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      For the Boddington Bon Vivant, the flame-haired Freudian and the High Peaks academic, whose kinship and company is such a
            joy, and who enjoyed the ‘real’ Spywood; with love and gratitude.

      
   
      
      
      Prologue

      
      
      
      
      
      	
From:

      	Kelly
      

      
      	To:
      	Allegra North
      

      
      	Re:
      	PFEF Finland
      

      

      Dear Allegra,

      
      Thank you for forwarding the Finnish edition of Ptolemy Finch and the Emerald Falcon for Gordon; I will mark one for his attention.
      

      
      Kind regards,

      
      Kelly

      
      
      
      
      	From:
      	Gordon Lapis
      

      
      	To:
      	Allegra North
      

      
      	Re:
      	PFEF Finland
      

      

      Allegra,

      
      Kelly has just put this in front of me and once again I am astonished by the liberties taken in translation. I have been working
       my way through it with the aid of BabelFish and a Finnish dictionary and see that in Chapter 5 when Ptolemy suffers a reaction
         to the sting from the dune wasp, Purple tells him ‘your dick is swollen’. Later, in Chapter 18, when Rushlore asks Ptolemy
         where his sidekick is, he replies ‘I had sex with Purple yesterday’. I know the Finnish are liberal sorts, but I will remind
         you that this is a children’s book.
      

      
      GL

      
      
      
      
      	
From:

      	Allegra North
    

    
      
      	To:
      	Gordon Lapis
    

    
      	Cc:
      	Kelly
    

          
      	Re:
      	PFEP Finland
    

  

      
      Dear Gordon,

      
      I believe that in Finnish the phrase for ‘swollen tongue’ is very close to ‘swollen dick’ and there may be a small typo, which
         we trust will not affect the reading pleasure of your many Finnish fans. Similarly, I am told that ‘I saw her yesterday’ only
         requires a missing umlaut to become a far more intimate statement. Again, I’m certain it won’t affect readers’ enjoyment.
      

      
      Regards,

      
      Allegra

      
      
      
      
      	From:
      	Gordon Lapis
    

    
      	To:
      	Allegra North
    

    
      
      	Re:
      	PFEF Finland
    

  

      
      Allegra,

      
      It’s essential that Ptolemy remains asexual. Perhaps this is why in Chapter 21 of the Finnish version, when he and Purple
         are sitting on the clifftop above the Sea of Sand, he says ‘I am a parasite’? Parasites reproduce asexually, so no doubt you
         will reply assuring me that I should be grateful to my Finnish translator.
      

      
      GL

      
      P.s. I cannot get through to Conrad. Where is he?

      
      
      
      	
From:

	Allegra North
    

    
      
      	To:
      	Gordon Lapis
      

    
      	Cc:
	Kelly
      

    
      	Re:
	PFEF Finland
    

  

      
      Dear Gordon,

      
      I gather ‘iloinen’ (happy) and ‘loinen’ (parasite) are easily muddled, but of course I will take this up with your Finnish
         publisher as a matter of urgency.
      

      
      May I take this opportunity to apologise profusely on behalf of Conrad, myself and all at Fellows Howlett for any distress
         this is causing you.
      

      
      Conrad is out of the office all day, I’m afraid, and not contactable on his BlackBerry. I haven’t seen him since yesterday,
         but I will make sure he’s apprised of this.
      

      
      Regards,

      
      Allegra

      
      Allegra,

      
      Is that ‘seen him’ with or without an umlaut?

      
      GL

      
      P.s. Please do not always cc our correspondence to Kelly; displacement activities like re-translating translations are an
         author’s secret vice, and my assistant is my guilty conscience.
      

      
      Gordon,

      
      Nothing umlautish about Conrad, as you know.

      
      As secret vices go, I believe teaching yourself Finnish is deeply noble. I have heard back from your publisher in Helsinki
         who reassures me that the translation is perfect and that BabelFish is leading us both astray. I trust that makes you feel
         parasitic.
      

      
      Allegra

      
      Indeed, my tongue is swollen with delight. I think Conrad has a great deal of the lout about his accent. In diacritic terms,
         I am regrettably grave.
      

      
      With apologies for antagonism,

      
      GL

      
      No apology needed.

      
      A

      
      P.s. I’m acute.

      
      Fellows Howlett has an imposter in its midst; a sense of humour is surely against company policy. I believe you are also a
         fan of detective fiction?
      

      
      GL

      
      It’s my dream to discover a bestselling crime writer from the agency’s slush pile.

      
      A

      
      What future would you suggest for a Finnish detective named Iloinen Loinen?

      
      GL

      
      A name change. While you were quite right to insist ‘Ptolemy with a silent P’ could be loved and understood by the public,
         Iloinen Loinen is never likely to be big in Japan.
      

      
      A

      
      P.s. Scandinavian detectives are very last year.

      
      And what do you predict will be big in Japan, Allegra?
      

      
      A young, gutsy female detective from west London; you can feature popular tourist attractions interspersed with violence,
         murder and Knightsbridge department stores. Think rumpled, blonde, big smile, kind heart. Incredibly sharp, witty and courageous.
      

      
      I take it the grizzled, hard-drinking man with a broken marriage is also ‘last year’, along with monochrome landscape of high
         rises, dingy pubs, back alleys and sex workers … ?
      

      
      That’s still a good formula. How about a double act? She = rumpled and feisty; he = grizzled and boozy. Mismatches are always
         a hit; readers will love the sexual chemistry.
      

      
      I’ll remind you that sexual chemistry is not within my literary canon.

      
      Untrue! Ptolemy Finch always makes me v hot under the collar when chatting to Purple on clifftops. You totally understand
         the secret of building sexual tension over soooo long it makes your readers ache.
      

      
      You must moderate these urges if you are to remain as my research assistant. You must also stop discussing our communications
       with Conrad, in or out of work.

       I shall call my detective duo Julie Ocean and Jimmy Jimee. Their relationship will be entirely
         professional, a concept you will need to use your undeniably vivid imagination to grasp.
      

      
      GL

      
      P.s. Please forward IM+ name and keep an open line at all times.

      
      Is IM+ name like porn star name (first pet and street name)?

      
      Gopher Kew.

      
      A

      
      
      
      	From:
      	Kelly
      

      
      	To:
      	Allegra North
      

      
      	Cc:
      	Gordon Lapis; Conrad Knight
      

      
      	Re:
      	From Gordon Lapis
      

      

      
      Dear Allegra,

      
      Gordon asks that you stop sending emails direct to him because he is working on a new project entitled The Girl with the Parasite Ache all afternoon. You can direct any further emails via my address as usual.
      

      
      Kind regards

      
      Kelly

      
      
      
	
From:

      	Conrad Knight
      

      
    	To:
	Allegra
    

    
    	Re:
    	Gordon
  



      
      Legs,

      
      DO NOT encourage Gordon to write detective fiction; we have enough problems keeping him focused on Ptolemy. You must remain
         professional. Think ‘Reveal’.
      

      
      It has been brought to my attention by Human Resources that your personal mobile phone is inadequate for your enhanced professional
         role. Fellows Howlett are therefore providing you with a company cell-phone which will be carefully monitored for use. Do
         not play games on it.
      

      
      Conrad

      
      P.s. Book our usual table for dinner.

      
      Booked! A xxx

      
      P.s. We don’t have an HR department, do we … ? 

      
   
      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      ‘Breathe in, Legs!’
      

      
      Allegra North breathed in deeply as her sister hauled at the corset laces in the satin bodice. As her waist narrowed, her
         chest expanded and her white bra rose out of the square Elizabethan cleavage and burst through the delicate lace bib like
         airbags popping through a car windscreen.
      

      
      ‘I knew you should have put on the whalebone basque.’ Ros’s reddened face appeared over her sister’s shoulder as Legs crammed
         the offending spheres back in and peered down at the broken stitching.
      

      
      ‘I can’t believe you thought this would fit me. You were only a size eight when you married. We all remember the raw fish
         diet; you were sucking Smints all the way up the aisle.’
      

      
      ‘But it was worth it,’ Ros sighed, glancing down to her size fourteen curves before gazing wistfully at her sister’s reflection
         in the mirror ahead of them. ‘I love this dress.’
      

      
      Legs also regarded the huge meringue that she was now uncomfortably sporting, modelled on the Ditchley portrait of Elizabeth
         I. It had never been to her taste, especially the high lace ruff and wired collar which she’d secretly thought made her sister
         look like Cruella de Vil posing as a butterfly when Ros had married Will twelve years earlier. But it was undoubtedly a spectacular
         creation, meticulously hand-embroidered. Now, carefully released from the plastic cocoon in which it had been resting on the
         back of the spare room door for over a decade, it had just been lowered onto Allegra with the reverie of a queen’s coronation
         robes being fitted to a maid to enable a royal escape from treachery. She was at least a dress size too large and six inches
         too tall for the made-to-measure creation, and her familiar pink-cheeked outdoors complexion looked faintly ridiculous peering into the mirror above such delicate stitch-work and intricate
         detail. She fingered one of the embroidered flowers, seeded with pearls, which had been a labour of love for the designers
         who’d attached two hundred of them ready for The Big Day.
      

      
      Ros swatted her hand away from the precious little four-petal motif and then reached behind her sister to tuck the corset
         laces into the skirt waist.
      

      
      ‘I so love this dress.’ She sighed again as she began buttoning up the lace panel over the stays. ‘I’d always hoped you might
         want to wear it when you and Francis …’ She stopped herself, face ducking out of sight behind the huge ruff. ‘You do look
         beautiful in it.’
      

      
      Rosalind’s wedding day had been a no-holds-Bard Elizabethan extravaganza. Despite marrying into one of London’s oldest Catholic
         families whose heritage dated back to before the Reformation, she’d somehow pulled it off. If they could have feasted on roast
         swan, Legs knew her sister would have ordered it. The occasion had been spectacular, theatrical and fun, as so much surrounding
         Ros had been in those days. A vivacious, clever musician still studying at the Royal Academy, Ros had been playing harpsichord
         in the foyer of the Barbican when Will Herbert first spotted her, her energy and passion causing him to miss the play he was
         supposed to be reviewing for Time Out and ask her for a drink instead. A year later, they were married at Brompton Oratory and Allegra and Ros’s father Dorian
         had literally sold the family furniture to pay for it, some of the best pieces he’d collected over the years suddenly finding
         themselves relocated from the family’s tall, Victorian Kew townhouse to his Richmond antiques shop in what he had tactfully
         referred to at the time as a ‘much-needed declutter’.
      

      
      The dress Legs was now sporting had cost Dorian a matching pair of George III Sheraton armchairs and a marble-topped Louis
         XV bombé and had been just as awkward to fit in the back of a vintage Rolls Royce.
      

      
      Still only nineteen at the time, Ros had been a radiantly happy bride, her conversion to Catholicism as all-consuming as her love for Will. That day, bursting with joy, the new Mrs Herbert
         performed in public for the last time. As a personal gift bestowed from wife to husband alongside the wedding list dinner
         service, silverware and crystal from their guests, Ros insisted that she must give up her musical training and dedicate herself
         to becoming a home-maker.
      

      
      To bridesmaid Legs, poised to begin studying for her A levels amid dreams of globe-trotting and career-building, such devotion
         to domesticity had been anathema and she’d dived out of the way when the skilfully tossed pomander bouquet had flown in her
         direction. But Ros firmly believed that the holy trinity of happiness lay between the altar, the kitchen sink and the font.
      

      
      Within weeks, she’d fallen pregnant amid frantic nesting in the Fulham flat the newlyweds shared. When Nico was two, the family
         moved to a Regency villa in Ealing, meaning that Will forfeited his dreams of freelancing while writing a novel, and instead
         let the Herbert family pull one of their many old school ties to secure him a well-paid editorship of a worthy but dull financial
         journal which bored him rigid but paid the monthly mortgage interest. Once Nico started school, Ros took on private piano
         tuition to help ends meet, but the money and the marriage wore increasingly thin, and that Elizabethan feast which had united
         writer and musician seemed a world apart as husband and wife slowly became affection-starved enemies under the same roof.
      

      
      The cherished wedding dress had remained in the house long after Will’s tenancy ended. Five years earlier, he’d run away with
         the part-time nanny (and tenant of their ground floor flat), struggling scriptwriter Daisy, this betrayal made more awkward
         still by the fact that Daisy was a family friend who had been thick as thieves with Allegra since childhood. After a brief
         spell of utter disbelief followed by inconsolable fury, Ros had retreated into martyrdom, a state in which she still existed,
         refusing to acknowledge the second life her son now had with his father and his half-siblings.
      

      
      These days, Will and Daisy lived in glorious chaos in Somerset with two more children and a third on the way, their rural
         idyll funded by Daisy’s runaway sitcom success Slap Dash. Although Will picked up occasional freelance work in between cooking, childcare and chicken rearing, this house-husband role
         was a cause of much criticism from Ros, who thought he’d ‘wimped out’. His income barely covered the maintenance, and finances
         remained the biggest clash-point between the sparring ex-spouses – and they were the reason Ros had decided to clamp her younger
         sister in the dream dress today.
      

      
      ‘I knew it would suit you perfectly,’ she sighed, on tiptoes again and looking over Legs’ shoulder, their matching dark grey
         eyes lined up, Ros’s features sharper and framed with hair the colour of cinnamon roast coffee beans cut into a neat urchin
         bob like a principal boy, making Legs resemble a rather blousy Cinderella by contrast, with smudges of last night’s mascara
         beneath her wide eyes and her cloud of wild blonde hair on end, showing too much dark root.
      

      
      ‘It’s a bit short.’ Legs peered at her flip-flopped feet poking out, complete with the three star tattoos on the left ankle
         she now regretted getting during her first term at university. Francis had made such a fuss when he saw them. At the time
         she’d been rebelliously unapologetic, but now she hated them, their zig-zag blue permanence a perpetual reminder of her unofficial
         catchphrase, that if you live for the moment, you also have to live with the consequence.
      

