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To my lovely in-laws – the magnificent Maidenhead svigermor and svigerfar; the dressage rider, karate-kicker, X-box expert and sausage-addict who all live deep in the Woodley; and the Yorkshire Phantom-riders and Spook-walkers who took me to the Pleasure Garden. With love and thanks.




Prologue


Diana Henriques threw a huge apple log onto the roaring fire in the library, stepping back as it let out a hissing haze of sparks and sweet-smelling smoke. Watching as orange tongues started to lick their way around the new tinder, she crouched down and selected the longest poker from the fire irons to prod at the firewood. Angrily, she stabbed and poked until the fire raged high above the grate and started to consume the log. Then, as she thrust the poker hard into the heart of the fire to move the apple log back and make space for another, the hooked metal end snagged on it and lifted it out of the grate. It jumped clean through the air, landed beyond the flagstone hearth and started rolling furiously towards her.


Letting out a squeal of alarm, Diana tried to leap out of the way but fell over on her high-heeled boots and sprawled inches from the burning missile.


‘Silly girl!’ Housekeeper Gladys Gates, who had been bustling past the door with a tray of vol-au-vents, set her salver down on the reading desk and snatched up the long tongs to put the log back into the fire. She then stamped on the singed hearthrug and helped Diana to her feet. ‘You might have come of age, my girl, but you’re not too old to be told off for playing with fire,’ she tutted, picking up her tray again. ‘Now, come along and talk to your guests in the blue drawing-room. Mr and Mrs Belling have gone to a lot of effort for you this evening.’


Diana poked her tongue out at the starched white cotton back as she trailed after Gladys. She doubted most of the guests would even know who she was.


It was Boxing Day, and Diana’s eighteenth birthday. A formal drinks party was being held at her aunt’s home, Oddlode Manor, where talk was of nothing but the fine day’s hunting that had been enjoyed.


Diana, who loathed hunting (although would never admit that this was because it frightened her), was piqued that her aunt Isabel – known to all as Hell’s Bells – had used the party as an excuse to invite the horsy set. She was also livid that her mother was taking a Caribbean Christmas cruise with her new boyfriend, James Dulston, and had abandoned her on such a seminal day. Her father, Luis, was in Buenos Aires with his new family. Younger half-brother Rory and cousin Spurs were causing havoc by feeding all the canapés to the hounds in the nearby kennels. Eccentric Aunt Til had disappeared into a hothouse with her lover, Reg Wyck, closely pursued by head gardener Granville Gates who didn’t want his winter salads damaged. Only Nanny Crump was showing any degree of family pride – and she wasn’t even a relation.


It was the early 1980s and Diana, who longed to look like Blondie despite her dark skin and black hair, had defied Nanny and her aunt by rejecting their choice of cocktail dress in favour of a boob tube, zipped mini skirt, fishnet tights and thigh-high boots. These were in honour of Amos, who naturally had not been invited to the party. The young bloods who had were all vying to play noughts and crosses on her cross-hatched hosiery.


Diana could only think of Amos. Her heart was thumping in time to the background music – cheesy high-gloss rock provided by local band Foxy Lady (everything had a hunting theme, she noted). It was at least to her aunt’s credit that she had sought out something other than the usual Maddington chamber quartet to appeal to the ‘youth’. Foxy Lady – average age forty-seven – was about as rock-on as the Lodes valley got. They were currently thrashing out a bad cover version of Crazy Little Thing Called Love with the aid of three lead guitars, a steel drum and a saxophone. Diana, who knew that love was far crazier than that, listened to her aunt’s husband, St John Belling, making duty conversation, and smiled into the distance.


‘Dancing later, eh?’ St John was swaying cheerfully, blonde mane falling across his faded blue eyes.


Diana nodded vaguely. She wasn’t planning to stick around for the dancing. Amos loved her; she loved Amos. What a high.


‘Damn shame you didn’t ride out today.’ St John flicked back his hair. ‘Damned fine point. We covered most of the Gunning Estate – almost worthy of the old midnight steeplechase. Full moon’s on New Year’s Day this year, y’know. Used to love that race. You’re old enough to take part if it were still run now, eh?’


Diana couldn’t be bothered to reminisce about bygone local traditions like the steeplechase, especially not with her politician uncle – a man who spoke as though he were dictating a pre-war telegram. Since being promoted to a junior post in Thatcher’s defence ministry, he was becoming more and more like Richard Burton in Where Eagles Dare.



Foxy Lady’s saxophonist let rip with the classic Baker Street riff and Diana imagined Amos waiting for her in Gunning woods. She could feel her fishnets grating against her shaking knees at the prospect.


They had arranged to meet later. They were going to run away together. Gretna Green! They’d talked it through endlessly. She didn’t care about her A levels. She could finish those another time. She wanted Amos for life.


‘You met Tim Lampeter yet?’ St John was beckoning over one of the young bloods. ‘Just out of Sandhurst. Destined for great things in the Army.’ He squeezed her arm as he spun her around to meet the eager, square-jawed youth.


Tim Lampeter made stilted conversation about the car that Diana had been given for her birthday by her absent mother – a Golf parked ostentatiously by the Manor’s portico, covered with big ribbons and balloons.


‘Got one myself. Jolly fun to drive. Passed your test long?’


Diana, who had failed her test twice already, couldn’t be bothered to talk to him. She could drive well enough to get as far as the Gunning Estate woods and Amos could take it from there. Thank you, Mummy. Absent parent you might be, but you’re generous in your guilt. Cinderella has her pumpkin just in time for the pantomime to begin.


Tim couldn’t stop staring at her criss-crossed thighs – the olive skin glistening beneath the fishnets, the boot tops pointing their shiny leather fronts up at the zipped splits in her skirt.


‘Get any other nice presents?’


‘Polo pony from Daddy, diamond bracelet from Bell and St John, emerald brooch from Uncle Belvoir,’ she started reeling off the list without thinking.


Tim’s already red face reddened excitedly as he registered the pots to be hunted here.


Diana looked at her watch – a Cartier – another birthday gift from a godparent she barely remembered. Not long now.


‘Am I boring you?’


She looked up at him, trying to remember who he was. ‘A bit. Excuse me.’


She locked herself in an upstairs bathroom, heart truly hammering now. She couldn’t leave until the guests were all too drunk to notice. It wouldn’t be long. She must be patient.


She splashed her face with cold water and pressed her nostrils tightly together, breathing slowly and evenly through her mouth.


Life with Amos. It meant giving up all the privileges. She would never sit on her polo pony. She would only wear the jewels tonight before they would have to be sold. The Golf would have to go too, along with the fur coat and the watch.


She started to laugh. It would be such a blessed relief. Such a blessed relief.


They were dancing by the time she went back downstairs, the lights low, the bawdiness increasing. Someone was blowing a hunting horn.


They had forgotten it was her birthday. It hadn’t taken long. It was safe to go. She went to collect her coat, bag and car keys from their hiding place in St John’s gunroom.


‘There you are!’ warbled a voice.


Diana froze halfway along the back lobby. Almost safe.


Nanny Crump was still on manoeuvres. ‘A nice young man was asking after you. I think he wanted to mark your dance card.’


‘How lovely.’ She cleared her throat, hoping that Nanny had been on the sherry and wouldn’t be too hard to give the slip.


‘Where are you going to?’


Nanny Crump was a sharp old bird.


‘I have something special prepared for Aunt Bell and St John – to thank them for hosting my party,’ she lied with shameful ease. ‘I was just going to collect it.’


‘What a generous girl you are.’ Nanny’s parched-earth face softened. ‘I shall wait here in case there are any stray blades roaming around. Young men are so playful these days. One wouldn’t want you to get frightened.’


‘Bless you, Nanny,’ Diana tilted her head, mind churning, ‘although I would also be terribly grateful if you could make sure Aunt Bell and St John are close at hand for my . . . er . . . surprise? They have been so busy all night.’


‘No sooner said.’ Nanny pressed her palms together and tapped her fingers happily to her mouth before bustling off.


Diana raced to the darkened gunroom, twisting her heels in her haste. Two glassy eyes gleamed at her in the half-light and she crept up to the stuffed antelope, known to all the family children as Bongo. Standing as tall as a man, Bongo was a hartebeest that had been shot between the wars by her grandfather, Francis Constantine, and then shipped all the way back from Kenya to become a glorified hat stand in Oddlode Manor. She had hidden her backpack behind him, and hung her car keys from one antler, still bearing their huge gift ribbon. Diana kissed his leathery nose.


‘They won’t trap me, Bongo. You just wait and see.’


Her heart burning with fear, she burst out of the back door and ran past the old yew hedge and through the frost-hardened garden to the edge of the house.


Bugger, bugger, bugger!


The driveway was full of guests reeling around with mulled wine and sparklers.


Her blood was up now. She no longer cared.


‘Quick!’ she shouted from the darkness. ‘There’s a naked couple doing it in the glasshouse! This way!’


She ducked behind the laurels as guests started to pour past her, tripping their way gleefully across the lawn. As they thinned out to the most drunken of stragglers, she slipped back out of her lair and hopped into her shiny new car.


It was boxed in by two Jags and a Land Rover. No matter. She could do three-point turns – her instructor had wept bitter tears teaching her.


Crunch went her gears. Crunch went her back bumper against a Jag. Crunch went her front bumper against a Land Rover. Crunch, crunch, crunch. Perfect! Three points. She jerked her way out of the drive in a bunny hop, took out most of the gatepost and spluttered away into the night, turning on her sidelights and wondering how in hell most people drove in the dark.


Amos was sheltering in the gate folly by the Pleasure Garden entrance, his bike propped up against a gargoyle. He was shaking with cold and agitation but, when he gathered her into his arms, she could feel the heat roaring from his heart.


‘I love you, I love you, I love you.’


He kissed her so hard and so fast it was as though he was compressing every three hundred and sixty-five day year of her eighteen on the planet into a second. Diana almost suffocated with pleasure.


‘You look beautiful, huntress.’ He pulled away, spinning around her, admiring her in the cool illumination of the Golf’s sidelights.


‘I dressed for you.’


‘Now you can undress for me, huntress.’ He held out his hand, green eyes flashing silver in the car lights, his breath pluming dragon puffs in the frost.


‘Shouldn’t we go?’ She glanced over her shoulder.


‘No one followed you, did they?’


She shook her head.


‘Then we’re safe.’ His black hair fell wildly into his lashes, his turned-up collars formed a Dracula crest around his throat. ‘We can say farewell to our secret garden.’


‘Call me Mary Lennox,’ she smiled. ‘And I shall call you Dickon.’


He cocked his head. ‘Who are you calling a Dick?’


Laughing, she took his hand and followed him through the hidden entrance.


For a moment, they both stalled, mesmerised and terrified.


‘The lights are on,’ he breathed. ‘Granville was right. It does all still work.’


They had never been here after dark. It was alive. Diana could barely breathe.


‘They switch on automatically,’ Amos explained as he studied the dim pools of multi-coloured lights around him. ‘Nobody has been maintaining this place for years. It was state of the art when it was built – everything’s automatic.’


‘W-who pays the electricity bill?’


He put his arm around her and breathed in her ear. ‘Solar-powered. Firebrand was wild on alternative energy – they say he could heat a room with his charisma alone, so why not harness the sun? If anyone could, he could.’


‘And they still work?’


Amos held out his hand into a green pool of light, casting a spidery shadow over a moss-encrusted statue of a nymph. ‘They’re a bit dim – and some of the bulbs have gone now. But it all works. Listen.’


Diana strained her ears to listen beyond the rustling of dead leaves in the bitter wind and the crashing thuds of her own heart. And then she heard the water. The fountains were working.


‘The pumps are powered the same way.’ Amos broke away from her and wandered to a leaf-clogged pool, pulling her with him. ‘This one is almost frozen through so there’s hardly a trickle, but it still works. Look.’


‘The bald lady has hair!’ Diana gasped, starting to laugh, recognising an old friend.


They had often studied the bald lady curiously, wondering at the way she stood at the centre of her near-dry pool, arms spread ready to dive, head perforated with holes like an abstract depiction of a bathing cap. Diana had once joked that she was about to have her highlights done (having herself gone through the agony of the crochet hook dragging hair through a holed skullcap in search of blondeness). Now the lady revealed her secret as water trickled from those rusty holes, lit up by red and orange and yellow lights. The lady wasn’t bald. She had the wildest of flowing locks; a cascade of water in a thousand different shades of fire. At full power she would be a pre-Raphaelite siren. Even reduced to a trickle, with some of her highlights stolen by dead light-bulbs, she was a Titian sylph with a mane that flowed across her narrow bronze shoulders, over her delicate shoulder-blades, her fine little nipples, her softly curved cold metal belly and her long thighs, to the leafy pool below.


Amos and Diana threaded their bodies together again, spinning slowly around as they studied the garden over each other’s shoulders, wrapping out the cold.


‘I had no idea it could be so beautiful.’


‘It’s come out to say goodbye.’ Amos smiled into her cheek.


‘I’ll miss it so much here.’


‘We’ll come back, huntress,’ he promised.


She shook her head, knowing that they both understood. ‘It won’t be here.’


He undressed her in the courtyard of fountains, moving her between the pools of light so that she revealed a carved flank in a new colour with every turn. The boots slid off to expose one copper fishnet leg and then one in steely blue; the top slithered away so that her bare torso danced with purple light. Her skirt dropped with a rasp of zips making her buttocks gleam gold and green in their netting like glass yacht buoys and, as the fishnets slipped off, her nakedness shifted into scarlet light and then deepest claret.


Diana could no longer feel the cold. She was getting hotter with every discarded layer. She was as bright and magical as the garden that she and Amos had discovered all those months ago. She reached for his belt, freeing him with one tug at a buckle and a touch of a zip. He was bursting to get out.


