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      Fifteen years ago, Weston-super-Mare

      
      Gina Mason screamed so loudly that all the sparrows fluttered out of the dusty sycamore in panic.

      
      ‘No! No, you can’t make me, I won’t go!’

      
      She kicked out at the policewoman’s shins but she was hanging on to her baggy, mud-stained pullover with the kind of effortless
         strength that made struggling hopeless. Not that that made any difference to Gina. She struggled anyway; struggled as though
         her whole life depended on it, which as far as she was concerned, it did.
      

      
      ‘Now, now, miss, be reasonable,’ urged the middle-aged constable. ‘There’s no point getting yourself all worked up, is there?’

      
      Sagging yellow nets twitched behind grimy front windows, all the way along the shabby row of terraced houses; but nobody came
         out to see why there was a police car outside number sixteen, or why the squatter with the long black hair was wailing like
         a banshee.
      

      
      ‘Matt!’ she yelled at the top of her voice, even though she knew he wasn’t there. The fascist lackeys had timed their visit well, waited till he was out of the house for half an hour then swooped. How long had they been watching? How
         long had they known that the two of them were there?
      

      
      Tears were fountaining out of Gina’s large green eyes, dripping down a face so hot and red that they had evaporated before
         they reached the stubborn point of her chin. She twisted and writhed in the policewoman’s iron grip. ‘Help me somebody, don’t
         let them take me away!’
      

      
      Gina Mason’s mother seemed eerily unruffled by the small domestic drama unfolding on the pavement. Maybe there was a flicker
         of something behind the calm façade, but there was no way she was going to allow herself any unseemly displays of emotion.
      

      
      ‘This is so kind of you, officer,’ she said in her best telephone voice as the policewoman and her male colleague led the
         squirming Gina towards their patrol car.
      

      
      ‘All in a day’s work, madam. Can’t have youngsters running off and getting themselves into trouble, can we?’

      
      Youngsters! Gina felt utterly demeaned, used, humiliated. She wanted to shout out, ‘I’m not a child, I’m not your property,
         I’m fourteen years old! And me and Matt are a hundred times better than YOU’ll ever be!’, but the words wouldn’t come any
         more. Every time she opened her mouth the tears started welling up again. Tears of rage, tears of frustration, tears of pain.
         She and Matt were in love, she and Matt were meant to be together forever, and now people who didn’t understand or care were
         tearing them apart.
      

      
      ‘I can assure you Georgina isn’t normally like this,’ said Mrs Mason with careful diction, pushing firmly down on her daughter’s head to force it through the back door of the police
         car. ‘She was always such a nicely-behaved girl …’
      

      
      The WPC fixed Gina with a sceptical smile. ‘I hope you realise all the trouble you’ve caused, young lady. Half the county’s
         been out looking for you.’
      

      
      Gina just glowered through her tears. Her mother wittered on, oblivious to the fact that the world was ending, as usual interested
         only in how things looked to other people. ‘Always such a good girl,’ she repeated resentfully. ‘Until she took up with …
         him.’

      
      ‘His name’s Matt!’ sobbed Gina. ‘And I love him!’ She shrieked her rage to the whole of Weston-super-Mare. ‘I love him, do you hear?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, yes, of course you do dear. Fasten your seat belt and stop making an exhibition of yourself.’ She leaned forward to
         continue her conversation with the policeman as the car pulled away. ‘She’ll be back to normal in no time, now we’ve got her
         away from Him.’
      

      
      The car started moving off down the tatty avenue, with its tired paintwork and wilting sycamore leaves. A dusty, late-August
         wind rattled them like empty paper bags.
      

      
      ‘Matt!’ sobbed Gina. ‘Matt, who’s going to save all the radioactive forests?’

      
      Mrs Mason’s mouth tensed. ‘Someone else,’ she replied with a half-amused glare. ‘You’ve got better things to do with your
         life.’
      

      
      But as the car turned the corner and headed along the shabby promenade, Gina twisted round in her seat and shouted back at the retreating avenue: ‘I love you Matt!’ Her fingers pressed against the rear window that separated her
         from him. ‘I don’t care what they say, I’ll love you forever.’
      

   
      
      Chapter One

      
      

      
      The present day

      
      Sunlight flashed off the surface of the water as the speedboat sped along the Thames.

      
      It was a perfect day. You couldn’t have dreamed up a better one. The summer sun turned Matt’s honey-blond hair into a golden
         halo as he swung the wheel round hard and the boat sent up a curtain of spray. If Gina really concentrated, she could imagine
         it was Tower Bridge doing the 180-degree turn, not them.
      

      
      ‘Everything OK there?’ Matt shouted over the engine noise. His blue eyes were sparkling in his slender, tanned face and she
         had never loved him more. This was how it was always meant to be, she thought to herself: you and me against the world, Matt
         and Gina righting injustice and being absurdly happy.
      

      
      ‘Wild!’ she yelled back, sliding an arm round his waist and nestling her head in the crook of his shoulder.

      
      They kissed and the boat leapt like a dolphin through the water. This was the best day of Gina’s life. After all, it wasn’t
         every day you fouled up the Japanese Prime Minister’s state visit, forced basking sharks on to the agenda, and got yourselves and your cause on to prime time TV …
      

      
      ‘Every news crew in Europe was there!’

      
      ‘Every single one.’

      
      ‘And we really told them, didn’t we? I mean, we really made those fat-cat politicians sit up and take notice?’

      
      He patted her hand. ‘We really did. Now hold on tight, I’m going to open her right up.’ He threw a glance back over his shoulder.
         ‘Looks like there’s a police patrol boat behind us, and I’m not planning on letting it catch us.’
      

      
      ‘Oi! Ratbag!’

      
      Gina awoke with a start from her daydream, so abruptly that she dropped the roasting pan into the sink, splashing the front
         of her Amnesty International T-shirt with greasy washing-up water.
      

      
      ‘Ugh!’ She extracted a slimy lump of boiled carrot from her long black hair. ‘Gross.’

      
      ‘Wakey-wakey, get your finger out.’ Phoebe Butt deposited yet another tray of dirty dishes on the kitchen table. ‘You’ve been
         washing that tray for the last five minutes!’
      

      
      Gina glared down into the sud-filled sink. Oh … grrrrrr. One minute you’re saving the planet with the man of your dreams,
         the next some spoilsport drags you back to reality and you’re up to your elbows in soapy water.
      

      
      She sniffed imperiously. ‘Hey, I’m talent, you know.’

      
      Phoebe pulled a face and let out a laugh that made her ample breasts quiver. ‘Yeah, right.’

      
      ‘I am! I shouldn’t be washing pots in some scummy kitchen, I should be doing interesting things with shallots.’
      

      
      ‘And I shouldn’t be waiting on tables,’ Phoebe reminded her. ‘Only we can’t afford to pay anybody else to do the crap jobs,
         remember? Besides, as kitchens go I wouldn’t exactly call Brockbourne Hall scummy.’
      

      
      ‘I s’pose,’ conceded Gina, glancing round her palatial surroundings as she plonked the washed tin upside down on the draining
         board. ‘Still reckon we shouldn’t be washing up, though. Specially as we only did this dinner to help out your mate Ella.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t knock it, it’s good business! Some other catering company lets her down, we step in, next time she asks us first.’
         Phoebe yawned and rested her trim bottom on the edge of a convenient cupboard. From toes to waist, and head to neck, Phoebe
         cut a positively athletic figure. It was the bit in between that seemed to have lost all sense of proportion. ‘Anyway, never
         mind the mutinous rumblings, just get a move on with that washing-up. I’ve been waiting on all evening, I want to go home.’
      

      
      A stray tendril of very long, very black hair escaped from its moorings and slipped down over Gina’s face. She blew it away
         and tossed it back over her shoulder. ‘You could help,’ she wheedled.
      

      
      ‘Hmm,’ grunted Phoebe.

