’s your date?’ Giles had been ostentatiously
         parading a staggering blonde all night, letting off sparks of newly forged sexual energy.
      

      
      ‘Gone home to her husband,’ he sighed. ‘Finn?’

      
      ‘Fetching the car.’

      
      ‘Damn – I can’t sneak you away and ravish you, then?’

      
      ‘No,’ she laughed. Giles was always refreshingly lecherous.

      
      Suddenly the oyster silk didn’t seem quite so drab.

      
      ‘Another time?’ he kissed her bare shoulder where her stole had slipped.

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      It was their standard patter. Trudy had never imagined that time would actually come. Now she wasn’t so sure.

      
      Blue eyes twinkling, Giles growled, ‘I’ll hold you to that.’

       Catching sight of the kiss so casually and intimately dropped
         on his wife’s bare shoulder as he turned his Range Rover on to the gravel sweep, Finn Cottrell narrowed his eyes and drummed
         his fingers on the leather steering wheel. The irritation was not at his cousin Giles’s customary libertinism. It was that
         Trudy was not wearing her coat and had therefore clearly not bothered to queue at the cloakroom yet.
      

      
      Finn bristled. He had worked hard on the Vesteys to persuade them that he should play chivalrous chauffeur instead of ordering
         another cab – they lived quite some distance from him and Trudy and had a babysitter to get back to, now well into ‘extra
         hours’. Finn had been hopeful that Gavin Vestey, a hugely successful hedge fund manager he had been buttering up most of the
         night, would co-invest in some projects he was working on, but Trudy had just blown that prospect. Now the Vesteys were no
         doubt furious, exhausted and unlikely to show any further interest. It stood to reason that if Finn couldn’t control his own
         wife, how could he hope to control Gavin’s money?
      

      
      With a sudden blast of cold air from the open passenger’s door, Trudy flopped into the car beside him, smelling of cigar smoke,
         gratefully kicking off her strappy shoes and reaching for the heater controls on the dashboard.
      

      
      ‘The coats?’ he hissed apoplectically. ‘The Vesteys?’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes! Oops!’ she replied brightly, reaching for the door handle, her feet stabbing around in the footwell to relocate her
         shoes.
      

      
      ‘Don’t bother – I’ll go!’ he snapped, snatching back the cloakroom ticket which was still crumpled in her hand. ‘If you embarrass me like this again, you’ll be sorry,’ he hissed, leaving Trudy
         wondering quite what she had done to embarrass him. They had barely been in the same room since dinner, and she hadn’t dribbled,
         spat or crashed face-down into her pannacotta during that.
      

      
      ‘I’ll hold you to that,’ she sighed, echoing Giles’s words as she settled back into the heated seat and closed her eyes, thinking
         about the Auctioneers’ Ball and her determination to feel better about herself. ‘I’ll hold you to that.’
         
      

      
   
      
      
      
      
      
      I

      
      
      These days, Trudy looked forward to trading a night in her scruffy Oddlode home for the anonymity of a hotel.

      
      There had been a time when she had been practically living out of them, and had become increasingly disillusioned, despite
         the luxury. After a while, one five-star hotel with its artificially lit corridors, its mirrored lifts, its marble-heavy,
         leather-sofa-ed foyer, became very like another – she would wake in the night not knowing which country she was in, let alone
         which city or hotel. She had craved home, safety, continuity. But now that hotels had become a novelty once more – she and
         Finn hadn’t been on holiday for almost two years – the prospect of even the humblest Travelodge or B&B was exciting.
      

      
      A night at Crawbourne Hall, a very luxurious and chichi new country boutique hotel that was a great rival of Eastlode Park
         and beloved of sports stars, socialites and WAGS, was a great incentive to look and feel fabulous upon arrival.
      

      
      Determined to make the grade, Trudy booked herself in for a rare hair appointment. Having made do with home products to keep
         the odd grey hair at bay and the blond lights in her curls, her hair was now more raffia than silk and in desperate need of
         a cut. On a good day, she might fantasise herself Farah Fawcett meets Julie Christie, but on a bad she looked like the bastard
         child of a Fraggle and Don King.
      

      
      Long gone were her days of being on first-name terms with the faces behind the trendiest shampoo brands, of getting fast tracked
         to the VIP chair in the most exclusive salon in London where that household name would pander to her split ends on a weekly
         basis. But this time she did splash out, forfeiting the cosy, perm-smelling delights of the blue rinse brigade’s favourite,
         Cut Above, in local town Market Addington, for the minimalist intimidation tactics of ultra-trendy Urban Roots in Oxford.
      

      
      
      The young gay stylist with unlikely pink sideburns shaped like scimitars obviously found Trudy far too ordinary on first impressions
         to place in the window seat, and whisked her to a private area behind a fibre optic screen to start slapping goo on long foil
         strips that he sliced through her hair like an explorer through a jungle.
      

      
      ‘This hasn’t seen any loving care in a while, has it?’ he carped.

       ‘None of me has,’ Trudy admitted, too excited at the well-thumbed
         salon copy of Grazia to take his criticism personally.
      

      
      Within half an hour, having bonded over bitchy comments about reality TV stars and Amy Winehouse’s tattoos, Trudy and Pink
         Sideburns were giggling away like best friends, and he was raiding the staff biscuit tin to accompany her cappuccino. Trudy’s
         innate curiosity had already elicited his life story and he was well on his way to confessing his hopes and dreams; she, meanwhile,
         had not even revealed where she was planning to go on her holidays this year. Once her colour was rinsed out, he moved her
         proudly into a window seat and set about cutting in an elaborate, scissor-swivelling, hip-jutting dance that was one part
         Cossack, another part eighties robotic.
      

      
      The end result was close to miraculous. Urban Roots didn’t disappoint. Her curls – still shoulder length but wondrously glossy,
         round and rumpled again – gleamed in rivulets of gold, copper, ash and chocolate like a stream of caramel and treacle tumbling
         and bubbling over shiny honeycomb pebbles at sunset. It took years off her.
      

      
      ‘You come back soon, do you hear?’ Pink Sideburns insisted as he handed her a card with his name on it at the tills and crossed
         his arms over his chest to watch her leave with his head cocked, now as indulgent, proud and protective of his charge as a
         mother hen. ‘Lovely woman,’ he murmured to one of the juniors in an undertone. ‘Fabulous hair – very thick and forgiving.’
      

      
      ‘Like your boyfriends,’ the girl giggled.

      
      He gave her a withering look before turning to watch Trudy’s retreating back. ‘I bet she’s an actress. I should have asked.’

      
      ‘Stace says she used to be a pop star.’ The girl manoeuvred her gum from one cheek to the other.

      
      ‘Really? Then quick – sweep the hair from around her chair into a plastic bag. Could be worth a tenner on eBay. What d’you
         say her name was again?’ 
      

      
      
      Hugely cheered, Trudy had emerged from the salon tossing her head like a shampoo model and danced her way towards Little Clarendon
         Street to search through the vintage clothes shops.
      

      
      She had always preferred second-hand clothing, even in childhood when she had raided her mother’s wardrobe or spent her pocket
         money at jumble sales. She relished the feel and comfort of something pre-loved, the sheer workmanship of well-made clothes
         in quality fabrics dating back to seamstresses and regular made-to-measure wear, before disposable mass-produced high-street
         fashion became the norm.
      

      
      Finn, who was a great devotee of designer labels, had been thoroughly disapproving of this passion until the recent trend
         for Hollywood stars to wear ‘vintage’ made the practice acceptable, if not wholly comprehensible.
      

      
      In a tiny antique dress shop off a side alley, more of a front room than a retail unit, with rails so crammed with clothes
         that taking any out required a crowbar, she tracked down ‘The Dress’.
      

      
      Infinitely better than the oyster pink silk – what she had imagined she was doing buying that she had no idea, although she
         vaguely recalled being half cut in Portobello Market after a lunch with her agent in Beach Blanket Babylon – this was her
         colour spectrum, her shape and a perfect fit. It could have been planted there by a helpful fashion fairy. She even had the
         ideal shoes, bag and shawl to go with it at home. It was fate.
      

      
      The builders who were renovating Church Cottage wolf-whistled when Trudy got back home, downing tools to admire her new look
         as they sweet-talked their way towards their first freshly brewed mugs of tea of the day. They missed her if she went out,
         especially when like today they were left with the sour-faced, disciplinarian Finn who acted like project manager, foreman
         and local squire all rolled into one. Trudy, who flirted, gossiped, made endless mugs of tea and asked after their families
         by name, was their treasure. They might be increasingly unhappy with the renovation project, which was turning out to be a
         loss-making nightmare driven by Finn’s unrealistic demands, but they loved Trudy.
      

      
      ‘You look like Nell McAndrew,’ sighed Gaz, who thought Page Three models the pinnacle of beauty.

      
      She tracked Finn down in his study at the far end of the house, typing self-importantly into his laptop. Trudy was no technological whiz-kid, but even she could see that he had three internet
         gambling sessions minimised on his bottom tool bar with give-away names like Poker, Casino and BetOnline.
      

      
      ‘Had fun?’ he asked with loaded disdain, looking up.

      
      ‘Yes, thanks. I had my hair cut.’

      
      ‘So I see. Very nice.’

      
      ‘Nice’ was one of those words that, if said in the right tone, meant something entirely different. Today was one such occasion,
         but Finn wasn’t feeling generous enough to elaborate, leaving the word hanging pompously in the air with an echo that could
         convey anything from ‘ridiculously expensive’ to ‘very pretty’ to ‘what a mess’.
      

      
      Trudy was accustomed to his verbal meanness and still felt elated from her trip. Finn rarely gave compliments these days and
         made no further comment about her transformation now beyond suggesting that taking a day off work when she was so behind on
         all her projects was a little indulgent.
      

      
      Nonetheless, in the coming days, as his Gieves and Hawkes dinner suit went off to the cleaners and ‘The Dress’ stayed hidden in one of her many wardrobes, Trudy felt better about herself than she had in weeks. Feeling that she
         had to live up to her hair she started to dig into those crammed wardrobes for smarter clothes and slap on some mascara and
         lip-gloss. She was complimented by neighbours at the village store, on the village green walking the dogs, and even by the
         postman.
      

      
      Trudy’s increasing cheeriness bypassed Finn who was approaching the forthcoming night away like a military operation and
         found his back-up squad lacking. In the fortnight leading up to the ball, he alternated between increasingly sullen sulks
         and massive hissy fits as he tried and failed to locate his favourite diamond-studded cufflinks, his patent leather shoes,
         his white silk scarf and his newest designer dress shirt; unlike the recent Hunt Ball, the Auctioneers was black tie rather
         than white, and Finn was a stickler for etiquette. Blaming Trudy for their disappearance, he took himself off to buy new ones,
         even though he had plenty of other cufflinks and white shirts. Being something of a Beau Brummell, Finn loved retail therapy,
         and his mood briefly lifted as his new designer purchases were laid out on the bed. Trudy wasn’t the only one who deserved
         new togs for this occasion, he decided. They would both cut a dash. The Cottrells might struggle through their down time together, but they could still put on a good public show, and Finn was determined to
         be bandmaster as always.
      