They slammed together against the cool of a marble fountain-back, turning again and again so that shoulders crashed against the frost-flecked slabs and their ankles became entwined with ivy fronds. Diana climbed his legs like a monkey, arching and drawing back to cup herself around his taut, impatient erection. She pushed him inside, feeling the soft fur of his balls against her buttocks as she slid to the hilt, her bubbling passion swallowing him up and then sending him away in a rising tide.


‘I love you, I love you, I love you!’ he screamed as she climbed him higher, his head between her breasts. She arched and leaped, too carried away to care that her shoulders and spine thrashed against stone. He bit her nipples, making her laugh and scream. His nails dug into her flesh. She arched back and back and back, driving him deeper. Her head was amongst the leaves. She was in the pond where the wild hair streamed. Her eyes danced with red and yellow light. She was choking. She was drowning. Harder and faster. No breath. Harder and faster. No breath.


‘Yes!’ she screamed, leaves flying as her head reared from the water. ‘Yes!’


Great gulps of air crammed in and out of her lungs as the moment came. The magic wand drew lines in and out of her body, no longer confined by the barriers of skin and flesh and bone. It delved wherever it chose, stabbing joy into her belly and groin, tickling the soles of her feet, drawing a teasing pleasure line between her buttocks, jabbing merrily at her breasts and her navel, delving and delving into her foaming depths.


She could feel Amos still discharging fire within her – shot after shot as he laughed jubilantly. Her beautiful mercenary. He’d hit his target again. She kissed his twenty years from him as fast as he had claimed her eighteen. Her lips slid to his ear.


‘I love you too.’


It was the first time that she had admitted it. It was the first time that she had told anyone that she loved them in her entire life. Tears slid happily from her eyes – scarlet on one cheek, gold on the other.


And then she looked up to see two barrels of a gun pointing at their heads.


The voice behind the shotgun was deathly cool and mocking, its tones killingly upper-class. ‘Now that you two have fucked – rather sweetly, it must be said – how about adding the “off” to the equation?’


Diana was not good in a crisis. Her first reaction was to scream – which she did, loudly.


Amos was not particularly good in a crisis either. Looking up, his first reaction was to be provocatively angry. ‘Get that thing out of our faces or you die.’


At least it stalled the gunman, who stepped back into a neat pool of blue light to reveal a broad-shouldered, baseball-capped silhouette. The shotgun was silver-sided and very real.


Diana screamed again. Amos pressed a hand to her mouth, his breath hot against her throat. She could feel his heart pounding fiercely against her chest, but his voice was as level as a newsreader’s.


‘We’ll leave now. We’ll never come back. Okay?’


The reply was laced with mirth. ‘Oh, I know that you’re going. I wanted to say farewell and see you on your way. Only fair after all the entertainment your little couplings have given me.’


They both stared wide-eyed. The gun didn’t move from their skulls.


The voice drawled on. ‘That was a ten, by the way. Thank you for finally showing some style. Your early attempts were quite pitiful.’


Not caring that he might get shot, Amos’s voice rolled with thunder. ‘You fucking pervert! You’ve watched –’


‘Every single tupping.’ The gun barrels stroked Diana’s hair, making her shriek. ‘You really have come on in leaps and bounds. I take it you were both virgins?’


When they didn’t answer, the gunman slid the barrels under Diana’s chin, lifting it so that her face was in red light, now fading to a weak glow from the bulb.


‘You really are a ravishing creature. Very like your mother, as I recall.’


Diana gasped, too frightened to speak, her mind whirring.


‘Who are you?’ Amos demanded, daring to push the barrels away, shielding Diana as best he could.


The gun jerked back, pointing at him now. ‘Get dressed and leave.’


Diana raced around in the shadows, seeking out her Blondie kit in the fading puddles of coloured light.


‘Oh damn, my disco is about to close.’ The gunman was watching her from a black corner, only his barrel tips lit in green. He was becoming quite chatty. ‘Solar energy really is a let down at this time of year. I have a generator override, but it’s too damned noisy and petrol is so ruddy hard to come by. I’ve almost drained your Volkswagen’s tank, by the way, so be sure to get to a garage soon. I should have moved to the Med when they told me to.’


To her mortification, Diana couldn’t find her boob tube – an item of clothing that shrank to a wizened twist of creased nothing when not shrink-wrapped around her curves.


‘On Dusty’s finger,’ the gunman pointed out, helpfully aiming his gun in the direction of a pink-lit nymph. ‘I think you’ll find your stockings on Sandy’s toe and you dropped a boot somewhere near Petula’s pump outlet. I did try to – agh!’


‘Fucking bastard!’ Unnoticed in the gloom, Amos had thrust a thick arm around their assailant’s throat and now pulled him back into the darkness.


The next moment there was a brief muzzle flash and a deafening blast of gunshot, followed by a shattering thud as the bald lady lost her head. Diana was standing right in the line of fire.


‘Dusty!’ the gunman cried out and then was silenced as Amos brought him down.


Diana pressed her hand to her cheek and felt the hot, wet beads of pain where she’d been caught by the edge of the gunshot. For a moment euphoria blanked out all sensation. She was alive. She was alive! Then she felt pain along her shoulders and arm. Just how alive was she? With a furious bellow, she blacked out.


She awoke to the smell of Dettol and dope.


Diana wondered if she was dreaming. If so, it was a very odd dream. Amos was dabbing her wounds with great wads of cotton wool soaked in the tea-brown antiseptic while a grey-haired Grizzly Adams pulled gunshot from her arm with tweezers. The proceedings were lit by what appeared to be two paraffin lamps hanging from hooks on a branch above her and a small circle of night lights around her. The rest was darkness. It felt worryingly occult.


‘Shouldn’t we be in Gretna Green by now?’ she asked weakly. ‘Or at least a casualty department?’


Dark fringe flopping through his lashes and curtaining his green eyes, Amos dropped his cotton wool and took her hand. ‘You’re going to be fine, huntress. We’re looking after you.’


‘We?’ Diana felt herself blink, her face fighting to find a suitable expression. ‘Excuse me, but didn’t he just shoot me?’ She pointed at Grizzly Adams with her good hand.


‘Diana,’ Amos turned to the bearded man. ‘I want you to meet someone who’s about to change both our lives for ever. For fucking ever.’


‘Happy birthday.’ A calloused hand took hers. ‘You’ve just come into a fortune.’
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In the lanes that cats-cradled the Cotswold hills, the air was so thick with thistle blossom that it looked as though it was snowing in midsummer. The thick lion’s manes of blonde grasses along the verges barely stirred in the still heat haze, and the drooping, jewelled wild flowers weaving necklaces amongst them had no scent powerful enough to battle with the reek of melting tarmac.


In a record-breaking summer, this was the hottest day to date – a squinting, sunburnt August day, one week before the Bank Holiday. The ridge around the Lodes valley was a sun-starched pelmet, its tree-line stiff, dusty net curtains compared to the usual furled, pom-pommed drapes. The checked fields on its flanks made up a true summer patchwork – some yellow and polka-dotted with huge black plastic bales, or green embroidered with white sheep; some were striped with copper corn furrows, others the faded lovage velvet of set-aside and yet more the verdigris shot silk of well-munched pasture. Several combine harvesters were out – great mechanical locusts sending up clouds of dust as they worked through the hottest hours on a shift that would take them through the balm of evening and into the black cool of night.


For once, it was too hot for all but the most foolhardy of tourists to pedal or yomp or caravan between the little clustered villages that drew thousands to admire them year after year. Village stores had sold out of ice-creams, and their chilled drink fridges were almost empty. The small accident department in Market Addington cottage hospital was doing a roaring trade in burns and heat stroke. Idcote-over-Foxrush garden centre had finally managed to shift the last of the bulk order of bad-taste flowery sun-hats ordered seven years ago. It was that hot.


In one parish in the Lodes valley, three houses awaited new occupants, empty spectators to summer pastimes. Beside the lush emerald pile of Oddlode village green – saved from drought-ridden dust by its shading chestnut trees – a group of young children was playing cricket, overseen by one of the small, honey-coloured cottages whose deep-set peephole windows had kept a knowing eye on many generations. A mile away, alongside the hot solder of the railway line, another honey-stone house blinked its freshly cleaned upper windows out on to the Oddlode amenity ground, where local handyman Reg Wyck was mowing the parched grass and swearing at a pair of teenagers from the nearby estate who were sunbathing their soft, reddened bodies on the football pitch penalty spot.


High on the ridge above Oddlode, the third empty house watched through cataracts of thick dust as a group of horses from one of the many local yards hacked by, their riders carefully keeping to the dappled shade of the bridleway that led into the Gunning woods. One brushed a shoulder against the rampant buddleia overhanging the track from the cottage’s garden and sent out a cloud of red admiral butterflies, spooking the horses into snorting dances. The butterflies soared over the wild, untamed garden and settled on the sills of the cottage’s blind, smeary eyes – unexpected mascara anointing an elderly gaze as it waited for a new guardian angel.


It wasn’t a day to move house. It wasn’t a day to move far from a deckchair.


At Number Four Horseshoe Cottages in Oddlode, Gladys Gates had been at work since dawn. She had already Cif-ed every surface and wrapped every one of her dear friend Rose’s three hundred and twenty-eight ornaments in anticipation of its new tenants, the ‘Unmarried Irish Couple’ as she thought of them. The fact that the couple were not Irish and were, in fact, moving from East Anglia was immaterial to her.


Number Four, like the other three Horseshoe Cottages beside the village green in Oddlode, belonged to an era when few adults grew beyond five feet five. Its ceilings were absurdly low, weighed down by vast beams dripping with horse brasses that had crowned many an unsuspecting guest – supposing the squat doorways hadn’t already called seconds out upon them. So-named because the first cottage in the terraced row was attached to the old forge, each Horseshoe Cottage boasted its own iron crescent over the door. Number Four’s horseshoe was the rustiest and, according to local legend, had belonged to one of the best hunters in the county – a celebrated Gunning horse called Flint. After a particularly good day’s sport, the shoe had been given to Simmons, the Wolds Hunt terrier man, who had lived in the cottage in the days when the hunt kennels were based at Oddlode Manor. Gladys remembered Simmons well, particularly his passion for pickling – himself as well as his vegetables, which had been amongst the first raised in the Oddlode allotments. Some of the cupboards in the cottage still smelled of vinegar and home-made wine. Rumour had it that Simmons hadn’t needed embalming.


His niece, old Rose Simmons, had until recently lived in Number Four on her own. Taken into residential care after a particularly nasty bout of shingles earlier that summer, she looked increasingly unlikely to return home. Her family had consequently decided to rent out the cottage to stop it mouldering, although Gladys suspected that the reason they were only doing so on a three-month ‘cash’ let was in case the old dear snuffed it and they could make merry with the investment. It was a nice little nest egg. The cottage had once belonged to the Manor, but ownership had transferred to the Simmons family at around the same time as Rose had left service at Foxrush Hall to move in with her uncle. This had always struck Gladys as strange – the Constantine family, who had always owned the Manor, were a notoriously mean lot. Gladys could smell a scandal, but had never been able to get to the bottom of it. Even today’s thorough tidy-up heralded no clues.


She collected the framed photographs from above the gas mantel, admiring one of the young Rose looking like Rita Hayworth.


She had once been a very beautiful woman. Gladys had somewhat idolised her as a girl and thought it a great shame she’d never married and had children of her own. Gladys had known Rose Simmons all her life and, being kind-hearted, she was happy to keep an eye on things in Rose’s absence. She’d followed the fate of Number Four with interest, reporting to Rose as prospective tenants arrived to get the guided tour.


Miss Stillitoe had come alone, parking a very tatty little car beside the village green while Gladys was standing outside the nearby post office stores. Gladys, whose network of spies was notorious in the village, quickly ascertained that she was the new teacher appointed to take over from recently-retired Miss Frappington at Oddlode primary school. Young, petite and somewhat scruffy, Mo Stillitoe (Gladys assumed the ‘Mo’ was short for Maureen) was moving to the Cotswolds from Newmarket. She was thought to be a Cambridge graduate (an old campus parking permit still lived on her car windscreen), a vegetarian (seen buying salad sandwich from shop), a cat lover (cat hairs spotted on skirt) and something of a dancer (the way she moved gave it away). There wasn’t much that got past the Manor’s housekeeper. Gladys was not known locally as Glad Tidings for her cheery hellos alone; gossip was her life.


She later learned from Netta, the school secretary, that Miss Stillitoe was one of these modern girls who referred to her boyfriend as a partner, only naming him during her job interview as ‘Pod’.


‘Pod and Mo,’ Gladys muttered under her breath as she adjusted the lovely print of working shire-horses that lived above the fireplace. They sounded like cartoon characters.


Finding out about Pod had not been easy, and Gladys was only part of the way through enquiries. His real name – which Gladys couldn’t pronounce – had appeared in the rental agreement that Rose had shown her, along with his occupation.


It was when Gladys had discovered Padhraig Shannon to be a jockey that she’d made the mistaken Irish connection – with a name like that, it seemed a safe bet that Pod was a racing import from the Emerald Isle. Her boss, Sir St John Belling, was luckily a man of the turf, but was unfortunately also a man of few words. All week Gladys had been conducting frustrating investigations into Mr Shannon whilst serving meals at the Manor. She’d thus far only gleaned a few fascinating morsels – young Pod was, it seemed, a ‘bad lot’ who had brought the sport of kings into disrepute. He was no longer racing for a living. Gladys was agog.


Gladys – whose own cottage almost backed on to the Horseshoe Cottages gardens – had promised Rose that she would keep a close eye on the new tenants at Number Four. She had already placed a set of binoculars by her boxroom window and made sure the cherry tree was cut back enough to afford a good view. She was looking forward to the entertainment.