      
      ‘Or … you could leave me to do it by myself so it takes twice as long and we don’t get to bed till two in the morning.’

      
      ‘That’s blackmail!’

      
      Gina grinned.

      
      ‘Oh go on then, budge over.’ With matriarchal bad grace, Phoebe snatched up a tea towel. ‘You wash, I’ll wipe. And make sure you get all the grease off.’
      

      
      ‘Yes Mum.’

      
      Phoebe flicked the tea towel at her head. ‘Oi you, behave.’ You’d never think she was six months younger than I am, thought
         Gina. She’s so darned sensible. You wouldn’t catch Phoebe up a tree with a ‘Save The Squirrels’ banner. Well, not unless they were oven-ready squirrels and
         she’d brought a casserole dish with her.
      

      
      Gina had to admit that Phoebe was right. Dinner for fifty at Brockbourne Hall was a good gig for a small-time catering company
         with big aspirations, and Let’s Do Lunch had never had any shortage of those. Mind you, they would need something better than
         murder-mystery evenings if they were ever going to hit the big time.
      

      
      A head popped round the doorway. ‘You know what you two are? Complete lifesavers, that’s what!’

      
      ‘Yes, we know,’ said Gina, without bothering to turn towards the owner of the voice. ‘Does this mean we’re getting a bonus?’

      
      Ella Winters, Brockbourne Hall’s new events coordinator, leaned against the door frame and let out a heartfelt ‘Phhhhh. I
         wish, darlings, I really do. But you know what budgets are, my margins are cut to the bone already. I’ll definitely be using
         you again, though. I mean, if you hadn’t been able to step in and cater this party at the very last minute …’
      

      
      ‘Oh, you know us,’ replied Phoebe cheerily. ‘Anything, any time, anywhere. Just give us a call.’

      
      Gina scrubbed at a bit of burnt-on grease. ‘Have wok, will travel.’

      
      Yes, Brockbourne Hall was a top-notch venue all right. It was just a pity the profits weren’t equally aristocratic. Still,
         Phoebe was right, they needed the money.
      

      
      If only there were more exciting ways of making it.

      
      ‘Gina,’ protested Phoebe as the yellow Transit van rumbled along in the darkness, through the suburban heart of Cheltenham’s
         retired colonel belt. ‘I thought we’d agreed! We cannot spend our lives cooking macrobiotic curries for the local Buddhist
         healing circle.’
      

      
      ‘I never said we should!’

      
      ‘Or arranging hunger lunches for Third World disaster funds.’ She braked at the lights by the wine bar, and all the empty
         baking tins clanked together in the back. ‘Or charity dinners in aid of distressed three-legged poodles.’
      

      
      ‘Now you’re just taking the piss! All I said was—’

      
      ‘I know what you said. The fact is, Let’s Do Lunch is a business, not that you’d ever know it from some of your daft ideas.
         You said it yourself, we have to go out and get work, and it doesn’t much matter where it comes from.’
      

      
      Gina whimpered. ‘Please tell me I don’t have to do canapés at the Conservative Club.’

      
      ‘You don’t. You can do queuing up at the Jobcentre instead.’

      
      ‘Don’t exaggerate!’

      
      ‘I’m not, and you know it. Either we make money, on a regular basis, or we go out of business. Which is it to be?’

      
      Gina wasn’t ready to surrender just yet. ‘I don’t see why we can’t make a virtue out of being … you know … ethical. Like those banks that only invest your money in eco-friendly shares.’
      

      
      ‘Ethical? Oh my God.’ The van turned off the main road, leaving a row of mock-Tudor villas behind it, and set off down the
         unmade track that led to Phoebe’s house. ‘Start living in the real world, will you?’
      

      
      ‘I am! People are going mad for non-GM foods and all that stuff. And vegan.’ Enthusiasm put a glint into Gina’s green eyes. ‘I can
         do a wicked vegan stroganoff.’
      

      
      Phoebe banged her forehead on the steering wheel and groaned. ‘Doomed. We’re doomed.’

      
      They were still arguing when the van pulled up outside an overgrown farm-labourer’s cottage which had somehow acquired the
         grand name of Quarterway House. It had stood there since the year dot, and as the margins of suburbia inched ever closer,
         it had resisted the efforts of successive planning committees to demolish it and replace it with a nice block of retirement
         flats. It’s a survivor, thought Gina. And so are we.
      

      
      Even in the darkness, Phoebe’s smallholding looked out of place amid the neat avenues that clung to the southern edge of Cheltenham.
         Doctor, dentist, quantity surveyor, tumbledown chicken shed, property developer, fashionable novelist … Visually, the place
         stuck out like a sore thumb; and even if it hadn’t, you’d have been able to pinpoint it by the smell of fermenting goat dung.
      

      
      ‘Your turn to muck out the hen house in the morning,’ commented Phoebe as she jumped down from the van in a bounce of free-range
         breasts.
      

      
      ‘How come whenever we have an argument it’s my turn to clean out the chickens?’ enquired Gina, retrieving her jacket from under the front seat.
      

      
      Phoebe threw the house keys up in the air and caught them in her teeth. ‘Because I’m the evil capitalist landlord around here,
         remember? And you haven’t paid me any rent for the last three months.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll get it!’

      
      ‘Is that before or after hell freezes over?’

      
      ‘Charming!’

      
      Phoebe yawned. ‘Come on you anarchist scumbag, let’s get the van unloaded and go to bed.’

      
      Gina wasn’t about to give up her pet subject that easily. She pursued Phoebe all the way up the path to the front door, still
         arguing the toss. ‘I don’t care what you say, you know I’m right.’
      

      
      ‘No you’re not, and anyway it doesn’t matter who’s right, all that matters is how much dosh we can make.’

      
      As Phoebe was standing in the porch, unlocking the front door, a rather bedraggled figure detached itself from the darkness
         and loomed over her.
      

      
      ‘Need a hand?’

      
      Phoebe squeaked in alarm. Gina retrieved the keys from the doormat. ‘Bloody hell, Sam! You nearly gave me a heart attack.’

      
      ‘Sorry.’ Sam leaned against the porch in a studiedly casual manner, hands in the pockets of his rain-soaked camouflage trousers,
         dreadlocked brown hair hanging damply over his shoulders, silver nose ring glinting in the porch light. If the Design Museum
         had set about creating the ultimate Crusty, Sam would have been it. ‘Hi Fee.’
      

      
      Phoebe flashed him a swift smile. ‘Hi.’
      

      
      ‘How’s the hide?’ enquired Gina, unlocking the front door.

      
      ‘Hiding.’ Sam trailed after Gina as she returned to the van for the baking trays. ‘Buggers know I’m trying to count ’em.’
         He attempted a look of casual nonchalance and managed constipation. ‘So. How was it then?’
      

      
      Gina pulled a face. ‘You don’t want to know. Here, make yourself useful.’ She dumped an armful of plates on Sam. ‘In the kitchen,
         by the draining board.’
      

      
      ‘Put the kettle on, G,’ commanded Phoebe as the three of them headed for the kitchen. ‘I’m just off for a wee.’

      
      Phoebe made her escape. Gina looked Sam up and down. ‘I suppose you’ll want a cup of tea too,’ she commented, without enthusiasm.

      
      Sam brightened. ‘That’d be nice.’

      
      ‘White no sugar?’ Gina picked up the old brown pot as a visual aid.

      
      ‘Thanks. Shall I …?’ Sam sprang towards the kettle and hit his head on a dangling copper saucepan. ‘Ow.’

      
      Gina rescued the pan and examined it for dents. ‘For goodness’ sake sit down before you break something. Here, have a biscuit.’
         Sam peered into the tin. ‘It’s OK, unrefined sugar, no animal fats. I made them myself.’
      

      
      Sam tucked in with gusto. ‘Hey, these are really great.’