      
      She’d been determined not to think about Francis, but now that she did, his face appeared beside hers in the mirror, seeing
         her in a wedding dress, blue eyes softening with pride, blonde hair swept back from that fallen-angel face. He’d make the
         most debonair of bridegrooms, so tall and handsome and charming. Ever since they’d first got together as two dare-playing
         teenagers who’d agreed to practise their kissing techniques on each other, she’d been fantasising about their wedding, remodelling
         it in her mind as the years passed. At first, it had been a sparkling Cinderella dress and a horse-drawn carriage; in her later teens the
         plan had changed to rock and roll Chelsea Registry Office and clubbing around London all night; then when they travelled together
         after university, she’d fallen for exotic white sand beaches, sarongs, sandals and simplicity. A decade after their first
         kiss, Francis had made the fantasy real by popping the question in the tiny Ladbroke Grove flat they shared together, both
         by then carving careers in publishing. Together, they had planned a simple ceremony in the chapel at Farcombe within earshot
         of the Celtic Sea off the North Devon coast in which they had swum together since childhood, the gulls calling above the cliff
         walks they’d known all their lives and the coves they’d spent so long exploring. In the evening, they planned to host a huge
         party in the main hall, Francis’s childhood holiday home, with his father playing the bassoon and Ros the piano, other musician
         friends joining in, the arts-festival crowd adding eccentricity and colour, their school and university friends, the families
         that knew one another so well, village pub the Book Inn running the bar and the locals from Eascombe and Fargoe invited, all
         hell-bent on enjoying the celebration of the decade. It would be a party never to forget, and it was several years in the
         planning, with the couple’s families eagerly adding their input, including the offer of the dreaded Ditchley dress.
      

      
      Legs looked at her reflection again, the dress totally unsuited to her, its corset now so tightly laced that her waist was
         freakishly pinched above the farthingale and her face was turning red. She looked like a wild poppy drooping in a square jewelled
         vase.
      

      
      Yet there was something about wearing a wedding dress that suspended her customary sardonic streak and forced a wellspring
         of sentiment through her protective shield. Just for a moment she let herself imagine the past year had not happened and that
         she was getting married after all. The thought made her giddy.
      

      
      ‘I was the happiest I’ve ever felt in my life when I wore this dress.’ Ros had tears in her eyes. ‘It makes you feel ethereal,
         doesn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘It’s not too late to change your mind about it, you know,’ Legs said kindly, reminding herself that any ethereal, giddy feelings
         were due to lack of oxygen. She was growing increasingly light-headed because she couldn’t breathe properly.
      

      
      ‘Nonsense! The photographer is waiting and we must press on. I’m needed at the abbey to help arrange the altar flowers. What
         are you going to do about your hair?’
      

      
      ‘What’s wrong with it?

      
      ‘You can’t leave it like that.’ Ros reached into a drawer of her dressing table. ‘It’s hanging all over the ruff – here!’
         She scraped her sister’s uncombed blonde hair into a topknot and anchored it so tightly with a jewelled scrunchy that Legs
         winced at the impromptu Essex facelift. ‘Much better. You can go into the garden for pictures I think. You’ll have to bend
         your knees so those flip-flops don’t show.’ She turned to march from the room, calling ‘Nicholas! Nicholas! We’re ready for you!’
      

      
      Lagging behind and still fighting for breath, Legs picked up her new mobile phone to check whether Conrad had texted yet to
         say whether he’d make it. He hadn’t. Gordon Lapis, meanwhile, had sent several emails very early that morning, complaining
         about the Portuguese translation of Emerald Falcon and asking her what Julie Ocean’s typical breakfast routine might be.
      

      
      When Conrad had insisted that the company fund the newest, whizziest iPhone for his PA – quite unprecedented at Fellows Howlett,
         where one got to take home an office laptop about as often as a school guinea pig and at least one director had yet to go
         digital at all – Legs had excitedly assumed this meant that he wanted a hotline to her at all times. She now realised that
         he just wanted to get the agency’s most awkward author, Gordon Lapis, off his back and onto hers.
      

      
      She tucked it into her sleeve and followed her sister along the landing.

      
      Predictably, there was no answer from the room at the far end of the corridor covered with ‘keep out’ signs.

      
      Ros knocked hard. ‘Nicholas!’ She always pronounced the last two syllables of her son’s name ‘alas’, as though he was something
         to regret. He’d recently announced that he would answer only to ‘Nico’, a fact his mother chose to completely ignore.
      

      
      ‘I need you to come and take photos of Legs in the garden,’ she insisted.

      
      At the mention of his aunt’s name, Nico unlocked his door and peered out, only one suspicious green eye visible behind a small
         chink in the heavy brown fringe. Then he reached up to sweep his locks aside and gape at the Ditchley replica.
      

      
      ‘Wow. That’s badass. Is that fancy dress?’

      
      Legs laughed, which was a mistake as her boobs burst up through the lace neckline again, like two lifebuoys bobbing over a
         wave.
      

      
      Ros gave the ten-year-old a withering look and gritted her teeth. ‘This is the dress in which I married your father, Nicholas. Aunt Legs is modelling it so we can put it on eBay because the bridegroom
         now pays a pittance in alimony and I can’t afford your schooling without selling things.’
      

      
      ‘I’m on a full scholarship,’ Nico pointed out flatly, eyes glazing over as they always did when his mother started bad-mouthing
         his father in front of him.
      

      
      ‘That takes no account for all the extras.’ She waved her hand dismissively and started marching towards the head of the stairs.
         ‘Now I’ll leave you two at it because I’m already late. Nicholas, you’re needed for choir at ten-thirty; the ceremony’s at
         quarter to eleven. Jamie’s mother will call for you when they walk past. Be sure to wash your hands.’ She marched off, face
         set hard as it so often was when she spoke about Will, more so today because of the shock of seeing her wedding dress and
         remembering the hopes and joy that had surrounded the happiest day of her life.
      

      
      Nico stood in his doorway watching her retreat, his father’s big fawn eyes blinking from his face, accustomed to his mother’s
         spikiness, that abrupt, no-nonsense tone she used at all times, and at stressful times most of all. Then he eyed his aunt
         again.
      

      
      ‘That really is some frock.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve never seen it?’

      
      ‘I sort of remember seeing it in a picture once, but Mum threw away all the wedding photographs when Dad left us. I bet she
         looked amazing.’
      

      
      ‘She did. Granny North still has some pictures I think.’

      
      ‘Was it a good day?’

      
      She nodded. ‘I was a bridesmaid; we all got to wear red velvet brocade and funny headdresses like nurses’ hats. It was jolly
         hot, like today. Take my tip and wear the latest Arsenal strip when you get hitched.’
      

      
      Nico closed one eye. ‘Nah, I’m never going to get married. I don’t like girls much.’

      
      Legs shot him a sympathetic look and he dived back into his room for his high tech camera.

      
      Aside from singing and football, Nico’s greatest talent was photography, something Legs privately guessed he was far more
         passionate about than the choral practice his mother encouraged him to do each day.
      

      
      ‘I know it’s not quite Vogue,’ she apologised as they trailed downstairs. ‘But it’s a start.’
      

      
      ‘I want to be a sports photographer,’ he reminded her.

      
      ‘Sure.’ She smiled encouragingly. ‘Capture the Gunners winning the Treble.’

      
      ‘Too right.’ He bounded past and led the way downstairs and out through the open plan kitchen to the pretty walled garden
         that stretched behind the west London townhouse, currently bursting with its best midsummer finery, the dahlias and zinnias
         waving vast lollipop heads of red and pink from the borders, buddleia and rambling roses bobbing overhead, lavender and sweetpeas
         crowding fragrantly around the trunks of the fruit trees.
      

      
      It might have appeared perfect wedding weather through the window, with the striped green lawns dancing with sunlight, but
         in fact it was blowing a gale. Stepping onto the decking, Legs almost took off as her skirts inverted, revealing a skeleton farthingale and her bare thighs.
      

      
      ‘DO NOT take a photograph!’ she ordered from inside several layers of silk and damask as she fought the skirts back down,
         knowing that the temptation for a ten-year-old to capture the moment would probably be too great. The shot could be used as
         blackmail for years to come, although she supposed at least her face was covered in pearl-studded cream silk. But those legs
         would be unmistakeable in the family. They were legend.
      

      
      Being called Allegra was always going to lead to one nickname, particularly fitting given how distinctive her legs actually
         were. Yet this nickname hadn’t been bestowed on Legs as a result of her possessing long, slender lower limbs up to her armpits;
         quite the reverse. From toddlerdom on, her legs had always been like tree-trunks, despite her otherwise slim frame. She did
         her best to hide them at all times, and had learned all means of cunning tactics to emphasise her good points while playing
         down the sturdy girders that ran from hip to ankle like two ungainly termite mounds. The maxi dress was her best friend, along
         with boyfriend jeans and wide-legged trousers. Elizabethan petticoats flying around her head revealing nothing but her M&S
         tanga, however, was not a good look.
      

      
      Having fought the skirts back down, Legs adjusted the uncomfortable corset, still fighting to breathe and now ducking through
         flying clematis petals as she panted her way to some dappled shade.
      

      
      ‘That’s great!’ Nico unhooked the camera strap from his neck and framed the shot. ‘The light is perfect on those butterfly
         wing things.’
      

      
      ‘Ruff, Nico.’

      
      ‘Yeah, you do look a bit rough, but it’s OK, I can Photoshop it.’

      
      Legs rolled her eyes and then pouted and posed for a few minutes beneath the apple tree, battling light-headedness and crouching
         uncomfortably to hide her feet beneath the huge hooped skirt that billowed like a sail. She would never have cut it as an actress in costume dramas, she decided, despite the obvious appeal
         of being very famous and maybe getting to kiss Orlando Bloom. The corsetry would kill her, as would all the crouching required
         to appear shorter than her leading men. She was too tall to be a movie star, and liked her breakfast muffins too much. And
         she was also a lousy actress. To her great regret, Legs shared none of her sister’s musical talent, nor was she gifted with
         a creative or literary streak, despite a passionate appreciation of the arts. In her dreams, she might once have imagined
         herself heralded the new Tracey Emin, Zadie Smith or Emily Watson, but in reality, it was her ability to organise, charm and
         multi-task that earned her wage.
      

      
      Life as an overworked assistant to a literary agent was perhaps not as glamorous as the stage and screen, although an office
         two doors away from a Starbucks proved some compensation. And as far as her nephew was concerned, she had access to the Holy
         Grail by working for Fellows Howlett alongside Conrad Knight, the only man to have ever knowingly met writer Gordon Lapis
         in person.
      

      
      ‘Is the new Ptolemy Finch book being printed yet?’ Nico asked now.

      
      ‘Nearly,’ she assured him.

      
      Nico was crazy about Gordon’s white-haired little hero, with his magical powers and witty irreverence. Ptolemy was wise and
         brave and sassy. He was also the ultimate outsider; understood by children and adults alike. Through six bestselling adventures,
         his thick black hair, prematurely streaked with grey, had turned pure white. Yet he never seemed to age.
      

      
      Such was his success these days, when Gordon delivered a manuscript, it was a high security operation involving bank vaults
         and confidentiality contracts. It was the one communication that could not be conducted electronically because of the risk
         of hacking. His agent Conrad Knight would fetch the disk himself and never let it out of his sight until it was delivered.
         One hard copy would be printed and kept in the agency safe along with the master disk. Then a copy on disk was passed to the publisher. However much Nico begged, Legs would never dream of opening
         the safe. Just one photocopied page in circulation before the book was published would not only cost her job, but she’d probably
         be litter picking on community service for weeks to come. Even she was not allowed to read the book until its release into
         the shops at midnight on publication day, and she was Conrad Knight’s lover.
      

      
      But she had promised her nephew a signed copy on the stroke of that next long-awaited midnight release, and he asked about
         it daily. Legs now regretted boasting that she could get it signed. It hadn’t occurred to her at the time that Lapis’s obsession
         with protecting his identity meant acquiring a signed copy on launch day was close to impossible. Conrad had muttered something
         vague about seeing what he could do. With a ten-year-old super-fan’s huge, excited eyes on her, Legs felt the weight of expectation
         heavy on her shoulders.
      

      
      ‘Do you really exchange emails with Gordon Lapis?’

      
      ‘I really do.’

      
      ‘That must be so amazing. You know, he doesn’t ever answer his fans personally any more. He has a load of secretaries that
         do it. But he emails you. That’s so cool.’
      

      
      Legs thought it was very arrogant that Gordon no longer replied to letters himself, but had no desire to shatter the idol
         worship. ‘Well he does have a lot of fans.’ She knew that, on average, Gordon Lapis received two hundred emails and letters each day.
      

      
      ‘What are his messages like?’

      
      ‘Clever.’ Often obstreperous, occasionally flirtatious, she added to herself, fishing in her sleeve to read his most recent
         message:
      

      
      Some questions for research: Speaking as a rumpled and feisty west Londoner, do you drink real coffee or instant? What radio
            station do you listen to? What is your morning routine? GL

      
      A new email had already queued up behind it:

      
      I have now been waiting three hours for a response. Julie hasn’t even got to work yet, and, despite sitting at my desk, neither
            have I. GL

      
      ‘Can I read some of them?’ Nico reeled off a few more shots on his camera.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think you’d be very interested.’ She hedged, imagining star-struck Nico poring over Gordon’s abstruse missives. For
         a man who wrote such all-consuming, action-packed fiction, he was a very abstract email correspondent, leaving her hanging
         for days and then expecting a dozen snappy answers on the trot.
      

      
      Already growing bored of his Mario Testino task, Nico wandered off to snap the family cat, Wenger, who was chasing a bumblebee
         between chairs on the decking.
      

      
      Legs perched on a bench and hastily composed a reply.

      
      I am so sorry! I’ve been modelling for a photo shoot (that should inspire him; Julie should be glamorous). Lots of shop coffee. Radio 2. Always running late.

