

[image: image1]




  

    Tickled Pink




    Christina Jones


    


    





    Posy has been dumped by her long-time boyfriend. Lola has lost her job and her home. The village of Steeple Fritton appears to be their only salvation. They have to utilise their assets or go under. But when the assets are a showman’s traction engine, an ailing pub and a village full of eccentrics, the new life plan is not immediately obvious to either of them. Then Flynn and Ellis arrive – and things go from the sublime to the ridiculous…




    

      


    


  




  

    


    


    





    Tickled Pink is about friendship and laughter, loyalty and love, and is dedicated to two people who have given me more of these than anyone has a right to expect.




    Pat Powell




    (31.12.67-30.6.01)




    my best friend for ever and




    Hilary Johnson without whom none of it would have happened


  




  

    The names of the major characters in this novel have been shamelessly plundered from my friends. I owe a huge debt of gratitude to the following for allowing me to pinch their nearest and dearest: Bridget Billany for Ellis; Norrie Allan for Norrie; Lesley and Phillipa Cookman for Posy; Emma Fabian for Lola and Mimi; and Lorraine Osborne for Flynn Malone.




    I also want to thank Rob and Laura, Hilary Johnson, Sarah Molloy and Mags Wheeler, and all my friends – in and out of the RNA – who so tirelessly supported me with so much kindness while I was writing this book under the most difficult of circumstances.  You’re all stars. I couldn’t have done it without you.


  




  

    Chapter One




    Watching Ritchie Dalgetty marry Sonia Tozer in Steeple Fritton’s parish church was absolutely the worst thing that Posy had ever done. Sitting halfway down the nave, on the bridegroom’s side of the aisle, naturally, she witnessed the man who had been hers since childhood plight his troth to another.




    Once the register had been signed – Posy hoped upon hope that it was in blood dripping from one of Sonia’s more vital arteries – the happy couple emerged from the vestry, followed sullenly by five frightening prepubescent bridesmaids in candyfloss pink nylon.




    After pausing for a victorious moment on the chancel steps, the entourage then swept back up the aisle to the heart-rending cries of Whitney Houston swearing that she would always lurve yoooouuuu.




    For Posy and the churchful of guests, this came as something of a melodic relief after an interminable descant version of ‘A Whiter Shade of Pale’ from the First Lesser Fritton Brownies.




    Posy, who had been staring hard at her dusty hassock with its lopsided embroidery throughout the whole service, clenched her teeth even more fiercely as Ritchie and Sonia passed the end of her pew, and prayed for an omnipotent lightning strike.




    None came. God, it appeared, wasn’t listening to dumped fiancées.




    Instead, the bells pealed their triumphal celebration and the congregation poured joyously out into the frosty January sunshine. Cameras rattled, cigarettes were lit, and women in hats and unfamiliar high heels shrieked at each other, their breath flowing out in smoky plumes. Disbelieving and totally stunned, Posy shivered in the brightness and just wanted to crawl away into the graveyard and join the slumbering incumbents beneath their mossy headstones.




    Sonia, all floating swan’s-down and stephanotis, beamed at everyone. Ritchie beamed at Sonia. Posy, who knew she’d never beam again, pulled her conker- brown hat low over her eyes so that no one would see if she cried.




    ‘Lovely wedding,’ Vi Bickeridge from Steeple Fritton’s corner shop bellowed in Posy’s ear. ‘And you’d never guess she were almost six months gone, would you? Don’t show at all, do she? Mind, them skinny ones usually carries well. I remember –’




    Posy gave a noncommittal please-please-leave-me- alone snort, and slithered away across the frosty hummocks of the unmarked graves.




    How could Ritchie have done this to her? How could he? How could he have cheated on her? How could he have created an accidental baby with the pale-eyed, adenoidal Sonia?




    Although, Posy reckoned, as it was rumoured through- out Steeple Fritton that Sonia née Tozer wore thongs and very little else, that may account for something. But how could Ritchie have married her, and then added insult to injury by allowing Posy to watch the ritual culmination of his folly?




    Of course, she didn’t have to be there. She shouldn’t have come. Everyone told her she shouldn’t have come. No one believed that she would go.




    Until the last minute, she hadn’t actually believed it herself.




    Her entire family had been shocked rigid that she’d planned to be at the wedding. She’d never tell any of them that she’d fondly believed that Ritchie, turning from his seat in the front pew, and spotting her there in her natty burnt orange suit and the floppy brown hat, might just realize his mistake and at the eleventh hour change his mind and cancel the whole thing.




    But he hadn’t. And now simpering Sonia was Mrs Dalgetty; the name Posy had scrawled on everything she’d possessed since first clapping eyes on Ritchie in the playground of Steeple Fritton Mixed Infants twenty years earlier.




    Twenty years! An entire lifetime wasted! Ferociously, Posy ground the toe of her matching burnt orange boot into the shingle path. The air was thick with the fragrance of low-hanging smoke and the chill of a winter afternoon, and a clash of expensive scents which wafted and entwined and enticed, making her feel sick.




    ‘You coming in the car with me, Glad, Rose, and Tatty for the do?’ Never one to take ‘push off’ for an answer, Vi Bickeridge had yomped across the graveyard to seek her out. ‘They’ve got salmon roulette for a starter.’




    There was no way on earth that Posy was going to sit at a trestle table in the village hall – the very place where she and Ritchie had exchanged their first kiss at a youth club Christmas party – and watch murderously as the new Mr and Mrs Dalgetty took the floor to the strains of ‘Three Times A Lady’.




    ‘Er, no, probably not. I’ve, um, got to help Mum and Dad.’




    Vi Bickeridge pulled her shaggy eyebrows together in disbelief. ‘They won’t need you this afternoon. They’re hardly rushed off their feet, are they? No one wants B&Bs no more. Not when they can have five-star country house stuff with sauna and gym and a golf course just down the road at Colworth Manor. Sunny Dene’ll probably go bust afore too long.’




    ‘Tell me something I don’t know,’ Posy muttered. ‘It’s all I ever hear at home. And why won’t anyone look at me?’




    The entire village population was milling around in the churchyard trying to keep warm, and all seemed unable to meet her eyes. Even people like Rose Lusty, Glad Blissit, and Tatty Spry – people she’d known all her life – seemed to find reading the headstones suddenly irresistible.




    Posy gazed at the sea of familiar faces all hell-bent on drinking themselves silly at the expense of someone else. How many of them, she wondered, had slipped her surreptitious glances throughout the ceremony to see how much she really minded Sonia stepping into her white satin shoes?




    ‘They won’t look at you because, although they feels sorry for you, they all knows you shouldn’t be here. Damn daft idea of yours if you asks me. Oh, bless them!’ Vi Bickeridge clapped her hands in delight as a swoosh of children – most of them Tatty Spry’s – in the latest Tesco designer gear started to clamber on to the crumbling catacomb of Sir Arthur Fritton, village founder and one-time lord of the manor. ‘They soon gets bored, don’t they? I wonder what sort of mum young Sonia will make, eh?’