      
      Gina sat down opposite him, and drummed her fingers on the kitchen table. ‘Of course they are.’

      
      ‘You’re a fantastic cook.’

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      Sam started fiddling with his eyebrow piercing, always a sure sign that he was contemplating something momentous. He cleared his throat. ‘I … er … do you like Tibetan?’
      

      
      ‘Spaniels or lamas?’

      
      ‘Drumming.’

      
      ‘S’pose it’s OK. Not as good as Balinese though. Why?’

      
      ‘There’s this gig on at the Arts Centre. I just sort of wondered if maybe you’d like to, you know, I mean, if you’re not too
         busy …’
      

      
      At that moment, much to Gina’s relief, Phoebe returned, buttoning up her ancient 501s. ‘Well?’ she asked expectantly, looking
         from Sam to Gina and back again.
      

      
      ‘Well what?’ retorted Gina.

      
      ‘You two look like you’ve just been caught raiding the Queen Mother’s knicker drawer.’

      
      Sam clapped a hand to his mouth. ‘Shit, I forgot. The pigs came round.’

      
      Phoebe frowned. ‘Pigs? As in oink?’

      
      ‘Nope, pigs as in would-you-mind-accompanying-me-to-the-station-and-helping-me-with-my-inquiries.’

      
      ‘What did they want?’ demanded Phoebe, with a suspicious look at Gina. ‘Don’t tell me – it was about that protest march she
         went on, wasn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘Dunno. They, like, never said.’ He held out a business card. ‘But they left this and said to ring them, soon as you can.’

      
      Phoebe’s prize bantam cockerel was called Oliver; though if you asked him he’d probably say it was ‘come back here you little
         fucker’. Each new morning began with the dawn chorus and a new outraged neighbour on her doorstep.
      

      
      It had been a long fortnight. Too long, thought Gina, as she lay in bed listening to the thuds, squawks and swearing coming
         from downstairs. Yet again, Phoebe was chasing Oliver through the kitchen; and yet again, she had woken Gina up. Gina did
         not like being rudely awakened, particularly by poultry with an inflated opinion of their own importance. Semi-vegetarian
         she might be, but lately Gina had been dreaming up recipes for curried cockerel.
      

      
      Leaning out of bed, she hammered on the floor. ‘Oi! Tell that chicken to shut it!’

      
      The only answer was the slamming of the back door, and the fading sounds as the chase receded into the distance. She flopped
         back on to the pillows. A sidelong glance at the cow-shaped alarm clock on the bedside table confirmed Gina’s worst fears.
         It was only half past six. And there were chickens to muck out, lots of chickens. Sometimes she suspected that Fee deliberately
         caused a racket, just to make sure she didn’t get a lie-in.
      

      
      Reluctantly she tunnelled out of bed, leaving behind the comfy duvet, and the battered pillow she never went anywhere without,
         because it smelled of old adventures. That pillow had been halfway across the world. It had fallen in the Ganges twice, had
         been trodden on by an elephant in Sri Lanka, and had hot jalapeño sauce spilt on it in New Mexico. If Gina had her way, it
         was going to have a good few more stains on it before it finally fell to bits.
      

      
      She padded down the landing and braved the bathroom mirror. It reflected back five feet seven of gangly Cher-alike, completely
         naked except for an electric-blue belly-button ring and an ill-advised henna tattoo that wouldn’t wash off. Hmm. Nose too
         big, chest too flat, eyes too green, mouth too fond of having its say. She stuck out her tongue at herself and an end-of-season
         offcut from Carpet World waggled back at her. Yeuch. Gina, she told herself, you’re twenty-nine years old. One of these days
         you’re going to have to start acting your age. She grinned and thumbed her nose at her reflection. Nah. Sod that for a game
         of soldiers.
      

      
      Throwing on wide-legged cotton pants and a baggy paisley thing she’d brought in a street market in Simla, Gina headed off
         down the stairs, taking the last six in a single bound. Sugar, that’s what she needed. Great big spoonfuls of nasty white
         refined sugar. It wouldn’t hurt to forget her principles, just this once.
      

      
      Just as she was reaching out for the Frosties packet, she spotted the Post-it note stuck right in the middle of her cereal
         bowl; and the neatly-printed message in Phoebe’s succinct style: RING POLICE YOU RATBAG, CLEAN BOG.
      

      
      Aw, thought Gina. Why me? Why can’t Fee do it? A cloud of feathers squawked past the kitchen window, hotly pursued by a cursing
         figure. Well OK, maybe Fee was a bit tied up right now, but all the same, her ringing the police was like a pheasant ringing
         up the local shooting club.
      

      
      Unease twinged as her hand reached out for the phone. Come on, she told herself, you’re being an idiot. After all, it’s not as if you’ve done anything illegal, is it? Well, not recently. In fact not since last September, when she’d scaled
         the Town Hall roof to stick up that banner. And even then they’d let her off with a caution.
      

      
      She cleared her throat. ‘Can I speak to DS Reynolds please? What? Oh, Mason. Gina Mason.’

      
      The wait was interminable. Then a woman’s voice came on the other end of the line. She listened. And slowly the colour drained
         away from her cheeks.
      

      
      All of a sudden she didn’t feel like Frosties any more.

      
      Oliver the cockerel was still squawking indignantly as Phoebe bundled him into the kitchen, securely lodged under one armpit.

      
      ‘Got him.’ She headed for the cupboard under the stairs. ‘Hold still you little sod. One more peck out of you and you’re chicken
         soup. Now, where’s that cat-box we took Tilly to the vet in?’
      

      
      Gina said nothing. She was still sitting at the breakfast bar, staring into the depths of her empty bowl.

      
      Phoebe rummaged in the cupboard for several minutes, before emerging empty-handed. ‘Damn, I can’t find it anywhere. You haven’t
         had it for anything, have you, G?’ For the first time Phoebe noticed that she had been carrying on a one-sided conversation
         ever since she came into the house. ‘G?’ Dropping Oliver, who strutted off, she waved a hand in front of Gina’s eyes. ‘Anybody
         at home?’
      

      
      Gina started. ‘It’s the police, Fee.’

      
      Phoebe studied her friend’s ashen face. ‘What about them? Gina, what have you done this time? Tell me it wasn’t you who sprayed those rude words on the Mayor’s car.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not me, Fee, it’s us.’ She looked up, panic-stricken. ‘They want to talk to us. About a fraud!’
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      

      
      There were no two ways about it: the taxi was very definitely stuck fast. It crawled down Lansdown Road, in the middle of
         the protest march, like an Arctic breaker surrounded by pack ice.
      

      
      ‘Ruddy animal rights,’ grumbled the taxi driver. ‘At this rate they’ll be sold out by the time I get to the pasty shop. Nothing
         like a good pasty, plenty of meat, puts lead in yer pencil.’
      

      
      Gina hunched like a malevolent goblin on the back seat, forcing herself not to scream. It wasn’t easy. She hated travelling
         in the back of cars. Everything about them reminded her of the police car that had carried her away from Weston on that horrible
         day, all those years before. The worst day of her entire life. The last day she ever saw Matt …
      

      
      She swallowed and tried to think beautiful thoughts, though it wasn’t easy with the driver ranting on about Hitler being a
         vegetarian. Turning to look out of the window, she watched the procession samba-ing lazily down the road to the railway station,
         to the deafening accompaniment of drums and whistles. Hey, this was almost cool. Home made placards waved in the sunshine.
         Fifty somethings linked arms on the pavement, singing in Welsh about animal testing. Somebody dressed as a leek was handing
         out dragon-shaped balloons. Gina sighed wistfully. She knew where she’d rather be right now, and it wasn’t inside this car
         with a sweaty man in a vest.
      

      
      ‘Course, it’s gotta be yer authentic pasty. Bit of swede, bit of onion …’ A ‘Meat is Murder’ banner drifted slowly past. ‘Big chunks of prime juicy steak …’
      

      
      Gina gritted her teeth. ‘Steak. Right.’