      
      Pulling at her corset again, she half watched as Nico pursued Wenger and the bumblebee back into the house, snapping away.
         She started composing a text to Conrad, then paused when Gordon immediately fired back more questions:
      

      
      Is Julie vengeful? Does she harbour grudges? Would you be able to work alongside a man who had once been your lover?

      
      What has Conrad told you? she tapped back in a panic before hastily resuming her text to the man himself, now paranoid that he had told Gordon Lapis
         that he was going to dump her. Misspelling in her haste, she demanded to know whether they were getting together that weekend
         or not.
      

      
      As soon as she sent it off, she stared at the phone face in alarm, already uncertain whether she’d sent the right messages
         to writer and lover or got them muddled up as she kept doing. Yesterday she’d sent a text intended for her friend Daisy to
         her sister and vice versa, only realising when Ros asked what LABATYD meant. (She had quickly improvised ‘love all babies
         and trust your dog’ for ‘life’s a bitch and then you die’.)
      

      
      Thankfully Gordon was quick to respond with reassuring directness. Why should Conrad say anything?

      
      He doesn’t know Conrad’s my lover, she realised with relief. Be professional, she reminded herself. My mistake. Saturday brain not in gear. Probably couldn’t work alongside my ex, no. Especially not if he’d become grizzled
            and hard-drinking.

      
      Young, edgy, haunted by the past, he expanded; lives on a house boat, plays the fiddle and has a tame badger. Intense, witty, intelligent.

      
      Not sure about the badger, but I could definitely work with Jimmy so far.

      
      He’s also a gambler, Gordon went on; mildly epileptic, undergoing anger management and unable to commit to any relationship.

      
      I can feel sexual chemistry already.

      
      That will do for now. Thank you for your input. GL

      
      She tucked the phone back into her sleeve with satisfaction, envisaging him cracking his rickety knuckles over a battered
         PC keyboard ready to commence upon five thousand words of action-packed crime thriller. Somehow she always imagined Gordon
         working in a dusty, book-lined office akin to an academic’s, although she really had no idea. Conrad never gave anything away
         about his most reclusive and successful client. For all she knew, Lapis could be their wet-lipped, bald-headed neighbour here
         in Ealing, working on the other side of the garden wall in the pastel blue summer-house that Ros had complained to the local
         conservation officer about. She could see its cedar shingles through the wind-buffeted buddleia, and imagined Gordon inside
         typing a description of Julie at the start of another baffling case for her and Jimmy. She hastily dismissed the notion in
         favour of the old wizard in an ivory tower.
      

      
      The garden was full of windblown insect life that had lost grip from flowers and leaves; butterflies whizzed left while ladybirds
         swirled to the right.
      

      
      Legs straightened up and batted away a wind-tunnelling wasp with one huge puff sleeve, making her phone fly out from its hiding
         place and hit her on the nose before dropping into a prickly Japanese Barberry, from which it predictably started to ring.
      

      
      ‘Ow … ow … ow!’ She managed to extract it just in time to field the call, heart beating hard because she could see it was
         Conrad.
      

      
      ‘We’re on!’

      
      ‘We are?’

      
      ‘Pick you up at eleven forty-five. Wear a dress. It’s smart.’ He rang off, leaving her reeling.

      
      She was thrilled. As phone conversations went, that was long for Conrad. And she was getting to see him on a Saturday, such
         a rarity these days. She’d given him a hard time only this week about the fact he was neglecting her; he’d obviously listened
         for once.
      

      
      When they’d first got together, he’d thought nothing of whisking her away every weekend, wrapped up in the first throes of
         passion, but now his children took precedence. While Legs didn’t object – she knew how important Nico’s fortnightly visits
         with his father were to them both, after all – she missed Conrad’s company, and longed for the time when she would get introduced
         as ‘Daddy’s friend’. But as far as the four Knight teenagers were concerned, she still didn’t exist.
      

      
      The gossip about Conrad Knight and his comely assistant Allegra ‘Legs’ North was already well worn in publishing circles,
         but the story was always told wrongly. It was said that Conrad’s rock solid marriage had ended when he took up with young
         Legs, whereas he’d been separated several months and already living alone before anything had ever happened between them.
         In fact it had been Legs’ long-term relationship which had collapsed, her engagement to childhood sweetheart Francis smashed
         against the rocks of the affair.
      

      
      Thinking about Francis yet again she felt a pinch on her heart, those familiar fingers of regret and guilt squeezing together.

      
      Betraying her first, and greatest, love, had been the most painful thing she’d done in her life. Since those heady teenage
         days together, she’d always believed they would marry and raise a family of blond-haired, blue-eyed children; falling in love with another man had come as a complete shock.
      

      
      Across the garden, the back door banged in the wind, and Legs glanced down at the time on her mobile, realising that she must
         start the long pampering and perfecting ritual if she was to look her best for her lunch date, especially given Conrad was
         clearly taking her somewhere grand.
      

      
      Picking up her skirts, she swept across the lawns and decking to the house, eager to remove the agonising corset. But the
         back door had slammed shut on the latch and was locked. She knocked on it, calling for Nico to let her in.
      

      
      There was no answer; he was probably back in his room, already uploading gruesome close-ups of her legs. Stepping back, she
         looked up at his window, which was part open. Just as she cupped her hands to shout again, she remembered that Nico was meant
         to be setting out with a friend to be at choir by ten-thirty. It was already ten to eleven.
      

      
      Trying not to panic that she was locked out of the house wearing a wedding dress, Legs phoned her sister’s mobile, but it
         went straight through to voicemail. She left a message and started prowling around the house checking for open windows. Apart
         from Nico’s bedroom high above her head, there were none, not even in her own little basement flat, where all the sash windows
         were protected with ornamental grills. Ros was pathological about security.
      

      
      She stomped along the side return and let herself out through the garden gate, wedging it open with a stone so that it wouldn’t
         lock behind her as she headed out to the front of the house without much hope of inspiration. But there, just above her head
         on the raised ground floor, was the answer to her prayers. One of the drawing room’s balcony doors had been left slightly
         ajar. All she had to do was climb across from the front steps and she could get back in.
      

      
      Legs liked to think she was reasonably fit and agile in her late twenties; she ran most days, swam weekly and managed the
         occasional pilates class with her girlfriends, but none of these activities took place while trussed in a corset and farthingale, and trailing fifteen kilos of fabric and embroidery.
      

      
      By the time she’d clambered onto the outside of the little balcony that fronted her sister’s elegant Victorian villa and was
         clinging to the neat wrought-iron railing, several passersby had gathered on the pavement beyond the front garden. Then, just
         as she was trying to cram her hooped skirt onto the balcony itself and edge her way to the open door, a police car drew up.
         Legs span around in horror to see two uniformed officers striding up the drive, demanding to know what was going on.
      

      
      ‘I can explain – I live – aghhh!’

      
      Any protests she was about to make were abruptly curtailed as one of her flip-flops caught against the railing and unbalanced
         her, the heavy weight of the dress dragging her off-centre and away from the wall. Scrabbling madly for something to break
         her fall, she managed to grab a branch of the monkey puzzle tree in the front garden. It couldn’t hope to hold her weight,
         but it slowed her descent so that she landed back in the front garden with a rather graceful billow of satin and silk. It
         was impossible to tell whether the collective gasp from the small crowd now gathered on the pavement was as a result of her
         nifty manoeuvre or because they’d just been afforded a full eyeful of her meaty legs and M&S tanga as she floated down.
      

      
      As she gabbled her story to the police and apologised that no, she didn’t have any ID with her and no, her sister wasn’t answering
         her phone, she realised with mounting horror that they didn’t entirely believe her.
      

      
      ‘I think you’d better pop along to the abbey and fetch her back here to let you in, madam, don’t you? Been a lot of thefts
         and deceptions in this area recently.’
      

      
      She glanced at her watch again. Conrad would be here in less than an hour. She had to get inside to change. Something about
         the policemen’s cloddish calm lit a fuse in her.
      

      
      ‘You can clearly see that window is open,’ she fretted, knowing it was at least ten minutes’ run to the abbey and the same back. ‘If I go to fetch my sister, anybody could get in.’ She was
         aware that she sounded petulant and snappish, mutating from damsel in a wedding dress to Elizabeth I addressing her court.
         ‘Think about your public duty!’
      

      
      ‘In that case, let me assist,’ said the younger officer, hopping neatly up onto the balcony.

      
      Legs let out a happy cry of relief, thinking that he was going to nip through and let her in by the front door, but the sound
         died in her throat as she saw him pull the door closed. ‘There, that’s now secure until you’ve fetched your sister and she
         can let you back in.’
      

      
      For a brief moment, she was reminded of her anti-fascism marching days as a student, that sense of inflamed political self-righteousness
         which had made her lie down in front of police horses and spit at riot shields. But today was not a day to cause a breach
         of the peace, she reminded herself firmly. She had a ‘dress smart’ date with Conrad, meaning it was best to avoid a dressing
         down at the local nick, or equally staying dressed in bridal regalia.
      

      
      ‘Thanks for nothing!’ She turned tail and started sprinting towards the abbey, soon forced to slow down to little more than
         a jog when she realised the corset stays didn’t allow her to breathe enough to run. As she shuffled and panted across Haven
         Green onto Castlebar Road, she attracted stares and laughs from passersby, but she didn’t care.
      

      
      It seemed to take for ever to jog the length of Blakesley Avenue, her face getting redder, lungs bursting.

      
      ‘Make it to the church on time, darling!’ cried a wag builder from some scaffolding.

      
      Legs pounded on, still wearing just one flip-flop, skirts in her arms and farthingale bobbing. Conrad would never understand
         if he saw her like this; he was the king of cool, his suits cut perfectly, his shirts professionally laundered, not a hair
         out of place.
      

      
      At last, the abbey loomed into sight with its familiar fairytale face, butterscotch-yellow stone and huge sweep of steps,
         which Legs started to scale, not noticing the photographer lurking beside one of the decoratively topped columns.
      

      
      Just as she reached the top steps, lungs bursting and farthingale drooping, the black doors ahead of her opened and out walked
         a bride and groom, amidst triumphant organ music. It was too late for Legs to go into retreat. They looked incredibly surprised
         to find her standing there, red-faced in a too-short wedding dress from which her white bra was now displaying all its wares
         propped on an embroidered shelf.
      

      
      She was now too out of breath to speak, but with a gasp of guilt she suddenly remembered the reason Nico was needed in church,
         and why her sister had been in such a tizz about the flowers: there was a wedding. And she’d just crashed it.
      

      
      ‘Who is this woman?’ The bride turned to her new husband in horror, clearly thinking Legs was a deranged ex-girlfriend determined
         to steal the show.
      

      
      ‘Virgin Queen!’ Legs managed a breathless croak. ‘Traditionally very lucky at weddings. Have a great marriage.’
      

      
      Smiling with what she hoped was great Elizabethan benevolence, she dived past them and ricocheted through amused guests to
         the choir pews at the rear of the church. But Nico and the rest of the choir had disbanded into an anteroom.
      

      
      A quick frisk through the choristers cassocks confirmed that her nephew had already clocked out, she pictured his long robes
         gratefully substituted for an Arsenal strip.
      

      
      ‘Nico’s mum said something about going to the supermarket?’ one of the remaining choirboys offered helpfully as she looked
         around in vain. ‘She usually parks her car around the back of St Benedict’s.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks!’ Legs darted out through the back to avoid the bridal party.

      
      ‘Just missed them,’ another choir mum told her when she finally located the car park just seconds after Ros and her Golf had pulled out.
      

      
      ‘Oh no, no, no!’ She closed her eyes, knowing her sister would be heading to the huge Lidls in Hanwell, where she shopped
         as a part of her endless economy drive, claiming Will had left her ‘too poor to be organic’. It was too far to follow on foot,
         and now she’d somehow mislaid her phone, so couldn’t try calling again, or even call Conrad to cancel lunch. It was half past
         eleven already. She wanted to cry.
      

      
      ‘I’d drop you back home,’ the mum offered, ‘but I’m not sure I can fit you in the car.’ She eyed the huge hooped skirts doubtfully.

      
      ‘We’ll find a way.’ Legs beamed with relief, already climbing in.

      
      Oh, the shame of travelling through west London’s leafy avenues with a skirt pressed to her face and farthingale poking from
         the sunroof of a Citroën Picasso while her knickers were on full display to twin choirboys. But at least she got back with
         five minutes’ grace.
      

      
      The garden gate was still wedged open with a stone. Legs dashed through it, fully determined to climb up to Nico’s window
         if it killed her. Then, to her utter relief, she spotted a full quota of clothes drying on the rotary airer at the far end
         of the decking.
      

      
      There was no time to spare. It didn’t matter that the clothes were all her sister’s; they were better than the hideous farthingale.

      
      The dress was hell to get off, but once she started pulling more carefully at the strings and laces, she found it divided
         into two parts so at least she could divest herself of the skirts and drag on a pair of calf-length flowered trousers that
         had seen better days, but had a pretty lace trim and hid her legs well. The corset was stuck put. In desperation, she raided
         the garden shed and found a pair of secateurs to cut through the stays. Oxygen pouring back into her lungs, she selected a
         red T-shirt from the washing line and dragged it over her head just in time to hear a car horn beep from the front of the
         house.
      

      
      Hiding the dress in the shed with the secateurs, Legs dashed back out through the gate, neatly retrieving her missing flip-flop and phone from the front garden as she bounded towards
         Conrad’s black Jaguar.
      

      
      His handsome face was a mask behind expensive dark glasses, but she distinctly heard a sharp intake of breath when he saw
         her.
      

      
      She looked down and saw that in her haste, she’d matched a pair of Ros’s pyjama bottoms that had a broken elastic waist with
         one of her nephew’s T-shirts which was not only far too small, but also bore the slogan ‘Gunners Forever’ across its back.
         Her hair was still pulled up by the jewelled scrunchy that her sister had put on her earlier and she realised her face must
         be puce. But such was the force of her smile – and Conrad’s need of a favour – he opened his passenger door with a gentlemanly
         flourish and kissed her cheek as she leaped in.
      