    Longing to snatch off her hat, kick off her silly high- heeled boots, and run as far from Steeple Fritton’s church yard as possible, Posy gave a sad shrug. Children … She and Ritchie had planned on four. Sonia and Ritchie definitely couldn’t have planned on any. The thongs obviously had a lot to answer for.




    The protracted photographic session seemed to be coming to an end just before everyone succumbed to frostbite. Having twice managed to avoid the photographer’s urging that she should join in on the ‘friends of the happy couple’ set piece, Posy watched as everyone surged towards the gates.




    ‘Come on!’ Vi Bickeridge had got her second wind. ‘Don’t want to miss the confetti throwing, do we?’




    Unable to shake off the manacle grip of someone who had spent the last forty years unscrewing the tops from recalcitrant Kilner jars in the corner shop, Posy found herself amongst a crush of overexcited villagers all clustered round the white Mercedes.




    ‘Why, in God’s name, do Ritchie and Sonia need a car to drive them the couple of hundred yards through the village to the reception?’




    ‘Because,’ Vi Bickeridge hissed from the side of her mouth as she ferreted in her handbag for her cut-price confetti, ‘they’re not having their do in the village hall. They’ve booked the banqueting hall at Colworth Manor, with the ballroom for afters.’




    Colworth Manor? Posy sighed angrily. Why was she surprised? Why should she even care? When she had planned her wedding to Ritchie, here at this church on such a glorious winter’s day, she’d imagined that they’d walk to the village hall, all country-simple, followed by the congregation in a sort of rustic Thomas Hardy configuration.




    She’d be carrying a tumbled sheaf of holly and ivy, and have winter roses in her hair. Ritchie would be wearing an artistically crumpled linen suit with a freshly picked sprig of mistletoe in the buttonhole, and the tiny brides- maids would be skipping along in seasonal dresses of crimson and green …




    She stared into the dark and flower-filled recesses of the Mercedes, her eyes drawn helplessly towards the happy couple like a Paul McKenna victim. Ritchie was grinning inanely at no one, still starchily unrecognizable in top hat and tails, while Sonia had the victorious bared-teeth grin of brides the world over.




    Posy felt the knot of pain rise from under her ribs and hover somewhere in her throat. At any moment she’d burst into tears and ruin the whole cool ‘I don’t give a damn’ facade.




    She blinked and swallowed, and at that moment Ritchie turned his head and looked at her for the first time. His eyes, deeper blue now in the darkness of the limousine, met hers and asked a million questions. Feeling the shiver of pain and revulsion and – sod it, yes – badly timed but unmistakable stirring attraction, Posy jerked her head away just as a shower of confetti rained down on her, mercifully blurring the awful vision.




    Spitting out bits of pastel tissue paper, Posy freed herself from Vi Bickeridge’s grasp at last and sprinted away from the church. Hurling her hat in a cartwheel of pique into the nearest field and longing to do the same with the boots and the stupid clingy suit, she didn’t stop running until she’d reached the crossroads which dissected Steeple Fritton’s two commons.




    The village dozed drowsily, silently, beneath the weak January sun. For once, the white lanes were deserted, the cottage windows closed and soundless. Everyone was joining in the celebrations. Everyone except Vi Bickeridge’s Clive who’d been ordered to keep the store open for the sale of headache tablets and Alka Seltzer, and Posy’s own parents who had never shut up shop even on Christmas Day. Just in case.




    Her mum and dad and her younger brother Dom had been uniformly outraged on her behalf when Ritchie’s duplicity had been discovered. It had only added to their incredulity when she’d told them she was going to the wedding. Her best friends in the village, Amanda and Nikki, had told her she was barking.




    Not knowing her reasons, and loudly voicing fears that she’d interrupt the service at the ‘does anyone here know of any reason why …’, they’d all advised her not to go within a mile of the event. And of course, Posy thought, sinking down on the bench by the war memorial, they’d been right.




    Now she’d have to live the rest of her life in Steeple Fritton, with her Ritchie, whom she sadly realized she’d love for ever, and the bug-eyed Sonia happily ensconced in one of the Bunny Burrow starter homes. She’d have to bump into them at every claustrophobic village occasion, and probably even be expected – within weeks – to coo at the bat-eared, cloven-hoofed baby in its tartan Mothercare sling.




    No, she bloody wouldn’t! She stood up angrily, shivering, brushing bits of grit from the seat of her girlie tight skirt. Steeple Fritton wasn’t big enough for her and damn Sonia née Tozer. One of them was going to have to leave. And quickly.




    It took less than five minutes to stomp the distance between the war memorial and Sunny Dene. Posy paused for a moment and gazed at the sprawling three-storey, much-built-on cottage with pure pleasure. Overgrown with ivy, jostled by flowers in the summer, and shaded by a horse chestnut tree, it was straight from the front of a chocolate box. The back garden, of course, was straight from the front of a Hornby Double O catalogue, given over as it was in its entirety to her dad’s model railway layout.




    Sunny Dene may be odd, but it was the only home she’d known – and now, because of Sonia Tozer and her thongs, she’d have to leave it for ever.




    Posy scrunched up the drive and thundered through the open door beside the faded lettering that told the world that Norrie and Dilys Nightingale offered a home- from-home welcome, comfy beds, and a full English breakfast. Dinner optional. Rates on application.




    The dogs, Trevor and Kenneth, loped joyously towards her, their claws scrabbling on the flagstones.




    ‘Oh, why can’t men be more like dogs,’ Posy breathed in the warmth of home and fondled their silky heads. She smiled as they both attempted to chew the toes of her orange boots. ‘You know exactly where you are with dogs.’




    Clattering across the spotless flagged hallway with its 1930s furniture and huge vases of mop-headed chrysanthemums and with Trevor and Kenneth dancing attendance, she pushed open the kitchen door.




    ‘Is it all over? Oh, shit, Pose, you look awful. Do you want to talk about it?’ Dom, her eighteen-year-old brother, was sitting at the kitchen table, and peered short-sightedly up from the intricate innards of a 1950s Hornby locomotive. It was really difficult to tell where the miniature railway engine ended and Dom started. For something so tiny, the oil and grease were all- encompassing. ‘Shall I get you a coffee?’




    ‘Yes. Cheers. No. Yes. Thanks.’ Posy kicked off the boots. Trevor and Kenneth immediately dragged them under the table. ‘Are Mum and Dad around?’




    ‘Taking the opportunity to snooze by the fire as the village has turned into the Marie Celeste,’ Dom put his specs back on, poured black coffee into a Tweenies mug, and added several spoonfuls of sugar. ‘Shall I shout for them?’