      
      For all Trudy’s pride in being organised for the occasion, Finn was now leagues ahead of her – his Vuitton suit-carrier already
         packed and hanging on the back of the bedroom door four days before the event. Which was when he discovered that Trudy hadn’t
         yet booked them a room at the hotel. Rounding on her as if she were a negligent employee, he shouted so loudly that the dogs
         hid behind the sofas and Mildred the cat took refuge on the fuse cupboard.
      

      
      ‘Instead of calling me every name under the sun, why not just call the hotel?’ she suggested with a shrug. The only thing
         guaranteed to accelerate Finn’s legendary petrol fire anger was not to take it seriously.
      

      
      In the end Trudy called Crawbourne Hall with Finn’s hot, fiery breath on her neck, and discovered that they had to choose
         between a twin-bedded broom cupboard in the attics or an ambassadorial suite at ten times the cost; Trudy booked the broom
         cupboard, Finn phoned straight back and changed it to the suite. He then looked it up on the internet and made Trudy stand
         at his shoulder and admire the 360-degree tour of the three rooms and balcony. Like the purchase of the new dress shirt, the
         luxury splurge cheered him up briefly. Trudy hastily arranged for the village’s resident house-sitter, Hayley Gates, to come
         and stay the night to look after dogs, cat, horses, bantams, temperamental boiler and even grumpier builders.
      

      
      ‘If they disappear for more than an hour, will you promise to call me personally?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Are we talking your animals or builders here?’

      
      ‘Well – both, really.’

      
      The following day, Finn sacked the builders, so that was one less thing to worry about.

      
      ‘You’ve done what?’ Trudy howled when she returned from slogging round Tescos on a freezing, rainy day to find the drive devoid of the usual
         vans, rusting estates and pick-ups, and the cottage silent and abandoned.
      

      
      Finn was full of bristling indignation. ‘Neil invoiced me for an unscheduled interim payment, although they’re on a fixed
         fee. He wants another eighty grand! He claims it’s client changes. I told him I’d see him in court.’ 
      

      
      
      ‘Couldn’t you negotiate?’ pleaded Trudy, who knew that Finn had indeed made a lot of changes to the specification in recent
         weeks.
      

      
      ‘I only negotiate with businessmen,’ he said pompously. ‘That man is a pleb.’

      
      Neil had been one of the most skilful, reliable and tightly budgeted builders they had ever hired. He was also one of the
         few willing to tender for the job in the first place, and was now the last in a long line of contractors that Finn had fired
         over the years. Getting a replacement would be incredibly tricky as his reputation for changes, arguments and bad payment
         spread yet further.
      

      
      Whether he privately realised the rashness of his actions, Trudy couldn’t tell, but Finn instantly became foul-tempered and
         uncommunicative once again, the forthcoming ball now seeming to serve only to irritate him more.
      

      
      ‘We can hardly bloody afford it after this. The company will pay our expenses, of course, but the time away is equally precious.
         You have to work your socks off to make up for lost time right now, after all.’
      

      
      He sounded alarmingly like a pimp.

      
      Hiding in her study, Trudy phoned Neil to beg him to consider coming back on the job. ‘I can talk Finn round, I promise. And
         then we’ll look at this interim payment together and I’ll see what I can do.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Trudy – you are a diamond, but there is no way I’m coming back.’

      
      Guessing that Trudy had pleaded with Neil behind his back, Finn went into a livid sulk.

      
      That same evening, man flu struck Church Cottage.

      
      It was barely more than a passing head cold – Trudy, similarly afflicted, had already taken double doses of vitamin C and
         echinacea, knocked back some supermarket cold capsules and quickly chased it away with red wine and will power.
      

      
      Finn took to his bed, drew the duvet over his head, ordered that the curtains be closed and announced that he was dying.

      
      For the ensuing forty-eight hours, bowls of home-made chicken soup, hot Lemsips and ice-cool bottles of his favourite designer
         Italian mineral water were whisked regularly to and from the room without any perceptible change. The little television in
         the corner was constantly on (‘I’m too ill to really watch it, but it’s company’), the heating turned up to max, tissues topped up twice daily then crumpled randomly around after use (they had to have aloe vera
         in them and had to be placed in exactly the right spot on the bedside table beside the handbell), copies of newspapers and
         magazines procured (‘I’m too ill to read them, but the pictures help take my mind off my splitting headache’); feet were massaged,
         menthol candles lit and cool, fresh Egyptian linen pillowslips fitted. But nothing helped. He just felt worse.
      

      
      Trudy, run ragged and only slightly feverish, had to take his plight seriously lest she incur his legendary wrath by daring
         to suggest he should attempt to ‘fight it off’. Of course, poor Finn was too weakened by the near-fatal encounter with killer
         virus cells to fight. Had it been a broken bone, a machete wound, a severe muscular sports injury or a bullet hole, then naturally
         he would have fought – but this silent, deadly killer was dragging the life from him in sweaty paroxysms of agony.
      

      
      He demanded that a hot bath be run for him, foaming with Cartier pour Homme bubbles and sprinkled with Olbas oil; he insisted that she make him hot toddies to his mother’s exacting recipe with best
         Irish whiskey, cloves and butter (she never got it right); he groaned and snuffled and tossed and turned and rang his bell
         constantly, complaining of every symptom known to man, from cold sweats to hot shakes, from delirium to migraine to cramps,
         stiff joints and even lockjaw. If sympathy was not forthcoming in exactly the right weight and measure along with those more
         practical ministrations to his ailments, he grew louder, sicker and more martyred.
      

      
      Trudy just stopped herself offering to put him out of his misery with a saucepan over the head. The thought of the jaunt to
         Surrey cheered her along.
      

      
      Then the day before the ball, deciding that he had really not punished her enough for failing to come up to his mother’s standards
         in Florence Nightingale duties, Finn announced he was far too ill to go.
      

      
      ‘Call my father and see who can deputise for us,’ he instructed brusquely with a long-suffering cough. ‘And please close that
         window. It’s freezing in here. Do you want to bloody kill me?’
      

      
      As she trailed back downstairs for the twentieth time that morning, a thought dawned on Trudy like a fresh spring day. She could still go – without Finn. Her inadequate nursing skills were clearly starting to irritate him, so the break would do them both good. His adoring mother would happily take over for twenty-four hours.

      
      Trudy shamed herself with the glib ease with which she danced down the bottom steps and called her father-in-law.

      
      ‘Finn is far too under the weather for the Auctioneers’ Ball, so I thought I could take Johnny, instead?’

      
      Johnny would love it, and the thought of seeing her brother again, away from the Cottrells and Oddlode, lifted her spirits
         like a compliment from a stranger. It had been far too long. While waiting to get through to her father-in-law on the land
         line, she’d already sent a text to check out Johnny’s availability, and a cautious reply had come back that he’d be more than
         happy to change his plans for her just so long as Finn was definitely not going to be there. The atmosphere between the two
         had become quite hostile in recent years.
      

      
      But Finn’s father, a stickler for protocol and a total homophobe, put a spanner in the works. ‘Johnny’s not a Cottrell. Need
         a family representative at these things.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but I’m a Cottrell, Piggy.’
      

      
      ‘Hmph. Leave it with me.’

      
      She already knew that most of the family were unavailable. Finn’s older brother and his wife were wrapped up in a big charity
         event of their own that night; his middle sister was on holiday with husband and children; Piggy himself was suffering badly
         from his recurrent gout and would never last the evening; the twins would flatly refuse to go. That left Trudy – and brother
         Johnny, who was dapper and good-looking and knew more about antiques than most of the Cottrells put together.
      

      
      But, like a mad medieval matchmaker with no heed for the consequences just so long as the family line remained intact, Piggy
         procured an official Cottrell date within hours.
      

      
      ‘He’ll pick you up tomorrow after lunch,’ he barked with pugnacious vigour when he called her back. ‘Do be ready. I know what you girls are like.’
      

      
      ‘Who is it?’ she enquired worriedly, wondering whether he’d need a hotel room too. But Piggy – always terse to the point of
         rudeness on the phone – had already rung off.
      

      
      Breaking the news that she was still going to Finn took great tact and courage, neither of which Trudy had ever possessed
         in much measure. Hearing a great wild boar roar coming from upstairs minutes later, she guessed he had found out through one of the many gadgets that he had lined up on his sick bed.
      

      
      ‘Who’s taking you?’ he spluttered consumptively when she crept up to verify the news that had just been broken by his mother,
         eagerly planning her meals on wheels menu.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know, your father didn’t say.’

      
      ‘Well bloody well phone him up and ask.’ He dissolved into death-rattle cough, turning as red as a beetroot and almost falling
         off the bed in very Dickensian fashion.
      

      
      But according to the Cottrells’ reception staff, Piggy had now disappeared in his chauffeured Bentley with his phone switched
         off. Trudy suspected he was visiting a mistress.
      

      
      Now a normal colour once more but wheezing alarmingly, Finn moved downstairs to access the satellite television so that he
         could watch the last of the day’s races from Cheltenham Festival and keep an eye on his wife at the same time – an exercise
         which took twenty minutes of descending a dizzy step at a time, propped heavily against Trudy, with the duvet over his shaking
         shoulders.
      

      
      ‘Who has the old bugger bribed into taking you?’ he demanded hourly, in between inhaling Friar’s Balsam over the coffee table.
         He made Trudy sound unflatteringly like a simpleton maiden aunt whose companions had to be paid to take her bath chair around
         the park.
      

      
      ‘I haven’t a clue,’ she said cheerfully, hoping it wasn’t one of the smarmy, chinless estate agent staff, but deciding that
         anything had to be better than staying in the plague-ridden, doomed House of Influenza a moment longer. ‘You never know,’
         she added as she danced upstairs to pack, ‘whoever it is might know the name of a good builder.’ It was a cheap jibe, but
         she didn’t care. Married life was getting more and more expensive these days; insults were the only things they traded freely.
      

      
      The next day, Finn watched furiously through the window as his wife jumped into the very flashy silver Aston Martin belonging
         to his cousin Giles and, waving excitedly, they reversed in a great swoosh of gravel before accelerating from the drive, leaving
         an arc of deep tyre ruts.
      

      
      Relieved to be able to drop the pretend cold symptoms at last, Finn was initially more annoyed by the disturbance to his beautifully
         raked gravel than by the fact that the most notorious womaniser in the Lodes Valley was taking Trudy for an overnight spin. He was, at least briefly, grateful that she was gone – even accompanied
         by Giles. All that fake coughing had given him a sore throat, and he was fed up of her sanctimonious attitude about the builders.
         He had every right to sack them. They were disrespectful. She should have backed him up from the start. It was a matter of
         loyalty.
      

      
      He phoned Hayley Gates and put her off. He hated interruptions. His mother, primed to deliver soup and medical succour at
         regular intervals, would at least have the courtesy to call beforehand.
      