      
      ‘So where are you taking me?’

      
      Before he could answer, her phone let out a message alert. Is Julie Ocean romantically involved with her Super? Gordon quizzed.
      

      
      Insuperably, she replied before switching off her phone.
      

   
      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      Driving east, Conrad quickly slid the two Premier Admission tickets to Ascot’s King George Day from the dashboard and stashed
         them in the glove compartment.
      

      
      ‘Change of plan,’ he said smoothly, resetting the sat nav, the cricket commentary turned down discreetly on the stereo. ‘We’re
         having a picnic in Hyde Park.’
      

      
      ‘Heaven!’ Legs settled back contentedly and listened as he made a quick call on the hands-free to Betty Blythe’s to have a
         luxury picnic for two put on standby. His voice always thrilled her; that clipped authoritative tone with its under-note of
         the South African Cape. She still vividly remembered the electric current of pleasure that had run through her when he’d said in the same husky
         bark ‘the job is yours’, liberating her from three years as a lowly small press editorial assistant to a plum role as PA to
         a literary agency legend. From the start, Conrad’s charisma had glowed so brightly in her new world that, despite the engagement
         ring burning on her finger and the wedding band still branded on his, she’d allowed herself a few clichéd office fantasies
         about her boss pinning her up against the water cooler and thoroughly kissing her.
      

      
      Legs had been working at literary agency Fellows Howlett just a few weeks when the rumours reached her that her lovely new
         boss’s marriage was in crisis, unhitching one of London’s most long-standing literary power couples. For a fortnight, it was
         an open secret that Conrad slept in his office, shocked and unshaven yet still taking calls and running his authors’ lives
         like clockwork. He was a man who inspired devotion, and his work ethic never faltered. Without hesitation, his loyal team
         of colleagues closed ranks to protect him. As the newest agency recruit, Allegra was not a part of this inner circle, yet
         her heart had gone out to him, so driven and focused and damaged. To her shame, the water-cooler fantasies multiplied.
      

      
      Legs heard that his wife had issued divorce papers straight away, citing unreasonable behaviour, although Legs had never met
         anyone more truthful and fair-minded. Apparently Conrad’s children wouldn’t even talk to him at first. It must have taken
         him great strength and dignity, Legs thought, to pull through those first weeks with minimum rancour.
      

      
      Too proud to take the many offers of houseroom from friends and colleagues, he asked Legs to book him into a hotel. When he
         discovered that she’d reserved the suite that the agency traditionally only used for their grandest clients, he stormed out
         of his office to her desk, green eyes blazing. ‘I don’t need a Vi-spring mattress and plasma television in the bathroom.’
      

      
      ‘I thought you deserved pampering. You look so sad.’

      
      That was the first time he seemed to notice her, his handsome face curiously motionless, as though he was fighting back tears.
      

      
      ‘Book a Travelodge. It’s all I deserve.’

      
      A week later he sheepishly asked her to upgrade him to a Radisson and book him a chiropractor.

      
      Legs had worked for him tirelessly, often staying late, never complaining when he loaded her with extra duties, knowing that
         little by little she was becoming indispensible, showing her intelligence and initiative, and earning his trust. She soon
         even managed to make him laugh, a reward equalling those rare, vivid moments of praise from the man of few words and many
         million-pound manuscripts. But his laughter was always hard won, and she paid the price for trying too hard.
      

      
      Eight weeks after she started at Fellows Howlett, Legs scored a triumph by rearranging a long-planned trip to Frankfurt in
         a way that gave Conrad an unprecedented afternoon off, an upgraded flight and a first-steal meeting with an American publisher
         eager to snap up new British talent. He was highly impressed. ‘You should go far, Allegra.’
      

      
      ‘Are you flattering me, or suggesting I remove myself to a greater distance?’

      
      ‘Stick around.’

      
      ‘I’ll be as sticky as you want me to be,’ she promised naughtily.

      
      He had flashed that rare smile, as succinct as his speaking manner, but his green eyes remained serious. ‘Flirtation is small
         arms fire in business; I suggest you drop it from your CV if you want to break through the glass ceiling.’
      

      
      After that lecture, she stopped the wisecracks. Yet she had often caught him looking at her through the smoked-glass wall
         that divided their work spaces, his expression impossible to read. Breaking through ceilings and walls became a recurring
         theme in her dreams, where she would shatter her way through hothouses, halls of mirrors and observatories to get to his side.
      

      
      As the weeks passed, her crush on Conrad had grown in direct proportion to her increasing dissatisfaction at home. Her fiancé Francis had a far better job, fast-tracking a route through
         the editorial department of a blue-chip publishing group, but he despised it. He was tiring of London, he said. He talked
         obsessively about returning to his family home, Farcombe, and the festival his father had started up. He talked about the
         wedding as though it was a baptism to a new life. She suddenly saw parallels with Ros abandoning all her musical ambitions,
         and it frightened her.
      

      
      She kept these fears from friends and work colleagues. ‘How’s the wedding shaping up?’ Conrad would ask.

      
      Eager to cheer him up, Legs embellished plans for fire jugglers and jazz quartets, clifftop pyrotechnics and hosts of performance
         artists. Despite his warning, she started to made her boss laugh again, continually in fact, and loved the sound, like the
         surf crashing on Devon shingle. Conrad’s laughter became a new favourite song she wanted to hear again and again.
      

      
      Three months after his separation, he made her feel as though she was beginning to penetrate the inner circle when he took
         her along to an important lunch with a client, a blustery old academic whose strange fictional tomes set in the Sassanid Empire
         had proven surprisingly commercial, largely because they contained rather a lot of graphic sex. The academic was a terrible
         old letch and immediately locked onto Legs as bait, making her suspect that Conrad had invited her along purely to sweeten
         his client’s palate. Polite and professional, Legs had tolerated his attentions, although the temptation to spear him in the
         groin with her fork every time his hands wandered over her thighs beneath the table was almost overwhelming. Instead, she’d
         drunk too much champagne, laughed along gamely to risqué jokes and sought distraction during the academic’s long, boring monologues
         about himself by focusing her thoughts upon Francis and the wedding. But by then, these subjects were both starting to worry
         her intensely, as the fairytale compared increasingly unfavourably to the quality, grown-up fiction and fact she encountered
         daily at Fellows Howlett.
      

      
      When the old letch had been put on the Oxford train, blowing Legs kisses from his first class seat, she’d shared a taxi back
         to the office with her unusually quiet boss.
      

      
      By then, she was wound too tight and felt too worked up to keep a lid on her anger.

      
      ‘I really enjoy working for you, Conrad,’ she’d blurted. ‘But I didn’t deserve that.’

      
      He said nothing, staring out of the window at the plane trees as they crawled along Holland Park Avenue.

      
      ‘You were the one who told me to drop flirtation from my CV!’ she raged.

      
      A long silence followed. Just as Legs had convinced herself that she’d just blown her career chances, he said quietly, ‘I
         miss you flirting.’
      

      
      Conrad had also consumed a great deal of champagne over that lunch. The sleeping policemen which lined back roads to their
         Green Park offices had continually thrown them together, finally dislodging the scales from his eyes. For many weeks his male
         colleagues had all been lamenting the fact that lovely young Legs was engaged; such a sweet, sexy thing. Conrad had barely
         spared her a thought. Yet that day, observing her under attack at lunch, his attraction towards her was so sudden and overwhelming
         that his libido soared like a phoenix rising from the ashes.
      

      
      He’d fixed her with his sexy, heart-battered green gaze. ‘I think you’re having serious second thoughts about getting married,
         Allegra.’
      

      
      That Conrad had the guts to say it out loud, as well as the perception to see it when all her family and friends seemingly
         remained blind to it, won her runaway heart yet more. It might have been a lucky guess, but it had hit target with total accuracy.
      

      
      ‘I am,’ Legs had said in a small voice, hardly daring to believe she was admitting it.

      
      ‘Stay behind later and let’s talk about it.’

      
      But Conrad was not a believer in talking. He might love the passion of written words, but he was a man of physical action. That evening, after all their colleagues had left the office,
         he wasted no time in kissing Allegra by the water cooler, the heat between them so scorching that it threatened to boil its
         contents clean away, blister the partition walls and melt the office block’s atrium roof.
      

      
      ‘What about the glass ceiling?’ she’d asked helplessly, knowing that if the earth moved this much when he touched her, the
         roof had already begun falling in on her life.
      

      
      ‘You’re in the executive lift now,’ he had assured her.

      
      From that day on, Conrad walked taller and Legs floated on air.

      
      A year later, Conrad now rented a huge townhouse just off Wandsworth Common with rooms for each of his children that they
         used regularly, and he’d even taken a holiday with his entire family including his estranged wife. On the surface all was
         civilised calm. The divorce petition had been dropped when Mrs Knight realised how much money they both stood to lose by formalising
         the arrangement, and she now even wanted them to attend marriage therapy together, which Conrad wouldn’t countenance. The
         children were reportedly struggling to cope with their parents’ separation and believed, as their mother did, that the marriage
         could still be saved. Only Conrad maintained that it was the end of the line, which was ironic given that he hadn’t been the
         one to pull the plug in the first place. But he certainly kept quiet about the fact that he had a girlfriend fifteen years
         his junior, and remained reluctant to introduce Legs into his family life, or to spare more than one Saturday in four, which
         was why today was so special.
      

      
      *

      
      They parked on West Carriage Drive and found a quiet spot beneath a chestnut tree overlooking the Long Water. Unfurling a
         checked blanket with a matador’s skill, Conrad stepped back as Legs stretched out luxuriously upon it as eagerly as a sunbathing
         cat. His dark glasses slipped along his nose as he gazed down at her, so that two roguish green eyes glittered above the wire rims.
      

      
      Even after a year, he remained the most stomach-tighteningly sexy man she had ever encountered. That rare mix of old-fashioned
         machismo with a poet’s soul got her every time. To be adored by a man as powerful as Conrad Knight was utterly hypnotising.
      

      
      Glowing in the glory of his company, backed up by the sunshine and a hamper full of iced cakes, she lay back on the checked
         blanket and gazed adoringly across at him as he mixed freshly squeezed orange juice with Prosecco. Her father, the drinks
         snob, would disapprove enormously, having always claimed buck’s fizz no better than an alcopop, but right now she could think
         of nothing she’d like to drink more. Dorian North disapproved of everything about Conrad – his age, his pushiness, his rough-diamond
         charm, and the fact that he had destroyed what Dorian believed to be his daughter’s greatest chance of happiness in marrying
         her childhood sweetheart.
      

      
      Conrad was everything Francis wasn’t; an ambitious gambler with a quick temper, a steel-framed ego and a super-fast corporate
         brain. A self-made man, he had a fearsome reputation as a brilliant business mind in the ivory towers of literary fiction
         publishing, and it was said that he had single-handedly dragged renowned old agency, Fellows Howlett, into the twenty-first
         century. Since being head-hunted from top London publishing house, Clipstone, to take over the directorship from the last
         of the Fellows family, he had signed a succession of radical new literary names with commercial appeal while pensioning off
         the worst of the dinosaurs. Literary snobs had accused him of selling out at first, but with more Booker, Orange, Pulitzer
         and Nobel winners currently on his books than the Athenaeum Club membership list, Conrad had proved his worth. His were high-grossing,
         chart-topping authors, as well as being critically acclaimed thoroughbreds with good pedigrees and perfect fetlocks, and he
         saw himself as the leading London trainer. Legs had noticed that the only time he became touchy was when it was hinted that his real success could be attributed to just one author, the legendary Gordon Lapis with
         his Ptolemy Finch series, a multi-million-selling runaway success that appealed to children and adults alike and had spawned
         four smash-hit movies, huge global merchandising and a brand name as recognisable as many fast food chains, fizzy drinks brands
         and football teams.
      

      
      Having discovered Gordon in the agency slush pile, Conrad held the claim of creating a megastar, but he regularly complained
         that this meant he took all the shots from Gordon’s legendary short temper. He was increasingly using Legs to draw the fire
         away from his busy days.
      

      
      Even now, he read a message on his BlackBerry with lowered brows. ‘Gordon is trying to contact you. Why would he think I can
         help on a Saturday?’
      

      
      Fumbling to turn on her own phone, Legs cleared her throat awkwardly. ‘He might think we work some weekends. He does, after
         all.’
      

      
      ‘He works every day. He has more creative energy than Hollywood.’

      
      Legs found a new email from Gordon waiting for her: Would Julie Ocean fight for justice at any cost? If so, would she favour martial arts or firearms?’

      
      ‘Is it about “the Reveal”?’ demanded Conrad, trying to read the message past the sun-blinding screen glare.

      
      ‘No.’ She hastily typed Tai Chi and pressed send. ‘Just research he’s doing. He always refers me back to you about that. You are his earthly portal, after
         all.’
      

      
      Gordon’s royalties alone accounted for eighty per cent of Fellows Howlett’s not inconsiderable annual profit, but pandering
         to Lapis’s increasing eccentricity had started to vex Conrad, who preferred his authors bibulous and biddable. He’d told Legs
         that he thought her more cheerful, informal manner might calm the hermetic scribe. It seemed this was not happening.
      

      
      ‘He’s being impossible about the Reveal,’ he sighed now, handing her a plastic flute of Buck’s Fizz before lying back on his
         elbows and tipping his face up to the sun.
      

      
      Conrad was rightly proud of his golden literary find, and he remained crucial to its success, providing the only link between
         the super-famous boy hero, his enigmatic creator and the real world. But like the man with the goose that laid the golden
         egg, he constantly wanted to cut through the feathers and see what lay beneath.
      

      
      Tai Chi is non contact, Gordon had replied to Legs. There is no point continuing this conversation as it is no longer constructive. P.s. Tell Conrad I remain resolute.

      
      ‘He remains resolute,’ she told him.

      
      ‘He’s infuriating!’