    Posy shook her head. ‘No. Not yet. In fact, not at all. I don’t want an inquest.’ The coffee was hot and strong and burned her tongue. She liked it. It re-sited the rawness away from her heart.




    ‘Was it really scabby?’ Dom picked up a pair of tweezers.




    ‘Very. And don’t say I told you so. I know I shouldn’t have gone.’ Dom disappeared into the mechanical entrails again, using a magnifying glass to carry out the repair with surgical precision. ‘No, you shouldn’t. Not unless you were going to blacken both their eyes just before the photographs.’




    ‘I wouldn’t have been able to reach. They’re both descended from giraffes.’




    And that was another thing that was so galling: they’d looked so right together. Ritchie and Sonia. Tall and elegant. Posy gritted her teeth in mute anguish against the grainy rim of the mug. She, being not a lot over five foot four, had always bobbed along beside Ritchie like a Yorkshire terrier frantically trying to match strides with a greyhound. Not only had she been saddled with the name of a Noel Streatfeild heroine, but with her cloud of dark curls and bird-like, delicate frame, she actually looked like one.




    Which was pretty appalling for someone whose only other life ambition, apart from becoming Mrs Ritchie Dalgetty, had been to become the motorcycling champion of the world.




    ‘I’m going to leave.’




    Dom’s eyes widened. ‘Leave? Leave where?’




    ‘Here.’




    ‘Home, you mean? The village? Sunny Dene?’




    ‘All of them, yes. I should have done it months ago. When, well, you know …’




    Dom nodded kindly. He knew. The whole village knew. ‘But where will you go? Down to Auntie Cath’s for a while, or something?’




    ‘Miles away. For ever. This isn’t something that can be sorted by me spending a couple of weeks with various relatives. This is crunch time. I’ve got to do something on my own.’




    ‘But the business. The B&B … I mean, you can’t do anything else, can you?’




    Posy paused on the coffee dregs. No, she couldn’t, but it was pretty galling to be told so. Especially now. She could make a bed to her mother’s exacting standards in three minutes flat, she could cook and serve a dozen fried breakfasts in her sleep, and if they were going to get into listing life-skills she could also ride a motorbike, strip it down, and fine-tune it with the best of them, and even shared some of her father and Dom’s knowledge on the repair and upkeep of all things steam-driven.




    But she couldn’t do anything else.




    ‘I’ll easily find another hotel job, and that’ll solve the accommodation problem, and if I go somewhere huge, like a city or something, there’ll be loads of choices.’




    ‘Think it over,’ Dom perched on the edge of the kitchen table. ‘Don’t do anything hasty. You’ve never lived anywhere else. You’d have no friends, no one who knows you –’




    ‘Exactly,’ Posy slammed the empty mug on to the table, making bits of the Hornby jump in alarm. ‘No one to keep asking me if I’m OK, or peering at me to see if I mind, or desperate to tell me the minute Sonia goes into labour or –’




    ‘Point taken. Don’t shout. So, what are you going to do? Look down the sits vac? Stick a pin in the map and send away for hotel details?’




    ‘I’m going to pack. Now. And say goodbye to Mum and Dad, and then just go.’




    ‘Jesus Christ!’ Dom slid from the table. ‘You can’t just ride off into the sunset!’




    ‘Watch me,’ Posy said darkly, knocking over the greater part of a dismembered layout of Crewe Station circa 1942. ‘Just bloody watch me.’


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Running away from home wasn’t as easy as all that, of course.




    Having no transport other than a BMW 1100 touring motorcycle – an ex-motorway patrolling beast once owned by the local constabulary, bought by Posy at auction and immediately re-sprayed peacock blue and sugar pink – taking all her worldly possessions was proving to be a non-starter. She gazed around her tiny bedroom and wondered again just what she should leave behind.      




    The photographs of Ritchie had long gone, ritually incinerated around the time that Sonia had announced her pregnancy to a stunned Steeple Fritton; her wardrobe consisted solely of jeans and vests and Dom’s cast-off jumpers; her bookcase was a shrine to Carl Fogarty, Joey Dunlop, and Barry Sheene; her make-up bag was far slimmer than her mother’s.




    There was still far too much to cram into two panniers and a top box.




    Trevor and Kenneth, sitting side by side on her bed, watching every move with worried brown eyes, thumped their tails disconsolately. Posy tried not to look at them. Leaving Steeple Fritton and all her family and friends would be bad enough – a life without Trevor and Kenneth was practically unthinkable.




    ‘Dom’s just told me!’ Dilys Nightingale, plump and brightly coloured like a beach ball, hurled open Posy’s bedroom door without her customary knock. ‘You’re not serious, are you?’




    Posy paused in rolling up her favourite pair of Levis. ‘Deadly. And Dom shouldn’t have said anything.’




    Dilys pursed glossy tangerine lips. ‘He’s worried. He said you weren’t going to Auntie Cath’s.’




    Everyone in the Nightingale family hightailed it to Auntie Cath’s in times of strife.




    ‘I’m not. I’m going to, to, oh …’ Posy screwed her eyes shut. Where in the world was a suitable place to be running away to? Not London. Steeple Fritton to London in one hit would be far too much of a culture shock. No one would believe her. She opened her eyes again. ‘Swindon.’




    ‘Swindon? Why on earth would you want to go to Swindon?’




    Posy, who had clutched the town out of the air, really didn’t have a clue. ‘Oh, well, because it’s developing quickly, so there should be plenty of work and hotels and guest houses and things … And because it’s almost a city, so I’ll be anonymous. And because it’s not that far away from here, so that you can visit and …’




    She stopped. Even to her, the reasons sounded pretty pathetic.




    Dilys blinked greengage eyelids and nodded gently. ‘Yes, well, why don’t you sleep on it, love? You’ll probably feel differently in the morning. Sometimes it’s braver to stay put than to run away.’




    ‘I’m not brave and I’m not running away.’ Posy squeezed a multi-coloured stripy jumper into a tight ball. ‘I’m getting a new life. And sleeping on it won’t help. I haven’t slept for months. I’m going. Tonight. Because if I don’t, then I probably never will and I’ll always be unhappy …’




    ‘But Swindon?’ Deliberately ignoring her mother’s anxious face, Posy dithered for a second over a navy blue sweater with a lot of unravelled sleeve, then discarded it. Why not Swindon? Swindon was less than a hundred miles north- west of Steeple Fritton as the crow flew – and probably only an hour away if she and the BMW took the motorway route. Why not Swindon? Why not anywhere that didn’t have memories of Ritchie’s infidelity and her broken heart imprinted on every corner?




    ‘Because I’m bound to find a job and … and no one there will look at me and think I’m a fool.’