At Wyck Farm on the Lower Oddford road, agent Lloyd Fenniweather was playing with the two sets of keys that he had been handed by the developer, idly spinning them around his fingers like a gunslinger. As he awaited his buyers, he admired the fifth reincarnation of the old house that he’d seen in as many years. It had certainly taken some selling – and a lot of tarting up – but the farm had made him a very healthy commission. Thank goodness the Brakespears were in so much of a hurry when they bought it. They seemed a pleasant family, although he doubted they would stay long. Nobody did. They were moving from the luxury of a modern Essex gin palace. Wyck Farm was a much darker spirit, its cold comforts barely disguised by the glow of new chrome fittings, slate worktops and beech floors.


He gave the Brakespears a year at most. He would keep the house details on file just in case. No family, apart from its original owners, had lasted at Wyck Farm for more than four seasons. It seemed cursed to destroy marriages, and Lloyd already harboured doubts about Anke and Graham Brakespear. Estate agents soon learned to read the signs – they sold enough properties for divorcing couples. The Brakespears never touched one another, and rarely stood close enough together to be able to. They talked to and through their children more than to one another. The Danish mother had been the driving force and decision-maker behind the move, the others all dragging their feet. The husband – a self-made northerner – seemed as much a child to her as the teenagers and the young son. Lloyd, who had a penchant for blondes, rather fancied Anke Brakespear, who had a Bo Derek older woman appeal, with that amazing bone structure and supercool elegance. She was far too tall to be a practical option, but he’d nevertheless allowed himself a few passing fantasies about showing her around the property very, very thoroughly – particularly the master bedroom suite and its vast whirlpool bath.


He smiled to himself now, realising that Anke’s whistle-stop viewing was the very reason that he had finally shifted Wyck Farm off his books. The bath – like most other things in the house – was likely to explode the moment it was switched on. He’d had a very nasty moment with the electric gates only that morning.


Letting the sun lick a few more highlights into his treacle toffee hair and dust a few more freckles on to his bronzed cheeks as he gazed up at the gables, Lloyd pondered the old place’s transformation from tatty, rundown farmhouse owned by the legendary Wyck family to desirable (or almost) country residence. It was only a shame, he reflected as yet another Intercity blasted past on one side while a loud game of football started up on another, that its location wasn’t better.


At Overlodes Riding School – known to many as ‘Legoverlodes’ – Justine Jones was waiting forlornly in the car park, clutching her velvet riding hat. It seemed Rory Midwinter had yet again forgotten her lunch-time riding lesson. The lorry was missing from its parking space and the yard was deserted.


When The Archers came to a finish, Justine decided that it was time to give up. But, just as she was about to start the engine, she heard a rumble of tyres on gravel and leapt out of her car, heart hammering as it always did when she prepared to see Rory. Alas, the shiny metallic livery and blacked-out windows that emerged over the spruce hedges told her that this wasn’t Rory’s clapped out old Bedford cattle wagon. Justine watched in amazement as two vast, flashy horseboxes rolled into the drive. Each lorry had Home Counties Horse Transport emblazoned on its side.


Faith Brakespear was sulking furiously because she hadn’t been allowed to travel from Essex with her beloved pony, Bert. She slouched angrily in the bucket seat of her brother Magnus’s sports car, watching the convoy ahead of her through narrowed eyes. At its helm was her stepfather, driving his pride and joy, the Lexus. Following was her mother, Anke, sharing the Mercedes off-roader with Faith’s half-brother Chad, two dogs, two cats and a host of small, furry animals in perforated cardboard boxes. Magnus and Faith brought up the rear, although there had until recently been another member of the cavalcade behind them. Faith cast fretful looks over her shoulder. They had lost the horsebox at traffic lights somewhere between Oxford and Witney. She was certain that there had been two Home Counties Horse Transport lorries following them until then. Not for the first time, she cursed her stepfather for selling the family’s own horsebox when her mother retired from competition.


Faith was sweltering, her sweaty back and the clammy upholstered seat creating a hot doughy sandwich that had turned her T-shirt into a sodden filling. Magnus’s 1980s Porsche was the only Brakespear car without air conditioning, but she had been loath to travel with her stepfather in the leathery cool of the Lexus and her mother was being especially protective of Chad today. This struck Faith as deeply unfair. After initial doubts, both the boys were now eager to move to the new farmhouse, whereas Faith had been in a decline for weeks at the prospect. She might be almost twice Chad’s age, but that didn’t put her beyond the need to share a car with her mother on such a momentous day and perhaps allow herself a small cry. She couldn’t cry in front of Magnus. He was hopeless. For almost two hours, he had alternately chatted into the Bluetooth headphone of his Nokia, selected teeth-grittingly alternative tracks on the CD stacker, or cursed other drivers.


‘Stupid bitch!’ he spat as a woman in an Audi estate pulled out in front of him, butting into the Brakespear convoy. He leaned on the horn and two fingers appeared out of the sun-roof in front of him. ‘Did you see that?!’ He flashed his lights.


Through the Audi’s tinted rear view window, two cherubic little faces poked their tongues out at the Porsche, making Faith smile for the first time that day. The smile turned into a laugh as a huge silver dog thrust its head out of a side window to stare at them, tongue lolling and ears flapping inside out. It was a Weimaraner – the rare and beautiful German gundog. It had been on the wish list that Faith had made when desperate for a puppy, but Graham, her stepfather, had insisted that, as the only child with a pony, she couldn’t have her own dog, too. That honour had fallen to the spoiled Chad, now the proud owner of Bomber, the flatulent bull terrier. Faith secretly adored Bomber – certainly more than their other dog, Evig, the Japanese Akita bought for her mother as a fifth anniversary present from Graham. Weighing in at nine stone with eyes like a camp commandant, Evig – which meant forever in Danish – was cold-hearted, volatile and slavishly loyal to Faith’s stepfather.


She glared irritably at the Lexus several cars ahead of them. Graham liked to flash his money around, but only very selectively, and Faith was convinced he singled her out for especially tight-fisted treatment. Not only was she not allowed a dog of her own, neither was she permitted a new horse unless she agreed to part with Bert, whom she had grown far too tall and heavy to ride. It had become a stand-off that had thus far lasted eighteen months. Apart from best friend Carly, who was now going to be over a hundred miles away, Bert was Faith’s closest ally. Selling him would be like selling her soul.


She took out her mobile phone to text best friend Carly, only getting as far as ‘Having a crap’ before Magnus tried a lunatic overtaking move on the Audi so that she accidentally pressed Send before she could add ‘journey’.


Diana Lampeter was running late, and she loathed running late. She also loathed emotional scenes. Her well-planned schedule was already falling to pieces.


Mim wouldn’t stop crying after a tearful farewell with her father Tim (who would, after all, be seeing the children next weekend, and was being a complete heel already – insisting that he be at the London house throughout the removal process). Just as Tim had finally calmed Mim down enough to buckle her in the car and plug the portable DVD into the cigarette lighter, the removal men had dropped a Welsh dresser on their own feet. Faced with the prospect of Mim staging another tantrum, Diana had been forced to go ahead and leave Tim awaiting a replacement driver for the van. He was bound to have poked through the last of her boxes and discovered his favourite Henry Alken oil and the George III silver teapot that his grandmother had given them as a wedding present, neither of which he’d agreed to let her take.


A flat tyre on the A40 had delayed her so much that both her removal lorry and her horse transporter had sailed past as she sweated with the jack and wheel nuts in the sweltering heat while, in the back of the car, Digby stayed glued to the DVD player, Mim sobbed her heart out and Hally barked constantly. Not one kind Samaritan had stopped to help. Diana could hardly blame them. Her passengers were enough to put anybody off.


Then Digby went missing at Oxford services, having insisted on going to the loo unaccompanied, setting off a panic-stricken search. She was certain both the horse transporter and the Kensington Quality Removals van would have arrived by now, and bloody Rory wasn’t answering the phone. To cap it all, some idiot in a Porsche had just almost driven her off the road.


‘Not much further,’ she promised the children through gritted teeth, glancing in the rear-view mirror. ‘Digby, stop feeding chewing gum to Hally.’ On the back seat beside her children, the big grey dog was struggling to unglue her jaws, saliva pouring from her chomping jowls on to Mim’s fat little legs.


She could see the Porsche behind them, weaving in and out of an overtaking position despite the never-ending oncoming tourist traffic. Idiot. Good-looking idiot, mind you, she realised, as she took in the flop of blonde hair and the breadth of shoulders.


They slowed to a crawl as they came to a roundabout backed up with traffic.


‘Someone else is on the move today.’ With false jollity Diana pointed out the Pickfords vans ahead of her. Digby didn’t look up from cramming chewing gum into the rear ashtray. Mim snivelled some more and said she needed the toilet.


‘Lavatory,’ Diana snapped. ‘And you’ll have to wait.’


Porsche Boy had an incredibly plain girlfriend, she noticed as he forced his way into the outside lane and alongside her, intent on overtaking on the roundabout. Compared to his symmetrical perfection, his companion had a long, thin face like a camel, round shoulders and hair the colour and texture of a dirty sisal carpet.


Diana briefly admired her own reflection in the mirror – golden skin, black hair curling around huge espresso-dark eyes set in a heart-shaped face. It had served her well, although too much crying and comfort eating towards the end of her marriage had given her bags and a double chin she was determined to shift. Tim had been particularly cruel about the weight she’d put on, calling her a fat slob and a disgrace in those tortuous final weeks. He’d told her she should get out and exercise; she’d just longed for him to be sent away on exercise to let her binge-eat in peace. But ceremonial duties had kept him in London all summer, picking over the corpse of their love with unexpected glee.


An angry beep behind her snapped her back into the here and now as she realised that the traffic had moved on, Porsche Boy long-since departed in a plume of fumes.


‘Okay, okay.’ She waved a hand at the impatient driver behind her. ‘What is it with people today? Bloody white van man.’


White Van Man remained glued to her exhaust pipe all the way through Idcote-over-Foxrush and out on to the ridgeway above the Lodes valley, intimidating her with his radiator grille and his black scowl. It was only when he peeled away on to the Oddlode road and she stayed on the ridge heading for the Springlode turning that Diana realised her children had fallen unusually quiet. She glanced behind her and saw that they were both asleep at last, Hally stretched out over them both, her slobbery face pressed to Digby’s chin.


Diana pulled into a lay-by, keeping the engine running and savouring the moment. Her beautiful, dark-eyed, honey-skinned children who had both inherited a streak of her South American heritage along with the Constantine freckles and curls, and their father’s high-cheeked haughtiness. That he had accused her of being a bad mother had been Tim’s dirtiest trick. She loved her children with a passion beyond rationality. Yes, she was impatient, probably far too liberal and shamefully fond of them when they were asleep as opposed to awake, but they were her life and the centre of her world.


Diana kissed her fingers and touched the tip of Mim’s perfect, plump toe poking from her flowery flip-flops. Then she turned to look out across the valley, so coppery from drought that the black woods spreading their fingers across it looked like stripes on a tiger’s back. Putting the car into gear, she set off again, driving into its jaws.


Pod arrived in Oddlode ahead of Mo, parking the van that they had hired to transport their few possessions on the tiny private lane alongside the village green. Their rented cottage was almost obscured by a huge Kensington Quality Removals lorry, from which two men were unloading illogically large pieces of furniture on to the grass.


‘All right?’ he nodded at one of them, wondering what the hell was going on. The man nodded back as he carried a stack of expensive-looking dining chairs on to the green.


Pod leaned back against his van and rolled a cigarette, watching the action thoughtfully. Either somebody was moving into one of the other Horseshoe Cottages that day, or there had been an interesting cock-up. He had no intention of getting involved straightaway. This could be fun.


Lined up nearby, Gladys and an army of locals were, for once, dumbstruck. It wasn’t the ridiculous amount of furniture that silenced them, although there was enough to fill a small country house. Nor was it the sight of two sweaty removal men without tops on. It wasn’t even the arrival of the white van at such speed that it had seemed destined to crash into the Fentons’ Volvo. Gladys’s little village army was gaping, wide-mouthed, at Pod. With his tanned forehead furrowed and dark eyebrows furled, he was as devastatingly handsome as any old-fashioned matinée idol. Nobody had warned them that the village was about to gain a stud of quite such ferocious beauty. It took them several minutes of angina-twinging excitement to recover enough to speak.


‘He is a young Dirk Bogarde, and no mistake,’ breathed Phyllis Tyack.


‘My goodness, but he’s a good-looking young man.’ Kath Lacey tucked her fleshy arms beneath her waist-slung bosom, clasping her hands. ‘She’s a lucky girl, that teacher.’


‘They’re an unmarried couple,’ Gladys reminded them, sniffing disapprovingly as Pod lit his cigarette. Then he caught them watching and threw out a smile of such enticing power that the village army stepped back in drill formation, taking deep breaths.


‘You saying I’m in with a chance, Glad?’ Kath giggled.


‘Ooof.’ Gladys gave her a stern look, and cast her eyes around for the young teacher. Moments later, the tatty little car came rattling along the Lower Oddford road issuing noxious fumes – mostly from the inside as Mo tried to extinguish a cigarette on several sweet wrappers in the ashtray.


‘She’s a pretty slip of a thing, too.’ Phyllis cocked her head as the car kangaroo-hopped its way on to the gravel road beside the green and came to a halt with the aid of the Horseshoe Cottages hollyhocks.


‘A bit gamine,’ Gladys muttered. Having mothered a generation of well-boned, plump blondes, she found Mo Stillitoe’s waifish fragility alien and unfamiliar.


‘Nothing gammony about her,’ Phyllis argued. ‘She’s just skin and bone. Reminds me of Audrey Hepburn.’ She had a habit of likening newcomers to movie stars. Quite how tiny, scruffy Mo Stillitoe with her punky henna-ed hair tucked beneath a baseball cap, her stringy vest, voluminous cargo pants and stacked trainers resembled the elegant actress was a mystery to the others, although they supposed she did have the long neck and the fallow deer eyes.


‘You don’t think she’s more like that actress with the double-barrelled name?’ Kath suggested. ‘What’s she called? Kirsty Tompkinson-Parker? Helen Scott-Thomson? Christine Thomas-Carter? That’s it, isn’t it?’