      
      Then, casting off his duvet, he headed upstairs to shower and dress, singing along to his favourite radio station, Kerrang.
         Finn’s taste in most things was deeply reactionary and lifted directly from his parents – he read the Telegraph, watched Newsnight, ate fish on a Friday – but with music, he remained a top volume rock, air-guitar thrashing teenager at heart.
      

      
      Dressed and refreshed, he sent the first of many texts to Trudy.

       Hot and cold shakes still. Having difficulty breathing. Keep blacking out. Please advise.

      
      The reply was swift.

      
      Take paracetamol. Drink fluids. Sleep. If worsens, call your mother.

      
      ‘Hmph.’ He looked at his phone grumpily as he grabbed a lager from the fridge and headed towards his laptop to look up the
         rest of the afternoon’s live odds at Cheltenham.
      

      
      He’d have to increase the pressure.

      
      It was only now that the niggling doubts started to eclipse his home-from-school feeling of rebellion. The thought of Giles
         and Trudy together unsettled him. True, Trudy had always treated Giles’s obvious admiration as a huge joke – as did all the
         family – but she had never been put under this sort of pressure before. Giles was a smooth operator, as his reputation bore
         witness.
      

      
      Suddenly Finn remembered the kiss his cousin had dropped on Trudy’s bare shoulder at the Hunt Ball; a gesture more intimate
         than any he had shared with his wife in many months. Giles was a breed apart from his cousin. He treated all women as objects
         of pleasure, whereas Finn differentiated between those he respected, such as wives, mothers and sisters, and those he saw
         as disposable, like junior staff, bar girls and escorts. It might have once taken a young Finn six weeks of courteously formal
         dates to kiss Trudy properly (or, in truth, for her to get frustrated and kiss him), but Giles would have no hesitation in asking for a spot of dropped-napkin fellatio beneath the dinner table on a first date.
      

      
      For the first time in three days of claiming extreme changes in body temperature, Finn felt a genuine cold sweat spring to
         his brow.
      

      
      He trusted Trudy to behave herself, albeit not always soberly, in almost all circumstances, but he didn’t trust Giles one
         bit. Tonight’s ballsed-up Auctioneers’ Ball scenario – which he refused to admit was of his making – was potentially critical.
         Having exaggerated his illness somewhat, he was now not only left home alone, but powerless to prevent Giles from making a
         play. He felt hugely hard done by.
      

      
      To cheer himself up, he elbowed Trudy’s fat, sleeping cat sharply off the back of the sofa and watched it scrabble for dear
         life, as wide-eyed as a bush baby, before losing its grip and landing on its backside, shooting across the room in a puffed-up
         state of panic, rucking up the rug edges and finally losing its back end on the quarry tiles around the corner to the stairs
         like a badly driven rally car. Satisfied by the result, Finn leaned forward over his laptop to lay a huge online bet on the
         Gold Cup. If it came in he’d win enough money to pay off Neil the builder whose solicitors had already issued a formal written
         warning that the disputed invoice would be pursued through the courts if not honoured.
      

      
      ‘Aggressive little pleb,’ he hissed, adding another thousand to the bet before picking up his phone once again to text Trudy.

      
      Trudy received roughly one text per half hour as she and Giles belted along the back roads between West Oxfordshire and leafiest
         Surrey.
      

      
      Fair and sporty as a Ralph Lauren ad, Giles was very much a type, and it wasn’t Trudy’s. In some ways he was laughably anachronistic;
         having once been told he was a dead ringer for Robert Redford in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, he had kept the look ever since. Floppy blond hair and moustache complemented the tanned skin, happy crow’s feet and devilish
         blue eyes. He dressed like a glitzy eighties soap opera hunk: all Italian chinos, hand-made loafers, open-necked shirts and
         cashmere sweaters slung round the neck. He was a dinosaur, albeit an extremely attractive one with a refreshingly self-aware
         sense of humour to soften the endless chat up clichés. Emotionally, he was a lot more complicated and far more in touch with
         his female side than his sports-car-driving, cigar-smoking, wife-seducing, heartbreaking façade would ever care to admit. He knew how to talk to women, to coax truths and secrets, and to massage fragile egos along with delicate, shy bodies
         that responded deliriously to his touch. He was a pro at infidelity.
      

      
      ‘Are you still seeing the ravishing blonde from the Hunt Ball?’ Trudy asked with customary inquisitive charm.

      
      ‘Regrettably not,’ he purred over the big cat roar of his car. ‘Husband is a jealous type – and was an Oxford boxing Blue,
         I gather. As darling C was only trying to make him jealous, I thought it best to back off soon after the threatening phone
         calls started.’
      

      
      ‘Very wise.’ She admired the blossom-heavy blackthorn hedges that they were racing past, bracing herself for a Leslie Phillips
         chat-up line, full of double entendres, insinuating that tonight was her lucky night.
      

      
      But he was too busy playing with his toys to lay siege to Trudy just yet. He knew that she required far more delicate handling
         than his car, which he treated with the same adoring, distracted disrespect he had all his wives.
      

      
      Giles liked to throw the vintage Aston around the lanes, engine alternately purring and roaring, jazz belting out of the high
         spec stereo system at full volume. His many married lovers, who required obvious discretion, had demanded a more inconspicuous
         vehicle over the years and so he drove a dull luxury Jaguar estate most days, rarely ever using his beloved ‘Italian Job’
         DB4 with its silver birch livery and seductive black leather. Given that his legal practice was based just three miles from
         his home – with fitting irony, Giles was a divorce lawyer – and the courts he frequented mostly lay within a fifteen-mile
         radius, the Aston was enjoying its longest outing in almost a year.
      

      
      So was Trudy, although she already felt uncomfortable trying out enjoyment for size.

      
      ‘What qualifies you to go to an Auctioneers’ Ball any more than my brother?’ she grumbled, still hurt on Johnny’s behalf that
         he had been cast aside as her chaperone.
      

      
      ‘I am on the Cottrells’ board,’ he pointed out. ‘And I have control of Mother’s voting shares as well – so in fact, I have
         more clout in the company than anyone except Piggy.’ Just for a moment, the familiar Cottrell arrogance resonated through
         his Home Counties drawl.
      

      
      ‘Wow. May they shake at your feet tonight, Squire Hornton,’ she said in a wholesome wench accent, casting him a mock-coy look.

      
      
      There was a pause and, watching his manicured fingers drumming on the leather steering wheel, Trudy wondered if she’d overdone
         the teasing. She didn’t really know him that well, although they had alternately flirted and scrapped like Beatrice and Benedick
         for years.
      

      
      But jovial, wolfish, seductive Giles was firmly on course.

       ‘I’m the one who’ll be doing all the shaking tonight,’ he purred
         as he turned to look across at her. ‘I can’t believe I have you all to myself at last, gorgeous Trudy.’ The Cambridge blue
         eyes were full of sweet sin.
      

      
      Despite the fact that both her heart and libidinous pulses had started deliciously thrumming, Trudy lifted her chin and gave
         him a stern look.
      

      
      ‘You’d better behave,’ she said, talking to herself as much as to Giles.

      
      Crawbourne Hall was a vast, sand-blasted white Georgian pile sitting in thirty acres of manicured grounds, with matching modern
         white wings containing fitness suites, pools, spas and conference facilities. A nine hole golf course cut an artificial swathe
         into the old parkland along with a state-of-the-art sports training centre, an ultra-posh riding stable and a five-star crèche.
         Its air of neutered, neutralised, naffed-up historic architecture was curiously enticing.
      

      
      As soon as they arrived – leaving the Aston with an unimpressed-looking valet who parked footballer’s wives’ Ferraris, Astons
         and Porsches as a matter of course – Trudy begged an extra room from the supermodel-style staff at the vast marble reception
         desk. They surely still had a broom cupboard in the attic free for Giles?
      

      
      They didn’t. The hotel was now fully booked.

      
      Trudy’s heart began hammering in true French farce manner until one of the models looked up from clicking away at her concealed
         computer and beamed victoriously at her. Much, much better, ‘madam’; they had the second bedroom adjoining her pre-booked
         suite, unexpectedly vacant after a cancellation.
      

      
      ‘Auctioneer’s flu – a lot of it about, I hear.’ Giles winked, taking his key card and joining a reluctant Trudy as they followed
         a porter who ostentatiously trolleyed their meagre luggage along to the lifts in a high-sided, gilded rack.
      

      
      Trudy’s suite was ridiculously OTT with vast six-man white leather sofas parked on cowskin rugs in the sitting room, a plasma
         television the size of a double bed on one wall, a bed the size of an entire master bedroom, and a zinc-tiled bathroom with sunken Jacuzzi
         and separate wet room so huge and high tech that Trudy had to call room service to ask how to turn the shower on.
      

      
      Emerging wrapped in the fluffiest white towelling gown and matching towelling turban known to man, she found Finn had texted
         saying he was dry-vomiting and covered with a red rash that didn’t disappear when pressed with a glass. Trudy texted back
         suggesting he fill the glass with water and use it to take more cold capsules.
      

      
      Her phone rang.

       ‘Want to throw open the gateway to untold pleasures?’ Giles, growled seductively just a few feet away. ‘I’ve
         opened my side.’
      

      
      ‘Nope,’ she said firmly, looking across at the discreet door which led from her sitting room to his bedroom and which both
         parties had to unlock from their respective sides.
      

      
      ‘Fair enough. In that case, I’ll knock on your door at about seven to share a sundowner and admire you in private before I’m
         forced to show you off.’
      

      
    ‘Make it seven fifteen,’ said Trudy, unwilling to miss The Archers.

     Giles, a fitness fanatic, made a beeline for the gym. Trudy, a exercise-phobic, looked through her vast Condé Nast magazine
         selection, her complimentary toiletries, minibar and wide ‘treat’ drawers at great and indulgent length. Amongst hosts of
         goodies ranging from jelly beans and goji berries to hypnotherapy CDs and funky designer flight socks, there was even a selection
         of sealed pampering kits containing oils, herb teas, face masks, aromatic candles and assorted delights, each individually
         branded with names like ‘Bag Bag’, ‘Sag Bag’, ‘Lag Bag’ and ‘Nag Bag’. One was for hangovers, one for jet lag, another was
         for de-stressing and, to Trudy’s amusement, one named ‘Shag Bag’ was for intimacy, containing condoms, scented lubricant,
         feather ticklers, blindfolds and – baffingly – mints. As ever, the expensive and alluring packaging was more appealing than
         the contents. It was one of the lessons that Trudy had learned throughout her career and life: packaging was nine-tenths of
         the attraction of impulse. Wait for the urge to pass, and you were far better placed to know if you wanted what was inside.
         Despite registering this valuable philosophy, Trudy remained hugely greedy and impulsive in most things.
      

      
      Turning on MTV and marvelling at the energy bursting from the screen, she ate her way through all the jelly beans in the jar from her treat drawer. It was bliss to be away from home, on
         her own and ridiculously pampered. For a brief spell of sugar-coated self-indulgence, she could almost forget Finn’s texts,
         the tempting door that led through to Giles’s room and the horrific price tag that this trip was racking up.
      