    Dilys Nightingale gathered Posy in her arms as Trevor and Kenneth tried to muscle in on the act. ‘I do under- stand why you want to go, but it’s going to be a whole lot different out there on your own. You’ve always lived at Sunny Dene, in the village, where you know everyone –’




    ‘Which is exactly what Dom said and exactly why I have to go.’ Posy sniffed into her mother’s shoulder. The blouse was rainbow striped and smelled of familiar things like cooking and miniature railway engine oil. ‘I’ll be OK. I’ve got enough money to see me through for a month at least. And, and if I can’t find a job or anything within that time then I’ll come back, but at least I’ll have tried, won’t I?’




    Dilys held her at arm’s length. ‘We’ll miss you though. Especially with Dom going back to university in a couple of weeks. The place will be so empty. Both of you gone at the same time and so soon after Christmas.’




    Posy groaned at the threat of maternal emotional blackmail. ‘I’ll miss you, too. But I’m twenty-five and I haven’t got a life any more.’




    ‘Yes you have,’ Dilys said fiercely. ‘Of course you have. Your life’s here. There’s more to life than Ritchie Dalgetty.’




    ‘Not to mine there isn’t.’




    ‘Oh, Posy …’ Dilys blinked the greengage lids furiously. ‘But you really don’t have to go immediately. They, er, Ritchie and Sonia, they’ll be away on their honeymoon for a fortnight.’




    ‘My honeymoon.’ Posy felt the tears prickle in her nose and sniffed them back. ‘Our honeymoon. Ritchie and I had … had … oh, you know, we had, Mum. Planned it. Always. Two weeks in Paris! Sonia shouldn’t be going to damn Paris!’




    ‘Hopefully she’ll drop off the top of the Eiffel Tower on the first night,’ Dilys said vigorously. ‘And that treacherous bastard with her. But at least reconsider leaving tonight. It’s already dark. You won’t be able to find anywhere to stay –’




    ‘There’ll be hotels, like I told Dom,’ Posy said with more conviction than she felt. ‘And guest houses and millions of places all desperate for my expertise. It’ll be fine.’




    Dilys gave her the sort of look that mothers always give when they’re sure it’ll be anything but fine. ‘And it’ll be even finer tomorrow morning. Everything looks better in daylight. If you stay tonight I’ll cook something special.’




    Posy sighed. Her mother’s culinary something specials would make angels weep. It’d probably be the last decent meal she’d have for months. It was an unfair bribe. ‘OK, you win. But I’ll still be leaving Steeple Fritton at the crack of dawn tomorrow.’




    Trevor and Kenneth buried their noses in their paws and howled.




    And she had. At first light, Trevor and Kenneth had slunk into the conservatory at the sight of all the luggage and had refused to speak to her at all. Her parents and Dom had managed to speak, but made it plain by their woebegone expressions that she was doing The Wrong Thing. Her best friends, Amanda and Nikki, from whom she’d never been separated since starting infant school, wept, and even Vi Bickeridge, who had turned up out of the blue for the departure, told her helpfully that she was off on a fool’s errand.




    Ignoring them all, Posy had roared away from Sunny Dene and Steeple Fritton and everything she loved and knew she’d never be happy again.




    Almost two hours later, on a dark and dreary January Sunday morning, sitting astride the BMW motor cycle in the car park of a service station on the west- bound M4, Posy took stock. Steeple Fritton was behind her and Swindon awaited, and as long as she didn’t think about Ritchie and Sonia, she’d be fine.




    Irritatingly, somewhere across the constant six-lane thrum of traffic, church bells were ringing. As church bells would be for ever synonymous with weddings, and weddings with treachery and deceit, she closed both her mind and her ears. Weddings were to be no-go areas in her new life. She’d never marry now. She’d probably become some aged crone, still taking the Motor Cycle News in her nineties, wearing leather on her withered legs, and boring people rigid with details of how to differentiate between Hornbys and Bachmann Branch Lines.




    Fortified by The Tasty Bite’s mega-trukka-breakfast and three cups of coffee, Posy clutched her crash helmet beneath one arm, ignored the bells, and studied the map. It seemed pretty straightforward. If she left the motorway at Junction 15, Swindon was impossible to miss. There was then nothing between her and the new life she craved but a short stretch of main road.




    Well, nothing but the little ring of roundabouts, looking like an amber necklace on the map, which might prove a bit tricky. But she was sure she could cope with them when the time came.




    Kick-starting the BMW into life, she tucked her curls into her crash helmet, ignoring the lusty shouts from a group of lorry drivers who had just ambled out of The Tasty Bite. As she swooped towards the slip road, Posy wondered for the umpteenth time why a smallish woman in black leather on a biggish bike always seemed to bring out the worst in men.




    Half an hour later she had more than a few sexist remarks to worry about. The map’s little amber necklace of roundabouts, so pretty on Ordnance Survey, now had her totally foxed.




    She’d never seen so many mini-roundabouts in one place. And each time she’d circumnavigated half a dozen of them, another clutch appeared. Giddily, she was pretty sure that she and the BMW had done the same set at least three times.




    Flicking up a gear, Posy indicated left for the ninth time, and roared away from the circular confusion towards a straight bit of road. It had houses and a sort of dual carriageway, and didn’t look like any of the other bits of road she’d already covered. Feeling sure that this way must eventually lead to Swindon’s town centre, Posy pushed on. And on. And on.




    ‘Bloody hell!’ She mumbled the curse into the folds of her insulating scarf. The houses and the dual carriageway had petered out with no warning. Now all she was left with was a lot of undulating green hills to either side, a single-track road ahead, and the sprawl of Swindon vanishing behind her in the wing mirrors.




    Knowing that she’d have to find somewhere to turn around and try again, she slowed down to the annoyance of a line of traffic behind her. The chunky BMW  was too wide for the following cars to overtake safely, and the road too narrow for her to turn. Posy accelerated, hoping that a handy farm track would appear to her left. It didn’t. Instead, the road grew more rural, the skeletal trees more dense, and the tantalizing back view glimpse of Swindon had disappeared completely.




    However, there was faint hope on the horizon: a rickety signpost indicated that there was a turn-off a little way ahead on the left-hand side. Indicating, loving as always the thrust of power, Posy prepared to glide the BMW into the turning and retrace her steps.




    Instantly, almost before it happened, Posy was aware of something not being quite right with the bike. As she nosed into the side road the acceleration dropped, she could feel the loss of power, and knew the motorbike was going to falter to a halt. With one gentle apologetic splutter, it did.




    ‘Sod, damn, sod.’




    A blocked carburettor was all she needed.




    Posy swung her leg across the saddle and heaved the BMW on to its stand. It was her own fault. She’d filled up with petrol after The Tasty Bite’s breakfast, and should have run through all the other checks then instead of trying not to listen to the church bells and daydreaming. Snatching off her helmet, and removing her gloves and scarf, she scrambled for the tool roll. Casting aside her entire wardrobe, and various other paraphernalia of her previous existence, and dumping the whole lot on the scrubby roadside verge, she selected a suitable spanner.