‘No, it’s Helena Bonham-Carter,’ Phyllis corrected, studying the new arrival’s profile and conceding the likeness with delighted recognition. ‘And you’re right – it is. It’s her.’


Beside her, Kath’s bosom rose as she clasped her hands ever more tightly in mistaken excitement. ‘Helena Bonham-Carter’s moved to this village! You wait till I tell Vinny.’


Gladys let out an impatient huff and glared at her companions. ‘She’s called Miss Stillitoe. She’s the new key stage two teacher at the school. I should know. My Pam is class assistant.’


‘Research,’ Kath breathed, determined to enjoy the new drama. ‘All the top actresses do it now, don’t they – submerge themselves into the role by actually living the life?’


Phyllis, who rather liked the idea of an undercover method actress in their midst – and was always happy to wind up Gladys – nodded fervently. ‘We’ll have to protect her, make sure the press don’t find out.’ She winked at Kath.


Kath beamed back, although she was not intentionally playing any part in a wind-up. She was convinced that Helena Bonham-Carter had moved into the village. And Kenneth Branagh’s disguise was quite brilliant, too. The pile of Hello magazines in the Village Surgery were so ancient that the pensioners had yet to catch up with the actress’s latest love-life.


Unaware that she was the object of such scrutiny, Mo had managed to extinguish the small ashtray fire with the last of her bottle of Coke and was making her way towards the huge removal lorry in perplexed horror at the sight of so much antique furniture being unloaded into her new front garden and across the lane on to the green.


‘What in the name of . . . ?’


‘Shhh – shhh.’ Stepping out from behind the hired van, Pod neatly intercepted her and tugged her to his side. ‘They think it’s ours. Don’t say a word otherwise.’


Justine Jones might be disappointed that Rory hadn’t turned up for their lesson, but she’d been most impressed when three gleaming horses and three adorable ponies had been unloaded from the Home Counties Horse Transport lorries. When asked where the horses should be put, she’d vaguely pointed at one of the paddocks and now watched the new arrivals as they careered around, whinnying, snorting, squealing and making friends.


It was about time Rory got some new school horses. Justine eyed up a wise-looking, white-faced bay with great hope. He was the spitting image of Anke Olensen-Willis’s great Olympic horse, Heigi. Things were definitely looking up.


She cast one final look around the yard and down the drive where the horse transporters had recently departed in a haze of hot dust, hoping that Rory might suddenly appear and beg her to stay on and try a new horse. But she was going to be late back to work as it was. She scribbled him a note asking him to ring her and posted it through the door of the cottage, peering in through the dusty window as she did so and smiling lovingly as she spotted the mess inside. Rory needed to be looked after. And, like so many of his adoring female clients, Justine liked to dream she might be the one to do so.


Rory and his groom, Sharon, were, in fact, miles from Upper Springlode, competing two youngsters at a novice one-day event near Cirencester. Not only had Rory forgotten Justine’s lesson, he had also completely forgotten that today was the day his sister and her children were due to move into his cramped cottage.


Determined to be positive, despite some immediate causes for concern, Anke glided around Wyck Farm pointing out all the best bits.


‘The light is so beautiful in this kitchen, and this conservatory will be such heaven to dine in,’ she announced, her sing-song Danish voice echoing away as she moved beneath the glass roof and out into the garden.


‘You could cook the food in it, it’s so hot.’ Graham fanned himself with the Aga instruction leaflet as he followed her into the conservatory, glancing up at the tens of wasps buzzing above his head before retreating hastily into the relative cool of the house to check on the removal men.


‘What was Mum thinking of?’ Magnus sighed, lighting a cigarette and resting his elbows on the kitchen peninsula, blonde hair drooping into his eyes. His enthusiasm for the move had disappeared the instant he’d seen Wyck Farm.


‘We can always build you a studio, son.’ Graham patted his bony shoulder as he passed. ‘One of those garden office things, y’know?’


Since dropping out of university to recover from a motorcycling accident, Anke’s eldest son had become increasingly determined to forge a career as a musician rather than returning to study electronics. Magnus still boasted an amazing amount of metalwork in his left leg and arm and was often in more pain than he let on. The prospect of a small recording studio at the new house had been one of the things that had lifted him out of the darkest post-accident glooms. Magnus had been certain that there would be outbuildings galore here, but Wyck Farm had nothing remotely suitable. The self-contained annexe had been earmarked for their grandfather, the small stable block was for the wretched horses, and even the garages were already being put to more important use keeping the precious Lexus and the Merc clean. He felt completely overlooked.


‘I want the attic room.’ Chad came running downstairs from his mission to bag the best bedroom, Bomber panting at his heels. ‘And I want my own TV, PlayStation and phone up there. Oh, and we must have satellite.’


‘Dream on,’ Faith hissed from her perch on the window-seat where she had taken up residence to overlook the driveway and watch out for the horse transporter. ‘Mum promised that room to me. It’s the only reason I agreed to move to this flea-pit. I already hate it here.’ She shuddered.


‘I fink it’s all right.’ Chad – who had fashioned himself a strong Essex accent of late – pretended to box Bomber. ‘It’s pretty cool as it goes. We got loadsa space, ain’t we, Bomb?’


‘Not enough for a studio,’ Magnus hissed, tipping his head back and glaring at the ceiling. This move had forced him to break up his band, Slackers – dubbed by some of Colchester’s gig venues as the new Blur. They’d been within sniffing distance of a record contract. Now he was just within sniffing distance of a seriously bad bout of hay fever.


‘Evig’s going to trash that stable.’ Faith was watching as the huge Akita slammed himself against the top bars of the loosebox across the courtyard where he had been confined to stop him eating the removal men. ‘I can’t see him lasting here. He’ll get out on the railway line for a start.’ She knew that would upset her stepfather.


But Graham was determined to placate.


‘I think your mother’s done very well.’ He mustered some bravado as he watched Anke drifting between the flower-beds, no doubt already planning her sowing scheme to replace the hastily planted garden centre geraniums and petunias. ‘It’s a beautiful house.’


Despite Graham’s words, the family – who had originally fallen in love with Goose Cottage in the heart of the village – were not convinced by the impetuous purchase of Wyck Farm on the outskirts of Oddlode. Isolated halfway along the road to Lower Oddford and trapped between the railway line, the amenity grounds and the council estate, it had a claustrophobic feel about it despite its five acres of land. The latest renovation had been a rush job, and the fresh paint and hasty finishes did little to cover the obvious faults. Beech floors laid to cover the space left by long-gone flagstones immediately started springing up or cracking under the weight of passing furniture. Light fittings gave off electric shocks, and there was no hot water.


‘I wish I had a studio,’ Magnus muttered.


‘I want the attic room,’ Chad grizzled.


‘I wish we’d never left Essex,’ Faith hissed.


Through the heat-haze of the conservatory, Graham watched Anke leaning dreamily against a willow archway which immediately fell over, making her laugh. He wanted nothing more than a happy wife. He’d move heaven and earth for that. Moving to the Lodes valley was a small sacrifice.


‘Look, love, it says Horseshoe Cottage on the paperwork,’ the removal man insisted, brushing Mo aside as he collected a huge plant stand dripping with carved oak fruit from the back of the lorry.


‘Then it’s a different Horseshoe Cottage.’ Mo followed him. ‘We’re Number Four. The name is Stillitoe – and Shannon. This says Lampeter.’ She read from the sheet he’d handed her.


He ignored her as he carried the plant stand on to the hydraulic ramp and started lowering himself, wiping his sweaty brow with the back of his hand and inadvertently smearing the mobile telephone contact number he’d written there when leaving London.


‘Surely you saw the people whose furniture this is when you collected it?’ Mo persisted, talking to the top of his sunburnt head.


‘Nope. It should be my day off, love, but Barney and Des dropped that ruddy great Welsh dresser on both their bleedin’ feet so Mick and I had to take over the job. Hottest day of the year ’n’ all – can you believe our luck? Your husband was the only one in the house when I turned up to drive the rig. I picked young Mick up from Greenford on the way out here.’


‘Did you just say my “husband”?’


‘Yeah. As it goes, he gave me his number in case you – oh, bollocks, I can’t read it now.’ He looked at the smudged number on his hand, shrugged, and picked up the plant stand again. ‘No disrespect, but he told me to take none of your nonsense, love. He said you’d be trouble.’


‘What?’ Mo watched him carry off the plant stand. She clenched her small hands into fists and yelled. ‘What do you mean by “trouble”? And I don’t have a husband. I have Pod.’


Several more bystanders had arrived to watch the action on the village green. A couple were openly nosing their way around the ever-growing cluster of furniture, apparently looking for price tags.


Mo lowered herself from the lorry like a rock-climber and went in pursuit of the plant stand. ‘Did you hear me? I don’t have a husband.’


Pod looked up from a box of silverware as she passed.


‘Look, love,’ the removal man was trying to be tactful. ‘I know these divorce cases are messy – I’ve had enough experience. You and the boyfriend should be happy with what you’ve got. There’s some nice stuff here.’ He nodded around him as he settled the stand beside a mahogany tallboy. ‘Generous chap, your old man. I always trust an army officer.’


‘I’m sorry?’ Mo was bewildered.


‘I quite agree, mate.’ Pod snatched the paperwork from her and gave her a menacing ‘say nothing’ look. ‘We should be very grateful for what we have.’ He made it sound like a religious blessing.


‘Are you crazy?’ Mo hissed in an undertone, aware of the proximity of watching villagers. ‘We can’t just take someone else’s possessions.’


‘It’s a gift from above,’ Pod whispered, well aware of the quality of the furniture – even if there was a lot of weird South American stuff, he’d noted.


‘It’s a criminal offence.’


‘Relax, baby. Just go with the flow.’ Pod clicked his tongue against his cheek with a wink, reaching into a pocket for his tobacco tin. ‘Have a cigarette.’ He pulled out a ready-rolled fag and lit it for her.


Mo snatched it tetchily and took a deep drag before realising what he had done. Her eyes bulged as she fought to swallow the smoke and not let any tell-tale fumes waft around. ‘This is spliff!’ she hissed.


He started to laugh. ‘Shh. Now who’s committing the criminal offence? Don’t forget we’ve got an audience.’


Mo looked frantically around for somewhere to stub it out.


A pink-cheeked old lady chose that moment to break ranks amongst the onlookers and proffer a basket of home-made jams.


‘You’re the young teacher replacing lovely Miss Frappington, aren’t you? Maureen, isn’t it?’


‘Mo, yes – oh, thanks.’ She held the spliff behind her back and took the basket with her other hand. ‘That’s so kind.’


‘Gladys Gates.’ She offered a pink hand as soft and wrinkled as a peach that has lived in the fruit bowl too long.


Mo had run out of hands. She thrust the basket at Pod, who thrust it right back and shook the pink palm instead.


‘I’m Pod – hi.’ He totally disarmed Gladys by kissing her on both rosy cheeks. ‘Great to meet you.’


‘What a lovely voice. You must be from Ireland?’ She almost swooned.


‘Merseyside.’ He patted her soft hand, hamming up his best Roger McGough lilt, although it was obvious Gladys wouldn’t know brogue from Birkenhead. ‘Third generation Irish scouser escaping to the most beautiful village in the world. I really hope we’ll fit in here.’


Prickling with sunburn and embarrassment, Mo winced as he laid it on with a trowel.


But Gladys was blushing delightedly. ‘Oh, I’m sure you will, Patrick. I housekeep at the Manor, by the way. Rose Simmons is a dear friend of mine.’


‘Rose who?’


‘She’s the lady who owns Number Four. Used to be a peppercorn cottage, but the Constantines gave it to her family just after the war. Lucky Rose. Shame she never had kiddies.’


‘Oh, right – the old dear. Yeah. Mo said something about her. She’s been ill, hasn’t she?’


A jar of damson jam fell from the basket as Mo nudged him hard in the ribs, aware that only last night they had cruelly speculated whether Rose might peg out soon – enabling them to think about buying the cottage. It had been idle pillow talk, but it felt dreadful to have discussed it. Her skin burned all the more with uneasiness.


Thankfully, Gladys was too distracted by the beauty of Pod’s swirling Irish coffee eyes to notice the awkwardness. He had this effect on women – always. Young or old, married, celibate or even gay. They all fell for him.


‘Poor Rose is very frail these days. I said I’d keep an eye on things for her.’ She cast them both a beady look.


Mo had started to realise that the hot sensation on her back wasn’t just as a result of all this embarrassment. There was a distinct smell of burning. She hoped Gladys hadn’t clocked the smouldering spliff.


‘You have some lovely things,’ Gladys was saying, looking around at the furniture. ‘I hope they’ll all fit in. You do know the cottage is already furnished?’


‘You can never have too many lovely things.’ Pod put his arm around Mo’s waist and pulled her close, nuzzling his chin into the crook of her neck and whispering, ‘And this is the loveliest – aren’t you, queen?’


Pod’s effect on women was legend. He could reduce Mo to a state of liquid-kneed debauchery quicker than anyone. Looking up at him through her lashes, she couldn’t help but smile at his sheer wickedness. Then she smelled the burning again, glanced over her shoulder and let out a shriek. Her vest was on fire.


Horseshoe Farm Stables in Upper Springlode had so completely changed from the way Diana remembered it that she drove past it several times without realising. The riding school had once been run by Captain Midwinter, Rory’s uncle – she supposed that made him her step-uncle. Unmarried, fastidious, the bane of the Wold Hunt Pony Club, the captain had taught all Truffle’s children to ride – Diana included. She remembered him and his house with affection. But the riding school was now separated from the lovely Cotswold stone farmhouse, long since sold to new owners who had renovated it, added a swimming pool and a tennis court and built a high stone wall between it and its former stables.


Now renamed Overlodes Riding School (ghastly, thought Diana), the yard consisted of decrepit stabling and barns surrounded by threadbare paddocks. The only accommodation, apart from Sharon’s eyesore static caravan, was the tiny, saggy-roofed Horseshoe Farm Cottage. This was to be home to Diana and her children.