      
      Legs admired the thrust of Conrad’s square chin, and the Grecian profile. She’d always thought he looked more a rugby player
         than a literary connoisseur, which was possibly why he rampaged through the publishing world like a prop forward tackling
         the scrum. He adored the cut and thrust of deal-making, but delicate negotiations frustrated him, and Gordon Lapis was an
         author who required a great deal of sensitive handling, more now than ever. The author had recently and very reluctantly agreed
         that it might be time to reveal his identity at long last, not least because the tabloids that had been threatening to do
         it for many years now appeared closer than ever, and the media man-hunt was reaching feverish proportions. Conrad saw the
         release of the next Ptolemy Finch book as the perfect cue for an unveiling.
      

      
      But Gordon’s Reveal was not proving easy to plan. At first, he had changed his mind endlessly about the time and place, the
         stage management and the pomp and circumstance involved. An exclusive deal with a national newspaper had been mooted then
         dismissed, followed by failed discussions with Oprah’s production team, Hay Book Festival and Alan Yentob. Most recently,
         he’d settled on a venue that was laughably unrealistic.
      

      
      ‘He’s absolutely fixed on the Farcombe Festival idea,’ Conrad sighed.
      

      
      On hearing the familiar word, Legs swallowed a blade of dismay and dread. The most elitist arts festival in the UK, notorious
         for its snobbish selection process, Farcombe would no more want Gordon on their programme than an end-of-pier Punch and Judy
         act. For all Conrad’s Booker nominees and literary grandees, he rarely ever had a client that matched up to the Farcombe entry
         mark. It was widely rumoured that they’d once turned down a request from the Poet Laureate to appear at the small, cherry-picked
         annual September festival because the role was deemed too mainstream.
      

      
      ‘But they’ve already said no, haven’t they?’

      
      ‘Emphatically,’ he sighed. ‘However, Gordon won’t let it drop. I even spoke with the new festival director personally last
         night, some old bag called Hawkes.’
      

      
      ‘Yolande,’ Legs groaned in recognition. Yolande Hawkes had been known as Bird of Prey when working in the Square Mile because
         she made grown men fall to their knees and beg for mercy. She had now turned from hedge funds to high culture with the belief
         that a brutal pruning of all but the purest art forms was required.
      

      
      ‘Any luck?’ she ventured, although she already knew the answer.

      
      ‘Turned down flat.’ He looked predictably offended. ‘She refuses a face-to-face meeting. She won’t even put it to the committee;
         saying the list is closed.’
      

      
      ‘It is mixed arts,’ Legs pointed out fairly. ‘They can only have what, eight or nine writers appearing each year, most of
         those poets. It’s predominantly music and visual art.’
      

      
      ‘No doubt Gordon’s deliberately suggested it as a venue because he’s convinced we’ll never get him a slot,’ Conrad said, draining
         his glass and straightening up to fix her with that intense, green-eyed stare that always had such a seductive effect on her,
         her bra practically undid itself. ‘But we have a secret weapon, of course. You know Farcombe very well indeed.’
      

      
      She nodded carefully. ‘Hector and Poppy Protheroe are old friends of the family.’
      

      
      ‘Think you can swing it?’

      
      Legs stared at him wide-eyed. ‘Hector is Francis’s father.’

      
      ‘Exactly! You two were together for years. You must be practically like a daughter to the Protheroes. You speak their language.
         Talk to them, Legs. Make them see what a huge benefit this could be for them. The event will be a sell out; the television
         coverage alone will be priceless.’
      

      
      Legs thought about Hector, six foot four of white-haired patronage and idiosyncrasy. He would love crowds flocking to his
         beautiful coastal retreat; he’d play his bassoon to the long queues of Ptolemy Finch fans like a busker and chat up all the
         prettier women. Hector was unbothered by the festival’s content apart from the music, which he selected himself. But his wife
         Poppy was different. Legs doubted she would allow Gordon across the threshold unless he’d paid for his own ticket.
      

      
      Then Legs thought about Francis, remembered his handsome, fallen-angel face just before he’d turned to leave their shared
         flat a year ago, the hurt and betrayal that pinched every muscle tight and drained his normally golden skin of colour. It
         had been the first time she had seen him cry since he was fourteen. And she had wept too; she sometimes still did. The sense
         of guilt never left, and it could still render her breathless with regret when caught unawares.
      

      
      Returning Conrad’s challenging look, Legs shook her head. ‘I won’t do it. It’s not worth trying.’

      
      ‘C’mon, where’s the fighting spirit I love?’ he goaded.

      
      ‘I’m done with fighting,’ she said wearily, thinking of all the rows, the tears and recriminations of the previous summer.
         ‘And I wouldn’t be welcome. Francis is living at Farcombe again now; he manages the farming side.’ She looked away, alarmed
         that her eyes were already itchy with impending tears. Despite his academic bent, Francis had always loved the stock-rearing
         and land management of Farcombe, largely because it was an element in which Hector and Poppy had no interest whatsoever and didn’t
         interfere; it also suited his solitary nature to spend swathes of time alone on the land there, quoting Eliot and Joyce at
         the flock. He liked to joke that he put the culture into agriculture, which was quite witty for Francis, she remembered fondly.
      

      
      ‘At least call him,’ Conrad urged.

      
      ‘He won’t want to speak to me.’ The familiar Francis had long gone in her mind, replaced with one part ogre whipped up by
         self-justification, two parts lost soul conjured by her guilt and one part dashing blond playboy as depicted by the media
         who had latched onto the heir to the Protheroe fortunes in recent months, branding this son of famous, maverick businessman
         Hector an ‘eligible bachelor’.
      

      
      ‘Go down there for the weekend,’ Conrad was suggesting.

      
      ‘Are you kidding?’
      

      
      ‘Your family still have their holiday cottage, don’t they? Take a long break next weekend and see how the land lies.’

      
      The thought of Spywood Cottage brought a pang of familiar yearning, the desire to revisit it never far from the surface. But
         Legs knew that to go there again would cause ten times the pain stored in the photograph albums that she kept hidden in the
         ottoman at the foot of her bed, and which contained more than half a lifetime of shared memories sealed in their plastic pages.
      

      
      ‘My mother’s there; she spends all summer painting.’

      
      All the more reason to visit.’

      
      ‘We’re not that sort of family – she likes to …’ She drew back her lips in a pensive smile. ‘It’s complicated.’

      
      It was never going to be easy to casually mention the fact her mother, for all her apparent middle-class, middle-aged conservatism,
         liked to be naked. Lucy North wasn’t a conventional naturist and shunned shared nudity; a group ping-pong game in a seaside
         camp was her idea of hell. Yet she adored her solitary painting holidays in Devon, liberated from the constraints of clothes in the tiny hideaway cottage and its secluded clifftop garden. At one time, the Norths would have all gathered at
         Spywood for August, but since Legs’ break-up with Francis, Ros had used her and Nico’s church commitments and Dorian his shop
         as the excuses that freed Lucy to enjoy her unfettered water-colour breaks. These days, the family felt increasingly awkward
         about intruding.
      

      
      ‘I’ll never understand the English,’ Conrad laughed, always at his most South African when he was Brit-bashing. ‘You have
         these little bolt-holes just a couple of hours away, and you never use them.’
      

      
      ‘Farcombe is Francis’s family home.’

      
      ‘We’re not living in a feudal society any more!’

      
      ‘Actually, Farcombe still basically is. The estate owns most of the village.’

      
      Tucking her knees beneath her chin, Legs crammed a scone into her mouth and then found her eyes watering as she struggled
         to eat it whole, cheeks bulging and crumbs flying.
      

      
      This conversation was starting to really annoy her. Aside from the fact that he’d procured cucumber sandwiches on a sundrenched
         blanket, Conrad was being about as romantic as he would be on a Monday morning desk briefing over a Starbucks skinny latte,
         and just as ruthless.
      

      
      ‘I want you to get Gordon onto the Farcombe Festival bill, whatever it takes.’

      
      It took a great deal of effort to swallow the scone as she coughed and spluttered, ‘Are you seriously asking me to try to
         build bridges with my ex for Gordon’s sake?’
      

      
      ‘Why not? Look at Madeleine and me. We’re professional about our friendship now. We’ve moved on.’

      
      ‘You might have moved on. She still wants you back as the head of the family.’

      
      ‘Rubbish.’ He rolled over onto his back. ‘We’re co-parents, and have business interests in common. We have to be adult about
         things.’
      

      
      ‘Francis and I have no children or business interests in common.’ She could cringe when she remembered their youthful dreams
         of setting up in publishing together, of raising a huge, clever family at Farcombe.
      

      
      ‘This is business, Legs. You hold the key to releasing Gordon in a controlled environment, and keeping Ptolemy Finch as a national
         treasure. And you have Gordon’s trust now, which gives you a very rare power indeed; don’t abuse it.’
      

      
      There was a long pause while Legs angrily demolished the rest of the truffle chocolate brownies, still barely able to believe
         that he would ask her to do this. Gordon Lapis was an exasperating sod, she reflected; he controlled them all with his big
         money wizardry. Having his trust felt more like a curse than a gift as it increasingly impinged upon her personal space. Yet
         his books were so magical, he was already engraved into her imaginative world. She only wished she shared Ptolemy Finch’s
         ability to see into the future.
      

      
      ‘What if Francis still has feelings?’ she asked quietly.

      
      Conrad selected a miniature pink-iced cupcake with strawberries arranged prettily on the top. ‘And you?’

      
      ‘I’m with you.’ It was all too easy to say. They shared the present tense for all its occasional tension; Legs lived for the moment; Conrad,
         with his immediacy and drive, made every moment count. Although her feelings for Francis remained painfully complicated, she
         survived by keeping the two entirely separate.
      

      
      Now Conrad was smiling wolfishly into her eyes, reminding her how sexy and carefree his road was through the deep dark woods.

      
      ‘Good girl.’ He held out the cake. ‘As long as that’s understood, we can trust one another. Now eat this up. I’m taking you
         shopping. You need a weekend wardrobe. Send Gordon an email telling him we’re trying a new approach.’
      

      
      Quashing visions of Julie Ocean going deep undercover at the behest of her love-interest Superintendent, she did as she was
         told, sending the message as instructed and adding, Conrad attends the same Tai Chi class as myself in Hyde Park, hence we were able to discuss this today, in a vague attempt at protecting her personal life.
      

      
      He replied as they were packing up the last of their picnic: Golden cock stands on one leg; white stork spreads wings. Draw bow to shoot tiger. GL

      
      ‘What’s that all about?’ Conrad read it over her shoulder in alarm.

      
      ‘I think they’re Tai Chi moves.’

      
      He laughed, drawing her close and looking into her face in that way that once again made her bra feel set to ping open spontaneously.
         ‘Good girl. He likes you. He needs his daily Leg-Up.’
      

      
      ‘His PA keeps telling me off for distracting him.’

      
      ‘Kelly.’ His eyes sparkled. ‘Protects Gordon’s interests with admirable ferocity, don’t you find? We need a forthright character
         like that on the team.’
      

      
      Professional and personal jealousy prickled at her temples. ‘Must be a saint to put up with a boss like him,’ she said begrudgingly,
         having admired Kelly’s clucky pragmatism, but still feeling that an attention-seeking, solitary genius like Gordon would thrive
         with more understanding, like Ptolemy, who had evolved from quarrelsome introvert to brave boy warrior through five books
         with the support of his amazing, intuitive sidekick Purple.
      

      
      Conrad started to kiss cake crumbs from her lips. ‘And you should know all about putting up with a bastard of a boss.’ He
         still had the ability to melt her pelvis to softest putty and tie her intestines in knots.
      

      
      The breeze had dropped, making the heat of the sun glow on her skin along with the sexual charge that now coursed through
         her, and she felt as though she was wearing a bodysuit spun from caressing fingers and electric kisses.
      

      
      Soon Legs no longer cared about the impish, white-haired sorcerer and his reclusive creator. By the time Conrad found the
         biscuit fragments lodged by her collarbone, she had vanquished thoughts of Ptolemy Finch, Gordon Lapis and even Francis from her mind.
      

      
      Sneaking into the basement flat past Ros with several bulging Browns bags wasn’t easy, especially as her sister had spotted
         that the wedding dress was missing and clearly suspected it was in the bags, possibly in several sections, like a dismembered
         corpse.
      

      
      ‘There’ve been three bids on it on eBay already,’ she reported from the balcony. ‘Is it still in your flat?’

      
      ‘Yes! I’ll bring it up later.’

      
      ‘Coming for supper?’

      
      ‘Sure! Just got to – er – check emails and stuff first. Make some calls. Have a bath.’ Fetch your wedding dress out of the
         garden shed, she added with silent trepidation.
      

      
      Safely locked behind her front door, she hurried to turn on her laptop, and groaned as she saw that bidding for the dress
         had already reached several hundred pounds. Did people have no taste?
      

      
      Gordon had left yet more research queries in her inbox about Julie Ocean’s character: Do you add salt to food? What do you watch on television? What are your secret vices? How would you react to being held hostage?

      
      Legs sent cursory replies: No salt, reality rubbish, buying wedding dresses on eBay, I’d crack bad jokes for a week and then crack up. Then she turned her focus to rescuing the Ditchley dress.
      

      
      There was no door directly linking the basement flat to the garden because its level was so much lower. Like an SAS commando,
         Legs unlocked the security grille and silently rolled it back before wriggling out through her bathroom window into the rosebed
         and shuffling around the garden out of sight until she reached the shed. Just a few feet away, Ros’s kitchen windows were
         wide open, wafts of frying onions and garlic accompanied by the soothing sound of vespers on Radio 3.
      

      
      The dress already smelled of weedkiller and compost. Even in the dim light of the shed window, Legs could see that the hem was grubby and tattered from her run around Ealing, and the
         bodice lace ripped, with several pearl-encrusted embroidery flowers now missing. The secateurs had left the stays cut to tufty
         shreds. She swallowed guiltily and carefully bore it back across the garden like an army medic carrying a wounded soldier
         back from a battlefield.
      