    Clearing the carb was a routine – if messy – task, and one she’d done plenty of times before. And because of Sod’s Law, usually in far less pleasant conditions than these – at least it wasn’t dark, or raining, or icy, or on a busy road. Chucking her jacket onto the top box, she yanked up the sleeves of her sweater and went in for the kill.




    Posy had almost completed the job when she realized she was being watched. Knowing it would be someone filled to the brim with testosterone, bursting to tell her exactly how it should be done, she didn’t even bother to look up.




    ‘I’ve managed, thank you. It may not be the way you’d do it, but then you’re not –’




    She stopped. There was a lot of heavy breathing. Oh, great. Miles from anywhere and she’d met up with the local pervert out for his Sunday stroll. Clutching the largest spanner as a handy weapon, she took a deep breath and turned her head.




    A pair of liquid brown eyes stared inquisitively at her. A pink tongue lolled over liver-freckled jowls. Muddy paws were planted four-square on the verge while a plumy tail wagged happily. Posy looked at the dog and wanted to cry. She’d never see Trevor and Kenneth again …




    Damn Ritchie to hell. She scrubbed her fists into her eyes then remembered the oil and grease and stopped. Damn Ritchie and the whey-faced Sonia to eternal bloody hellfire! She snorted angrily. It was better to blame Ritchie and Sonia for this sudden flood of emotion. It was their fault after all.




    She wasn’t homesick! Homesick? At her age? Other women had left home years earlier: other women had sailed single-handed round the world, or backpacked across Asia, or, or … well, hundreds of brave solo things. Other women of her age didn’t suddenly want to burst into tears because they were missing their parents and their brother and their dogs and the cosiness and familiarity of Steeple Fritton.




    The dog, possibly a terrier crossed with something improbably large and shaggy, licked her nose sympathetically which made Posy even more emotional.




    ‘She won’t hurt you! She’s friendly!’ An elderly man in a beige anorak was powering across the scrubby grass towards her. ‘Sit, Persephone!’




    The dog, looking cheerfully over its shoulder at its owner, and sat. Posy sniffed. ‘Persephone?’




    ‘The wife’s idea. No children, you know. Couldn’t. A bit of a baby-substitute thing. Loves mythology. Had to be Persephone. Didn’t work so well for her with Fido or Rover. Had Medusa and Circe previously.’ He coughed. ‘And that’s probably far more than you need to know about it.’




    ‘Ours are called Trevor and Kenneth, after news- readers. Maybe all dog owners are slightly doolally.’ Posy managed a wobbly smile as she stood up and Persephone snuffled at the crash helmet, gloves, and jacket in delight, inspecting everything as Posy repacked the tool roll.




    ‘Very possibly.’ Persephone’s owner shuffled his feet. ‘Where’s your young man, then?’




    ‘Uh?’ Posy blinked.




    She was pretty sure that Persephone’s owner didn’t want to know the truth. Well, neither did she. Probably somewhere in the clutches of Sonia née Tozer performing amazingly athletic sexual manoeuvres as we speak, wasn’t something you’d share with a total stranger.




    ‘Which young man?’




    ‘The driver of the motorcycle.’




    ‘That’s me.’ Posy fastened the Velcro on the tool roll.




    ‘Really? Do you mean to say that a little thing like you …?’




    Posy sighed. ‘It’s a very easy bike to handle once you’re used to it. Heavy but manoeuvrable. Size, in this case, doesn’t matter.’




    ‘Ah, right. Good Lord. And all fixed now, are you? Can’t say I’d have been much help. A complete mystery to me, mechanics. The wife deals with that sort of thing.’




    ‘I’m fine, thanks.’ Posy locked the pannier, then wiped her oily hands on a piece of rag. ‘If a bit messy. It’s a routine job and better done here than on the main road. However, I have got one problem.’




    ‘Oh, yes?’ Sparse eyebrows raised towards a receding hairline.




    ‘I’ve lost Swindon.’




    ‘There’s a lot of people whose life’s ambition is to lose Swindon, my dear.’




    Posy didn’t laugh. It was no laughing matter. ‘I wondered if you could give me some directions that don’t involve that roundabout system.’




    Persephone’s owner sucked his gums, then let out a little whistle. ‘You’ve got me there. Not one of my fortes, directions. The wife does the driving, you see. Them roundabouts can be a bit of a mystery for the unwary, though.’




    ‘So I gathered. But there must be some way round them.’




    ‘Tell you what, I live just along the road here, only a few minutes’ walk. The wife will be sure to know of some short cut and you can wash your hands at the same time. No, leave the motorcycle. It’ll be quite safe. We don’t get a lot of passing traffic down here.’




    Making sure that everything that was lockable had been, and carrying her leather jacket, crash helmet, and gloves, Posy fell into step with the dog and her owner. The road flowed through the scrubby grassland like a meandering stream – just like home.




    Persephone suddenly bounded ahead, disappeared through open double gates and scrunched away along a curving shingle drive.




    ‘Here we are,’ Posy’s rescuer said happily. ‘This is us.’




    ‘Oh, it’s lovely! It’s almost like my, er, my parents’ place …’ She suddenly felt desperately homesick again and swallowed the lump in her throat. It was far, far too soon in her bid for independence to be feeling like this. ‘Are you sure your wife won’t mind me barging in?’




    ‘I won’t mind at all.’ The front door had been opened by an elderly woman with a mass of permed grey curls. She gathered Persephone to her with much cooing, then raised her head and looked at Posy with concern. ‘Have you come a cropper or something?’




    ‘No, nothing like that. I’m fine. My motorbike broke down. I’m actually looking for Swindon and I got lost up the road. The roundabouts threw me a bit.’




    ‘Ah, they’re good at that.’ The woman extended her hand, ferreting it in under the leather jacket and crash helmet to find Posy’s. ‘Come along in and get cleaned up, oh, and warm. Your hands are frozen.’




    ‘Thank you. Your husband said you’d probably be able to give me directions, a short cut to Swindon?’




    The woman nodded. ‘Can do. Will do. Come along in and have a cup of tea while I scribble it down. The Sunday roast is well under way, so there’s plenty of time for a cuppa. You pop through here into the kitchen to clean up, and I’ll put the kettle on.’




    Posy did as she was told. The scent of roasting lamb and rosemary swirled round her, making her more violently homesick than ever. At about this time the kitchen at Sunny Dene would be smelling much the same, as her mother prepared lunch for her dad and Dom and anyone else who happened to drop by. Any B&Bers who were staying at Sunny Dene on the Sabbath were always assured of a full roast.




    She swallowed again and ran water into the sink. Persephone watched her carefully as she tried not to get grease all over the draining board. Dilys always had a fit if the draining board at Sunny Dene showed even the faintest trace of motorbike or railway engine.