Diana was overwhelmed by such a heavy, leaden feeling of disappointment that she couldn’t at first even bring herself to get out of the car. Hally and the children were still sprawled across the back seats in a slumbering pack, and Diana stared despondently out of the windscreen at her dreadful new surroundings – a far cry from the Kensington house she had just been forced to leave, or the lovely village house she had originally been promised.


She cursed her mother again for changing her mind so late in the day and redirecting her daughter from the annexe of her elegant and spacious Georgian home, Grove House, to the squalor of Horseshoe Farm Cottage. Truffle had listed a plethora of justifications, but it was obvious that the truth was simpler; she didn’t want the bother of a divorcing daughter and two fractious grandchildren under her slate tiles. Far better that Diana shelter beneath a leaking stone roof with her half-brother and help him reinvent his failing business.


‘You are the perfect person to steer Rory in the right direction,’ Truffle had pointed out in her creamy voice. ‘Just think about all your experience with horses, darling. Remember what that shrink told you. He said you have a “neglected skill-base”.’


Diana wished she had never mentioned the wretched therapist, who had charged her eighty pounds an hour to cry into his Kleenex as her marriage fell apart around her. ‘Mummy, I was a bloodstock agent. It’s hardly much help in a tin-pot riding school. Besides, I haven’t worked for five years.’


‘Then it’s about time you started again. Tim can hardly be expected to settle a fortune on you given his army salary.’ Truffle had already disloyally sided with her son-in-law.


‘Tim’s family is loaded, Mummy.’ The house – and indeed most of Tim’s assets – was kept in the family trust, but her solicitor was confident that they could still ask for a significant sum.


‘Don’t be so grasping – I thought I’d brought you up better than that.’ Truffle was always happy to ignore the fact that her own fortune had been made entirely by divorcing so many husbands.


‘If Tim paid me a third of the money he lavished on that mistress of his, I’d be able to live in luxury,’ Diana had pointed out.


‘Married men have affairs, darling – it’s in their nature. One should rise above it.’


‘The only rise I plan is in my children’s and my allowance. I’ll bleed the bastard dry.’


‘Oh dear, that’s the Wop speaking again.’ Truffle was always unremittingly vile about her Argentinian first husband and Diana’s father, whom she referred to as the Wop – a nickname that made Diana almost murderous with rage.


It had been the mention of her father that had stopped Diana from begging Truffle to change her mind about the accommodation arrangements. Keeping Mim and Digby away from their grandmother’s poisonous opinions was now a priority, even if it did mean slumming it. She had no great desire to help Rory – he was a hopelessly lazy dilettante as far as she was concerned, who had never deserved to inherit his uncle’s farm – but Horseshoe Farm Cottage had, she was certain, some hidden potential which might insure her children’s future.


It was only staring at it now, through her fly-specked car windscreen, that Diana realised the potential in Horseshoe Farm Cottage and its yard was well and truly hidden from view. It was so utterly buried, she should have brought deep bore drilling equipment with her. At the very least, she wished she had packed some protective clothing and industrial cleaning supplies.


Waking up the children, she decided she couldn’t postpone exploring any longer.


‘This place is horrid, Mummy.’ Mim trailed sleepily after her as she looked around. ‘Can we go?’


‘We live here now, darling,’ Diana said distractedly as she headed towards the paddocks and noted that her horses had arrived, even if her furniture was running late and her brother wasn’t here to greet her.


Mim burst into noisy tears, becoming even noisier when Digby rushed at her with a pitchfork.


‘Don’t do that, Dig,’ Diana murmured, deciding that Rory’s scraggy horses looked dreadful beside her beautifully conditioned quartet. Thanks to their fiendishly expensive full London livery, her old hunter Ensign and his new usurper Rio, along with the children’s fluffy Thelwell ponies, were all looking well enough to take part in the Horse of the Year Show.


Apart from hers, the only decent types she could see were an ageing horse and pony in the same field, trying their best to avoid being beaten up by Rio. They, at least, had a bit of class about them. Perhaps Rory had started investing in some quality schoolmasters at last.


She gave her horses a cursory check over the gate, but was too frightened of Rio to do more than that. His black coat still dripping with sweat from the journey, he charged around with his nostrils flared into two red trumpets, trying to establish his superiority. He had never been turned out in company before – not wise for a stallion with such a bad temper – and he was all teeth and heels as he plunged, squealed and discharged pent-up fury and energy.


Diana knew the feeling. Leaving the children trying to murder one another by the manure pile, she stalked around in search of Rory, noting as she went what an awful state the place was in. It was a Health and Safety minefield, not fit for rat habitation, let alone equine. She tried to visualise all the changes she was going to make if Overlodes was to become the ultimate luxury riding holiday venue, with high-level instruction from Rory and guided local trail rides conducted by a band of glamorous girl grooms. Accommodation and refurbishment would be needed, a licensed bar and restaurant, permission to ride in the Gunning Estate . . .


Climbing one of the high, grassed banks behind the yard, she looked out across the ridge to the black-tipped forest surrounding the hidden Foxrush Hall. Even from this distance, it made her shudder and an icicle of chilly sweat cut a painful line from her throat to her belly button. The Gunning Estate. The last time she and Tim had entered the war zone that passed for an attempt at discussing their marriage, he had told her to go to hell. And here she was, just a couple of miles away from it. She had come back to the Lodes valley and to Gunning. What was she playing at?


At Wyck Farm, Anke had finally come back down to earth and joined her daughter’s agitation at the non-arrival of their horses.


The men were of no help: Graham had taken the boys and the dogs to the village shop for cold drinks, saying he wanted to take a look at the furniture sale he’d spotted on the village green. He had little or no interest in the horses and Anke suspected that he would be quite happy if they never arrived.


‘There must have been an accident,’ Faith fretted, envisaging old Bert and Heigi upside down in a mangled horsebox on a country lane. ‘I knew we should have kept them in sight. Bloody Magnus wouldn’t slow down.’


‘They’ll be fine.’ Anke tried the Home Counties Horse Transport office number again and, again, got an answer phone message. She glanced at her watch. ‘Oh, bother – I could really do without this. I want to go and see Morfar this afternoon.’


Faith rolled her eyes at the mention of her potty grandfather. ‘Can’t you forget him for five minutes? The horses are missing.’


‘Darling, your grandfather is the reason we’ve moved here in the first place.’


‘And don’t I know it,’ Faith grizzled. ‘Why can’t he just go into a home or die like other old people?’


‘Faith! He is your only surviving grandparent and he has dementia. Don’t you dare speak like that!’ Anke punched out the number again and was so surprised by the prompt answer this time that she didn’t have time to adjust her tone. ‘Where are my horses, you silly girl? Tell me right now this minute.’


Mo had been under no illusion that Pod would mend his wicked ways somewhere between the A14 and the A40, but today he was out of control. Not only had he signed for someone else’s furniture and sent the removal men on their way with a tip almost as big as their first month’s rent, but he had also flirted outrageously with little old ladies, smoked a spliff openly in his new front garden, used the garden hose to extinguish Mo’s smouldering vest and then lifted its sodden, burned remains at some very inappropriate moments because he found it funny.


To cap it all, he had announced that he was going to fetch beers from the Lodes Inn half an hour ago and had not yet returned. Mo didn’t feel she could leave all the expensive antiquities spread across the green unguarded. Several carloads of tourists had already spilled out to admire them, thinking that this was some sort of sale. She was slightly stoned and distinctly paranoid, which made for an unsettling mix.


‘Cracking bed, love. How much do you want for it?’


Mo swung around to find herself looking into two impossibly blue eyes beaming at her from a tanned, fleshy face. The man had to be a tourist. From the designer sunglasses perched in a mop of sandy hair, through the garish floral shirt, red bermudas and down the tanned, hairy legs to the Miami Vice loafers, the man was bad-taste Millionaire Row. He should have been American, but he had a distinct northern accent.


‘The wife loves all this rococo stuff,’ he was saying as he admired the carved walnut four-poster which had absolutely no hope of fitting into Number Four Horseshoe Cottages, even supposing it belonged to them. ‘Might spice up our conjugals if you know what I mean.’ He gave her a blue wink and then noticed the state of her clothes. ‘You been on fire or something?’


Still sopping wet in places and clinging tightly, Mo’s little cotton top was suffering from the after-effects of the garden hose.


‘I just sweat a lot,’ she joked.


The blue eyes widened sympathetically. ‘Oh, you poor little love. You should see a doctor about that. It’s all right – it won’t put me off the bed. I can buy a new mattress.’ He stroked the walnut cheerfully.


Not entirely sure if he was teasing her, Mo watched him swing his way around the furthest post like a pole dancer, hamming up a few moves without a trace of self-consciousness. Shooting her a come-hither pout with a winsome tilt of his head, he swayed the baggy shorts around, pressed the bad-taste shirt to the post, kicked up a hairy, tanned leg and wriggled as suggestively as his seventeen stones allowed. Something struck her as so silly about this big, beefy man doing such a thing that she burst out laughing.


‘Hey, love – that’s a grand laugh you’ve got. Prettiest thing I’ve heard round these parts. I can never resist a giggler. Let’s hop aboard and try this baby out.’ He clambered on to the bed and patted a spot beside him. ‘Just don’t sweat on me, eh?’


Now it was clear who was teasing whom. He reminded Mo of her loose-cannon Great Uncle Wilf, who had always been the best fun at kids’ parties. Suddenly feeling very high and laughing so much she could hardly speak, she spluttered that it wasn’t her bedtime and, besides, she hadn’t cleaned her teeth.


‘Old-fashioned type, are you?’ He stretched out and crossed his hairy ankles at one end, his broad wrists behind his head at the other. The big smile (showing off very expensive dentistry) said it all. Crass, brash and undoubtedly worth a lot of brass, this man really rated himself. Yet he was surprisingly, almost magnetically, likeable.


‘Graham Brakespear,’ he introduced himself with another wink. ‘As in Brakespear Haulage of Burnley.’ He obviously expected her to recognise the name – like Eddie Stobart or Christian Salvesen.


‘Mo Stillitoe – as in Stillitoe Stilettos of Suffolk,’ she ad libbed, wishing the dope hadn’t gone quite so much to her head. She couldn’t stop giggling now.


He raised his sandy brows in faux amazement and looked down at her great clodhopper trainers. ‘Those are more like our teenager wears. I bet you’ve got lovely slim ankles under all that drapery.’ He pulled a Les Dawson leer. ‘Call me an old goat, but I love a high heel on a slim leg.’


‘You old goat,’ she snorted, her sides aching.


‘At least I’m not afraid to show off my shapely timbers.’ He rolled a loafered foot around and shot her a simmering look.


Mo watched the laughter in those merry blue eyes and felt gloriously bucked up. She guessed it was just her luck to make her first friend in Oddlode of a middle-aged male tourist propositioning her as he lay in the sun on a stolen bed.


‘I’ll give you five hundred for the four-poster,’ he offered.


Wiping her eyes, still laughing, Mo backed away. ‘It isn’t my bed. I’ve . . . never seen . . . it before. Sorry.’


‘Bloody hell, this village is weirder than I thought.’ He cast his denim gaze around, smiling and yawning at the same time. ‘Who leaves a class bed like this on a village green?’ He smiled at her sleepily and snuggled down into the mattress. The next moment, he had nodded off.


Mo watched him for a while, amazed that anybody could take a nap so instantly. He was curiously boyish in sleep, the long sandy lashes tipped with pale blonde, the pink nose and cheeks softening the broad ruggedness of the tanned face. If it weren’t for the ghastly clothes, he wouldn’t be a bad-looking man. He now reminded her of Daddy Bear in Goldilocks, only this bear didn’t care who had been sleeping in his bed or indeed whose bed it was.


Remembering that she had Pod to lampoon, Mo started to skip in the direction of the pub, leaving the big, sleeping bear to guard the Lampeters’ furniture, whoever the Lampeters were.


She found Pod surrounded by new friends. Pod made friends as easily as most people made tea and – like his brews – they were usually an endless procession of strong, stewed and bitter mugs. He had typically cleaved to the roughest element in the pub, a group of loutish locals who were making a lot of noise by the bar.


‘Here she is!’ He beckoned her over. ‘Meet some great lads, queen.’


Mo found herself being introduced to a bunch of gnarled, battered and scarred men of at least three generations, all of whom seemed to belong to a family called Wyck, and all of whom appeared to be three parts cut after a long, lunch-time drinking session.


‘Your man here says you likes a pint,’ cackled one of the older Wycks, who had a nose like a wasp-eaten plum. ‘I likes a lady who can drink like a man.’


‘Thanks.’ Mo watched worriedly as several pints were lined up in front of her. On balance, she preferred being told that slim ankles were pretty.


‘My lads have won a lot of readies on young Pod here,’ said another of the seniors, this one possessing fewer teeth than an old comb. ‘It’s a travesty he got suspended. Best jockey out there last year, he was.’


Pod winked at Mo, who looked away hurriedly. She hoped he hadn’t said too much.


‘Shame he’s missed the midsummer Devil’s Marsh Race,’ one of the youngsters pointed out.


‘What’s that then?’ Pod lit a roll-up.


‘Local institution, mate. Big horse race over Gates’s land. Reckon that’s why it’s called the Devil’s Marsh – ’cos he’s a bloody devil is Ely Gates.’


All the Wycks seemed to find this hugely funny, slapping one another on the back and roaring. The joke went completely over Pod’s and Mo’s heads.


‘Course, Pod here is a jump jock, ain’t he?’ said the red-nosed elder.


‘Both,’ Pod reminded him boastfully, earning a sharp look from Mo. He had been one of the very few jockeys to ride both flat and jump seasons, although it was the latter that had earned him his greatest glories.