      
      She took the bottle of vodka that she had craftily packed in her case and slugged some into a glass of Coke from the fridge
         as she started the long and leisurely task of readying herself for that evening. She rarely spent more than five minutes on
         her appearance so this was an unheard of extravagance.
      

      
      ‘The Dress’ worked its magic like a spell cast over her long-neglected, much-maligned body. She’d forgotten how stunning it
         was, how well it suited her.
      

      
      A full length thirties gown in heavy Titian satin, the colour of a fox, it matched the copper lights in her eyes. It was pure
         Jean Harlow glamour, cut perfectly on the bias to emphasise her curves whilst ironing out any bumps. Daringly backless for
         its day – thank heaven for modern bra technology and expensive fake tan treatments – its halter neck was a row of thick old
         gold ropes that dropped from her shoulders to cross over beneath her breasts, creating a plunging neckline, and then curl
         round her waist and meet at the base of her back in flattering silhouette.
      

      
      Matched with a rope of pearls that she wound several times around her long neck like a choker before letting it drop down
         her back to a snaking pendulum knot at the base of her spine, wide pearl cuff bracelets, absurdly high gold heels hidden beneath
         the sweeping fishtail of skirt, a tiny vintage sequin clutch bag and a hand-painted cream organza shawl that her brother had
         given her years ago and which kissed her shoulders as lightly as a breath, it was a knockout look.
      

      
      She’d kept her make-up simple but dramatic: smoky eyes, golden skin, lusciously glossy lips. She parted her hair at the side
         and coaxed the curls into sculpted waves that framed her face perfectly.
      

      
      Twirling in front of the mirror, Trudy temporarily gave in to vanity. It had been a long time since she’d gazed at herself
         with pride, rather than quickly checking for spinach on the teeth, loo roll on the shoe or buttons on the loose.
      

      
      
      She almost wished Finn were here to admire her. Almost, but not quite. Giles would have to do. Tonight wasn’t about male admiration,
         after all. It was about self-esteem. She had to crack through her own criticism, not anybody else’s. And, fuelled by jelly
         beans, vodka, MTV and freedom, her heart was so aflame it could melt any inhibition she possessed.
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      In Oddlode, having failed to recoup his day’s Cheltenham gambling losses on the online poker games and casino tables where,
         under the user name ‘Shark Finn’, he dwelt in the strange world of cyberspace gamblers on a regular basis, Finn flicked dispiritedly
         through a few television channels and found an old repeat of Top Gear to distract him. But his feet still tapped the carpet, his fingers drummed on the sofa arm and his tongue made repeated tappety-suck
         noises against the roof of his mouth.
      

      
      He checked his watch. Trudy would be dressing now. She was always ready in no time these days, which he thought rather a shame.
         Women should spend hours prettifying without compromising on punctuality, like his mother did. His mother did everything
         with a perfect mix of lady-like delicacy and super-efficient practicality.
      

      
      He reached for the white oven dish at his side and finished off the last few forkfuls of the delicious fish pie that she had
         lovingly created just for him that evening, dropping it off fresh from her Aga sealed in a foil-lined bag so that he didn’t
         even need to reheat it. The premier cru Chablis that Trudy’s agent had sent them for Christmas (as an incentive to pull her
         finger out and do some work, no doubt) went with it beautifully and – mindful that he would have to hide the evidence – he
         had already finished the bottle.
      

      
      He sent another text complaining of more dizzy spells, blurred vision and headaches. When she didn’t reply within the requisite
         wifely five minutes, he started to feel twitchy, firing off another text about blackouts, vomiting and possible concussion/broken
         bones.
      

      
      Five minutes. Ten. Twenty. A fresh episode of Top Gear kicked off. No reply.
      

      
      Heartless cow. Even his mother had texted him to ask after the fish pie, and she took longer to write an SMS message than
         a mason carving it on a stone tablet.
      

      
      
      Having now worked himself up into a state of high dudgeon about Trudy’s disloyal desertion that evening, with Giles of all
         people, Finn couldn’t settle at all. More and more vile thoughts were clouding his head. Giles was notorious. He was completely
         led by the groin. If Trudy got drunk, God knows what might happen.
      

      
      Not normally much of a drinker himself, Finn hadn’t realised quite how much he’d shipped during his long, self-indulgent afternoon
         and evening. Mixed with all the cold capsules, Lemsips and paracetamol-laced hot toddies that Trudy and then his mother had
         forced down him, the net result was a groggy, paranoid state of jumpy-legged inertia that was almost unbearable. He was sicker
         than he had been all week.
      

      
      ‘That bastard’s going to bloody well try everything to get into her knickers tonight,’ he hissed, seeing black dots dance
         in front of his eyes.
      

      
      On screen, Jeremy Clarkson was raving about an Aston Martin.

       ‘Shut up, you bigoted buffoon!’ howled Finn, throwing a cushion
         at the television. It bounced back neatly into the remains of his fish pie, proffering an embroidered slogan that read: My husband and I were happy for twenty-five years. Then we met.
      

      
      Giles stepped back into the corridor when Trudy opened the door to him, turned pale beneath his winter tan and whistled under
         his breath.
      

      
      ‘I hope Finn’s kitted you out with a chastity belt under all that,’ he purred, eyes trailing up and down in sheer delight
         before he stepped forwards again to kiss her chastely on the cheek.
      

      
      ‘Better still, he’s kitted me out with a guilty conscience.’ She waggled the mobile phone she was holding. ‘He’s just texted
         to say that his mother hasn’t brought him any supper and he passed out in the kitchen when he tried to get something out of
         the freezer. He’s only just come round.’
      

      
      ‘Bollocks.’ Giles headed for the minibar and extracted the half bottle of champagne. ‘He’s just come round to the realisation
         that you’re here with sexy old me, and he’s there on his own.’ The cork popped and he tipped the foaming contents into two
         glasses.
      

      
      Already flying along quite merrily on the back of several vodka Cokes, Trudy took her glass and reminded herself to behave
         that night.
      

      
      
      ‘Let’s prove that he can trust us, huh?’ She raised it high.

       ‘How insufferably dull.’ Giles smiled roguishly, but he raised
         his glass too, knowing that Trudy was a prey worth hunting with supreme, watchful skill; she was a deer he had stalked for
         years, after all. If he frightened her off, he might never get another opportunity.
      

      
      ‘I warn you not to try to get me drunk.’ She watched him over the rim of her champagne flute. ‘For one, I am perfectly capable
         of getting drunk by myself. For another, I can outdrink any man I meet.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t doubt that.’ He secretly planned to get her very drunk indeed. He knew from family gatherings of yore that Trudy
         was a happy, carefree drunk who loosened up deliciously when correctly blootered.
      

      
      ‘So you promise to behave for Finn’s sake?’ She gave him a mock-stern look that he found vampishly erotic.

      
      ‘Promise.’ He refilled her glass to the rim and raised his eyebrow with Clark Gable aplomb.

      
      But when she popped into the bathroom for a final pee and preen before they went down, he picked up her little mobile phone
         from beside her handbag and – hurriedly dropping his dress trousers – took a shot of himself mooning, bollocks to the fore,
         to send Finn.
      

      
      When Finn received the picture text of a naked male arse and nuts medley from his wife’s phone, he did something that he hadn’t
         done in over twenty-five years. He wept.
      

      
      Usually a fortress of rigid self-control and masked emotions, he cried like a baby for a few minutes, striking Jeremy Clarkson
         from the screen in front of him in shame, as though the testosterone-filled zoo at the Top Gear studio had a live feed from the Church Cottage snug.
      

      
      He blamed his illness. The flu must be worsening to the delirium tremens he had falsely claimed earlier. He was, in fact,
         really, really ill.
      

      
      Groping for the phone, he rang Trudy urgently, determined to order her home.

      
      But twenty minutes earlier, Giles had inserted her phone skilfully between two of the big white leather seat cushions on the
         vast sofa in Trudy’s suite and now – thinking that it was already in her little gold bag – Trudy was taking the lift with
         him down to the ballroom oblivious to her husband’s plight.
      

      
      
         *

      

      
      
      The Auctioneers’ Ball was, as always, a spectacularly artificial, snobbish and cliquey occasion that had to be taken with
         a vast pinch of salt and large quantities of alcohol to ensure survival. Tequila slammers were the perfect accompaniment.
      

      
      Giles and Trudy escaped to the bar between courses for these, lamenting the fact that their table was crammed with bores.

      
      ‘If I have to pretend to be interested in twentieth-century Treen for a minute longer, I will spear him with my fork,’ Trudy
         sighed of her neighbouring diner, a man obsessed with all things small and wooden, apart from his wife, who had been boring
         Giles to death about her love of amateur dramatics in Bishop’s Stortford.
      

      
      After dessert, the awards started, a long-winded roll call of droning auctioneers who filed up to the stage one by one to
         collect a golden gavel, usually accompanied by a deadly speech prepared on note cards that they kept alongside their reading
         glasses in the inside pockets of their dinner jackets.
      

      
      Giles and Trudy sloped away to the bar again, this time for vast cognacs. Leading her out on to a terrace that was spired
         with patio heaters for the nicotine addicts, Giles lit a cigar, blue eyes crossing in front of him as he focused upon the
         match flame dipping and flaring amid plumes of smoke.
      

      
      They were already very drunk, and the dancing had yet to start.

       ‘At least there’s not a bloody Auctioneers’ Ball auction,’
         Giles pointed out, resting his elbows on the balustrade in very Noël Coward fashion. ‘Can’t stand all these black tie dos
         where one’s forced to bid for a week at some other sod’s ski lodge.’
      

      
      ‘How ungenerous of you,’ she teased, lighting a cigarette.

        ‘You need a long holder for that – match the Dietrich dress.’ He
         was unable to stop his admiring eyes going for a long, lingering walk around her body. ‘You really do look sensational.’
      

      
      She smiled, grateful not to be receiving the customary lecture on smoking that Finn always dealt out. She had cut right down
         in the past year – especially socially – but she still stubbornly clung on to her vice.
      

      
      Looking up, she saw that the stars were once again out, just as they had been at the Hunt Ball. In their midst, a little glimmer
         raced across the sky.
      

      
      ‘Make a wish.’ Giles was looking up too.

      
      Although Trudy was fairly certain that it was a jumbo jet heading towards nearby Heathrow and not a shooting star, she still closed her eyes and thought fleetingly of her many unfulfilled
         wishes: children, a successful career again, a better marriage, true love.
      

      
      But she was high and tight and holidaying too far away from her homely guilt complex to dwell on them. Instead she wished
         for freedom, just as she had a month earlier.
      

      
      Then she jumped as Giles’s warm lips made contact with her shoulder.

      
      ‘Stop that,’ she said gently, the wish still fresh in her head.

       ‘Do you realise how much fun you’re denying yourself?’ he
         drawled.
      

      
      Trudy shrugged, not trusting herself to speak in case she gave away how tempted she really was.