      
      The cab driver made eye contact in the rear-view mirror. ‘Then there’s yer potato. Now, there’s some as says yer potato ain’t
         authentic, but I says, what about yer cheese an’ bacon an’ yer balti chicken?’
      

      
      Gina felt her attention wandering, her mind drifting off to the strange, surreal place it retreated to whenever real life
         became unacceptable. She was fourteen again, saving the world from acid rain, disposable nappies and Bernard Matthews; able
         to reel off every E-number in a portion of chicken nuggets, the way most fourteen-year-olds could recite the lyrics to their
         favourite pop songs.
      

      
      All of a sudden, half a dozen people in outlandish papier-mâché heads emerged from the swarm of protestors, ran across in
         front of the car and stormed the station car park.
      

      
      Gina blinked as a tall figure in an elephant head stopped in its tracks, ran back to the car and wrenched open the rear passenger
         door.
      

      
      ‘Come on!’

      
      She stared up at the head. ‘Uh?’

      
      ‘Hurry up!’
      

      
      ‘But … who are—?’

      
      ‘My God, Gina.’ The figure wrenched off its head and shook out its mane of golden hair. ‘Looks like I got here just in time.’
      

      
      She sighed. ‘Piss off, Matt.’

      
      His face fell. ‘What d’you mean, piss off?’

      
      ‘Which bit don’t you understand? The piss or the off? Go away, Matt, you’re just a stupid fantasy and I’m not in the mood
         for fantasies. OK?’
      

      
      Hurt and surprised, Matt Hooley and his elephant-head mask vanished into thin air like sunshine on a bank holiday. Gina turned
         her head back towards the procession and watched clean-cut teenage policemen scampering around after protestors like butterfly
         collectors without the nets.
      

      
      Nope. Not in the mood at all.

      
      ‘What do you mean, fled the country!’ squeaked Phoebe, almost dropping her official police-station cup of tea into the saucer.

      
      DS Reynolds folded his hands and looked Phoebe up and down. ‘You didn’t know, then?’

      
      ‘Know!’

      
      ‘He didn’t give you any advance notification that he was thinking of leaving the UK?’

      
      That stung Gina into sarcastic action. ‘Yeah, of course he did. I mean bent accountants always ring their clients up to let
         them know they’re about to be ripped off, don’t they?’ She flicked her hair back over her shoulder like a matador’s cape.
         ‘“Hi folks, just thought I’d let you know I’m thinking of skipping the country with all your dosh.” Makes perfect sense that
         does!’
      

      
      ‘Shut up, Gina.’ Phoebe took a long swig of tea, breathed deeply and hammered the lid down on her rising panic. ‘Let’s get
         this straight, Sergeant. My accountant has been cooking the books, right?’
      

      
      DS Reynolds attempted a look of compassion. ‘I’m afraid it certainly looks that way, Miss Butt.’

      
      ‘Oh my God.’ Fee and Gina exchanged looks. ‘He’s nicked all our money, G.’

      
      ‘We haven’t got any money.’

      
      ‘Not now we bloody well haven’t.’

      
      The detective sergeant took a sip of water and continued. ‘Our preliminary inquiries suggest that a serious offence has been
         committed. In fact, in view of Mr Applegate’s large client base, it would appear that the gentleman in question may have committed
         numerous offences.’
      

      
      ‘You mean he ripped off everybody, not just us?’ cut in Gina.

      
      ‘It is starting to look that way.’

      
      ‘And you just wanted to talk to us to tell us he’d nicked our money?’ concluded Phoebe.

      
      ‘Don’t be an idiot,’ scoffed Gina. ‘He’s trying to find out if we’re in on it. Aren’t you, Sergeant?’

      
      The kitchen at Quarterway House looked like an explosion in a paper-recycling depot. There were invoices all over the work
         surfaces, ledgers on the draining board, tatty bits of paper and till receipts in huge great snowdrifts that represented the
         overspill from five carrier-bags’ worth of wanton spending.
      

      
      The police auditor was being alarmingly thorough. It was all very humiliating, mused Gina. Like having your unwashed knickers inspected in public by Delia Smith. I bet you’re
         really getting off on this, aren’t you? she thought as the stern-faced woman in the grey trouser suit swept past into the
         living room with an armful of chocolate-stained invoices. Just think – you spend twenty years toiling away in the bowels of
         the Inland Revenue, getting your kicks querying people’s dry-cleaning bills; and then this big, exciting gig drops right in
         your lap. Paradise.
      

      
      Mind you, she mused, however bad she was feeling it must be a whole lot worse for poor Fee. It was, after all, Phoebe’s accountant
         who had done the dirty on them; the very one she had always trusted implicitly and had even supplied with under-the-counter
         free-range chicken. Damian Applegate, you’re a slimy little two-faced piece of worthless crap, Gina concluded. Which goes
         to show you can’t trust a man just because he’s got a Bagpuss calendar and a subscription to New Internationalist.

      
      ‘This is not good,’ said Gina, turning back to Phoebe, who was crouched protectively over half a lopsided Dundee cake, as
         though the forces of evil would swipe that as well, given half a chance.
      

      
      ‘Have some cake,’ said Phoebe flatly, shoving the plate under Gina’s nose.

      
      ‘No thanks, I’m not really hu—’

      
      Phoebe’s jaw clenched. ‘HAVE SOME FUCKING CAKE.’

      
      ‘Er … ta.’ For Phoebe’s sake, Gina forced half a dozen currants down her throat. Fee was sniffing and blinking ominously;
         Gina knew the signs: a full-blown nervous breakdown was only inches away. What Fee needed right now was a bit of normality, to calm her down. ‘It’ll be all right in
         the end,’ Gina reassured her, slipping an arm round her shoulders. ‘I’m sure it will.’
      

      
      The gambit might eventually have worked if Oliver hadn’t chosen that very moment to start unravelling one of the auditor’s
         shoelaces, provoking an outraged squeal.
      

      
      ‘Ugh! Oh my God! Get this animal off me!’

      
      It was all too much for Phoebe. Her face crumpled and she burst into torrents of tears, sobbing snottily over what remained
         of her precious Dundee cake.
      

      
      ‘Phoebe, I …’ Gina flailed uselessly. ‘Oh for crying out loud you stupid chicken, come here.’ In one effortless lunge Gina
         scooped Oliver up with one arm while the other was hugging Fee’s heaving shoulders. ‘Oliver, apologise to your mum, d’you
         hear? It’s OK, Fee, everything’ll be OK, just you wait and see.’
      

      
      Half a box of Kleenex later, Gina marched outside with the cockerel. ‘Now listen,’ she instructed him, raising him to eye
         level and fixing him with a stern stare. ‘We are going to find that bitch’s car and then you are going to crap on it. Big
         time. Got that? It may not get us out of shit creek, but it’ll sure make us both feel better.’
      

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      

      
      Sam stuck his head round the door and called into the darkened kitchen ‘Anybody home?’
      

      
      ‘Only me,’ replied a disconsolate voice.

      
      Groping for the switch, Sam turned on the light and walked into the kitchen, blinking.

      
      Phoebe winced. ‘Did you have to do that?’

      
      He looked her over. Red eyes, unbrushed hair sticking out at all angles, a chocolate smear on the cheek. ‘Still feeling bad?’
         he sympathised.
      

      
      ‘Let’s just say if we’re talking pants, these are the ones Michael Winner’s mum gave him for Christmas.’

      
      ‘Whoa, that’s bad.’ His eyes surveyed the mountains of food which surrounded Phoebe like an edible rampart. ‘Looks like you could use something
         to wash this lot down with.’
      

      
      ‘Eat my own food? You must be joking. I’m not quite suicidal yet.’

      
      ‘Cup of tea?’

      
      She nodded gratefully. ‘Thanks, you’re a mate.’