Red Nose nodded in recognition. ‘When I was a lad, there was a winter race too – a point-to-point held on the first full moon in New Year, it was. Now, that was a brave man’s sport – a midnight steeplechase from the Gunning Estate chapel to Oddlode church. Crossed the hardest hunting country around here – ditches you could hide five men in and walls as high as my head.’


‘Sounds my sort of race.’ Pod raised his glass.


‘Men got killed riding it. Hunt lost two field masters the same night in fifty-nine. Terrible year, that was.’


‘That why they stopped it, Alf?’ asked a youngster.


‘No, Tam.’ Alf shook his head. ‘That was after old Firebrand topped his missus and went on the run.’


‘I thought he shot himself in the woods up there?’


‘Never found a body, though, did they?’ Alf tapped his red nose. ‘There’s certainly some round here say he killed himself, and that his ghost now rides the six-mile point at full moon, horse and rider ablaze with blue flames.’


Mo, who was terrified of ghosts and horses, downed a pint in one and gaped at them all. ‘Who, or what, was “Firebrand”?’


‘You don’t want to know.’ The toothless one narrowed his eyes and shot a warning look at red-nosed Alf. ‘It doesn’t do to talk about him, especially in front of a lady.’


Alf opened his mouth to protest, but Toothless had already turned to Pod. ‘You play football?’


‘I’m a mean left winger. Tried out for the Reds once, but I loved the horses too much.’


‘We’ll have to get you to try out for the Lodes Valley Blackhearts. Best team for miles around.’


‘You’ll only get in if you play dirty,’ one of the youngsters cackled.


‘Oh, I play very dirty.’ Pod grinned at Mo.


Diana slammed her mobile phone shut after speaking with Kensington Quality Removals and went in search of the children. Digby had now cornered Mim in the feed room, helped enthusiastically by Hally.


‘Digby, let your sister get out of that dustbin. I want you both in the car again, now.’


Mim spat out a mouthful of pony nuts and suddenly smiled. ‘Are we going back to London, Mummy?’


‘No. We have to go to Oddlode and sort out this bloody chaos.’ Diana removed two feed scoops from her son’s clutches and marched back outside again, distractedly carrying them all the way to the car.


‘Did you see the Audi that just passed us?’ Faith swung around on the passenger seat as her mother negotiated the tight, winding bends on the lane that climbed from Oddlode to the Springlodes. ‘I swear it had two feed scoops on the roof.’


Anke wasn’t listening. She was trying to remember the directions the lorry driver had given her. ‘I can’t believe they’d drop our horses in entirely the wrong place. What if Heigi panics? His arthritis will flare up.’


‘Are they coming back to pick up the horses?’


‘They say they can do it next week. I told them we want our money back. We’ll ride them home.’


Mo was having no luck extricating Pod from the Lodes Inn. More pints had been lined up. The Wycks were now drunkenly insisting that he must meet Lodes Valley Blackhearts’ team manager, Tony Sixsmith, without delay.


‘He’ll be at the Plough up in Springlode. Always drinks there weekends. We’ll take you to meet him.’


Mo glanced worriedly out of the pub window, noticing that quite a crowd had gathered around the village green antique collection. ‘We’d really better get back to the cottage.’


But one of the younger Wycks had already been dispatched to fetch the pick-up truck.


‘It’s only ten minutes’ drive away.’ The line of pints was emptied with frightening speed.


Before she knew it, Mo was bouncing out of the pub car park in the back of a pick-up, wedged between Pod, a barking dog and a pile of fencing posts. The tourist with the garish shirt was no longer napping on the four-poster, she noticed. Then she almost lost her eye to a fencing stake as the pick-up swerved dramatically.


From the cab, a hand jabbed out a V-sign at a passing Audi estate. ‘Oi! Watch where you’re going, missus!’


‘Piss off, you great imbecile!’ screamed a hysterical voice as the woman’s car mounted the verge and headed straight on to the green, parting the crowds. ‘Get back from my furniture or I’ll call the police!’


Pod and Mo both sank down on their bench seat and gratefully let the wind rush through their hair as the pick-up raced out of the village.


‘That was close,’ Pod cackled, pulling the eighth of hash from his tin ready to roll another spliff.


‘I thought you were going to cut down now we’re living here?’ Mo reminded him gently.


For a moment he looked black-tempered and then he threw the hash over his shoulder and gathered her into a long kiss. Behind them, Fluffy the dog watched the little brown lump bounce off the bench seat and land at his paws. Sniffing it thoughtfully, he opened his great jaws and wolfed it down.


Having bribed a group of eager pensioners to guard her furniture, Diana set off once again to find Rory. She needed his horsebox to collect her beloved possessions before any more American tourists tried to buy them, mistaking the collection on the village green for an antique fair.


‘I’ll sue that bloody removal company,’ she hissed as she drove the children back up the hill, two feed scoops still rattling on the Audi roof.


Anke and Faith were relieved to locate their horses in the deserted Overlodes Riding School, although they were less impressed to find them charging around on rock-hard pasture amid an overfed, unruly herd. There was a tatty horsebox parked at an angle across the drive and a note on the door of the cottage read ‘Gone to pub. R.’


‘What a dump,’ Faith sniffed.


‘What a beautiful horse.’ Anke was looking at Diana’s stallion, Rio, who had abandoned beating up his field companions in favour of trotting stressfully up and down the rails. ‘Just look at the way he moves.’


‘Shall we fetch ours out?’ Faith suggested, looking around for their head collars.


‘Not yet.’ Anke had a feeling the stallion would be a tricky customer to get past. ‘We really should find whoever owns this place first. Let’s look for the pub.’


When Diana finally tracked down Rory, he was holding court in the Plough’s huge beer garden, drinking champagne beneath a haze of midges. On his lap sat Twitch, the Jack Russell, wearing his customary neckerchief and smug eye-patch expression.


As blonde and tousled as ever, Rory leaped up as soon as he spotted his sister, eager to introduce his companions sitting around two crowded bench tables crammed together. Guilt was written all over that high-cheeked and freckled Constantine face as he made a hasty attempt to draw her into his group and avoid any sort of confrontation. He wasn’t helped by Twitch who, deeply indignant that he had been tipped off his master’s lap, wouldn’t stop barking.


‘We’re all here to welcome you home, sis,’ Rory improvised, having to shout above the yapping din. ‘You’ll never guess what . . .’


Too hot and bothered to listen properly, Diana cast her eyes around the motley group as Rory drunkenly drawled out their names. They included a young couple whom he introduced as Pod and Mo, along with a very tall, blonde mother and daughter combo, Anke and Faith – all of whom seemed to have moved into the area that day. With them was droopy, fat Sharon, the groom, and a group of rowdy Wyck men. Diana was slightly confused as to whether Po, Mod, Annie, Faye, or whatever their stupid names were, had all moved in together, but she couldn’t be bothered to ask. Everyone around the table had, it seemed, inadvertently stumbled upon a staff wake at the Plough, where long-term landlord Keith Wilmore had just announced his retirement. An impromptu get-together was well underway and all were in roaring party spirits as a result.


As Diana opened her mouth to demand her brother’s help, Twitch suddenly spotted Hally at her feet and dived between her ankles, barking furiously and forcing Diana into an undignified plié. Bristling beneath his neckerchief, Twitch began to chase Hally around the table, starting off an even louder cacophony of barking – most of it coming from a shuddering pick-up truck in the nearby car park.


‘SHUT UP, FLUFFY!’ screamed several of the Wycks simultaneously, rocking Diana back on her heels so that the unbalanced plié became a limbo dance and she almost fell over backwards.


‘What a beautiful dog.’ The tall blonde mother was watching Hally plunge into the stream ahead of Twitch. ‘What breed is he?’


‘Weimaranar,’ daughter Faith answered long before Diana could regain her composure, snapping at Anke as though it should be perfectly obvious. ‘And he’s a she.’


As her mother watched the dog bounding around in the stream, Faith took another furtive look at Rory Midwinter and caught her breath. His eyes were the same metallic grey as a Weimaraner’s coat, his sweet, lazy manner as playful and ebullient, his body as lean and muscular and his breeding as classy. Having wanted a grey gundog for years, Faith was suddenly torn.


‘Beautiful dog,’ Anke was saying again.


‘Yes, beautiful,’ Faith breathed, looking at Rory’s muscular bronzed thighs poking from frayed shorts.


‘She’s called Hallmark Silver Spectre of Hanover,’ Mim told her brightly as she clambered on to Rory’s knee. ‘We call her Hally. She was sick twice in the car today.’


Digby, who was trying to cram a champagne cork up each nostril, hurled himself on to his uncle’s other knee, shrieking delightedly as he impersonated Hally being sick.


Rory smiled up at Diana.


‘Have a glass of champagne, sis – it’s free.’ He shifted along his bench to make space for her, a nephew lifted on to one shoulder and a niece on the other as Digby and Mim swung delightedly from their drunken uncle. ‘You’ll never guess what I’ve just found out about Anke here. She’s –’


It was too much for Diana.


‘I haven’t got time for bubbly!’ she snapped. ‘Some idiot removal men have abandoned my furniture in the wrong place. It’s strewn all over Oddlode village green.’


She didn’t notice Pod slipping hastily away to be introduced to Lodes Valley Blackhearts’ manager, Tony Sixsmith.


‘The only thing currently safeguarding everything I own is a bunch of octogenarian busybodies,’ Diana raged on, ‘and they’re bound to bog off when the sherry hour arrives.’


‘I’m sorry – that’s our fault.’ Mo, the elfin teacher, quickly jumped up. ‘There was such a muddle, you see, and . . .’


Thankfully Diana didn’t take in a word of Mo’s explanation as she felt hysteria clutching at her throat. ‘One of them even tried to tell me that the furniture belonged to Helena Bonham-Carter,’ she interrupted in a shrill voice. ‘As if that’s not enough, I’ve almost been run off the road three times today and some idiot has turned my stallion out in company. He’s having a nervous breakdown. So, for that matter, am I!’ She let out a furious growling scream to release some pent-up tension.


For a moment there was a lull in the boisterous table conversation as everyone, including the Wycks, stopped talking and gazed at her. Then, just as quickly, the babble started up again as backs were turned and more champagne poured.


Only Mo carried on watching her nervously, gnawing on a fingernail.


‘Thanks for your support,’ Diana muttered, turning away in despair and gazing unhappily at a hastily made banner being draped over the door: ‘Don’t Go, Keith!’ A bearded man was welcoming another group of drinkers beneath it as he herded them in through the thatched porch.


Diana felt memories stab at her pounding heart – teenage drinking sessions in the beer garden here, the first giddy feelings of love drinking whisky macs by the fire after a winter walk. It was a beautiful, unspoilt old pub adored by locals – tiny, intimate and gingerbread cottage pretty with its black vanilla pod beams and its golden, toasted marshmallow stones. The huge garden, with its stream and willows, was still as lush as a fairy glade despite the summer drought, the syrupy reek of meadow sweet clashing headily with the smell of hickory chips from the barbecue. Beyond the wooded stream lay an orchard and a paddock and two tumbledown cottages and barns. When she was a girl, she remembered there being plans to develop them into holiday cottages and a camp site, but the pub had been sold shortly afterwards and the new owner had chosen to keep it as it was. She supposed that owner must have been the ‘Keith’ of the sign.


This was when a delicious thought struck her, pouring balm on her raw nerve endings. This wonderful old thatched pub would make a dream accommodation base for high-class gourmet riding holidays.


‘Did you say the landlord’s retiring?’ She swung back towards the table.


‘After twenty-five fantastic years.’ One of the Wycks raised his glass.


‘Does that mean it’s up for sale?’ She slotted herself into the small space beside Rory, and took a swig of champagne


‘S’pose it must be.’ Another Wyck shrugged. ‘Hope it ain’t bought by one of them celebrity chefs.’


‘Here’s the chap to ask.’ Rory waved over the bearded man. ‘Are you selling up, Keith?’


‘Lady here wants to know.’ One of the Wycks leered at Diana’s cleavage.


‘All yours for three-quarters of a mill, my dear.’ Landlord Keith leaned past Diana to clear away two empty champagne bottles and plant fresh ones in their place, glancing down to admire the view too. He held out his hand, jolly eyes sparkling. ‘Keith Wilmore.’


She shook it, sensing – along with the customary male attraction she always drew so easily – a very real business opportunity. ‘Diana Lampeter.’


The broad hand, still cool from carrying champagne, went curiously limp. ‘The Constantine girl?’


Knowing the name still carried a lot of local sway, Diana nodded. ‘I’m a relative, yes. Rory’s my half-brother.’


But Keith’s eyes now had shards of flint in them. ‘You’re the one who married the Guards officer?’


Diana hardly thought it was any business of his, but she determined to keep her cool. ‘That’s past history now. I’ve just moved back to the area and am looking for a project. I’d be really interested in setting up a meeting with –’


‘If you want to know more about it, you’ll have to ask the agents.’ He became suddenly abrupt, taking a step back and wiping the hand that she had shaken on the back of his trousers. ‘I have to warn you, it’s already more or less sold. You don’t stand a chance, to be frank.’ With that, he turned and walked away.


‘What a rude man.’ Diana was taken aback by the hand-wiping gesture. ‘I’m amazed he lasted here a quarter of a century with manners like that.’


Those who knew Keith well were gaping at his retreating back. They had never seen him so terse.


Diana glanced at her watch again and realised that it was past four. ‘Rory, I need your horsebox.’


‘Sure.’ He nudged Sharon, who produced a set of keys from her pocket.


‘And someone to drive it.’ She took in the low tidemarks in the champagne glasses around her and tutted. ‘On second thoughts, I’ll drive the bloody thing myself. But I must have all the men around this table.’


‘Good God.’ Rory choked on his champagne.


‘My furniture is in Oddlode,’ she explained witheringly, looking around for her children. ‘I need people who can do heavy lifting. You’ll all get paid. Mim! Digby! Get out of the stream and come here at once! And what on earth are you doing to that sheep?’


‘That ain’t a sheep.’ One of the Wycks jumped up. ‘That’s Fluffy.’