      
      On paper, Giles was categorically not her type. He was too blond, dapper, sporty and way too obvious. She did love his cockiness,
         a trait that had also attracted her to Finn and, before him, to the other great love of her life, rock singer Pete Rafferty.
         In fact, Giles and Pete had a lot more in common than first appearances might indicate: Giles was the same age now as Pete
         had been when he’d first seduced her, possessed the same driven sexual energy, self-assurance and smell of success, yet tempered
         that overpowering masculinity with an empathy and generosity which was hard to resist. Both had terrible reputations, yet they could make you feel like the only woman in the room … the country … the planet, and that their single-minded mission was to win your heart and access all areas. It was a tough act to resist.
      

      
      ‘Well, if you’re going to fight me off, I need another drink.’ He handed her his cigar and took her glass. ‘Same again?’

      
      Aware that she was seeing even more shooting stars after so much tequila, wine and cognac, Trudy asked for a vodka Coke –
         a drink she could take all night.
      

      
      It was a wise move. One more cognac and the rest of his cigar later, Giles was losing the plot. On their way back into the
         ballroom, he veered dramatically off-course and ended up sitting on the lap of a pre-eminent expert in eighteenth-century
         snuffboxes.
      

      
      Shot through with a sugar caffeine rush, Trudy remained clear headed and, despite a hefty dose of foot-shooting regret, knew
         she’d stay in control.
      

      
      Far too drunk to dance, Giles lounged listlessly at their table, flirting half-heartedly with the Hertfordshire amateur dramatics
         devotee.
      

      
      
      Trudy danced without break. There were no age divides here; she was in her element. Never short of partners, she jived, jitterbugged,
         moshed, waltzed, discoed, salsaed and cha-chaed to the music, laughing and whooping, her heart on parole for once, far from
         its gilded cage yet still protected from the temptations of the flesh. A couple of her more determined and lascivious dance
         partners tried to monopolise her, ply her with drinks and conversation, but she held firm.
      

      
      After an hour, she took pity on Giles who was lounging at the table with a glazed expression, blue eyes half-closed and starting
         to cross.
      

      
      ‘I think I’ll go up,’ Trudy told him as she gathered her shawl and bag. ‘Would you walk me to my room?’

      
      Giles was up and off his chair in a flash, hand grabbing hers as he lurched gratefully for the exit.

      
      ‘Careforamoonlitwalk?’ he slurred, reeling towards the terraces.

       Trudy tugged him back in the direction of the lifts. ‘I meant
         it. I am going to bed.’
      

      
      ‘CanIjoinyou?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Fairenough – feelabitwoozy – oops!’ He pitched sideways into a waiting lift.

      
      Up on their floor, Giles cannoned along the corridor like a pinball, knocking all the pictures to jaunty angles.

      
      ‘’S’mazing! Nevermetawomanwhocouldoutdrinkme,’ he slurred.

       Trudy deciphered this as she parked him outside his door and felt
         through his pockets for his key card while he tied to thrust his Amex into the slot.
      

      
      ‘I did warn you that I can outdrink any man,’ she pointed out gently, locating his key card in his breast pocket and stepping back
         as he interpreted her jacket grope for a cue to kiss her.
      

      
      ‘Nightcap?’ He reeled around a moment longer.

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Bath?’

      
      ‘Got my own.’

      
      ‘Nightofpassion?’

      
      ‘Not after the amount you’ve downed.’ She kissed him on the cheek. ‘Sleep it off, huh? I’ll see you at breakfast.’

      
      He nodded, glazed blue eyes managing to glimmer with a moment’s lucid admiration and good humour. ‘I’mabloodyfool – lettingyougolikethish. Could’vehadsushgoodfuntogethertonight.’ 
      

      
      
      She patted him on the arm and posted him inside, firmly quashing her own secret, matching disappointment.

      
      In her suite, her phone was bleeping furiously from deep within the white sofa. She leaped guiltily on it.

      
      There were twenty-eight missed calls from Finn and seven furious texts demanding a reply. His voicemail messages sounded dreadful,
         the fake coughs and sniffs replaced by genuine fear. There were three further voicemails on the room phone.
      

      
      It was past midnight, but she still called the house. He took forever to answer.

      
      ‘You got me out of bed. I was sleeping it off. I could have bloody died for all you care,’ he snapped, sounding completely
         normal – his standard-issue, just-woken-up, grumpy self.
      

      
      ‘What happened? Are you OK?’

      
      ‘Fine,’ he hissed sleepily. ‘I think it was the worst of the fever coming out.’ He cleared his throat and then managed a couple
         of forced coughs.
      

      
      Trudy explained about the phone mislaid in the vast sofa. ‘It’s bloody enormous. You could lose a dead body in there.’

      
      ‘I know,’ he muttered possessively. ‘I showed you a virtual tour of that room online, remember?’

      
      ‘Of course. You booked it.’ She bristled.

      
      ‘What’s Giles’s room like?’

      
      ‘No idea. Why don’t you look online?’

      
      ‘I’m in bed.’ He let out a resentful huff. ‘Is he still partying?’
      

      
      ‘Crashed out already – completely off his face,’ she reported more happily.

      
      Finn didn’t swallow it for a moment, but he gave nothing away. ‘You off to bed now, then?’

      
      ‘Yup,’ she yawned. ‘As long as you’re sure you’re OK now?’

      
      ‘I’m still bloody ill,’ he corrected pompously, ‘but I’ll try to sleep as long as I know I’m not going to get any more interruptions.’

      
      ‘You do that. I’ll leave you alone. Night.’

      
      ‘Night…’

      
      She braced herself.

      
      ‘… love you,’ he said, so leadingly that there was almost a question mark at the end.

      
      ‘Love you, too,’ she parroted obediently.

      
      As soon as she put the phone down, it rang again.

      	‘Sorry.’ Giles’s deep, drawling voice sounded more sober than it had a few minutes earlier. ‘I have just stood under a cold shower for five minutes, and I can’t apologise enough.’

      
      ‘For what? Cooling your ardour?’ She curled back into her vast sofa and pulled off her shoes.

      
      ‘Failing to look after you properly tonight – leaving you at the mercy of all those dance-floor letches.’

      
      ‘I had a lovely evening.’

      
      ‘It’s not over yet.’

      
      ‘It is,’ she said firmly, the smile on her face hidden from her voice.

      ‘I’ll leave my door open this side – that’ll leave your options open.’

      
      ‘My legs remain closed, Giles.’

      
      ‘We can work around that,’ he growled teasingly. ‘I know the most marvellous position where one—’

      
      ‘Goodnight Giles.’

      
      ‘I sober up terribly quickly. It’s a Hornton attribute, short recovery time – be it from indulgence, from exercise, from sex;
         I am back up and at ’em in no time. Try me. Talk to me.’
      

      
      She couldn’t help but laugh. The temptation to take this further, even just this phone call, so easy and sexy and relaxed
         and carefree, was crazy. Phone flirtation would be all too easy, as would opening her side of that dividing door. Neither
         was tantamount to adultery, but both were accessories to the crime and she knew it.
      

      
      ‘Goodnight Giles,’ she repeated.

       ‘I’m here if you change your mind.’

      
      ‘Thank you. Sleep well.’

      
      Her system still flooded with caffeinated sugar, Trudy paced her rooms, the dress swishing and swaying, satin heavy and sensual
         against her skin.
      

      
      Again and again she passed the dividing door, trying to imagine what lay beyond it. Another’s body alongside hers, intimacy
         and eroticism, feeling wanted, desired, respected and adored tonight rather than taken for granted and used night after night.
         The thrill of new sexual awakenings and explorations laced with long-lost, familiar sensations of pleasure and climax.
      

      
      Getting hotter and hotter, she threw open the double doors to her balcony and stood outside, breathing deeply into a sharp
         frost.
      

      
      The tang of cigar smoke immediately hit her nostrils. ‘Changed your mind?’ A soft purr from the neighbouring balcony.


      
      Trudy trembled, although the cold air barely registered against her skin. She couldn’t see him, the high wall that divided
         their balconies assuring complete privacy.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing out here?’

      
      ‘Sobering up. Thought I might head back down for a bop shortly. Scotch any rumours that Cottrells can’t take their drink.’

      
      ‘That legendary recovery time serving you in good stead?’

      
      ‘Absolutely. They’ll be dancing for hours yet. Lots of attractive totty on show.’

      
      Shivering, Trudy felt the cold very suddenly, like a smack on the face with a freezer door. Why did she feel as though Giles
         had just insulted her? She could hardly be possessive after all. Perhaps it was just the swiftness with which he could move
         on, before she had even registered the true nature of her desire and found her feet to walk a straight line towards it.
      

      
      ‘How’s Finn?’ he asked.

       ‘Much better.’

      
      ‘Good.’

      
      ‘I’ll wish you goodnight.’ She turned away.

       ‘Open the door, Trudy.’

      
      It was fifty fifty and Giles knew it. And Trudy would have done it. She would have opened the door to temptation had it not
         been for the most prosaic of things. Heart and groin thumping, adultery in her veins and nostrils, and desire coursing every
         sweet manner of lubrication between her legs, she caught sight of her face reflected in the glass of the balcony door. Those
         wise, familiar hazel eyes looked back, rebuking her, reminding her that she was just Trudy. She was nobody special. A pretty
         dress and a palette of warpaint couldn’t steal the sadness from her eyes.
      

      
      She went back inside and straight into her bedroom, unthreading the long pearl necklace from around her throat.

      
      After a warm bath, she once again wrapped herself in the fluffiest robe known to man and padded into the sitting room to turn
         out the lights.
      

      
      Now in darkness, she stood staring at the dividing door, willing herself to take the risk, live a little, make the first leap
         towards hedonism and liberation.
      

      
      But she turned back to her bedroom.

      
      Accustomed to insomnia after years of working nocturnally, she lay awake all night, alone in a bed the size of a boardroom table, hating herself for her cowardice.

      
      At breakfast, Giles was very late and very grey, his dark glasses failing to disguise the hungover pallor.

      
      ‘Did you go back down, then?’ Trudy asked as he battled to drink an orange juice, leaning back from the table to stop himself
         gagging at the sight of her indulgently huge pile of treats from the grill.
      

      
      He nodded.

       ‘Get lucky?’

      
      He nodded and then shrugged, managing to splutter between clenched teeth, ‘Depends how you view it.’

      
      Trudy was too circumspect to ask more, but later, when they were checking out side-by-side at reception and declaring their
         minibar quota, her modest jar of jelly beans and bottles of Coke and champagne were nothing to Giles’s binge:
      

      
      ‘The champagne, the red wine, the white wine,’ he told the receptionist, ‘two Tia Marias, the Baileys, the Scotch, the cognac…
         and, er, the “Shag Bag”.’
      

      
      The model-like receptionist didn’t even flicker an eyebrow as she tapped it all into the computer to add to his bill.

      
      Trudy, meanwhile, had to turn away to hide her laughter. A moment later, she kept her face averted from both Giles and the
         receptionist to conceal her horror at her own room bill. Even with a modest bar tab, it came to as much as a week’s family
         holiday in France. She put it on her personal savings debit card, certain that the joint account wouldn’t stretch – Finn always
         kept that lean. Of course, he had planned to claim the expense from Cottrells’, but knowing that the company was in dire straits
         and that the outing had hardly done much for their corporate image, Trudy didn’t have the heart to charge it to them. The
         night away had been her treat to herself, after all; – although she suspected that staying in the attic shoebox room would
         have been much easier on both purse and conscience. She might even have managed some sleep.
      