      
      ‘I know, what’d you do without me?’

      
      Phoebe sniffed back a tear. ‘Get a dog.’

      
      Sam wandered across to the kettle, checked there was enough water in it and switched it on. ‘Don’t suppose Gina’s about?’ he enquired hopefully.
      

      
      This produced the ghost of a smile. ‘No chance. You know what she’s like when there’s trouble – she has to get out and add
         to it.’ Phoebe picked up a fork and stabbed it into an unappetising-looking pie.
      

      
      ‘Right,’ nodded Sam. ‘So she’s gone off to get drunk and storm the Bastille?’

      
      ‘Not quite. As a matter of fact she volunteered to go down B&Q and buy some more chicken wire for the hen house.’

      
      ‘Ah.’ Looking distinctly disappointed, Sam removed one of the tea bags from the pot and dropped it back into the box.

      
      ‘You’ll have to try harder if you want her to get the hint,’ remarked Phoebe. ‘Otherwise you’ll both be drawing your pension
         before you’ve gone out on your first date.’
      

      
      ‘S’pose.’ Sam picked at the corner of something savoury-looking. ‘This needs sage,’ he murmured.

      
      Phoebe snatched the plate away from him indignantly. ‘I know it needs sage.’ She stopped and looked at him quizzically. ‘How
         do you know it needs sage?’
      

      
      He shrugged diffidently. ‘Oh, you know. Single bloke stuff.’

      
      ‘Yeah well, paws off, OK? That’s our profit you’re eating.’ Phoebe let out a hollow laugh. ‘Profit? We should be so lucky.’
         She glanced at the mug of tea Sam had just put down in front of her. ‘You couldn’t make that a double vodka, could you?’
      

      
      * * *

      
      Days passed.
      

      
      It was funny how you could get used to the most bizarre things, Gina mused as she malevolently iced a pink guillotine on to
         somebody’s birthday cake. Even having your whole life turned inside out, unpicked and every petty detail meticulously inspected.
         She contemplated her icing with grim satisfaction. Come the glorious revolution, she could think of at least one police auditor
         who would be shorter by a head.
      

      
      She was so lost in the daydream that it came as quite a shock when Phoebe ran shrieking into the kitchen, hair standing on
         end like an electrocuted gonk.
      

      
      ‘Bloody hell Feebs, what’s up?’

      
      ‘Guess what, guess what, guess what!’

      
      ‘Final demand from the greengrocer?’

      
      ‘No! It’s the auditor! Gina, it’s OK, she says it’s OK!’

      
      At first the words didn’t sink in. ‘Hang on. She says what’s OK?’

      
      ‘It!’ Phoebe waggled her arms in frustration. ‘Us! We’re in the clear!’
      

      
      The shock was so huge that pink goo shot from the nozzle of Gina’s icing-bag. ‘Is this some kind of joke? Because if it is,
         it’s not funny.’
      

      
      Phoebe seized her by the shoulders, getting icing all over her hair, and made her pogo on the spot like a pneumatic drill.
         ‘Would I joke about a thing like this? Come on, you can ask her yourself.’
      

      
      Gina let herself be towed into the living room, where the auditor was packing the last few bits of paperwork into her briefcase.

      
      ‘Is this true? Are we really in the clear?’

      
      She nodded. ‘Yes, everything seems to be quite in order – well, when I say in order, of course, I’m referring to legality rather than neatness.’ She picked up a sticky mass between finger and thumb. ‘If I could
         suggest you stop keeping your copy invoices in the same drawer as the golden syrup?’
      

      
      ‘You mean … that’s it?’ Gina sat down heavily on Phoebe’s sheep-shaped footstool, a curious sense of anticlimax draining her
         of all energy. ‘That’s the end of it?’
      

      
      ‘Well, I expect the police will be round to take your statements over the next few days, but apart from that, yes. That’s
         it.’
      

      
      Phoebe’s brain seemed to be working more quickly than Gina’s. ‘So – where’s the money?’

      
      The auditor smiled reassuringly. ‘The good news is that a lot of your accounts haven’t been touched at all.’

      
      ‘Oh.’ She brightened. ‘Well that’s something.’

      
      ‘Wait a minute,’ said Gina. ‘What’s the bad news?’

      
      The auditor selected a sheet of paper from her case and held it out. Phoebe grabbed at it. Her face relaxed a little as she
         scanned the figures, then froze. ‘Where are the reserve funds? They’re not on here at all.’
      

      
      The auditor studied her feet and mumbled something indistinct.

      
      ‘Pardon?’

      
      She cleared her throat. ‘It … ah … would appear that you have part-financed the building of a Honduran orphanage.’
      

      
      ‘A what!’
      

      
      ‘Er, yes.’ She smiled weakly. ‘There’s a letter of thanks in the file.’
      

      
      ‘Well thank you very much, Miss Tact and Diplomacy!’ snapped Phoebe, punching her way through the swing doors of the bank
         and out on to Cheltenham High Street. It had not been an enjoyable morning. Going cap in hand to every loan company in Gloucestershire
         was not her idea of fun at the best of times; especially when the only word they seemed to know was ‘sorry’.
      

      
      ‘What am I supposed to have done now?’ demanded Gina woundedly. ‘He said he’d let us have the bridging loan, didn’t he?’

      
      ‘God alone knows why, after you’d spent five minutes telling him how wonderful our bent accountant is!’

      
      Gina had to scurry to keep up with Phoebe’s angry strides. ‘I did not say Damian Applegate was wonderful!’

      
      ‘Could’ve fooled me.’

      
      ‘All I said was, I admired his moral stance on Third-World poverty. I mean, look at what he’s done, all the people he’s helped.’

      
      Phoebe rounded on her. ‘Oh yes, he’s helped them all right. But why the hell couldn’t he do it with somebody else’s money?
         Why couldn’t he nick it off someone who could afford it?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t blame me, I didn’t steal the bloody money!’

      
      Heads turned interestedly. A man in sunglasses tripped over the kerb and hit his nose on a lamppost. Phoebe lowered her voice
         to the kind of stage whisper that carried half a mile. ‘It doesn’t much matter who stole it, does it? We’re not getting it back, thanks to your little friend Mr Applegate. Which is why our cashflow projections have just disappeared
         down the toilet.’
      

      
      ‘There’s no need to lose your temper.’

      
      Phoebe yelled into Gina’s face from a distance of three inches. ‘I am not losing my fucking temper!’

      
      Unperturbed, Gina glanced at her watch. ‘So. Where are we going next then?’

      
      ‘We aren’t going anywhere. I am off to check out that new firm of accountants, and you are going home! That way you can’t get us both into any more trouble.’
      

      
      Gina was sprawled across the sofa watching Let’s Cook! when Phoebe got back from the accountant’s. She hadn’t been entirely idle: Phoebe’s favourite sticky toffee pudding was steaming
         away on the hob, and there was a whole untouched box of hazelnut whirls on the coffee table. All in all, she was feeling rather
         pleased with herself.
      

      
      ‘How’d you get on?’

      
      ‘Fine. I made an appointment for next week.’ Phoebe walked past the TV to hang up her jacket. ‘You do realise that’s rubbish
         you’re watching?’
      

      
      Gina popped a fairly traded organic date into her mouth. ‘Successful rubbish,’ she remarked. She giggled as ‘Loveable’ Larry
         Curtis, Britain’s only combined chef and Elvis impersonator, picked up a courgette and started singing ‘Jailhouse Rock’. ‘People
         like it.’
      

      
      Phoebe laughed. ‘People like Pot Noodles.’

      
      ‘I don’t.’

      
      ‘No, but you wear biodegradable knickers, you can hardly call yourself an arbiter of good taste. Now, shove over, we’ve got work to do and money to earn.’
      

      
      Bundling Gina’s long legs out of the way, she squeezed her way on to the end of the sofa and dropped a copy of the Gloucester
         Yellow Pages down on the coffee table with a quivering thud.
      