‘Fluffy?’ Diana looked at the huge, shaggy beast with alarm. On closer inspection, it was canine – one part wild wolfhound to three parts mutant Dulux dog, with jaws like sharp yellow mantraps. Dwarfing Hally, who was gazing respectfully from the bulrushes with Twitch hiding behind her, the enormous dog seemed to be enjoying a rabid game of hide and seek with the Lampeter children – trying to spot them through a fringe as thick as a slipping Cossack hat. It also appeared to be having some sort of fit, chasing its tail manically in the shallows of the stream, shooting up great rainbows of water and then racing up and down the banks, sending tables and chairs flying.


‘How in hell did ’e get out of the pick-up?’ Another Wyck leaped up to give chase. ‘He was chained in there.’


‘What’s up with him?’ Rory laughed as the giant, shaggy-coated mutt gave his pursuers the slip, flattened a few more tables and careered towards the barbecue, his eyes rolling in their sockets.


Racing to pluck her children out of danger’s way, Diana found herself helped by the dark-haired man – Po or Mod or whatever he was called.


‘Thanks.’ She clutched a giggling and very wet Mim to her chest while he carried Digby back to the safety of the table.


Fluffy was now guarding the barbecue as though his life depended on it, refusing to let his owners anywhere near. Hackles drawn, he was an intimidating sight – drool dripping from the long stained teeth, curls of pink flesh rolling back to reveal vein-streaked gums, great powerful shoulders close to the ground as he prowled around, sniffing the food containers between roars. A moment later and he weighed in with a great crash, teeth tearing through plastic boxes, claws ripping at foil as he wolfed the uncooked meats.


‘My God, that dog is dangerous.’ Diana took Digby’s hand from his rescuer, steering both children behind the table to watch. ‘He should be destroyed.’


Settling back into his seat, Pod opened up a tobacco tin and peered into it thoughtfully. ‘He could be stoned.’


Faith Brakespear let out a howl of outrage. ‘You can’t stone a dog to death. That’s barbaric.’


Pod opened his mouth to explain and then shut it as Mo kicked him under the table. He glanced up at Diana, who knew exactly what he had meant and frowned thoughtfully.


With a jolt of surprised recognition, she noticed his beauty for the first time. Brooding shamelessly beneath those bass-clef brows were eyes of such bittersweet wickedness and lips of such curling sensuality that he should be masked for his own safety. Just for a moment, as his dissolute black gaze caught hers, she felt another memory crack her ribs into two broken ladders. Then he looked idly away, hardly seeming to notice her presence. He reminded her far too vividly of those long winter walks and hot whisky macs. Today was turning out to be one, long emotional wrestling match.


A cry came from the rear of the pub garden as Fluffy was finally cornered in the dilapidated skittle alley, several steaks clamped in his foaming jaws. ‘He’s collapsed! Fluffy’s down!’


‘Is he dead?’ Faith whimpered, covering her mouth in horror.


‘It’s okay!’ came another shout. ‘He’s still breathing.’


‘Is it some sort of heart attack, do you think?’ Anke was craning around to see where Fluffy had fallen.


‘He’s asleep,’ Pod announced confidently, not looking up from rolling a cigarette.


‘I think we should call a vet.’ Faith snatched a mobile from the table, but Pod put his hand over hers to stop her dialling.


‘Really, love, you don’t need to worry. He’s just sleeping it off.’


‘Who are you to say?’ She wrestled her hand free.


‘Pod.’ He gave her the Shannon look that never failed. ‘My name’s Pod. And don’t you forget it.’


Faith suddenly knew what it felt like for one’s heart to stop. With breath-taking speed, something close to an epiphany took place. For the first time in sixteen years, she fell in love with a being with two legs instead of four. It was a beautiful moment.


And then Faith looked up as Rory bounded back to the table, slotting himself in beside her with a big smile, and her heart raced faster as she realised that she did, in fact, adore something four-legged. Pod Shannon and Rory Midwinter. Two crushes in one day. Perhaps the Lodes valley wasn’t such a bad place after all.


Under the table, Mo had kicked Pod again and he gave her a lazy smile before going to check on the dog.


Fluffy had indeed passed out in the skittles alley, suffering from nothing more than a serious case of doped-out afternoon lethargy. With a steak welded in his jaws, snoring voraciously, he was as benign as anyone had ever seen him. It took five Wycks to lift him into the back of the pick-up truck and, afterwards, it was generally agreed that the huge dog weighed more than any single piece of Diana’s weighty furniture collection. Of course, Mim and Digby never did admit to unchaining him, and nor did they tell their mother what they had seen the huge, shaggy beast do before he plunged into the stream. It was only nine weeks later that anyone would find that out.
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Sitting in one of Lower Oddford nursing home’s high-backed chairs, Truffle Hopkinson-Dacre was having tea with Nanny Crump and heartily defending her decision not to allow her daughter Diana to move into Grove House. The children would upset the papillons, she pointed out, and her new affaire with local art dealer Vere Peplow was currently enjoying a healthy frisson that would be quite ruined by interruptions. She had deliberately just moved the Cotman above the chaise longue in the drawing-room to spice things up.


Nanny listened wisely, accustomed to her former charge’s racy life. She had heard far too many tales of love and romance to bother to inject any words of caution these days. She was also having quite a lot of difficulty with her false teeth – currently crammed with granary seeds and cucumber pips from the sandwiches – so listening was a great deal easier than talking.


‘Of course, I’ll get Diana to bring the children along to see you this week – I know you’ll like that,’ Truffle said, helping herself to another slice of the toffee cake she’d brought from Mrs Beehive’s Bakery in Lower Oddford because she knew it was Nanny’s favourite.


‘Mmm.’ Nanny’s teeth – now glued together with Mrs Beehive’s famously sticky sponge – allowed no response. She eyed her little knick-knacks worriedly, remembering what had happened last Christmas when Digby and Mim had been let loose in her room. It had taken an entire tube of superglue to repair the damage, and poor Matron had stuck her chin to the Minton milkmaid’s stool. She still had a small scar.


‘And I suppose you’d like to know what Bell and Til are up to?’ Truffle offered. ‘I’m sure they haven’t deigned to call or visit lately.’


Nanny had received telephone calls from both Truffle’s sisters that week, but couldn’t hope to fight through Mrs B’s cake in time to say so. Besides which, she was always happy to listen to Truffle chatter cattily about her elder sisters, Isabel and Matilda. She had such a wonderful eye for detail that she painted entirely new angles to the girls (even in their sixties, Nanny thought of all three sisters as the girls). Since childhood, pretty Truffle had been the exuberant dramatist to her handsome sisters’ pragmatic reticence. She had been known throughout her life as Truffle, a luxurious sweet fancy, and had been so-called for so long that there were few who remembered her real name. Isabel ‘Hell’s Bells’ Belling and Matilda Constantine, who were known to Truffle as ‘For Whom the Bell Tolls’ and ‘Till Death Us Do Part’, would be appalled if they ever learned of their sister’s lifelong indiscretion.


‘I thought not.’ Truffle licked her fingers and eyed up a third slice of cake. Best not. Vere was dropping hints about stalking in Scotland that autumn and her plus-fours were already plus-sized. ‘Well, let me tell you that neither is behaving as you brought us up to. Bell is being very conspicuous with her money. It’s quite obscene.’


Truffle was only too happy to expound on the subject of Hell’s Bells and her new-found riches (rumoured to be from husband St John’s gambling). Lady Isabel Belling had recently undertaken a lavish restoration project for Oddlode Manor and her beloved River Folly. Bell was also enchanted with the prospect of becoming a grandmother, as son Jasper and girlfriend Ellen were expecting their first baby.


Of course Nanny already knew all this, but she also knew that Truffle was indiscreet enough to be far more forthcoming than Isabel.


‘Bell is trying jolly hard to marry them off before the bump shows – you know how Ellen likes to parade around with her belly-button hanging out, although I gather the doctor has told her she must remove the navel piercing (in case it pings off and injures the midwife, one assumes),’ she explained salaciously. ‘Bell’s absolutely set on an autumn village wedding. But strictly entre nous, Nanny, I’m not certain Spurs and Ellen are entirely in agreement with her. They seem quite happy as they are.’


At last Nanny freed her teeth from chewy confectionery and let out a horrified gasp. ‘But they must make the child legitimate. How else will he inherit?’


‘I think the rules might have changed on that one, Nanny. But you’re right, I suppose. Weddings are rather fun, and Vere would look terribly dashing in a morning suit. The trouble is that Ellen’s family are –’ she dropped her voice, ‘a bit non-U – he’s some sort of retired engineer and she was a teacher.’


Nanny’s bone china cup and saucer clattered with a satisfyingly snobbish chime. ‘But she is so well spoken.’


‘The mother is a bit of a social climber, I gather – insisted upon elocution lessons.’ Truffle sniffed. ‘Listen hard and you can hear the Somerset burr. Bell is terrified the parents will want to hire the village hall and do their own catering.’


‘They will marry in the village church and have the reception at the Manor,’ Nanny warbled dismissively, her false teeth slipping. ‘All you girls did.’


‘Apart from Til,’ Truffle reminded her. ‘She didn’t go through with it.’


‘Oh yes.’ Nanny sucked her teeth back into place. ‘I must say, I was always secretly rather relieved about that. He was a ghastly man.’


‘I married him.’


‘Yes, duckling, but you married lots of people. You could cope.’


‘I suppose so.’ Truffle had the grace to smile. ‘And he did give me the most beautiful –’ she was about to say ‘son’, but decided to veto mention of Rory. Things were not so good there, and she had no wish for Nanny to start complaining that Rory seldom visited. That was a subject best kept closed. ‘He gave me wonderful horses,’ she improvised. ‘He really did have an eye. Like Til, I suppose.’


‘And what of Til?’ Nanny knew the Rory subject was close at hand and was equally reluctant to touch upon it.


‘Still buried in her wilderness, dressed like a tramp.’ Truffle wrinkled her freckled button nose conspiratorially.


On the subject of Til – the black sheep of the family – Truffle always delighted Nanny by showing what she took to be disapproval of her middle sister’s strange, hermitic lifestyle. Nanny had long despaired of the tomboy she’d never tamed.


‘I think she’s getting battier, to be honest.’ Truffle straightened her already straight pearls and studied her manicured nails. ‘I ask her to kitchen sups so many times and she never returns the gesture. She is inevitably late, rolling up with some gammy game that I am quite convinced she’s bagged illegally on the estate. Vere almost lost his gold caps on shot the last time Til gave me venison, the pheasant have tyre marks all over them and are still warm – she always was a dreadful driver. Her own victuals are even more lethal. Bell should never have given her that Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall book for Christmas. I wouldn’t dare touch her wild mushroom pâté or hedgerow preserve, would you?’


Nanny glanced at the crumbs on the plate where there had recently been a pile of cucumber sandwiches, all wolfed by Truffle, and hid a wry smile.


But as soon as Truffle was sitting in her Mini Moke in the nursing home car park, she took out her mobile phone and rang Til to ask her to get hold of some of ‘that delicious wild trout for me to cook for Vere this evening . . . yes – I plan to have it poached . . .’


‘I’ll get some out of the freezer, dear – no time for fresh. But aren’t you seeing Diana and the children tonight?’


‘Lord, no – she needs to settle in.’ Truffle dismissed the idea with a shudder. ‘She and Rory are bound to have lots of catching up to do. They won’t want the wrinklies around.’


‘Surely it’s very cramped for them all at Horseshoe Farm Cottage? I thought they were going to be living with you?’


‘Oh, you know Diana – she steers her own course,’ Truffle said breezily, eager to change subjects. ‘You’re lucky she hasn’t landed on your doorstep . . . although I gather it may not be your doorstep for much longer.’


‘What do you mean, dear?’


‘One hears that Foxrush Hall is up for sale at last. As your cottage is a part of the estate, I can’t imagine the new owners will want to take on sitting tenants.’


‘What nonsense!’ Her sister laughed. ‘I seldom occupy any chair here long enough to be called a sitting tenant. Besides, my dear, the Gunning Estate is not up for sale – the land is all set-aside and nobody wants a haunted old mausoleum like Foxrush.’


Truffle sensed an edge. ‘I have it on very good authority that movie stars and media moguls are queuing up for the old place.’


‘Oh, goodie!’


‘Do take this seriously, Til. You might be homeless soon, darling.’


‘Diana and I both.’ Til remained indefatigable. ‘Tell her to come and see me, by the way. We have history.’


‘I am not her social secretary, darling,’ Truffle muttered, starting the engine. ‘And don’t forget the trout.’


‘Trout,’ Til carried on laughing, ‘I’m writing it down – Truffle’s trout. It has quite a ring.’


Truffle threw her mobile phone on to the passenger seat and took her frustration out on first gear, exiting the nursing home car park in a cloud of dust and gravel.


Watching from her window, Nanny shook her head sadly. Diana should never have returned home. No good would come of this.
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‘Faith’s watching them settle into their new field,’ Anke told Graham as she tottered into the house, tripping over several packing boxes. ‘Wasn’t it kind of Diana to bring the horses down here? Her own move has been a nightmare. It is a shame you didn’t get to meet her, but she was in a terrible hurry to collect her furniture. Such a lovely woman – she’s invited us to supper next Friday.’


‘Right now, I’m more interested in tonight’s meal.’ Graham was sulking. ‘Do we have any food in the house?’


‘Somewhere,’ Anke said airily, ‘although I have eaten so many sandwiches and sausage rolls at the pub, I don’t feel hungry. We must go there this week. It’s very pretty. Maybe we can take Morfar? Oh! I must call him!’ She looked around for a telephone, realised that they were all still packed, and dug her mobile out of her handbag. A moment later she was chattering away in Danish.