    Posy’s hostess turned from filling a cavernous teapot. ‘Won’t be a sec. Like to leave it to brew. Can’t be doing with tea bags. You just have a cuppa while I draw you a map, then you can be on your way. Though why anyone’d want to go to Swindon if they didn’t have to, I have no idea. Do you have to go there? For work or something?’




    Posy leaned her elbows on the scrubbed wooden draining board, letting the suds slither up her arms, and shook her head. ‘No, well, not really. But I am looking for a job and somewhere to live and Swindon seemed like a good idea. At least, it did yesterday.’




    The woman hauled a massive brown teapot on to the table and unhooked a couple of flowery cups and saucers. Having thrown biscuits onto the tiled floor for Persephone, she pulled out two chairs. ‘Why don’t you sit down here and tell me all about it …’




    And that was how it happened really, Posy thought, as a couple of hours later, and after a Sunday roast that had been almost as perfect as her mother’s, she and the BMW roared back towards Steeple Fritton.




    Swindon’s magic roundabouts had changed her life.




    Getting lost and feeling homesick and meeting Persephone and her owners and well, everything, had convinced her that running away was possibly not the brightest idea she’d ever had. That and the fact that there was apparently a huge employment crisis in Swindon.




    According to Persephone’s owner, all the telecom and internet companies had taken a proper pasting in the global trading downturn, and there were now fifty applicants for any one vacancy. Posy had also gathered that hotel live-in posts were like gold dust with year-long waiting lists; shop jobs, ditto.




    Neither would she be able, it appeared, at the grand old age of twenty-five, to compete with the influx of pert seventeen-year-olds made redundant by the call centres, all of whom understood the words on the latest Slipknot album and were prepared to flash their navel rings and work for less than the minimum wage.




    ‘If I was you,’ Persephone’s owner had advised after hearing the whole sorry tale, ‘I’d go home and hold your head high. Cock a snook at your ex and his new wife and show the whole damn world that you don’t give a fig.’




    ‘Yes, but I do.’




    ‘Of course you do, but they don’t have to know that do they? Now, if they comes back from their honeymoon and find that you’ve skedaddled, they’ll know that you care like mad and they’ll have won. It’s your home, dear, and your B&B is your livelihood and the village is your life. I’d go back there, make a success of whatever it is you want to do, and make them do the grovelling. You shouldn’t run away. After all, there’s more to life than men.’




    ‘That’s what my mother said.’




    ‘Bright woman, then, your mother. Look, dear, if I’d ever been blessed with a daughter and she found herself in this very predicament, I’d tell her to be brave, never let anyone see how she really felt, get on with her life, and sod the lot of them.’




    ‘Sod the lot of them’ had become a sort of mantra all the way home to Steeple Fritton. Posy found it gave her courage, and she was well aware that she needed all the courage she could get. If she’d thought that running away was a hard thing to do, then coming back to live in the village with a broken heart and never show it was surely going to be a total impossibility.




    ‘Oh, God,’ she muttered into the folds of her scarf as the BMW throbbed towards the Lesser Fritton, Fritton Magna, and Steeple Fritton signpost. ‘How on earth am I going to be able to cope with the rest of my life? What am I going to do to show Ritchie and Sonia and everyone else that I truly don’t give a damn?’




    As she cruised the BMW through Steeple Fritton’s Sunday afternoon lanes, there was fortunately no one around to notice that Posy Nightingale’s running away from home had lasted less than twelve hours.




    The village was already swathed in mist from the previous night’s frost and the day’s perpetual dampness, making it fuzzy and soft-focused. With its crisscrossing pathways through the scrubby grass, and its glossy tangled mounds of brambles, and its hidden alleyways of drooping hazel trees leading to who knew where, it was gloriously peaceful. And, without Ritchie in her life, for ever lonely.




    And lonely Sunday afternoons had to be the peak time for depression, surely? Especially winter Sunday afternoons in the fading light. Everyone had someone to be with, something to do, on a Sunday. And if you didn’t, then the isolation was magnified a million times.




    Get a grip, Posy thought crossly. One session of tearful self-indulgence is quite enough for one day. Now, you’ve come back to start your new life, so pull yourself together and damn well get on with it.




    Parking the BMW and her crash helmet beside the war memorial – she had no desire to return to Sunny Dene immediately in case anyone laughed – she decided to wander round the village and compose her reasons for returning in her head. It had been so easy pouring it all out to a total stranger, things had become much clearer. But she still had her pride – and a lot of family ‘I told you so’s were not what she needed right now.




    The Sunday-silent village was like a film set. A perfect English rural scene suspended in aspic. White cottages and mellow brick houses complemented a short row of bow-fronted shops. The tiny creeper-covered pub, The Crooked Sixpence, squatted in an oasis of golden gravel, with shingle paths and dusty single-track roads shooting away from it like a starburst. There was no noise, no traffic, no people in sight.




    Steeple Fritton looked as deserted as a Boyzone memorabilia shop.




    Posy wasn’t fooled. She knew that on the other side of the village, past the church and the new Bunny Burrow housing estate, there would be chilly children shrieking in the recreation ground, cold teenagers eyeing each other up in the bus shelter, a posse of elderly men wearing scarves and gloves sitting on the bench by the village hall, and noise and life and rural chaos.




    Later, she’d seek out Amanda and Nikki and join in the Steeple Fritton buzz, but at the moment, this solitude suited her perfectly.




    ‘Bugger me! Vi Bickeridge said you’d left home this morning!’




    The sound of another human voice booming through the silence made Posy jump.




    ‘Up here!’ The voice echoed from the cottage garden to her left. ‘Haven’t you gone yet?’




    Looking left and upwards, Posy smiled in spite of herself. It was all a bit Alice in Wonderland except that Glad Blissit, muffled in a brown cloth coat tied at the waist with string, a woollen headscarf knotted under the chin, a pair of zip-up bootees, and standing precariously on top of a stepladder, was no Cheshire Cat.




    ‘Been and gone and come back again.’




    Glad Blissit, clutching secateurs in one hand and a clump of ivy in the other, wobbled rather frighteningly. ‘Good Lord, Posy Nightingale! Ain’t you kids got no staying power?’




    Still cricking her neck, Posy shrugged. ‘I changed my mind. Women’s prerogative and all that.’




    Gladys, who was well into her seventies, had scrambled down the stepladder with remarkable agility and was now regarding Posy with a pair of fierce blue eyes. ‘What sort of daft stunt is that, then? We can’t have a decent chinwag about you decamping if you’ve damn well come back straight away, can we?’




    ‘“We” being you and Rose Lusty and Tatty Spry, I suppose?’




    ‘Ah, and Vi Bickeridge and the Pinks. Darn you, young Posy! Now what are we going to talk about?’