      
      Gina knew instantly what that meant. She shrank back into the depths of Phoebe’s scatter cushions. ‘Oh no.’

      
      ‘Oh yes.’

      
      ‘Not back to corporate work. Not those nasty business lunches where all they want is beer and sausages. Pleeeeeease.’

      
      ‘Yes dear, back to corporate work.’ Phoebe flipped open the directory. ‘You know it makes sense, we’ve got bills to pay and
         nothing to pay them with. Business lunches pay good money and there’s plenty of work to be had.’
      

      
      ‘Well don’t expect me to prostitute myself,’ flounced Gina.

      
      ‘I don’t,’ grinned Phoebe, so demonically that Gina felt instantly twice as worried.

      
      ‘Why?’ she demanded warily.

      
      With a flourish, Phoebe produced a stiff-backed brown envelope and slid out a sheet of paper. Gina stared at it in utter horror
         as dreadful memories flooded her mind. ‘Nooooo! Not that,’ she pleaded. ‘Anything but that.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I’m afraid so. No corporate lunches for you, my girl; you’re going to be far too busy dusting off this teaching certificate
         of yours.’
      

   
      
      Chapter Four

      
      

      
      Phoebe recrossed her legs and hoped her skirt hid the bruises where the goat had kicked her.
      

      
      She’d made a special effort to look smart today, which wasn’t easy when you were tall, voluptuously endowed and apt to spend
         your days being dragged through your neighbours’ hedges backwards.
      

      
      Sun streamed in through the windows of the big, modern offices of Moot & Co., Chartered Accountants. After recent events the
         mere thought of the ‘A’ word made Phoebe squirm; but Let’s Do Lunch needed a new accountant and frankly, if she’d left it
         to Gina they’d probably end up with shares in a lost tribe of Amazonian pygmies. This was boring practical stuff, and Gina
         didn’t do boring.
      

      
      The accountant sat on the other side of the desk, behind a neat plastic nameplate that read: Merrill Walker, Associate. Why do flat-chested people always look more intelligent? wondered Phoebe. And how does she get her hair to stay like that?
         Mine’s in a mess five minutes after I come out of the hairdresser’s.
      

      
      Time ticked by infuriatingly slowly. Despite her nervousness, Phoebe’s attention started to wander, taking in the jumble of things on the accountant’s desk. A taxation guide in four volumes, ugh. Pens, pencils – one with Darth Vader
         stuck on the end – an apple with one bite out of it, an envelope postmarked Ontario. A graduation photo showing Aberystwyth
         in the rain. A lipstick. The leg off an Action Man.
      

      
      The leg off an Action Man?

      
      This bizarre item was raising some interesting questions in Phoebe’s mind when Merrill looked up from her papers, so unexpectedly
         that she made Phoebe start.
      

      
      ‘OK, I think I have all the facts in my head now.’

      
      Phoebe’s heart pounded even faster. ‘Go on. Tell me the worst.’

      
      The accountant took off her rimless spectacles, and chewed one earpiece thoughtfully. She can’t be any older than I am, thought
         Phoebe; I wonder how she manages to look so … grown-up. I bet she never sits up all night watching Dangermouse videos and eating Jelly Babies.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think you need me to tell you you’re in trouble.’ The accent might be soft-edged Canadian, but the words pulled no
         punches. ‘Your cash flow’s shot to bits and the bills are really starting to pile up.’
      

      
      ‘I know,’ said Phoebe ruefully.

      
      ‘OK. So here’s what I’m going to do for you.’ She leaned back in her chair, fingertips pressed together. ‘One: I’m going to
         make sure the taxman doesn’t screw you. Two: I’m going to consolidate what funds you have left, and move them to places where
         they’ll work best for you. Three – with me so far?’
      

      
      Phoebe nodded.

      
      ‘Three: I’ll keep your records honestly and tell you what’s what. And lastly, I’ll tell you how much money you need to earn to get your cash flow back on the rails as fast as
         is realistically possible. Understood?’
      

      
      Phoebe’s head was whirling. ‘Understood.’

      
      Merrill Walker tucked a lock of perfectly groomed brown bob behind her ear. As she did so, the sleeve of her jacket slipped
         down, revealing half a Pokémon sticker, hanging off her shirt-cuff. ‘The question is,’ she said, holding out her hand, ‘do
         we have a deal?’
      

      
      The sand was blissfully warm between Gina’s toes as she walked towards the lazy, white-edged surf.

      
      Above her head, in the coconut palms, vibrantly coloured birds sang tropical songs to the topaz-blue sky. Monkeys chattered
         in the treetops. A heat haze shimmered over the beach and everything, absolutely everything, smelt of expensive shampoo.
      

      
      A warm breeze ruffled Matt’s blond hair. Like her, he belonged here; his skin had the smooth, weathered quality of driftwood.
         His hand closed around hers.
      

      
      ‘We’re going to save this place,’ he promised her, and smiled.

      
      And then Gina woke up, to discover that she’d fallen asleep with her face in the spice rack again.

      
      She stretched her aching neck and shoulders, and glanced at the kitchen clock. Hmm. It was getting dark outside, and still
         there was no sign of Phoebe. Not that Gina was worried. Good old Phoebe, you could always depend on her to save the day. Most
         likely she was tramping the streets of Cheltenham, ferreting out ingenious new ways to sell all this stuff she’d been cooking.
      

      
      Gina consulted her checklist, groaned and started piling another load into the dishwasher. Correction. All this stuff she
         still had to cook.
      

      
      By the time the sun had disappeared behind the hen house, Gina was well underway.

      
      She really ought to have been baking, she knew that; but everybody needed a break now and then. Besides, she wasn’t just playing
         a computer game, was she? Or at least, not any old computer game. No, she was attending to her essential spiritual needs.
         Honest.
      

      
      Biting her lower lip in concentration, she seized the Playstation controller and unpaused the game. ‘C’mon, c’mon, you can
         do it Gina …’
      

      
      She started as a figure appeared in her bedroom doorway. ‘Like … er … hi.’

      
      ‘Aw, Sam!’ Gina’s fingers slipped on the buttons, and she accidentally deleted three magic prayer-wheels. ‘It took me ages
         to collect all those! That’s fourteen karma points you’ve just lost me.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ apologised Sam. ‘Didn’t realise.’ He peered at the screen. ‘What’s that you’re playing?’

      
      ‘“Nambutsu Sutra 2”.’

      
      ‘That Buddhist role-playing game? The totally nonviolent path to spiritual enlightenment? Hey, cool.’

      
      ‘Cooler than cool. And ethically sound.’ Gina gave up trying to concentrate, saved her game and quit. ‘I’ll have you know I was about to reach the
         hundredth level of enlightenment,’ she grumbled. ‘As a grasshopper!’
      

      
      ‘Wow!’

      
      ‘I’ll say wow. And then you barged in.’

      
      ‘Ah. Bummer.’ Sam thrust a bunch of flowers in her face. ‘I got you these.’
      

      
      Oh great, thought Gina, her heart sinking to the soles of her authentic Bengali sandals. Thanks Phoebe. I’ll remember that
         next time you’re being followed round by somebody you don’t fancy.
      

      
      ‘Phoebe said freesias were your favourites,’ prompted Sam.

      
      ‘They are,’ she replied, ‘when they’re growing in the garden. Don’t you think it’s a bit weird, cutting off a plant’s sex
         organs and giving them to someone as a present?’
      

      
      Sam’s smile disappeared. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘I never thought of it like that.’

      
      Gina relented at the sight of his glum expression, took the flowers and stuck them in a half-empty bottle of Irn-Bru. ‘They’re
         lovely.’
      

      
      ‘Honestly?’

      
      ‘Honestly.’ Her mind hurriedly retrieved all the best ‘thanks-but-no-thanks’ speeches from the depths of her memory. ‘Did
         you want something, Sam, only I promised Phoebe I’d get on with some baking.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I was just wondering if you fancied coming out with me sometime.’