      
      To make up for her restless night, she slept most of the way home in the car, lulled into unconsciousness by the beautifully
         pitched drone of the vintage engine – a sousaphone that swallowed her up and hugged her tightly in its comforting curves.
      

      
      Beside her, squinting to concentrate on the roads through his hangover, Giles drove the return stint at a leisurely pace, regretting that his brief window of opportunity was closing so
         fast. Occasionally stealing glances across to Trudy, he felt disappointment at the way things had panned out the previous
         night. His ‘consolation’ conquest, a rather stringy blonde from Leicestershire whose cuffs had most certainly not matched
         her collars, had left a sour taste in his mouth. He never found one night stands particularly satisfactory, especially with
         single women who then plagued him with calls. She had already sent three suggestive texts.
      

      
      Next time, he vowed, he would be better prepared. He wouldn’t give up this chase; Trudy was a thrilling quarry.

      
      At Church Cottage, the reception awaiting Trudy was as dark, unwelcoming, anaesthetised and antiseptic as a recovery ward.
         Finn, sulking furiously, might have cast off the more extreme fake symptoms of man flu, but he was not about to let her get
         away with such wilful husband neglect. He now had very real symptoms to exploit.
      

      
      He was in fact just as hungover as his cousin, his drug and drink binge of the previous day leaving him with a dry mouth,
         thumping headache, shakes, a tightly knotted belly and diarrhoea.
      

      
      He’d been up since dawn, unable to enjoy the promised wife-free, Radio-Five-Live-filled lie in because his whirling head had
         turned, his belly churned and his bowels evacuated their fish pie contents with rapid fire gusto against the loo porcelain.
         He blamed Trudy completely for his affliction, and deliberately hadn’t flushed so that she could see just how ill she had
         made him. Marching angrily around the house all morning in between loo stops, he’d worked out a plan.
      

      
      His instinct to confront her as soon as she got back, to throw every accusation at her, to shout her to the ground, had swiftly
         been cauterised by his pride. He simply couldn’t admit his very real fear of being cuckolded. She would, in any case, deny
         it – and without concrete proof, he would be left to play the jealous fool who cared too much.
      

      
      The thought of punishment without explanation was far more tempting, but he knew he wouldn’t follow through because he feared
         that she would just run away if pushed too far. She already seemed to live dangerously close to self-destruct.
      

      
      Instead, he decided to set his wife a test, to lay a trap.

      
      
      If Trudy had indeed spent the previous night wrapped round Giles as Finn suspected, he would prefer to make her suffer slowly
         and painfully. He’d hit her where it hurt most: her clever head and her fragile ego. He was certain that she had failed him,
         but he needed to prove it once and for all. This way, she would be caught in her own net.
      

      
      Feeling very pleased with himself and his genius, he had spent the past few hours at his laptop, plotting Trudy’s downfall.

      
      So when he heard the car tyres on the gravel outside, he carefully switched off his computer and bit down on his dry lip with
         a satisfied sigh. Closing the door to his study behind him just as she walked into the house, he was able to face her without
         red mist descending.
      

      
      ‘What have you been up to?’ she asked as he walked listlessly along the back lobby towards her, still wearing his old sleep
         joggers and T-shirt, his handsome head low.
      

      
      ‘Working,’ He looked up at her through long-suffering, curled brows, his voice still cracking with dryness. ‘I can’t afford to be off sick – let alone party day and night.’
      

      
      She took the dig on the chin.

       ‘Well, let me fix you some lunch and a hot drink,’ she offered magnanimously.

      
      ‘I’m not hungry.’

      
      ‘Not even a bowl of soup?’

      
      He shook his head, closing his eyes as the headache clutched his temples.

      
      ‘Poor you,’ she soothed, stifling a yawn. ‘Perhaps you should have a lie-down?’

      
      ‘Will you join me?’ he asked sullenly, more of a cantankerous jibe than a tempting suggestion.

      
      It was her turn to shake her head. ‘I should take a leaf out of your book and do some work – make some calls. As you say,
         neither of us can really afford to party, can we?’
      

      
      In her study, listening to the floorboards groaning and the small television droning overhead as Finn banged about, apparently
         watching ‘Flog It!’, Trudy laid her face on her desk and stared across at the corner of a box file wishing she had dared to
         open that hotel dividing door after all.
      

      
      Later, when Finn was safely in the bath and Trudy trailed upstairs to unpack her beloved dress and change into the usual scruffy
         comfort layers that enabled her to work and run the house and animals, she caught sight of herself in the mirror, stripped to her
         lacy underwear and socks. It was not a pretty sight. The fake tan had already started to go patchy and the light through the
         window behind her caught her cellulite at the most unflattering angle.
      

      
      Her mind’s eye, having travelled so hopefully in recent weeks only to arrive back where it started, was looking at a completely
         different view. She felt like the wicked stepmother in Snow White who, having trusted the beauty in the looking glass, suddenly found betrayal staring back at her as it revealed old age and
         ugliness.
      

      
      ‘Come back,’ she begged her reflection, those wise hazel eyes that just for a few hours the previous night had greeted her
         as a stunning woman full of confidence and joy.
      

      
      But only anxious, unhappily married Trudy looked back. The brutal truth of her reflection taunted her. Gone was the siren
         of the night before, along with her infectious, delighted self-confidence. She already missed her alter ego more than she
         could say.
      

      
      ‘She was here,’ she reminded herself with a pinch to her chest. ‘You were here, Tru.’
      

      
      ‘Who was here?’ Finn wandered in, lobster red from the bath, muscles gleaming as he towelled his dark hair.

      
      ‘Nobody.’ She hastily sidestepped him and backed from the room to the landing. ‘Just a ghost.’

      
      Finn let out a disparaging hiss and narrowed his eyes.

      
      He would lay a trap all right. And the first hair wire would be just outside their front door.
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      When she heard a car engine in her driveway, Trudy lifted her cheek from the piano keys and blinked sleep from her eyes, panic
         starting to rise as she peered through the dusty windows to see a large offroader parking behind the abandoned builders’ skip.
         Out jumped Liv Wilson, a willowy brunette in immaculate riding gear who then made her way cautiously along the path to the
         front door, weaving through a slalom of pallets and cement bags. The dogs started to chorus furiously at the letter box in
         greeting.
      

      
      Trudy’s elbows crashed out two jarring chords while her fingers raked her wet face. She’d completely forgotten that Liv was
         coming this morning. She’d been crying for over an hour now – she must look like sin. Tear-clogged lashes stabbed at her puffy,
         stinging eyelids. One cheek was creased and striped from the piano keys. Her nose and upper lip felt like a flaky, snotty,
         throbbing inferno. She was still wearing the ancient jogging bottoms that she had put on first thing to muck out the horses,
         walk the dogs and feed the chickens. There was straw hanging off the dog-eared sweater of Finn’s that she had flung over her
         sleep vest, and more still decorating the greasy blond tangles that were scraped back with a cheap plastic hairclip.
      

      
      For a moment, she thought about hiding, but she couldn’t do that to Liv. Super-sensitive Liv would know. It would cut her
         down.
      

      
      So she grabbed a pair of sunglasses, pinched her cheeks hard to drag some colour to them, mopped her face on the arm of her
         sweater and took a deep breath as she threw the door open.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Liv my love – been working all night. Quite lost sight of the time. I must look a fright.’

      
      ‘You look… lovely and dishevelled and creative,’ Liv said kindly, but was unable to stop her eyes darting briefly around the
         mess that greeted her. Rather surprisingly, it came across as glamorous mess; just as everything about Trudy struck Liv as
         larger-than-life and enviably glitzy. She was almost pathologically tidy so that her own mess appalled her, and yet half-renovated, shambolic,
         dusty Church Cottage was as unexpectedly appealing as its smiling, tousled hostess.
      

      
      Trudy batted away the vast pack of dogs that were crowding round her immaculately breeched and booted new friend and ushered
         her hastily through the open reception hall with its grand piano and large-scale debris, past the kitchen which was a total
         bombsite, and into the study ‘snug’, which at least had a sofa, even if the table in front of it was playing host to ten dirty
         mugs, three full ashtrays and a month of Sunday papers.
      

      
      ‘Wait there – I won’t be a moment. Just have to change. I’d make you a coffee, but we’re out. I can offer you gin and tonic
         or Finn’s herb tea?’
      

      
      ‘Oh – really, I don’t mind. I’d hate to be any trouble…’ Liv’s voice trailed away.

      
      Trudy had already rushed out, tripping over a paint pot because she couldn’t see very well in her dark glasses.

      
      Upstairs, she quickly examined the damage in the bathroom mirror and groaned. It was worse than she’d feared. Her eyes were
         half closed, she looked as though one cheek had been branded. Stinging tears pricked evilly at the back of her eyes, as familiar
         and uncontrollable as ever. It was the same old pattern; robbed of sleep by a racing heart and thoughts, she had stayed up
         most of the night trying to work, drinking too much and totally forgetting that Liv had asked for her help. Now, hardly able
         to think straight, she was the one badly in need of help just to pull herself together.
      

      
      Without a therapist, Prozac and total body detox to hand, there was only one thing for it…

      
      Closing her eyes, she started to hum.

      
      ‘Mmmm… mmm… hmmm-hummm-hmmm…’

      
      No, it wasn’t working. Bugger it. Desperate measures were called for, Trudy realised. It was a big house, and Liv was tucked
         in the far corner of it. She’d never hear.
      

      
      Opening her mouth, she let out a full blast chorus.

      
      
         ‘The sun has got his hat on,

         Hip, hip, hip, hooray!

         The sun has got his hat on and is coming out to play.’

      

      
      She opened her eyes and smiled at her own reflection as she sang, watching the creases melt from her cheeks and a glimmer
         of the old, familiar sparkle pick out the gold streaks in her eyes.
      

      
      On the medley raced, not giving her pause for thought as she sang the refrains from all her favourite cheery-day songs to
         combat depression – ‘Oh What a Beautiful Morning’, ‘Wonderful World’, ‘Sun is Shining’ and ‘Sweetest Feeling’.
      

      
      She sang through a toothpasty gurgle as she lashed a brush against the teeth she had been grinding all night. She sang her
         way to the bedroom and searched through the piles of clothes scattered on the dusty floorboards for something clean and capacious
         enough to fit. With so much unwashed laundry piled up downstairs, her lingerie drawer was reduced to a few pairs of big knickers
         with faded gussets and detaching elastic waists. They’d have to do. She slid her thumbs into the waistband of her tattered
         joggers and pulled them down.
      

      
      A small voice came from the doorway behind her.

       ‘Sorry to interrupt – Oh!’

      
      For a moment, Liv Wilson was confronted with a Rubenesque, pale bottom resplendent with a jaunty tattoo of what had once been
         a songbird but, thanks to the ravages of weight gain and cellulite, now resembled a club-footed toucan.
      