      
      It was tricky conveying a farthingale, hooped petticoats and several acres of silk back to her basement undetected, especially
         when the dress kept catching on the rose bushes or trailing through the beds.
      

      
      At last she fed it all through the window and clambered in with it.

      
      On close inspection, the damage was fairly superficial, but there was no doubt that it wasn’t as described in the advert.

      
      Hurriedly, Legs created a new Gmail account and eBay identity under a false name and bid on the dress herself, putting in
         far more than she thought it was worth to be safe. She was immediately outbid.
      

      
      ‘You what?’

      
      She added another hundred pounds. Still it came back with the red cross. Another hundred, another red cross.

      
      ‘You are mad,’ she hissed to her rival bidders, and upped her stake by several hundred. At last a green tick. She slumped back in her chair
         and gazed at the dress spread across the sofa with its hoops in the air like a whale’s skeleton on a beach. She doubted she
         could do much to repair it with just a stick of Pritt and her small collection of sewing kits pilfered from hotels.
      

      
      Gordon’s name was striped bold at the top of her email inbox again. Why do you buy wedding dresses on eBay?

      
      You’re not the only one with an altar ego, she replied.
      

      
      She began Googling dress-menders in west London, but soon found herself distracted and clicking her way onto the Farcombe
         Festival site, unable to resist a snoop. Guest speakers for the literary side of the arts festival had been confirmed, and
         Legs had heard of less than half of them, so guessed they must be very worthy and learned. A poet called Kizzy de la Mere seemed to
         be the feature act, and there were lots of photographs of a flame-haired wraith with big lips sitting on a rock looking moody.
         Legs looked at her thin, high-browed face and decided she’d suit the Ditchley dress perfectly.
      

      
      The website made no direct mention of Francis, who remained as quietly behind the scenes as his father remained centre stage;
         there were endless photographs of Hector looking dashing with young Brit Art stars, experimental musicians and dancers, usually
         accompanied by wife Poppy in her customary smock and turban, a style she had first adopted almost a quarter of a century earlier
         in the belief that it made her seem more creative but, given her tanned and wizened slenderness, now made her look like a
         Moroccan Berber.
      

      
      Legs forced herself to stop surfing and made a big mug of tea before composing an email to Francis, telling him in the simplest
         terms that she was planning to spend a few days in the cottage and thought it best to let him know. She hadn’t been to Farcombe
         since they’d split up. This was the first time she’d communicated since the day eleven months earlier that she’d crept out
         at dawn to post a hand-written six page letter baring her soul. She’d never received any reply. If that tearstained letter
         the previous year had elicited no response, Legs reasoned sadly, this brief missive was hardly likely to bear any more fruit.
      

      
      She still had a first draft of that letter in her chest of keepsakes and photographs, a creased, ring-marked testament to
         her regret, full of misquoted Donne, but she hadn’t been able to bring herself to look at it since copying out its more poignant
         paragraphs between weeping fits and breaks to consult the Oxford Book of English Verse. Even now, as she briefly thought about taking it out of its Pandora’s box to revisit the moment and try to see it through
         Francis’s eyes, the idea made her shudder in horror, ashamed of her own outpouring.
      

      
      Yet after she’d had her bath, she was amazed to find that he’d already sent an email in return.
      

      
      I am very relieved. Call me when you get here. We must meet up ASAP.F.

      
      Legs let out a little cry of shock and, she knew it, glee. She only just stopped herself dancing around the flat. This had
         to mean that she was going to be forgiven, surely?
      

      
      To Legs’ relief, Ros swallowed her sister’s breezy line that she’d decided the dress was safest left in her flat. She was
         also surprisingly enthusiastic when she heard of the planned weekend in Devon: ‘It’s about time you started going to the cottage
         again, we all know how much you love it there. And you can drop Nicholas off on the way. It’s Will’s turn to have him. Save
         him coming here. He always complains so much.’ Her face was bursting with relief.
      

      
      It had been a long-running point of contention since the divorce that Ros flatly refused to take her son even a part of the
         way to Somerset for his weekends and holiday visits with his father, not even as far as the M25, meaning that Will was forced
         to make the six-hour round trip twice each visiting weekend, unless Legs or one of the grandparents stepped in to help. It
         was Ros and Legs’ mother Lucy who most often lightened his load by transporting her grandson en route to or from the family’s
         holiday cottage when she escaped to paint and frolic naked in her garden, but this summer, her watercolour sabbatical at Spywood
         had already stretched from late May to high summer without interruption.
      

      
      ‘Mum can’t stay there much longer,’ Ros said disapprovingly. ‘She said something about finishing those watercolours of Eascombe
         Harbour last time I spoke to her, but the reception was awful. You know what it’s like there. Best to text that you’re coming
         so she makes space.’ She carefully avoided mentioning the likelihood of finding Lucy naked among the shrubbery, although both
         sisters knew that was a distinct possibility, ‘Dad’s run out of freezer food, so she must be coming home any day. Can you
         pick Nicholas up on your way back as well?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t see why not; I love the drive to Inkpot, it’s so pretty.’

      
      Ros let out a long-suffering sigh.

      
      Just as Lucy’s unconventional nudity was never mentioned, the sisters kept schtum about another awkward truth. They both knew
         that Legs was still close to her old friend Daisy, currently six months pregnant with Will’s third child, but sisterly loyalty
         stopped the emotive subject being raised. As far as Ros was concerned, Daisy (or ‘that woman’) was never mentioned in conversation,
         and she and Will’s children did not exist in Ros and Legs’ day-to-day consciousness in Ealing. It was simpler that way.
      

      
      No such silent diplomacy applied to Legs’ personal life; Ros fixed her with a beady look as they sat down to eat. ‘Do you
         think you’ll see Francis at all when you’re at Farcombe?’
      

      
      She nodded. ‘He wants to meet up.’

      
      Ros picked up her fork and stared at the prongs. ‘He’ll never take you back, you know.’

      
      ‘That’s not what this is about.’ She tried not to think again about that long letter she’d sent soon after the split, saying
         it had all been a horrible mistake, begging him to take her back. The fact that he had never even acknowledged it still ploughed
         stitches of humiliated pain between her ribs whenever she thought about it. For a long time she’d convinced herself that she’d
         forgotten to add a stamp.
      

      
      ‘We’ll see.’ Ros flashed that smug smile which had irritated Legs since childhood.

      
      As she opened her mouth to protest more vociferously, Nico burst into the room at last and dived into his chair, breathless
         with excitement. ‘The bidding on your dress is already at over a thousand pounds, Mum! How cool is that?’
      

      
      ‘Very cool.’ Ros lay down her fork. ‘Now please don’t run in the house again, or be late to table. You may say grace – how much?’
      

      
      Legs closed her eyes. It had already gone above her top bid again. As soon as she’d finished eating, she’d have to dash downstairs
         and pledge the rest of her savings on the tattered wedding dress.
      

      
   
      
      
      Chapter 3

      
      Throughout the week that followed, now linked by instant messaging as well as emails on her whizzy phone, Legs was surprised
         how much she looked forward to Gordon’s random, eclectic messages which came like machine-gun fire when he was seeking inspiration
         then stopped when he hit a productive vein. His questions were a welcome distraction as she grew increasingly nervous at the
         prospect of seeing Francis again.
      

      
      Allegra,

      
      How long could you personally hang off high scaffolding if gripping with only your bare hands?

      
      GL

      
      I have not tested my scaffolding-hanging abilities recently, but I can conduct an experiment in Piccadilly at lunchtime should
         you wish. A
      

      
      There is no need to test scaffolding. Julie has climbed off and is now trapped in a lift with Jimmy Jimee. Warehouse is on
         fire around them. They could be forced to take off their clothes to create an escape rope. I may need you to research the
         scene. GL
      

      
      As you know, I take my role as research assistant very seriously, but I should point out that our office lifts are glass.
         A
      

      
      As well as bombarding her with hypothetical questions, Gordon forwarded a manuscript originally sent to him by a fan, The Girl Who Checked Out by Delia Meare. Do look beyond her abhorrent spelling and grammatical lapses. You will find out why when you read it. Of course, you are far
            better qualified than I am to judge if this is what you have been dreaming of or the stuff of nightmares. And before you ask,
            Delia is not my new pen name.

      
      Touched that he valued her opinion, she printed it out ready to take with her to Devon.

      
      As the weekend approached, Legs tried not to think about Francis, or the fact that securing a coup at Farcombe could make
         or break her heart as well as her career. Conrad was careful not to mention her ex by name, keeping her focus on Gordon and
         the agency’s duty to orchestrate his Reveal perfectly. Under increasing pressure from the slavering press and Gordon’s anxious
         publisher, he couldn’t be more delighted by the burgeoning friendship between his most lucrative and tricky client and his
         flirty assistant. ‘Keep him sweet’ was becoming his catchphrase. He didn’t even kick up a fuss when she accidentally blind-copied
         him into a message she sent to Gordon mentioning Julie and Jimmy. Julie Ocean could have been a codename for a rival agent
         for all he cared, as long as Gordon remained willing to reveal his true identity to the media and public that summer.
      

      
      While seducing Legs in his Wandsworth house on the eve of her departure to the West Country, Conrad insisted she kept her
         phone on standby in case Gordon made contact. Having gone to considerable lengths to make her feel special by treating her
         to a night at the Proms followed by supper in The Ivy, he ruined it by handing her the iPhone halfway through a candlelit
         massage as her message alert chimed. ‘It’s bound to be him. You know how he hates being kept waiting.’
      

      
      But it wasn’t Gordon; it was Francis: Please tell me you’re coming tomorrow?

      
      She quickly replied I’m coming, and then cast the phone aside, turning jumpily to Conrad who had rolled off the bed to fetch more oil. The knots in her stomach suddenly seemed tied to her
         vocal cords and she could only nod when he asked her if all was well.
      

      
      He was a consummate lover. Tonight, however, she found her body barely responding to those firm hands and expert moves that
         usually drove her wild with delight. In her head, she could hear her own voice repeating ‘I’m coming, I’m coming’, but she
         knew she wasn’t talking to Conrad.
      

      
      Legs hesitated telling Gordon she was going to Farcombe on his behalf until the last minute. Despite their short and largely
         abstract acquaintance, she knew he would disapprove.
      

      
      So Fellows Howlett is sending an unarmed sergeant to do the Chief Super’s job? he fumed through the ether.
      

      
      I will wear short sleeves, she cracked back nervously, that way I have the right to bare arms. Julie Ocean has Tai Chi on her side. White stork spreads wings. Grasp bird’s tail.

      
      Don’t fly too close to the sun.

      
      ‘The sun or the son?’ she wondered aloud, thinking about Francis. There was something about Gordon’s reaction that unnerved
         her, playing to her fear. As soon as she sent the reply ‘pluck off’, she regretted it, knowing it was far too irreverent and
         coarse. If she could have leapt into cyberspace to halt the message as it crackled through the ether to his desk, she would.
         But it was too late.
      

      
      Gordon immediately began communicating via his PA again: G will be unavailable until further notice. He requests that you update me regularly. Regards, Kelly. (P.s. You are one plucky
            bird.)

   
      
      
      Chapter 4

      
      It had become known as the Summer of Storms, to the ongoing excitement of the Met Office and the great British public, who
         were now never short of small-talk about the weather. Legs’ morning drive to Somerset was like journeying from day to night
         and beyond as she encountered a black-skied, thundery landscape beyond the Avonmouth Bridge and drove through a hammering
         downpour before emerging into bright sunshine again as they climbed into the Blackdown Hills, its wet lanes hissing like snakes
         against the tyres of her battered old Honda.
      

      
      When the red car puttered and bounced along the pot-holed driveway to Inkpot Farm, Daisy appeared briefly at the front door,
         rotund and hassled with a milk jug in hand, making frantic signals for Legs to park around the back and stay hidden.
      

      
      Puzzled, she executed some very dodgy rally driving manoeuvres as she performed tail-snakes and wheel-spins through the rain-slicked
         mud to the rear yard, where she parked behind a pole barn housing a huge stack of last year’s mouldering hay.
      

      
      With his head lowered over a Shell garage shop bag Nico had been complaining of travel sickness since they left the A303,
         and now he groaned afresh. Normally, he would’ve jumped out and dashed off in search of his father, but this time nausea kept
         him in situ.
      

      
      ‘They’ve got a house viewing,’ Legs said, checking the messages from Daisy on her phone. ‘Daddy’s taken the girls out to a
         farm park, apparently. We were supposed to meet him there an hour ago. Oops.’
      

      
      ‘Shall we go now?’ Nico asked with only faint enthusiasm, the prospect of more motion making him look even greener.

      
      Legs checked her watch, realising they’d missed their slot. ‘Let’s lie low here and the coast will be clear soon enough.’

      
      Letting Nico sag back in his seat with his eyes closed, she watched a bantam hen as it strutted up to check out the Honda, head tilting this way and that contemplating the front bumper
         with a few trial pecks. Soon it was joined by several friends who began circling around the car like prospective buyers clucking
         and wheel-kicking critically.
      

      
      Buzzing down her window to shoo them away, Legs breathed in the sweet scent of hay, manure and silage making. It wasn’t quite
         the brackish sea air for Farcombe that she craved so badly right now, but it was still a heady mix, and reminded her how far
         she had just come from Ealing to this forgotten corner of Somerset.
      

      
      Ahead of her, over a low hedge, the Blackdown Hills stretched out in the heat haze like glittering green mosaic. Not as famous
         as their Somerset companions the Quantocks and Mendips, the Blackdowns were no less stunning, occupying an unspoilt stretch
         between historic Taunton and the Jurassic coast filled with deep secret valleys and breathtaking hilltops, its undulations
         scattered with villages of thatched ham stone cottages and smallholdings, its dense green meadows criss-crossed with rabbit
         run mazes of tiny, high-banked lanes with grass growing down the middle and precious few passing places.
      