      
      ‘Out? What – like, on a date?’

      
      ‘On a date.’ Sam positively beamed. ‘Yeah.’

      
      Well done Gina, she scolded herself. You walked straight into that one. Now, for your next trick, get out of it.

      
      ‘What was I supposed to think?’ demanded Sam, striding across Phoebe’s paddock to the hide he had built on the edge of her land. ‘I thought you liked me.’
      

      
      Gina trailed after him, cursing her clumsiness and Sam’s over-sensitivity. ‘I do like you!’
      

      
      ‘Oh, but just as a friend, right?’

      
      ‘Right. A good friend.’ It was true, she did like him. Just not that way.
      

      
      He wheeled round to confront her. ‘So why have you been leading me on, then?’

      
      She stopped in her tracks, genuinely stunned. ‘Leading you on? Me?’

      
      ‘Don’t give me that, you know you have!’

      
      Her mouth flapped stupidly. ‘You’re … you’re imagining it!’

      
      ‘Oh great. So I’m mad as well as totally unfanciable, am I?’

      
      ‘Yes – I mean, no, I mean …’ Gina flailed her arms in desperation. ‘Can we start this conversation again, please?’

      
      Sam marched on until he reached the foot of his tree. ‘What’s the point? You’ve made it perfectly clear I’m the last person
         in the world you’d want to go out with.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not true!’ protested Gina. ‘All I said was—’

      
      ‘You don’t have to say anything, Gina. It all boils down to two words, doesn’t it?’

      
      She frowned. ‘Does it? What words?’

      
      ‘Matt. Hooley.’

      
      ‘But …’

      
      ‘No buts, Gina. It’s always Saint fucking Matt with you, isn’t it? When are you going to get a life and start realising he
         doesn’t bloody exist any more? You can’t keep on measuring every man in the whole damn world against a stupid fantasy!’
      

      
      ‘Sam, I …’

      
      He jabbed a finger at her nose. ‘You had that Tristan what’s-his-face in tears. Well, now I know why!’

      
      She caught his shoulder as he spun round. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

      
      ‘Forget it.’ He shook her hand off. ‘I’m going off to count owls now. Right?’

      
      Something in his tone of voice made her hackles rise, and she tossed back her hair and folded her arms across her chest. ‘Right.’

      
      This small gesture of defiance didn’t have much impact, since Sam wasn’t listening any more. Gina watched him in silence as
         he climbed sulkily up the tree and disappeared into the hide; then she turned and walked slowly back towards Quarterway House.
         Why couldn’t people understand? Matt was perfect, The One; after him, everybody else was just downhill.
      

      
      Half turning, she cast a backward glance at Sam’s hide. Yeah. And some were more downhill than others.

   
      
      Chapter Five

      
      

      
      Merrill flipped up the lid of her laptop, switched it on and blushed. An enormous anarchist ‘A’ was flashing right in the
         middle of the screen.
      

      
      ‘Sorry about this, folks.’ She jabbed with some energy at the escape key. ‘My ex’s idea of a joke.’

      
      Phoebe’s eyebrow lifted a quarter of an inch, registering interest. ‘Your ex-boyfriend’s an anarchist?’

      
      ‘Husband actually. And no, not really. He just likes to think he is.’

      
      ‘Oh.’ The eyebrow progressed another millimetre towards Phoebe’s hairline. ‘Sorry, none of my business.’

      
      Merrill shrugged. ‘Just don’t ever get married, OK?’ Her voice dropped to a throwaway mutter. ‘Not even if you’re seven months’
         pregnant and three thousand miles from home.’
      

      
      ‘You were …?’

      
      ‘Single, pregnant, Canadian, Catholic and living in one room in Aberystwyth on a college bursary. Oh, and madly in love. Somehow
         that seemed to make things all right.’ She considered for a moment. ‘Of course, I know the truth now.’
      

      
      ‘The truth?’

      
      ‘That all men are little boys, and the ones that aren’t are bastards.’ At last Merrill persuaded the screen to cooperate.
         ‘To be fair, my ex and I get on OK; well, most of the time. Only trouble is, I work with him now and he’s got, like, this
         really twisted sense of humour. I never know what he’s going to do next. Know what I mean?’
      

      
      Phoebe didn’t really, but smiled and nodded anyway. Frankly, men were a bit of a mystery to her, though she’d watched the
         convolutions of Gina’s love life with a kind of anthropological fascination over the years. Not all of Gina’s boyfriends had
         been disasters, of course. The last one had even possessed a certain Neanderthal charm, though a six-month jail term for burning
         down a burger restaurant had brought a premature end to the romance. All in all, thought Phoebe with a rueful glance at her
         own chest, there was a lot to be said for celibacy, particularly when all men ever noticed about you was your bust size.
      

      
      ‘Funny thing, love,’ she commented. ‘Gina’s always got a bloke in tow, but I’d stake good money she’s only been in love once.’

      
      Merrill’s fingers danced over the computer keyboard. ‘Really? Must’ve been quite some guy.’

      
      Phoebe perched on the arm of the sofa. ‘Dunno, I never met him. It was years ago, when they were just kids. But the way she
         goes on about him, you’d think he was some kind of saint.’
      

      
      ‘They always are, aren’t they,’ mused Merrill. ‘First loves, I mean. Let me guess. She never stops talking about him and her
         other boyfriends can’t take the competition?’
      

      
      ‘Something like that. Sooner or later they all get pissed off or blown out. In fact …’ She laughed at the recollection. ‘There
         was this one guy – Tristan I think he was called. Something girly. Anyway, she finishes with him and the next night there’s
         a knock at the door and she finds this pizza box on the doorstep.’
      

      
      Merrill’s nose wrinkled. ‘He sent her a pizza?’

      
      ‘Nothing so normal. She opens the box and there’s this cardboard halo inside, with a note: “Why don’t you give this to your
         precious Ma—?”’ The door opened with a click and Phoebe swung round. ‘Oh, it’s you!’ She sneezed. ‘Good grief woman, what’ve
         you been up to?’
      

      
      A flour-covered apparition entered the room, leaving white footprints on the carpet. ‘The damn bag burst.’ She pulled the
         mob cap off her head and shook out a long coil of plaited black hair. ‘Oh and by the way, I don’t care if I never see another
         scone again.’
      

      
      ‘Merrill, this is Gina.’ Merrill looked her up and down, clearly intrigued. ‘Gina, this is Merrill Walker. The new accountant,
         remember?’
      

      
      Gina remembered. She wiped a hand on her apron and held it out, rather grudgingly. ‘Hi. I won’t say I’m pleased to meet you,
         seeing as the last accountant stole all our money.’
      

      
      ‘Gina, shut up!’

      
      Merrill ignored Phoebe’s embarrassment. ‘Hi, Gina. Nice skirt.’

      
      This caught Gina completely off balance. ‘Oh. Thanks.’ She patted a cloud of flour out of it.

      
      ‘Funny.’ Merrill’s eyes took on a faraway look. ‘I used to have one just like it.’

      
      ‘You did?’ Gina glanced down at the floury folds of sari material. ‘Are accountants allowed to wear pink sequins?’
      

      
      ‘It’s OK, I’ve gotten special dispensation.’

      
      ‘Who from?’

      
      ‘Me.’ Merill gave the Enter key a triumphant poke. ‘There, all ready now. Shall we start talking business? Phoebe tells me
         you’re full of ideas.’
      

      
      ‘Full of shit, more like,’ retorted Gina. ‘Phoebe thinks my mission in life is to drive us both to bankruptcy.’

      
      ‘Well, why don’t you tell me anyway?’

      
      ‘All right, I will.’ She untied her apron, threw it into the corner and flopped down on the sofa in a puff of self-raising
         flour. ‘For a start-off, I think Let’s Do Lunch should be an ethical business.’
      