      
      ‘Jesus!’ Trudy hitched her joggers back up.

      
      As Liv turned hastily away to face the opposite wall, both women pretended that the moment hadn’t occurred. ‘I… um… couldn’t
         help hearing you sing,’ she blurted hurriedly to cover the gaffe. ‘It sounded lovely.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks.’

      
      Blushing furiously, aware that she had just committed a serious faux pas by seeing her hostess moon – however glamorously
         – Liv stared at the floor in front of her. ‘I just thought I’d better pop up to remind you that you said you’d ride him too?’
      

      
      ‘I said I’d do what?’

      
      ‘Otto the horse. You said you’d have a sit on him today? Only I’m really quite a novice.’

      
      Trudy’s sleep-deprived brain raked together a few facts. Liv wanted to buy a horse. She had offered to help out. They were
         looking at one this morning. Had she offered to ride it? She must have been in a state of self-denial. Or drunk. Probably
         both.
      

      
      ‘Yes – of course.’ She gushed apologetically. ‘Thanks. I had forgotten. I’ll put on some breeches, although I’m not sure he’s really up to my weight.’
      

      
      ‘Of course he is. You’re not that… um… big.’

      
      Trudy smiled, touched by any small flattery and by Liv’s desperate awkwardness which had a calming effect. Having someone
         to buck up always bucked her up in return. With her huge, dark eyes and slender nerviness, Liv reminded Trudy of a whippet
         she had once owned who had quivered all over with happiness if you so much as stroked her head. She was desperate to be liked,
         and being with her provided instant gratification.
      

      
      ‘You’ll probably get so carried away enjoying him that you won’t need me at all,’ she reassured her. ‘He is a lovely creature.
         You’ll suit each other.’
      

      
      Liv looked thrilled. ‘You don’t think he’ll be too much for me?’

      
      ‘God, no. Dilly’s only a slip of a thing and I’m sure you ride a lot better than she does. Just give me a moment… have a look
         round the rest of the house if you like. You can see what we’re up against. Unfortunately, my husband sacked the builders
         last week, which won’t help. God knows where we’ll find replacements. Mind the floorboards in the bedroom with the arched
         window – and don’t go up to the attic. It’s lethal.’
      

      
      After Liv had disappeared again, Trudy went in search of her long-neglected riding gear. Her only clean breeches wouldn’t
         do up at the waist and had a hole appearing in the crotch where the stitching had been strained to the limit. A few extra
         pounds were very unforgiving in riding wear…
      

      
      ‘I will not cry,’ Trudy told herself firmly, starting to sing again, but quietly, so that Liv couldn’t hear.

      
      She wrestled with a sports bra, clamping it round her back like string round a pork joint, then covered the trussed torso
         with one of Finn’s fleeces and went in search of a safety pin to secure her waistband. It was weeks since she had ridden.
         Her own horses were just growing fat and idle in the field, stuffing their faces with spring grass. Arty, the old white mare,
         was entitled to her life of Riley; she was well over twenty and relishing her fifth year of retirement, despite Finn’s occasional
         dark threats of euthanasia, bandied about to wind up his wife on black marital days. But the younger of her two mares, Tara,
         was as unfit as her mistress.
      

      
      She had a vague recollection of offering Liv some sort of DIY livery deal – a bit rash as they had only just met, but now that she thought about it, that could be just the motivation she
         needed to get in some riding. If Liv did buy the Gentlys’ gelding and keep him here with her own horses, she might be motivated to start working Tara again, enjoying
         some companionable hacking and conversation. It would be lovely to have a new chum on tap. The more she thought about it now,
         the more the idea appealed to her.
      

      
      Nurturing this friendship was important to Trudy. She had lost too many friends throughout her marriage, and craved company.

      
      Once again ensconced on a lumpy chaise in the snug downstairs and chewing nervously on her nails, Liv was thinking much the
         same thing.
      

      
      She craved friendship, and Trudy had been one of the only truly welcoming people she had met since moving to the village three
         lonely months ago.
      

      
      And yet she was also fighting a thudding chest and a huge lump in her throat that begged her to run away. Trudy Cottrell was
         too intimidating to be her friend, a small voice told her. She had always found friendships awkward to forge and harder still
         to hold on to, battling her timidity, sensitivity and – since her marriage – her husband Martin’s snobbish criticism. Yet
         he was the one who had been nagging her about her lack of new ‘social alliances’ locally. He clearly wanted her to befriend
         smart, Home Counties yummy mummies, and Liv had no idea what he would make of childless Trudy’s bohemianism. It took a lot
         to unsettle Martin, but Liv had a feeling Trudy was far enough removed from Martin’s safety zone to rattle him. In a small,
         rebellious way, it was one of the reasons she wanted the friendship to work out.
      

      
      She stayed glued to the seat while Trudy hummed and sang upstairs, listening to the beautiful sound, feeling increasingly
         like a fish out of water, yet unable to flee.
      

      
      Martin was several thousand miles away, manning his company’s Singapore office, to which a last-minute management reshuffle
         had summonsed him just weeks before the family relocated from the London suburbs to the Cotswolds; too late to stop the move,
         but urgent enough to take Martin away for the first few critical weeks of settling into the new village life he had claimed
         to crave. Liv tried not to resent the fact that he had consequently enjoyed luxurious ex-pat living while Liv struggled to oversee the move alone. Shy, socially awkward Liv had found the changeover daunting without
         a husband to back her up and lend her much-needed validity in what she saw as a hostile, alien new community. Isolated, lacking
         direction and acutely self-conscious, she struggled through a day at a time, missing her Croydon friends at the gym, the children’s
         school and the yard where she had shared a horse; the routines she had built up there over several years; the easy way in
         which she had eventually filled her free time. Here, the Cotswold yummy mummies had ignored Liv at the school gates for a
         full term now – or sent their nannies to ignore her.
      

      
      Her attempts to cheer herself up and find distractions had ultimately cost a lot of money and given her little pleasure: a
         newly decorated, freshly furbished house into which she had no friends to invite, endless pampering and exercising at the
         salon and gym to keep trim for a husband who was residing on the other side of the planet, cheering little ‘me’ treats like
         aromatherapy and crystal healing that ended up making her feel more guilty than rewarded, fun clubs, outings and after-school
         classes for the children which, having inherited their mother’s timidity, they cried through and came away from friendless.
      

      
      Three months after relocating to idyllic Oddlode, Liv was bored and lonely and becoming increasingly depressed. Meeting Trudy
         had come in the nick of time.
      

      
      A week earlier, she had been idling by the noticeboard at the village stores, rereading an advertisement which for more than
         a fortnight she had gazed at daily with the eager eyes of a child rather than a thirty-six year old mother of two.
      

      
      
         For Sale: 16hh 9-y-o strawberry roan gelding. Warmblood X Anglo Arab. Great all rounder. Competed usual pc activities, SJ,
            XC & Devil’s Marsh race. Easy hack, shoe, clip. £4000 inc tack.
         

      

      
      It was an advertisement that made Liv’s heart race so fast that she hadn’t noticed somebody studying the postcards over her
         shoulder.
      

      
      ‘Christ – fifteen people are now advertising for a cleaner on this board. Don’t tell me you’re one of them?’

      
      Liv had stiffened and narrowed her eyes. ‘A cleaning lady?’

      
      ‘No, of course not with a lovely Kelly bag like that,’ the voice behind her had laughed. ‘I mean an advertiser. Then again, given the hourly rates they can get away with charging around here, chars
         are probably the only ones able to afford Kelly bags. Old Dot Wyck, who charges me a small fortune to come and muck us out
         once a month, probably has a small stash of crocodile Birkins at home. And if you were a cleaner, I might just have to kidnap you. Mine’s the advert written in blood there.’ She tapped the window beside a yellowing
         postcard, peeling at the edges with age. It simply read ‘Squalid, short-sighted couple seek cleaner. Any standard. Good rates
         paid.’ And there was a mobile number.
      

      
      Giggling and peering shyly over her shoulder, Liv had been confronted by a glamour-puss in cream fake fur and dark glasses.
         A tousled, streaky blonde with high cheekbones, a curly-cornered smile and glowing, golden skin scattered with freckles like
         sesame seeds on a toasted bagel. Very scruffy around the edges, admittedly, but there was no mistaking the wow factor. She’d
         also looked distinctly familiar, and Liv suspected she had seen her on television or in a magazine.
      

      
      She’d sneaked a look at the woman’s advert again, but there was no name.

      
      ‘Actually I was looking at this advert for the horse.’

      
      ‘Oh, that. Classy roan the Gently girl’s been riding for a couple of years. Nice sort.’

      
      ‘You know about horses?’

      
      ‘A bit,’ the glamour-puss had smiled, holding out a hand covered in biro marks. ‘Trudy Cottrell. You must be new to the area?’

      
      Liv was gratified by the firm grip and the bloodshot but sparkly toffee-coloured eyes that had studied her cheerfully over
         the dark glasses.
      

      
      ‘What makes you say that?’ she’d asked after she’d introduced herself.

      
      Trudy had huddled closer in a conspiratorial fashion, a heady waft of Versace Blonde surrounding them both.

      
      ‘You want to buy a horse. That’s always the first thing the bored, neglected Cotswold wife does. Reliving our pony-mad youth.
         It never lasts – we soon find we ache all over and don’t like smelling of horse any more.’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes?’ Liv was entranced by her laughter-laced, husky voice and intimate, confessional manner.

      
      
      ‘After that, most give up on trying to fall in love with Dobbin and just cut to the chase and look for a real lover.’

      
      Liv was shocked.

       ‘Oh, I know you’re not nearly there yet,’ Trudy had reassured her with a playful pat on the arm. ‘Much better to try horseflesh first. I have two of my
         own and not a lover to my name. Honest. And this one,’ she had pressed a finger to the roan’s advert, ‘is a very good-looking
         beast. Why not give them a ring? I’ll come with you if you like. Here, take my number.’
      

      
      With overwhelming gratitude, Liv had fed both numbers into her phone and skipped home to do some detective work. At last,
         she had something to look forward to and a project to get her teeth into.
      

      
      And so it had begun, an unlikely friendship between two very different characters, drawn together through boredom, loneliness
         and a mutual love of four-legged fun.
      

      
      Having introduced herself by her married name, Cottrell, rather than her professional one, Dew, Trudy had sidestepped the
         risk of immediate recognition, although it took Liv very little time to get to the truth with the help of her hairdresser,
         Google and a couple of the friendlier yummy mummies who swapped notes at the school gates. Trudy Dew had been quite a big
         hit in the early nineties, albeit briefly. More excitingly as far as Liv was concerned, Cottrell was a far more infamous name
         locally than Dew: Trudy was part of the auctioneering, land management and estate agency dynasty that had for decades dictated
         the price of everything from houses to straw to silver to ironmongery. Well-trained by Martin, Liv had been quick to do her
         homework and was impressed by what she learned.
      