Graham watched her angrily. He normally enjoyed getting his wife tipsy, but when she chose to do it under her own steam – on a day like today – it infuriated him. And it seemed that the only time she got on well with her father these days was when she was drunk. Ingmar’s dementia frustrated her quick mind and saddened her when she was sober, but when she was silly and relaxed like now, they seemed to understand one another. The gales of laughter interrupting the cheerful Danish flow bore this out.


Graham helped himself to another beer bought from the village shop – the sole contents of the fridge besides Chad’s half-drunk Friji and a Pepperami.


Chad was the only one in the family to have bothered to start unpacking, spreading all his clutter around the attic room, which would no doubt lead to furious rows later when Faith tried to reclaim it. Already bored and edgy, Magnus had taken himself off to watch some live music in the Lodes Inn, leaving Graham to stew and simmer alone in the food-free kitchen until his wife returned. She’d been missing for hours, cheerfully announcing her progress with various text messages – starting with found horses in a field, then found field-owner in pub, then found a horsebox and, finally, found a lovely new friend. Despite Graham texting her back to ask where all these discoveries were taking place, she hadn’t actually told him and he’d felt stranded and surplus. Anke was not usually this irresponsible.


Now that she had finally rolled up, this looked unlikely to be the cheerful, family-camping first night that Graham had anticipated. Anke was already yawning between the laughter. He knew her well enough to predict that too much champagne would quickly lead to all-out exhaustion, particularly after such a long day. His stomach let out an angry bear growl and he hastily claimed the Pepperami, chomping it quickly in case any of the children came in and caught him devouring the only provisions. He supposed he’d have to get a takeaway, but where on earth you found a chippy in this backwater was anyone’s guess.


Ingmar must be telling a particularly good joke, he realised grouchily, as Anke almost fell over hooting, trying to get a word in edgeways but laughing too much to make sense. Not that any of it made sense to Graham, who was always shut out of this half of her life. It had been a concern he’d harboured about moving so close to her father, but he knew that Anke was worried about him. At least she hadn’t suggested moving the old man back to Denmark and taking the family too. Graham had always loved this part of England, with its beauty and its old-fashioned class. It appealed to his aspirational side.


Most of all, he had needed a change. Selling the haulage firm had been a surprising relief after all those back-breaking years, particularly the last decade of commuting between Essex and Lancashire, pushing paper rather than pulling goods. He didn’t miss it at all yet, although he was dying to get his hands dirty on the agricultural machinery business he’d bought here as an early retirement hobby. Most of all, he hoped that the change would breathe life into his marriage. So far, Anke looked as though she’d been hogging the oxygen tent, and Graham was gasping for air. He missed the expensive air-con system he’d had installed in the Essex bungalow. It was oppressively hot.


He let out a gassy, Pepperami burp just as Anke moved behind him and distractedly stroked his hair, still chatting away in Danish.


Graham perked up. There was one thing that occasionally happened when Anke was drunk. And, with it being such a rare event, he had to be vigilant or he would miss it. Grasping her hand over his shoulder, he planted a kiss on her long, elegant fingers.


Anke pressed her hand against his cheek, dropped a kiss into his hair and moved away, fingers pulling from his grip as she drifted out into the steamy conservatory, her strange words and laughter becoming all the more sing-song in its vaulted space.


Graham licked his lips excitedly and dashed upstairs.


When Anke followed him some minutes later, Graham was making up the bed – an unheard of domestic chore for him. He had opened a box marked ‘Linen’ and was clumsily attempting to fit a damask tablecloth on the mattress.


‘You must be really hungry.’ Anke laughed delightedly, wondering if he would put napkins on the pillows.


‘Only for you,’ he growled happily, moving across the room to grasp her waist.


With well-practised grace, Anke moved smoothly away and peered into the en suite. ‘I think I might have a bath.’


‘We’ve no hot water,’ he reminded her. ‘I’ve called the developer – he’s sending a plumber around tomorrow. Come here.’ He made another lunge, but she had already predicted it with a neat side-step.


‘In that case, I can use the electric shower in the attic.’ She was searching for the suitcase containing the towels.


‘Come here first,’ Graham purred, managing to clasp her bottom in his hands and draw it towards him.


Unbalanced, Anke head-butted a pile of packing cases and lurched sideways, landing in a sprawl on the floor. Graham hastily hopped on top.


Anke could feel him slurping and sucking at her neck and shoulders as he levered open the collar of her shirt. For a moment, she felt the heavy weight of resignation pressing her down along with Graham’s bulk. She was too tired and drunk to care. But then the familiar frost-bitten fingers of anaesthetised aversion started buttoning up her clothes as fast as Graham was trying to remove them.


‘The children might come in.’ She tried to roll him off her.


‘They’re fine. This house is huge.’


‘We can’t risk it.’


‘I’ll lock the door.’


‘No!’


Graham jerked away and sat back on the towel suitcase, blue eyes tormented. ‘Am I that bloody repulsive?’


‘No – no. I’m tired, kaereste, and I have to wash and fix some food and unpack. It’s been a long day.’


He nodded silently, glancing across at the mattress with its creased tablecloth. ‘I saw a beautiful bed today. Antique. I tried to buy it for you.’


‘I like our bed,’ Anke said pragmatically as she did her shirt buttons up in the wrong holes, trying to pretend that nothing had happened and that she was not drunk. ‘It’s good for my bad back.’


Graham glared at the big zip that formed the demarcation between her hard-mattressed side and his soft one. Even their bed was chalk and cheese.


‘It was a bloody beautiful bed,’ he sighed again, remembering the pretty, doe-eyed girl who had been standing beside it in her wet T-shirt. He wished Anke would wear wet T-shirts and flirt with him.


‘I’ll have that shower.’ She nudged him off the suitcase and removed two fluffy yellow towels.


When she had gone, Graham slumped on to his soft side of the tablecloth-covered bed and stared at the beamed ceiling. ‘No sex please, we’re Danish,’ he muttered to himself, slamming a fist down on the zip.


As soon as she was standing beneath the scalding pinpricks of a hot shower, Anke hugged herself tightly and let the self-loathing and the guilt wash away the last of her champagne high. It was supposed to be so different here. She had promised herself that she would break the habit, that she would try harder to stop punishing Graham for being more like another son to her than a lover. Her great big teddy bear, who desired her despite her wilting beauty and her grey hairs. He wanted to make her feel twenty again, instead he made her feel pensionable. She was forty-seven; Graham was forty-two. That half a decade difference was half a lifetime on days like today.


He had disappeared when she finally made her way downstairs, refreshed enough to face the long evening’s unpacking. Chad and Faith were having a furious row on the landing.


‘I wanted the attic! It was promised to me!’


‘Too late; my stuff’s already in there.’


‘You can just move it right out again.’


‘Will not!’


Normally, Anke would mediate, but her head ached too much.


‘Have you seen your father?’


‘You mean Graham?’ Faith made her point with a sneer. ‘Maybe he’s gone to the pub to join Mags?’


‘He said something about a takeaway . . .’ Chad suggested hopefully before turning back to resume screaming with his sister.


But the cars were all still in the drive. The courtyard was strangely quiet. Anke went to check on Evig, who had still been far too worked up to be let out of the stable earlier. And that was where she found him, moping in a corner with his beloved dog – his big man’s body slumped down on a straw bale and his little boy face turned to the wall. She settled beside him, taking his hand. ‘It will get better.’


‘Will it?’


‘We’ll be happy here.’


‘If you say so.’


‘Can I have a hug?’


‘Can I?’


Evig watched them with his cool, cruel eyes, his huge head on one side, ears darting around suspiciously, guarding a rare moment of connection between his alphas.


As Anke wrapped her arms around Graham’s huge shoulders and pressed her chin to his head, she longed for a set of strong arms around her too.


Graham shifted hopefully. ‘Don’t suppose there’s any chance of a quick . . . ?’


Anke hugged tighter, willing herself to say yes. But the moment dragged on. She felt her whole body rebel. She simply couldn’t. She closed her hands into a fist and clamped her eyes shut against his crown, breathing in the smell of his hair that had once made her think of honey and now just reminded her of the ongoing battle she had washing Chad’s tufty blond crew cut.


Pod and Mo were making love amongst the crumpled newspapers that had protected their possessions during the journey from East Anglia. The Classified section of the Newmarket Journal rustled and ripped as Pod pulled Mo on top of him and plugged her in. ‘Your turn to ride for the finishing post, queen.’


‘I’m sitting on the finish post right now,’ she laughed, gasping as he filled her right up.


The property section soon shredded beneath her knees and the What’s On pages became scrunched into tight balls in her fists as she rode him home.


Sitting disapprovingly on the back of the sofa, Bechers, the ginger cat, turned his head to the wall and lashed his tail angrily against Rose Simmons’ lace chair-back protectors.


Later, Pod rolled a cigarette and tapped his tobacco tin against Mo’s naked buttocks. ‘I could use some spliff.’


Propped up on her elbows, Mo cast him an old-fashioned look over her shoulder.


Pod grimaced. ‘Yeah, yeah. New leaf and all that.’ He lit the roll-up and sighed theatrically. ‘No grass for Pod, no scaboo.’


‘No drinking binges.’


‘Eh? Me?’ He held out his hands innocently.


‘No sleeping around.’


The hands went wider, the expression more innocent.


‘A few honest days’ work.’


‘Now you are getting demanding.’ He bent down and kissed her bare buttock. ‘Will you meet me behind the bike sheds when you start school?’


‘I might.’


He pressed his chin into the dimpled hollow of her back and blew lightly on her spine. ‘You just wait, queen. I am going to turn over more new leaves than a caterpillar on the rampage.’


A balled-up page of the Newmarket Journal flew up in a perfect arc over Mo’s back and hit him on the forehead. ‘You’ve already tried to steal that poor woman’s furniture,’ she reminded him, laughing despite herself.


‘So I was turning over a new tealeaf.’ He handed her the cigarette to share.


Mo revolved around so that she could look at him, their eyes playing that familiar game of hide and seek – hiding smiles and seeking souls. ‘You’ll never leaf me, will you?’


He shook his head, stretching forward to take one of her small, pink nipples in his mouth. ‘I’ll never leaf you.’


Diana gave up her search for her bath bag amongst the suitcases and boxes scattered around Horseshoe Farm Cottage’s landing, and settled for splashing her face in cool water and borrowing Rory’s toothbrush, which had suspiciously flattened bristles. The bathroom was encrusted with dirt, she noticed, and had no curtain. She was forced to take a wee in the dark in case Sharon was doing the last check of the stables.


She was absolutely exhausted after supervising the late-evening relocation of horses and furniture. As the only sober person amongst her party, she had been forced to take sole charge and drive the death-trap horsebox from Upper Springlode to Oddlode and back. She’d also played taxi service to the other newcomers to the area – the Brakespear mother and daughter duo, their wretched horses, and Mo and Pod.


At least meeting Mo meant that she might stand a chance of getting Digby and Mim into Oddlode primary. The little school was celebrated in the area, and it was considered perfectly acceptable amongst old money to choose it above the preps of Market Addington or Morrell-on-the Moor, although some said it now took rather a lot of new money to buy one’s child’s entry into the over-subscribed little school. But Mo had seemed incredibly eager to please, and Diana held high hopes that her children could be redirected from the shabby gentility of Woldcote House preparatory. The headmaster there had reeked of smoky betting shop, and the fees were outrageous.


Diana switched on the light and studied her face in the rusted mirror above the basin, pressing her hands to her cheeks to pull back the skin and cheer herself up with a daydream face-lift. She could imagine Tim’s glee at the prospect of state school economy, quickly wiped out when she put in her settlement demand. Her Ex-pence claim, she thought murderously, which she planned to Ex-pound upon to add several zeros. Even the drawn-back skin couldn’t stop her face frowning, the forehead carved with anger. She turned away, determined not to think about Tim tonight. It had been too full a day to think about Tim. There were far more lovely distractions to dwell upon . . .


Mo’s boyfriend, Pod, was really rather delicious, she reminded herself as she made her way to her room. He had wonderfully naughty eyes that made no secret of their admiration for her supple, olive-skinned curves. Pressed up against her in the packed cab during the drive to Oddlode, his body had felt as whip-hard and agile as a boxer’s.


She hugged herself happily at the memory and tried to hang on to it long enough to let it blot out the depressing sight of her new sleeping quarters – a tatty futon crammed into a boxroom, with an old cardboard box acting as a bedside table.


She was surprised by how agreeably the evening had turned out, and was excited to have learned that, before becoming a Brakespear, Anke had been no less than the one-time Olympic dressage legend Anke Olesen-Willis. That was certainly a friend to cultivate, despite the somewhat starchy attitude and the drippy daughter. Rory was obviously quite overawed that Anke – whom he had fancied like mad as a teenager – was now living close by. She could hear him now, rattling around downstairs in search of the video of Anke’s gold-winning Grand Prix Dressage Kur that he’d promised to show Sharon.


As networking went, it has not been a bad day’s work, Diana mused, and she was pleased that she’d cleverly issued a spontaneous invitation to sups at the end of the week. ‘Just give me enough time to unpack my Delias.’


Settling on the futon and looking at the cobwebby walls around her, she determinedly stayed positive, certain that she could transform the little cottage into a reasonable entertainment space in no time. She had battled with enough dreadful army accommodation in her early marriage, after all – becoming something of a legend amongst the officers’ wives for her ability to metamorphose a badly decorated modern box into an elegant home in just days. As soon as she got rid of Rory’s tatty furniture and moved her own in from the barn, things would improve no end. True, it was cramped, and the children weren’t best pleased to find themselves in bunk beds in a shared room only fractionally bigger than their mother’s cell. But Diana had plans.


Seeing Rory again had made her realise that living with her half-brother could only be a very temporary arrangement. She had no idea that he’d let things – including himself – slip so much. He certainly couldn’t be trusted for the hours of uncle child-care she had hoped to foist upon him, although Sharon seemed reasonably trustworthy for babysitting and was keen to earn some extra cash. As far as Diana could tell, Rory rarely, if ever, paid his only member of staff, and she simply stayed because she was so besotted with him.
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