      
      Merrill’s dark, bird-like eyes quizzed her. ‘Ethical in what way? Choosing the kinds of work you do? The food you make?’

      
      ‘Using only organically sourced products, refusing to have anything to do with GMOs, ensuring fair deals for suppliers – Fee,
         stop wincing – plus we definitely shouldn’t do any work for dodgy companies.’
      

      
      Phoebe wrinkled her nose. ‘Yeah, and I suppose a dodgy company is any company you don’t like the look of!’

      
      The accountant rubbed the end of her nose thoughtfully. ‘Well, it’s a nice idea …’

      
      ‘But?’ demanded Gina, arms aggressively folded across her lack of chest.

      
      ‘But I’ve seen your cash-flow projections, and believe me, right now you can’t afford to be ethical. Not that ethical, anyhow.’
      

      
      ‘See?’ said Phoebe, with more than a hint of smugness. ‘I told you you were living in cloud cuckoo land.’
      

      
      Gina felt a ripple of irritation. ‘For God’s sake, Fee! Why can’t we be ethical and make money?’ she demanded.
      

      
      ‘Because you’re barely making enough to keep afloat, now your reserves are gone. We’re talking survival here. You need to
         be less choosy, not more. Do you have any other ideas?’ enquired Merrill.
      

      
      ‘Plenty.’ Gina glared at Phoebe. ‘But somebody doesn’t want to hear them.’

      
      ‘Well I do. Go ahead.’ Merrill keyed something into the computer without even having to look down at her fingers. ‘The more
         the merrier.’
      

      
      ‘All right then, what about festivals? Glastonbury, Reading, the Great Krust-Out, Kingston Green Fair …’

      
      Phoebe stared at her in horror. ‘What – flog veggie-burgers to crusties out the back of a Transit van?’

      
      ‘No, sell lots and lots of quality vegetarian food to captive customers,’ Gina corrected her. ‘And they’re not all crusties,
         not these days. Besides, their money’s as good as anybody else’s.’
      

      
      Merrill shook her head. ‘Too downmarket, and not enough margin. Besides, what would you do when an event was rained off? Or
         in the winter? And you’d have to travel round the country all the time. Who’d look after the smallholding?’
      

      
      ‘See?’ cut in Phoebe. ‘I told you it wasn’t practical.’

      
      By now, whatever goodwill Gina had felt towards Phoebe and her new accountant had evaporated into thin air. ‘Well, I might
         as well shut up, mightn’t I!’ she snapped, crossing her legs irritably. ‘After all, all my ideas are crap.’
      

      
      ‘Not crap,’ Merrill corrected her. ‘Just not right for your current situation.’

      
      ‘All right then,’ Gina challenged her, ‘what is?’

      
      ‘Well.’ Merrill glanced round the room. ‘It would be good to try and make better use of the facilities you’ve already got
         here.’
      

      
      A gleam entered Phoebe’s eye. Gina was already edging away along the sofa cushions as Phoebe uttered the dreaded words: ‘We
         used to hold cookery courses here …’
      

      
      Gina whimpered. ‘You mean I did, and you kept well out of the way!’

      
      ‘Cookery courses!’ Merrill clapped her hands in enthusiasm. ‘Of course! What a brilliant idea. And hey, I’ve got an even better
         one – why don’t you run courses for kids! Nobody round here does that.’
      

      
      ‘Kids!’ squeaked Gina, turning a whiter shade of pale underneath her floury coating.

      
      Merrill appeared not to have noticed Gina’s marked lack of enthusiasm. ‘Come to think of it, my kids could use a few basic cooking skills.’
      

      
      ‘Kids!’ repeated Gina faintly. Merrill and Phoebe turned to stare at her impossibly even-more-ashen face. ‘Why don’t I just
         kill myself now and have done with it?’
      

      
      It was bright and early on a Saturday morning, when most of the world was treating itself to a nice lie-in. But not Sam Sullivan.
         Sam was shivering in his underpants in a draughty Scout hut, on the edge of somewhere that smelled of cows.
      

      
      Sam and his brother Jason spent a lot of their free time standing around in their underpants. And they weren’t even comfortable
         underpants at that; these were individually handcrafted from some kind of unbleached sackcloth that abraded the testicles
         like coarse-grade sandpaper. But that, as Jason often remarked, was all part of The Experience.
      

      
      Jason lashed his undershorts securely in place with a length of tanned ox’s gut. Underwear disasters were definitely frowned
         upon in the heat of battle. ‘So, she turned you down then?’
      

      
      Sam grunted non-committally.

      
      ‘That’s not like you, baby bro. You’ve usually got the laydeez queuing up halfway round the block, God knows why.’

      
      Sam pulled up his coarse woollen leggings, savouring the unique feel that only came from fabric authentically bleached in
         sheep’s urine. ‘Don’t want to talk about it, OK?’
      

      
      His elder brother carried on regardless. ‘You did ask her out, didn’t you? I mean, you didn’t bottle it again?’

      
      Sam’s temper flared. ‘Of course I bloody asked her out!’ He laced a dung-coloured tunic over his less-than-rippling torso,
         and suddenly he wasn’t plain Sam Sullivan any more, he was a fearsome warrior. ‘If you must know she turned me down flat,
         gave me that garbage about really liking me as a friend.’
      

      
      ‘Oh dear.’ Jason shook his head sorrowfully. ‘She really doesn’t fancy you at all, does she?’

      
      ‘Yes she does. She just hasn’t realised it yet.’ Sam sat down on the floor, extracted a battleaxe from underneath his buttocks,
         and started tying on his goatskin leggings.
      

      
      ‘How do you work that one out then?’

      
      ‘It’s all that bloke Matt’s fault. If she wasn’t hankering after Mr fucking Perfect all the time, maybe she’d give me a second
         look.’
      

      
      ‘Hmm. Maybe.’ Jason pinned on his cloak, gave it an experimental swish in front of the mirror and struck a warlike pose. Being
         bony and dressed entirely in brown, he looked more like a big Twiglet than a Viking warrior.
      

      
      ‘Meaning?’

      
      ‘Meaning, if this girl Gina was to see the real you …’

      
      Sam donned his helmet, checked the glue on his false beard, and stole a look at himself in the mirror. The effect was so striking
         that he almost scared himself. ‘What – like this? She’d have a fit.’
      

      
      Jason laid a fraternal hand on Sam’s shoulder. ‘Take it from me, baby bro, she’d wet her knickers. Rough, hairy Viking warriors
         with big swords? Better than a gross of Chippendales any day.’
      

      
      Sam examined his reflection with renewed interest. ‘You really think so?’

      
      Jason replied with a suggestive wiggle of his eyebrows. ‘C’mon, Ralgar Skullsplitter – grab your mighty axe and let’s go split
         some skulls.’
      

      
      Gina liked the bar at the Arts Centre. It was her kind of place: cheap beer, recycled church pews, and a social conscience.
         If you hankered after Saving the Whale, collecting empty crisp packets for Ethiopia, or listening to someone playing Buddy Holly’s greatest hits on the sitar, this
         was the place to do it.
      

      
      ‘I can’t believe it, I just can’t!’ exclaimed Kat, mehndi-tattooed fingers pressed to her face in dramatic horror. ‘Hasn’t
         this accountant woman ever heard of the ethical business revolution?’
      

      
      Robin, whose shaven head and nose ring attempted to compensate for his day job in Moss Bros, tutted sympathetically. ‘It’s
         their training, see. They’re taught to think about making money and nothing else. Jude darling, I think the baby’s just been
         sick on your pashmina.’
      

      
      Jude gave a small ‘eek’ of dismay and handed the puking bundle back to Robin, who pulled doting faces at it while she swabbed
         down the shawl she’d personally haggled for in Pakistan, only to discover she could have bought it for half the price in Birmingham.
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