    ‘Sorry,’ Posy said, not sounding it. ‘Anyway, you can tell the coven that I refuse to run away. Ritchie, um, Ritchie and Sonia don’t bother me at all. I’ve decided to carry on as before. That’ll give you all something to cackle about. After all, this is my home and Sunny Dene needs me and –’




    ‘Sunny Dene!’ Gladys rocked on her zip-up bootees. ‘Sunny Dene don’t need you to make its beds and butter its toast. No one stays at Sunny Dene any more, do they? Not like in the old days.’ She suddenly screwed her head round towards the cottage and raised her voice. ‘Ellis! There’s someone here I want you to meet! Posy Nightingale. She’s a runaway jilted bride!’




    ‘No, I’m not! I’m –’




    An upstairs window flew open before Posy’s further protestations could be heard, and Alice in Wonderland turned into Cold Comfort Farm at a stroke.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    Seth Starkadder, naked at least to the waist, leaned recklessly – considering the plummeting temperatures – and gloriously from the upstairs window. ‘Sorry, Gran. I was in the shower. Didn’t quite hear you …’ He looked down at Posy and seduced her with a smile. ‘Oh, hi.’




    ‘Er, hello.’ Posy cricked her neck even further and gazed at this vision of youthful male loveliness, who, like Ritchie, deserved ritual disembowelling simply because he was a man.




    ‘A runaway bride, are you?’ The Seth Starkadder lookalike continued to grin down at her. ‘If you’re at a loose end then, maybe you’d like to show me the sights of Steeple Fritton?’




    ‘My ends are all nicely tied, thank you, and it’s getting dark, so I’ll decline the sightseeing tour if it’s all the same to you.’




    ‘Shame.’




    Gladys waved the secateurs in a threatening arc towards the upstairs window. ‘Ellis! You get some clothes on this minute! And you’re to leave this piece alone, she’s been through enough – and you know what you’re like with floozies!’




    ‘I’m not a floozy –’ Posy began, as Ellis obediently and rather boringly she felt, hauled his nakedness inside the upstairs window.




    ‘They’m all floozies once he gets hold of ’em,’ Gladys frowned, ripping at an ivy root. ‘So, what you doing back here, then?’




    Posy explained about the roundabouts and the problems with the motorbike and the meeting with Persephone’s family and the lack of jobs in Swindon. And the homesickness. Especially the homesickness. There was no point in lying to Glad – the Steeple Fritton coven would soon ferret out the truth anyway. They always did …




    Glad smiled gummily. ‘I reckons you’re doing the right thing. Brave of you, though, to make a fresh start here where you belong. Put it all behind you and don’t let anyone see that you gives a damn. I felt right sorry for you yesterday at the church. Nasty thing to happen to a nice young girl like you. Mind, the reception was a real humdinger. They had to carry Clive Bickeridge home well before seven.’




    Posy winced. She really didn’t want to hear about the wedding reception – not unless the happy couple had been struck down by botulism before the cake-cutting.




    Seth Starkadder could be heard singing lustily through the upstairs window.




    ‘Er – I didn’t know you had a grandson.’




    ‘He’s my Alfie’s youngest. You remember Alfie? Married Diane Skrimmett from Lesser Fritton, or maybe that was way before your time. They lives up in the wilds of Scotland. Young Ellis finished university last summer, had a bit of trouble, and needs somewhere to stay for a bit, to keep him out of a bit more trouble, if you get my drift.’




    Not really, Posy thought, and not caring.




    ‘You and him should have a bit in common, he’s near on your age, twenty-four last birthday. I always send a postal order. He didn’t go to college straight away, see. Bit of trouble, again. But like I said, you don’t want to get tangled up with him love-wise. Charms the birds from the trees, but he’s a havoc-maker, just like his granddad.’




    His granddad? Jim Blissit? Three teeth and a wall eye?




    ‘My Jim, God rest his soul, was a fine figure of a man in his prime,’ Gladys said archly, obviously reading Posy’s mind.




    ‘I’m sure he was.’ Posy tried not to laugh. ‘And I won’t ever be getting tangled up with Ellis or any other man. They’re all the same.’




    ‘Ah, they are, right enough. Thank the Lord.’ And hunching herself even further into the brown coat, Glad turned her back on Posy and concentrated again on her unseasonable gardening.




    As this seemed to signify the end of the conversation, and as the evening was making rapid inroads on the afternoon, Posy trudged off in the direction of the Bickeridges’ corner shop. It wouldn’t be open on a Sunday, but it would delay going home for a little bit longer. Delay admitting that she’d been wrong and her family had been right, and that the only way to lay the ghost of Ritchie and Sonia was to meet it head on.




    With its two commons, Steeple Fritton was shaped much like a penny-farthing bicycle, Posy had decided in childhood. The front wheel was the huge circular groundswell of the original village itself, with Sunny Dene and the recreation ground and the war memorial and the Cressbeds council estate and a few cottages and the village hall, joined by the curving lane to the rear wheel rest of the village which seemed to rather reluctantly circumnavigate the second, smaller green.




    The Crooked Sixpence, with its wide gravelled forecourt and darkened windows, looked as if it was glowering at her from beneath shaggy eyebrows, so unkempt was the thatch. Fritton church, complete with eponymous steeple, was now silent and shadowy after yesterday’s act of calumny, and the glorious cottages and houses surrounding the smaller green – which in high summer had ducks and reeded ponds and the thwack of leather on willow and the merry cries of apple-cheeked children – all appeared uninhabited.




    Steeple Fritton’s parade of shops had probably been built at the turn of the twentieth century, and must have come into their own during the thirties and forties. As well as the Bickeridges’, there was Rose Lusty’s hairdresser’s – an aggressively bright pink place dedicated to tight perms, skinny rollers, and hood-dryers – and Tatty Spry’s alternative therapy parlour. The fourth shop had been empty since a raid by the fraud squad about twenty years earlier.




    Everyone in the village caught the infrequent buses into Reading or Newbury for proper shopping.




    Pausing in front of the row of shops, Posy sighed. Once, many moons ago, she and Ritchie had talked about buying this fourth shop after their marriage, and about working together, being together every day. They were going to turn it into a sort of permanent village bring-and-buy. A junk shop, bric-a-brac, antique shop, anything really to keep them together. It had been a lovely dream.




    She turned away from the dark, sad, lifeless windows. Every stone, every blade of grass, every inch of the village would always remind her of Ritchie. Staying put was the right thing to do, she knew that, but when would her heart take instructions from her brain? How long was it all going to take?




    ‘Is it as bad as it looks?’




    Posy jumped as the voice echoed in her ear. She didn’t need to turn round. She could see Ellis standing behind her, dressed now in jeans and a dark jumper and a thick denim jacket, reflected in the Bickeridges’ shop window. She really, really didn’t want to talk to him. Not today. Not ever.