      
      Several miles along one such lane, so narrow and overgrown that it resembled a green bobsleigh tunnel in parts, lay Inkpot
         Farm, a higgledy-piggledy tawny stone farmhouse spanned by a sagging, mossy roof. It so perfectly resembled a set from a children’s
         film that one expected to walk around the back only to find it made of cardboard and propped up with wooden supports.
      

      
      Will and Daisy had fallen for its charms two years earlier on a sunny autumn afternoon, without a thought for practicality.
         They’d told Legs how they’d walked the sixteen acres of thigh-high meadow pasture and fruit-heavy apple orchards with dreams
         of baby-making and self-sufficiency, visualising chicken runs, sheep and a house cow in the paddocks, a pig pen, vegetable
         plots, soft fruit garden and artisan office studios in the outbuildings. Ultimately, both now claimed, they’d bought it on the strength of its name alone. What more perfect address for two writers?
      

      
      But even though Inkpot Farm was the escape-from-it-all idyll that the couple had dreamed of for so long, they’d done nothing
         but try to escape again since arriving. It had now been on the market several months, and although it was attracting plenty
         of couples with roses-around-the-door-tinted spectacles, none had made an offer yet.
      

      
      On the dashboard, Legs’ new iPhone vibrated, making her jump.

      
      ‘That’s a cool mobile.’ Nico managed to lift his head a fraction in acknowledgement. ‘What network are you on?’

      
      ‘The net that’s closing in on me,’ she sighed.

      
      It was a message from Kelly.

      
      I now gather from Gordon that you are liaising with the Farcombe Literary Committee shortly. He advises me that you are extremely
            confident of success. In light of this, please note the list of Gordon’s requirements below:

      
      No cameras apart from pre-approved accredited photojournalists

      
      No questions apart from those pre-approved by Gordon’s management

      
      No public signings

      
      No hand-held microphones

      
      Pet-friendly accommodation to be provided with bath, not shower. Bed-head must face east, room windows west. At least three
            living plants in room. Large bowl of fresh fruit (Fairtrade only).

      
      Car and driver must be available for Gordon’s sole use at all times. This will be front- or four-wheel drive and have air
            conditioning. Must not be red.

      
      No nuts to be served to Gordon or near Gordon.

      
      Legs read it with eyebrows raised and quickly typed back.

      
      I will do what I can with this list, although cannot guarantee nuts will not be served as they should be allowed to purchase
            a drink when they have travelled to North Devon to see their favourite author. Regrettably I cannot offer myself as chauffeur
            because I drive a red car. Is the bath for the pet? It might make all the difference. Fur or feather?

      
      Knowing that she’d be fired on the spot if Conrad got wind of her impertinence – the ‘pluck off’ was bad enough – she moved
         her thumb to the ‘Cancel’ button. While Gordon shared her irreverent humour, she had to box clever with Kelly, who was far
         more hardcore protective, lightning-fast to slam down the portcullis if she sensed a threat to the extraordinary Lapis creativity.
         Legs guessed that Kelly was a key player behind the genius author, and was consequently very wary of her, as well as being
         increasingly envious of her job. The gratification and intensity of working alongside Gordon’s lively mind seemed in direct
         contrast to her daily grind making up for Conrad’s long absences and doing his dirty work for him.
      

      
      Message Sent, the phone reported cheerfully.

      
      ‘What?’ she howled.

      
      ‘Benny has an iPhone and it does that all the time,’ Nico sympathised nauseously as she started shouting at her phone and
         threatening to jettison it out the window.
      

      
      It buzzed again.

      
      Nuts may be served outside, it read.
      

      
      Legs let out a breath of relief. She liked Kelly, she decided. She could almost forgive her for being the kind of woman to
         make Conrad look positively skittish; he’d recently described her as having ‘the balls of a man’.
      

      
      Beyond the farmhouse a car engine started up then faded away along the lane.

      
      ‘Sorry about that!’ Daisy burst out of the back door moments later. ‘That’s the second time they’ve come and I wanted to leave
         them with a mental image of perfection.’
      

      
      ‘You can’t risk putting buyers off with the blight of a caffeine-deprived best friend and carsick stepson,’ Legs laughed,
         pocketing her phone and climbing out of the car to hug her.
      

      
      Pregnant, top-heavy, small and curvy, Daisy was the opposite of Legs, a full-blossoming myrtle alongside a pear-shaped baobab
         tree. She was dressed in a deep pink smock over black leggings, her cheeks glowing and her dark fringe as always a little too long, making her tilt her head back to look beneath it as though
         wearing a peaked baseball cap.
      

      
      ‘Not at all – you look as gorgeous as ever, so you’d add value to any property.’ Daisy gave her a squeeze before leaning past
         her to look into the car. ‘Are you feeling sick, Nico, poor darling?’
      

      
      ‘Legs drives much faster than Dad,’ he groaned.

      
      ‘Oh, I know – she nearly killed us both loads of times as students,’ Daisy sympathised, hoofing around to the passenger side
         to help him out and give him a bolstering hug. ‘Let’s walk and have some fresh air. Daddy will be back any minute – I’ve just
         called him to say the coast is clear. Is that the new away strip?’
      

      
      She hooked her arm easily around Nico and steered him towards the orchard, letting him chatter happily about the Gunners and
         forget his nausea. Legs followed them, allowing the sun to warm her face as she admired how natural Daisy was with her stepson.
         It was a far cry from Poppy Protheroe’s relationship with the young Francis, she remembered. Legs still recalled the cool
         cruelty, her deliberate exclusion of her husband’s son from family gatherings and outings, her determination that he would
         be packed away to boarding school, out of sight and mind.
      

      
      She was dying to talk to Daisy about her trip to Farcombe, but certain rituals had to be respected first, such as the tour
         around the farm which looked just as idyllically run down as she remembered, the rusting vintage tractor still covered in
         ivy, the ‘office studios’ still derelict old stone barns with no roofs, the vegetable patch bursting with spring cabbages
         long gone to seed and soft fruit beds which remained overgrown nettle patches.
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t it look gorgeous at this time of year?’ Daisy sighed as they leaned against a wooden fence.

      
      Legs steadied herself as the rail swayed on its rotten uprights. ‘So why are you selling up?’

      
      ‘We can’t afford to stay,’ Daisy said without self pity, watching indulgently as Nico plunged through the long grass like
         a hound puppy, heading off to examine his beloved camp by the stream, a wobbly construction of nail-spiked planks and tarpaulin which
         would give Ros a heart attack if she ever saw it. ‘I managed to keep working when I was pregnant with Ava, but we had mum
         living here then. We’ll never juggle three.’
      

      
      ‘This baby’s due early September?’

      
      Daisy nodded. ‘Will’s determined to get his novel finished in time, but I can’t see it happening if we find ourselves in the
         middle of moving house.’ She turned to her friend with a rueful smile.
      

      
      They had been moving every year or two for as long as they’d been together, batting back and forth between practical London
         and their impractical West Country dream, unable to settle to either. Each move had cost them dearly, and far from climbing
         the property ladder, they’d now firmly landed at the bottom with no equity left.
      

      
      ‘Are you coming back to London this time?’

      
      ‘We’ll go back to Spycove.’ Daisy grimaced at the irony. When first together they’d holed up in the Foulkeses’ family holiday
         cottage in Farcombe. ‘Full circle. We should never have left, really. None of my family uses the place any more, and it’s
         big enough for us all to live. The Spies are so magical. We all love it there.’ The Foulkeses’ holiday house was just along
         the track from the Norths’ cottage Spywood, the two dwellings separated only by a clifftop coppice.
      

      
      ‘I love it too.’ Legs looked at her excitedly, unable to hold back a moment longer as she pressed her hands together, fingertips
         to her nose, bursting with anticipation. ‘I’m en route to Farcombe now. Francis wants to meet up.’
      

      
      ‘Ah.’ Daisy checked that Nico was happily occupied preparing his den for renewed occupation and laced her arm through Legs’,
         steering her towards the house.
      

      
      ‘Is that it?’ Legs snorted in disbelief. ‘Just “ah”?’

      
      Daisy shrugged, squinting up at the farm’s pretty thatched dormers and then tutting as she spotted the peeling paintwork.
         ‘I guessed it was only a matter of time.’
      

      
      ‘Before what?’ She longed for the answer to be ‘before you two made friends again’, but Daisy was infuriatingly pragmatic,
         as always.
      

      
      ‘Before you paid the cottage a visit; Spywood is your comfort blanket.’

      
      Legs huffed and followed her inside. She was gasping for some of the freshly brewed coffee she could smell, but Daisy pointed
         out that it was just a teaspoon full of grinds in the percolator acting as an air freshener for the buyers.
      

      
      ‘Will thought it up – quite brilliant for atmosphere, but totally undrinkable, and we’re down to just a few beans now. We
         only have herb tea, I’m afraid, although I might have some decaff my sister-in-law left here somewhere.’
      

      
      ‘It’s OK, I’ll pass.’ Legs tried not to foam at the mouth as she inhaled the smell of the buyer-baiting pretend coffee, ‘there’ll
         be plenty at Spywood; Mum always leaves the cupboards fully loaded for guests.’
      

      
      Daisy was observing her beadily now, clever brown eyes blinking through her overlong fringe like a wise collie watching a
         stray sheep and weighing up whether to stay lying low or start rounding her up. ‘Isn’t your mother staying in Farcombe all
         summer?’
      

      
      Legs shrugged, helping herself to an apple from a bowl. ‘I’ve tried to call, but you know what reception’s like there; anyway,
         Ros thinks she’s back in London this week.’
      

      
      Daisy’s eyebrows disappeared up beyond her fringe.

      
      ‘What’s that look for?’ Legs laughed nervously.

      
      ‘You don’t want Lucy knowing you’re going to meet up with Francis, do you?’

      
      ‘Nonsense. We just don’t chat that often – we’re not like you and your mum.’

      
      Daisy and her mother spoke almost daily, whereas in the past year Legs had drifted ever further apart from her parents, who
         had adored Francis completely and found the broken engagement difficult to reconcile. The normally sanguine Lucy in particular
         had reacted to the split with near hysteria – fervid agitation followed by the cold shoulder of disapproval which distanced mother
         and daughter to this day.
      

      
      Daisy was still watching her face closely, those clever eyes infused with affection. ‘You should talk to her, Legs. Find out
         why she’s holed herself up in Spywood all summer painting.’
      

      
      ‘We both know she likes to kick off her shoes – and everything else – when she paints.’ Legs looked away awkwardly. ‘Why,
         has your mum said something?’
      

      
      ‘They’ve hardly seen each other this year as far as I know. Mum’s not been to Spycove for months. It still feels like it’s
         a part of Dad somehow. There’s so much history there for all of us. You must feel that. It’s a part of us.’
      

      
      The North and Foulkes families had been close for over three decades, ever since Lucy North and Babs Foulkes, both heavily
         pregnant, had met dog-walking on Richmond Common on a sweltering June day and had shared a breather on a bench together.
      

      
      The two pregnant wives instantly struck it off. While their mutually irreverent sense of humour brought shared delight, for
         the husbands it was also bromance at first sight, Dorian North’s charm and humour providing the perfect foil for Nigel Foulkes’s
         ambition and drive. The two became the closest of allies; Dorian the charming Kew antiques dealer whose reupholstered Georgian
         chairs graced the most fashionable west London drawing rooms, and Nigel, an art dealer known as the ‘City Canvasser’ because
         of his reputation for selling outlandishly expensive paintings to bankers with deep wallets and no taste. The new fathers
         shared a love of sport and late-night philosophising over one too many cognacs; they adored good food, travel and adventure.
         Their circles of friends fused together perfectly.
      

      
      Before first-borns Rosalind and Freddie were a year old, the dinner parties in Kew and Richmond had already become legendary.
         By the time second children Daisy and then Allegra came along, the families were taking summer holidays together to remote
         corners of the West Country, amongst which was an amazing clifftop estate belonging to a client of Nigel’s.
      

      
      Legs, who had been just four at the time, remembered little of their first trip to Farcombe, although it had been the holiday
         on which she and Daisy became true summer best friends, bonding over a sandcastle on Fargoe Beach that they decorated with
         pebbles and shells, photographs of which still rested on both the Spycove and Spywood mantels, shown off by its two little
         architects in swimming costumes holding buckets and spades. In those days, the families had stayed in a pair of pretty, ivy-clad
         cottages close to the main hall. Their enigmatic host, Hector Protheroe, hadn’t been in residence, so the girls had enjoyed
         free range around the amazing Farcombe estate, running through the courtyards, swimming in the pool, pretending they were
         princesses in a fairytale castle. They imagined Hector must be a king.
      

      
      Much later, Legs realised that this first summer holiday at Farcombe must have been the year that Hector’s wife Ella died.
         The Protheroes had been living in America to enable Ella to have the best of cutting-edge treatment in an attempt to turn
         the tide on the huge tumour growing in her heart. After he was widowed, Hector continued to live between New York and London,
         and the king of Farcombe eluded his princesses.
      

      
      The annual holidays at Farcombe continued for the Norths and Foulkes as the go-getting eighties were replaced by the caring
         nineties and the main Hall fell into increasing disrepair. Allegra and Daisy played in their magical kingdom each summer,
         their friendship deepening. At six, the two girls had made a friends-for-life pact in the woods above Eascombe Bay, burying
         their favourite Barbies side by side beneath a beech tree as a symbolic gesture of for ever friendship. As far as Legs knew
         they were still there, faded little plastic effigies with pert breasts and slim ankles nestling in the deep Devon loam. They
         knew every nook and cranny around Farcombe, every hiding spot. One summer, they even discovered a way of getting into the
         big house along the sea passage from Eascombe Cove that tunnelled up through the cellars, marvelling at the tapestries and panelling, the huge oil paintings and
         furniture all covered with dust sheets. It became their secret play castle.
      

      
      Then the king came back, and that was shattered. Hector had sold his company, Smile Media, to return to Farcombe and renovate
         the house in honour of his late wife. He would start up a jazz festival in his magical corner of North Devon; Farcombe Festival
         was going to be pure pleasure, a sabbatical project to enable him to take a much-needed rest from big business and spend time
         with his only son, Francis, who had been brought up and educated thus far in America.
      