      
      Acting quickly, before she lost her nerve, and buoyed up by a succession of increasingly large G and Ts, Liv had called the
         roan gelding’s vendor to arrange to view him. After a stilted conversation with a woman who could hardly hear her over the
         wail of a baby crying and a belting cacophony of classical music, Liv had eagerly dialled Trudy’s mobile. She couldn’t have
         been nicer, although Liv had an uncomfortable feeling that she didn’t really remember meeting her at the post office. Yet,
         within minutes, Trudy was warmly agreeing to come and see the horse, and even offering her a place to keep him in the fields
         with her own. Having heard that Trudy’s auctioneer husband, Finn, was something of a local god – by all accounts a cross between Mr Darcy and James Bond – Liv was thrilled at the idea of befriending the Cottrells.
      

      
      Martin would surely approve of her getting in with the hunting and shooting set? He might have grumbled about the expense
         of her riding hobby when they were in London, but now that they were living in the Cotswolds, horses were a vital lifestyle
         accessory, and it was high time she had one of her own – soon to be joined, she hoped, by ponies for Lily and Jasper, and
         a brace of Labradors to follow them on family hacks.
      

      
      Yet now, sitting alone in Trudy’s huge, chaotic cottage, Liv wasn’t sure it was a friendship that she could really cope with.
         Something about it, and about Trudy, frightened her.
      

      
      She caught sight of a wedding photo on the mantelpiece. In it, Trudy looked stunning and radiantly happy, slim as a waif in
         luxurious cream satin. Beside her was quite the best-looking man Liv had seen in a lifetime of teen pin-ups, action-hero movies,
         chick-flicks and flipping through Martin’s copies of GQ in the loo.
      

      
      Like a child poised on a roller coaster, Liv gripped the arm of the chaise longue and chewed her lip with apprehensive excitement.

      
      Upstairs, the far more straightforward fear of falling off a horse was concerning Trudy. It was more than a month since she
         had ridden Tara; the two mares in the field outside lived increasingly for ornamentation these days. Along with her beloved
         Bechstein piano, they were her comfort blankets – a holy trinity of happy memories from another lifetime, as precious as family,
         of more sentimental than practical use as the years passed by.
      

      
      Watching them through the window as she stalled for time, Trudy wished she had made an effort lately rather than sleeping,
         drinking, lying and crying her way through the indifferent hours that separated day from night.
      

      
      She could easily come unstuck on a hot-headed character like Otto as soon as he rumbled how rusty and unfit she was, exposing
         all her boastful exaggeration. Yet now that she was potentially about to be humiliated, she still couldn’t bring herself to
         tell Liv that all her friendly confidence was a sham.
      

      
      With her huge, eager brown eyes, slim figure, polite manner and neat, flicky brown hair, Liv reminded Trudy of the sort of
         girl she had always longed to be, the sort who did well in the Brownies, progressed through school without ever starting fights or getting bullied, did well without being branded as a square or a
         show-off, had a steady boyfriend, never had ‘issues’ or ‘trouble at home’ and, of course, never got involved in anything as
         seedy as sex, drugs and rock and roll. Liv was a good girl, a nice girl, the conventional sort of girl – even all grown up
         as she was – who made Trudy feel good to be associated with.
      

      
      Trudy remembered that weeks ago local gossip, Gladys ‘Glad Tidings’ Gates, had held forth several times about the Wilsons,
         who had moved into one of the big, new executive houses in Coppice Court just after Christmas. Gladys thrived on scandal and
         was only too happy to impart that ‘she’ (Liv) was a ‘pretty thing, but quiet as a mouse and a bit stand-offish’, that the
         ‘kiddies’ (one of each) were ‘lovely little creatures with perfect manners’ and ‘he’ (still no name to hand) was ‘never there
         – she says he works abroad, but for all we know he could be inside or something.’ At this, Trudy had happily let her imagination run riot, suggesting fraud, embezzlement, gold heists and hustles
         until Gladys had gone positively pink in the face with excitement. They enjoyed rumour-mongering together, happily discussing
         broken marriages, affairs and strange behaviour in the village.
      

      
      Now, having met Liv in person and registering that she was very vulnerable and really rather sweet, Trudy felt guilty at all
         her idle banter those weeks ago.
      

      
      Drawing a bolstering breath, she took one last look at her horses through the window, hoping that she could pull this thing
         off.
      

      
      She wanted to impress Liv, like a teenager showing off. Liv liked and needed her, and it had been a long time since Trudy
         had felt liked and needed.
      

      
      Even though it was just a few minutes’ walk from Church Cottage to the field beside the river Odd where Otto the horse lived,
         Liv insisted on ferrying them in her very shiny 4x4.
      

      
      ‘The horse’s owner, Ophelia, said she and her daughter Dilly might be late,’ Liv explained as they set out on the short drive.
         ‘Someone called Giles will meet us, apparently.’
      

      
      ‘Oh God, that’s all we need.’

      
      ‘You know him?’

      
      Trudy nodded. ‘My husband’s cousin.’ 

      
      
      ‘So he’s a Cottrell?’

      
      ‘In a manner of speaking. In manners, mostly – bad, mad and dangerous to women.’ Trudy tried not to grip too obviously on
         to the seat belt as they lurched around the turning into Goose Lane, passing between high Cotswold stone walls and verges
         bursting with daffodils. The village had started to put on its Easter show at last after a long, mist-swathed winter and bitter
         spring of alternate frost and downpour, like a khaki-clad dog-walker wearing a jaunty new headscarf. She perked up at the
         sight, grateful to be out of the house.
      

      
      Equally grateful, Liv, who loved the idea of the Cottrell family from all she had ascertained so far, was looking forward
         to meeting one of its legendarily good-looking men.
      

      
      Giles was no disappointment. Waiting for them at the head of a long gravel drive was a tall, tanned vision in sports casuals
         with wild licks of greying blond hair, a heroic moustache and the naughtiest blue eyes Liv had ever seen. His smile was pure
         hedonism.
      

      
      She tried not to feel too affronted that this smile was directed entirely on Trudy as he made a gallant dash for the passenger
         door and helped her out.
      

      
      ‘Trudy! My God, you are a welcome sight!’ He gathered her up into a very thorough hug. ‘Where have you been hiding?’

      
      ‘Just working.’ Trudy extracted herself from the embrace and introduced her companion.

      
      Giles’s blue eyes sparkled as he turned to Liv, taking a customary scenic tour of her body before he stepped forward in welcome.

      
      When he took her hand, she quivered at the bolt of electricity which raced through her. He really was incredibly flirt-making.

      
      ‘Enchanted.’ Giles kissed her hand, admiring the whopping solitaires to either side of her wedding band. ‘I gather you are
         interested in this magnificent beast?’ He waved over his shoulder at what appeared to be a small, muddy donkey in a paddock
         behind him, although his eyes didn’t once leave Liv’s as he added in a drawling undertone, ‘I do hope that if you buy him,
         you’ll continue to keep him here? I charge very little field rent and am always on hand for help.’
      

      
      Liv nodded with mute delight, her fingers still resting in Giles’s big hand, her eyes trapped in his unblinking blue gaze,
         her anxious smile mirroring his knowing one.
      

      
      Trudy sighed, seeing her plans of companionably sharing her own fields with Liv sliding away. She had seen Giles work his magic many times before, although never perhaps quite so close to
         hand.
      

      
      As surely as the spring sunshine was bursting from the clouds overhead and lighting up the puddles, Liv had fallen for Giles
         Hornton’s spell. Otto was as good as sold by simple virtue of the fact that he was a sitting tenant in Giles’s very private,
         tree-lined paddock – scene of many an illicit liaison over the years.
      

      
      Despite being the cliché bounder, Giles had a fearsomely successful reputation when it came to bedding women, especially married
         ones. With four marriages of his own behind him, he had abandoned attempts at wedlock and finally settled for seducing other
         men’s wives instead, finding himself cornering a niche market. The lonely, neglected wives of the Lodes Valley blossomed under
         his manly attentions, responding to his old-fashioned wooing, his flattery and ministrations like frost-nipped tender perennials
         transferred to a hothouse.
      

      
      The fact that he was so open about the whole thing eased his passage rather than hindered it. Admittedly, the perfectly straight
         nose had been expensively recast a couple of times after being broken by irate husbands, and some teeth were porcelain in
         place of the shattered ones that had encountered the knuckle of a flying fist, but on the whole he got away with his adulterous
         antics with surprising ease.
      

      
      One thorn in his side was his ongoing inability to bed Trudy and his attempts to woo her had become something of a running
         joke between them. Since the Auctioneers’ Ball, a deepening fondness had set in, but there was no real progress towards mutual,
         stripped bare seduction – much to Giles’s regret.
      

      
      As he chatted up Liv, Trudy wished she could respond as other women did, but Giles was just too transparent to her, yet equally
         emotionally closeted. He was all artifice and guile, and he had an awful lot of baggage.
      

      
      A piece of this baggage was currently making her way breathlessly along the drive. Not spotting the approaching danger, Liv
         laughed delightedly as Giles described what a wonderful paddock landlord he would make, promising to put up jumps and bending
         poles and have a hip-flask ready at all times.
      

      
      Ophelia Gently, with four month old baby Basil strapped to her hip, sped up progress on her damp, silver ballet pumps as she
         spotted Giles locked on target. Bloody man!
      

      
      
      If it wasn’t bad enough that Trudy Cottrell was smouldering against a post-and-rail fence, bursting out of too-tight breeches
         and a shrunken sweater with her hour-glass waist and her huge cleavage, there also appeared to be a stick-thin, Desperate
         Housewife type flicking her lowlights around under Giles’s chin and muscling in on the act.
      

      
      Pheely waded into battle with a charm offensive, flicking her own metre-long, teak-brown corkscrew curls like Medusa’s snakes
         and thrusting her H-cup, milk-filled bosom into the fray.
      

      
      ‘You must be Olivia! Sorry, sorry! I was waiting for my daughter to get back from London – Otto is hers, you see – but there’s
         been a change of plan. Here, Giles, bond with your son for a moment.’ She untied the papoose and thrust its dribbling contents at Giles’s camel-coloured chest before turning to
         beam at Liv. ‘I’m Ophelia – Pheely. We spoke on the phone.’
      

      
      Liv swallowed in disappointed surprise as her Mills and Boon moment was shattered and she realised that Giles and this loud,
         forceful siren were not only an item but the parents of a small, bugeyed baby as well.
      

      
      ‘Call me Liv,’ she said faintly as she took in the cloud of glossy brown corkscrews, the myriad curves, the layers of purple
         velvet and the very green eyes – in more sense than one. Giles is mine, they told her firmly. Back off.
      

      
      Two solitaire diamonds were no match for the armoury of amethysts and garnets set in silver on Pheely’s fingers that crushed
         their way into Liv’s bony knuckles as they shook hands.
      

      
      Behind them, in Giles’s arms, baby Basil let out a big slug of milk sick from his mouth, screwed up his face and started to
         bawl.
      

      
      ‘Just jiggle him!’ Pheely snapped as Giles immediately tried to hand him back. Her eyes didn’t leave Liv’s, smile still beaming
         out threateningly. ‘Otto is a wonderful character. Everyone in the village loves him – don’t they, Trudy?’
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