      
      The North and Foulkes children were told there would be no more holidays at Farcombe. The cottages where the families had
         stayed each summer for half a decade were earmarked for staff accommodation. Legs and Daisy mourned their lost North Devon
         palace.
      

      
      Legs wrote a heartfelt letter to Hector, princess to king, begging him to reconsider his plans. It ran to three pages of lined
         A5, complete with pencil illustrations and a lucky four leaf clover that she’d found one year at Farcombe and kept pressed
         in her diary ever since. She Sellotaped it beside her signature – a swirly confection that she’d been perfecting all term,
         which made ‘Allegra’ indecipherable.
      

      
      Thus Hector Protheroe’s reply came addressed to Miss Alligator North. In flamboyant, spiky handwriting on beautifully embossed,
         headed paper, he apologised profusely for interfering with her summer holidays and offered a solution. There was a small farm-holding
         on the edge of the Farcombe estate for which he had no use, and which he was happy to sell to the two families.
      

      
      Abandoned for over a decade to seagulls and rats, the small, ugly farmhouse known as Spycove and its neighbouring thatched
         cob cottage Spywood, were little more than tatty implement sheds perched on a cliff above Eascombe Cove, made from the same
         bleak grey stone as the distant hall, on the outskirts of the high woods with gardens that literally dropped away into the sea. In the years that followed, Nigel Foulkes had lavished money
         and attention on Spycove until it resembled a Miami beach house. Spywood Cottage, by contrast, had changed little in the seventeen
         summers the North family had owned it, still possessing two interlinking bedrooms beneath the eaves upstairs, and one large
         kitchen/living room downstairs, with a chilly lean-to bathroom jutting out amid the trees behind.
      

      
      The close friendship between the families had endured for almost thirty years now, although Nigel’s death four years earlier
         had changed the way they all thought of ‘the Spies’ as he’d always called them.
      

      
      Daisy still clammed up on the subject of losing her father, more so than ever since her mother had remarried, settling down
         with quiet gallery owner Gerald, whom Daisy thought of as a very poor replacement for larger-than-life Nigel. It was a sore
         point, and Daisy had a lot of sore points these days, her touchiness having increased tenfold since having her own children.
         Unlike Legs, who wore her heart on her sleeve as she fought her way through life via the scenic route, cutting to the chase
         even if it meant drawing her own blood, Daisy had always been more circumspect. Her ability to see everybody’s point of view
         had made her a terrific diplomat in her youth, and was the secret to her ability to write raucous scripts for comedy ensembles,
         but nowadays she saw as much bad as good in people. This newfound cynicism could be refreshingly honest, but that didn’t always
         make her easy company.
      

      
      Today was no different. Of all Daisy’s sore points, the topic of Francis was always destined to hurt most.

      
      ‘Why does he want to see you?’ she asked ungraciously.
      

      
      Legs tried to stop her heart racing madly. ‘Perhaps it’s time to forgive?’

      
      ‘Hmph,’ came the cynical raspberry. ‘You know he’s got a new girlfriend?’

      
      ‘Don’t talk rubbish.’

      
      Daisy eyed her through her fringe. ‘You mean you haven’t heard about Kizzy?’
      

      
      ‘Kizzy de la Mere the poet?’ She remembered the self-publicising redhead on the festival website.

      
      ‘I hear they’re practically engaged.’

      
      ‘We’ve only been apart a year!’

      
      ‘And you and Conrad have been together how long?’

      
      Legs brooded silently, casting aside her half-eaten apple. ‘We’re hardly “practically engaged”.’

      
      ‘Well he would have to get divorced first,’ Daisy mused. ‘But, assuming one is unattached like Fran, it doesn’t take long to go from thinking
         one can never live without a lover to finding a future spouse. Look at my mother. Dad’s hardly been dead long.’
      

      
      Legs winced. Four years seemed a respectable amount of time to her, but she had no first-hand knowledge to compare. If her
         father died and her mother remarried afterwards, perhaps she would be just as angry? The thought of Francis getting measured
         up for a morning suit was certainly making her blood boil.
      

      
      ‘He can’t possibly marry somebody called Kizzy,’ she groaned. ‘It’ll play havoc with his lisp.’

      
      Daisy was spared answering by the loud, rattling arrival of Will in the rickety MPV, returning from the farm park with two
         sleeping daughters and a panting pair of lurchers.
      

      
      ‘Gorgeous, gorgeous Legs – you look fabulous!’ He immediately scooped her up into a huge hug, earning a jealous scowl from
         Daisy.
      

      
      Neither tall nor handsome, Will nevertheless possessed a fawn-eyed kindness and ebullient energy that made him instantly disarming,
         the boyish looks now acquiring wise crow’s feet and wolfish grey streaks to the hair as he aged. He was an incorrigible flirt,
         which more than made up for his moderate looks. When married to Ros, he’d become a background character, as comfortable as
         a reassuring armchair, easy to like and talk to, but rather flat and drab and in need of his cushions plumping. With Daisy
         at his side, he had been reupholstered with confidence and everybody wanted to perch on his arm.
      

      
      But there was only one true love rival in Daisy’s relationship with Will, and he burst in through the back door now, grass
         stains on his knees and twigs in his hair. ‘Dad!’
      

      
      Nico hurled himself at Will, as hazel-eyed and bouncy as his father. Daisy turned to Legs. ‘Let’s get the girls in from the
         car. They’ll be thrilled to see you.’
      

      
      Waking grumpily and hungrily to find an unfamiliar face lowered over her grappling with the car seat straps, Eva was not at
         her cheeriest to greet ‘Aunt Legs’. Beside her, Grace was equally wary, clutching a fluffy dog fearfully to her face. Both
         started to mewl.
      

      
      ‘How are you getting on with Conrad’s kids?’ Daisy asked pointedly as Legs hastily handed over wailing Eva.

      
      ‘We’re taking it slowly.’ She pulled comedy faces at Grace who looked horrified and hid behind her mother’s legs.

      
      ‘You never take anything slowly,’ Daisy laughed.

      
      The tension between them bubbled again. Legs guessed this wasn’t about Conrad at all. ‘If this has to do with Francis, say
         so,’ she rounded, preferring to get it out in the open.
      

      
      ‘Just be careful,’ Daisy warned. ‘Try to read the situation before you rewrite any rules. Things have changed a lot down there.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t know,’ she sighed.

      
      ‘Well you did rather cut yourself adrift, chucking him out without so much as a kiss goodbye.’

      
      ‘I wrote to him to apologise.’ She turned to Daisy indignantly.

      
      ‘What good manners.’ Daisy watched Grace chasing a chicken around the driveway.

      
      Legs gazed down at her feet, her Nike Lunars looking stupidly urban alongside Daisy’s dusty clogs. It was the first time she
         had confided about her letter to anyone: ‘Actually, I told him it had all been a huge mistake.’
      

      
      Daisy turned to her sharply. ‘When was this?’

      
      She dug holes in the gravel drive with her toes, ‘About a month after we split up.’
      

      
      ‘What did he say?’

      
      ‘He never replied.’

      
      Eyebrows shooting up behind the collie fringe again, Daisy blew out a puff of surprise.

      
      ‘He must have hated my guts back then.’ Legs carried on staring at her feet. The truth of it still hurt like glass shards
         through her nerve endings. She’d wept such bitter tears over that letter, writing and rewriting it, pouring her heart out.
         Looking back, she knew she should have been brave enough to talk face to face instead of hiding behind purple prose and clinging
         to Conrad for security. ‘And now you say he’s engaged.’
      

      
      ‘Practically engaged.’

      
      ‘It hardly smacks of a broken heart, does it?’ She suddenly felt feverishly angry. Nor did it smack of one of Britain’s Most
         Eligible Bachelors as recent press had branded him. Increasingly neglected by Conrad out of work hours, Legs didn’t like to
         admit to the amount of time and effort she’d spent tracking down and reading the many articles that had featured Francis in
         recent months, but she’d been on the Daily Mail website so often that it now ranked high on her Explorer drop down list, and the corner newsagent had suggested she might
         like to take out a subscription to Tatler because she bought it so often. Its glossy pages regularly featured photographs of him ranked highly in Most Invited, Most
         Wanted and Sexiest charts, praising this good-looking heir to Farcombe, with his literary bent, healthy outdoor lifestyle,
         boyish sex appeal and an untarnished reputation, all of which made for a great catch. His long relationship and engagement
         to Legs was clearly deemed too trivial to mention, making her feel that their thirteen years together had been struck off
         his romantic CV entirely.
      

      
      She had friends who were ex-obsessed, Googling previous boyfriends on a regular basis, and she hated the thought that she
         was similarly afflicted. (Surely with just the one ex to her name, an active interest was not unjustified?) But, talking to Daisy today and confessing to sending the letter that could have changed
         the way the past year had panned out entirely, she already suspected that her personal motivation for returning to Farcombe
         was less about work and more about finally making peace.
      

      
      Daisy was still looking up at her through her fringe, lips pressed to the top of Eva’s downy head. ‘Men react to rejection
         in different ways. Some go straight on the rebound. Look at Conrad.’ Then, before Legs had a chance to snap back that the
         two situations could not be compared, she added, ‘What does he think about your long weekend in Farcombe?’
      

      
      ‘It was his idea.’

      
      Daisy almost dropped Eva in shock. ‘Please don’t tell me he’s joining you at the cottage?’

      
      ‘What d’you take me for?’ As they headed back inside to prepare lunch, Legs explained that she was going to Farcombe on festival
         business.
      

      
      Looking ever more disapproving, Daisy buckled Eva into a high chair before fetching salad ingredients from the fridge. ‘So
         that’s what this is all about? Nothing to do with trying to get back together with Francis?’
      

      
      ‘Well, fate is playing a bit of a card, don’t you think?’

      
      ‘No! I don’t think that.’ A cucumber was being waved about like a conductor’s baton now. Grace and Eva were entranced. ‘I
         think that you have a horribly guilty conscience, and want to do anything in your power to lance the penitent boil.’
      

      
      ‘Nicely put.’

      
      Daisy glanced out of the garden window to check that Nico and Will were suitably distracted and out of earshot, kicking a
         ball about. Then she turned back to Legs, voice hushed, cucumber lowered. ‘I think you believe you’ll never forgive yourself
         for what you did to Francis unless you create some sort of emotional Tardis, where you try to go back in time and recreate
         the moment you left him, Groundhog Day-style, and take the other path to see where it leads.’
      

      
      ‘You have no idea how I feel!’ Legs protested hotly.
      

      
      ‘I so do!’ The cucumber struck a worksurface with a splat. ‘I know, Legs, because I feel exactly the same way a lot of the
         time.’
      

      
      ‘About what?’

      
      ‘About stealing your sister’s husband.’

      
      Legs gasped in surprise. ‘You mean you want to go back in time and hand him back?’

      
      ‘Of course not!’ Daisy glanced at Grace and Eva in their high-chairs, lowering her voice. ‘Will’s the best thing that ever
         happened to me. But it doesn’t make the guilt go away, the need to repent and the wish that it could have happened differently,
         with more dignity and less pain. I think you’d like to take it one stage further, and that a part of you wishes you and Francis
         were still together.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not what this trip is about! I’m with Conrad now. And you said it yourself, Francis is “practically” engaged.’ She
         winced as the words physically hurt to say out loud each time. ‘This is just business and, hopefully, friendship.’
      

      
      Daisy gave her that age-old wise look before turning to chop up the cucumber. ‘Friendship is important, Legs. Friendship and family; you mustn’t abuse them.’
      

      
      ‘They’re everything to me.’

      
      ‘Good.’ She looked over her shoulder, and they shared an appeasing smile, although both knew that there was a lot being left
         unsaid.
      

      
      Their deep bond of friendship had lasted well into adulthood despite the severest of tests. It sat comfortably beneath them,
         a cushion on which they both relied, which still worked better out of London, particularly away from Ros and the reminders
         of Legs’ divided loyalty. It also worked better away from Francis. It always had. For the first few years of their friendship,
         the girls had known nothing about the only son of the man they thought of as their king. They hadn’t even known his name.
      

      
      Then the king had returned to his castle, and his heir made himself apparent. The princesses’ friendship had been tested ever since.
      

      
      Throughout lunch, the knot of anxiety in Legs’ stomach at the prospect of seeing Francis again tightened, seeming to pull
         all her entrails around it like a tight ball of wool. Speaking with Daisy had just opened up a Pandora’s box of emotions that
         she’d been blissfully unaware of, and which now writhed like snakes around that knotted ball. Soon indigestion was raging.
      

      
      ‘Not another faddy diet?’ Will observed her picking her bread roll into small chunks without eating them. He gave her a gappy-toothed
         smile across the table as Nico speared up the ham on his aunt’s plate.
      

      
      She shook her head, suddenly fighting an urge to head back to London instead of continuing her journey west. She must have
         put on half a stone since she last saw Francis, and now it felt as though every ounce was in that churning lump in her belly.
      

      
      ‘Aunt Legs is buff,’ Nico offered sportingly, matching his father’s smile.

      
      Daisy almost choked on her mouthful. ‘Since when did you start using phrases like “buff”?’

      
      ‘Since Legs taught me to say it.’

      
      ‘Nico!’ She threw a little dough ball at him. ‘I did no such thing!’

      
      ‘So have you got a girlfriend at the moment, Nico?’ Daisy asked, making him blush to his roots and stutter about not liking
         girls.
      

      
      Still distracted, Legs held in her stomach and looked down to see how pot-bellied it was. While nothing on Daisy’s pregnant
         bulge, it was definitely not very flat. She made a mental note to change into Magic Pants as soon as she got to Spywood Cottage.
      

      
      Her iPhone was buzzing in her pocket. She pulled it out and peered at it discreetly beneath the table rim.

      
      Gordon says he is not prepared to compromise on a bath or pet friendly accommodation, and definitely not on red car.
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