    ‘What? Steeple Fritton? It’s just a typical Sunday, that’s all, but as you won’t be around for long I shouldn’t let it worry you.’




    She hoped this sounded haughtily dismissive. The last thing she wanted was some man, especially one who thought he was God’s gift as Ellis obviously did, picking up on the lone-woman-broken-heart vibes and thinking he was needed.




    ‘Hey!’ Ellis held up his hands. ‘Don’t go all carnivorous on me. And I’ll be here for a few months at least.’




    Oh, great. Posy shrugged. ‘Really? I can’t imagine why. There’s not a lot of work and the house prices are sky-high.’




    She certainly wasn’t going to tell him about the Bunny Burrow starter homes estate or the rural district council’s scabbing of the countryside with a small and ugly, but vital, industrial complex on the Fritton Magna road. She didn’t want to encourage him in any way.




    Ellis smiled cheerfully. ‘Not a problem for me. I’ll be living with Gran and she’s got all sorts of jobs lined up to keep me out of trouble. Then I intend to start my own business.’ He looked at the picture-perfect small common. ‘Is this the posh end of the market? Is this where the landed gentry live?’




    Posy nodded. ‘Although most of the locals have been priced out. Oh, you’ll find some die-hards still here, but most of these houses belong to incomers, and some to people from London. The ones who appear every so often with their green wellies and silly hats and think they’re real country folk. Still, at least when they’re down they fill up The Crooked Sixpence on a Saturday night.’




    ‘But it’s the weekend now and there’s no one around.’




    ‘Such ignorance of the true workings of a country village! The incomers don’t mix, and the weekenders will all be snoozing over their Sunday supplements after yomping across the countryside this morning leaving a trail of devastation in their wake. Then they have a brief lunchtime drink at The Crooked Sixpence, defrost a carton of coronation chicken, and relax before heading back to London. They don’t actually come out to play.’




    Ellis nodded towards the shops. ‘Why aren’t these open, then? The weekenders must have loads of cash to spend?’




    ‘Probably – but not here. They bring everything with them. They don’t want to mingle with the yokels, you see. And this …’ she indicated the Bickeridges’ shop, ‘is actually dead busy, especially on Thursdays when the post office opens.’




    ‘One day a week? What do they do for the rest of the time?’




    ‘Wait, of course. At least we’ve got a post office, which is more than can be said for Lesser Fritton or Fritton Magna.’ Posy wanted to laugh at the appalled look on his face. ‘Oh, we’re the height of sophistication here. We’ve got your gran and the rest of her coven to thank for keeping it open. They organized protests at the proposed closure, brought in a few professional grey rabble-rousers, even made the local telly.’




    Ellis raised his eyebrows. ‘Fascinating. Thursdays, you said? I’ll mark it in my diary. Wouldn’t want to miss it.’




    He was amusing, and gorgeous, and had no trace of a Scottish accent and Posy wanted him to go away.




    ‘Why don’t you sound like Billy Connolly?’




    ‘Because I’ve been sent away to schools all over England. Never stayed anywhere for long. Any regional accent got lost years ago. And even though I only arrived last night I’ll probably have your lovely Berkshire burr by the end of the week.’




    Posy flushed. ‘I’m not a bumpkin.’




    ‘I’m sure you’re not, but your accent is dead sexy even if you’re pretty spiky. Where are you going to take me next on the guided tour?’




    ‘Nowhere at all.’




    ‘Pity. Although I wasn’t following you, honest. I did catch the “sod off” inflection earlier.’




    ‘Good.’




    ‘And I do love the leathers. Are you into kinky stuff?’




    ‘I ride a motorbike.’




    Ellis grinned. ‘Wow, all my fantasies are coming true! So, are you a jilted bride, like Gran said?’




    ‘No, of course not. But doubtless you’ll hear the whole sad story about a zillion times. My ex-fiancé married someone else here yesterday.’




    ‘Oh, right. Shit. Christ, I went to the wedding reception with Gran last night. Good piss-up.’ Ellis grinned at her again through the black reflective windows without sympathy. ‘He was a mad bastard to dump you for her, then. She was nowhere near as pretty as you.’




    ‘Thanks. I think she’s rather gross, too. They deserve one another.’ She was pleased that he hadn’t offered false commiserations. He’d probably change his mind if he knew about the thongs.




    ‘Why did he? Marry her instead of you?’




    ‘Because she’s pregnant and I’m not.’




    ‘Bloody hell. That’s a crap situation. She didn’t look pregnant.’




    ‘No, I know. But she is.’ Posy really wanted to go now. To get back to Sunny Dene and start planning her new existence. To see her parents and Dom and the dogs. To stop this conversation before it led to something awful, like tears. ‘Sorry, can’t stay any longer. I, er, hope you’ll enjoy being here and find something to do.’




    ‘I’ve told you, I’ve already got plans for plenty of somethings to do.’ The smile was of carbon-melting quality. ‘Actually, Gran reckons I’m going to be Steeple Fritton’s answer to Robin of Locksley, but I prefer to think of myself as a highwayman.’




    Posy wanted to laugh. Obviously the Blissit madness was inherited. Either way, Ellis had just admitted to criminal leanings, which probably accounted for ‘the bit of trouble’ mentioned earlier. Maybe she shouldn’t have told him about all the big houses standing empty on the green.




    ‘Lovely. I’m sure there’ll be a lot of call for stand and deliver around here.’




    ‘More than you’d think, apparently. I hope you soon find something wonderful to do with the rest of your life, too.’




    ‘Don’t be so damn patronizing.’




    ‘I wasn’t,’ he looked hurt. ‘I meant it. You deserve to be happy. Everyone deserves that.’




    She moved away from the shop front. ‘You sound like a hippie tree-hugger. And I’m sure the rest of my life will be nicely occupied, thank you.’




    Not wanting to step backwards, because Ellis was still standing behind her, she shuffled sideways along the row. By the time she’d reached the empty shop again, windows blackened and inches deep in flyposters, she started to walk more normally. Ellis was standing in the same place, watching her.




    Oh, go away, Posy thought irritably. Clear off and leave me alone.




    ‘Ellis! Sweetie! Sorry I’m late!’




    Posy jerked her head round at the sudden shrill trill of girlish enthusiasm. She hadn’t heard anyone approach, or seen them cross the green which was reflected in all its lonely glory in the shop fronts. And no wonder. Tatty Spry, an early Cher-like mass of raven ringlets and ankle-length layers of velvet and lace, had undulated silkily out of her shop door, leaving the multi-coloured glass bead curtain jangling behind her like a noisy rainbow.




    ‘It’s OK, darling.’ Ellis’s reply was muffled as he had immediately buried his face in the ringlets. ‘You know I’d wait for ever for you.’




    With a derisive snort, Posy stomped away. Neither Ellis nor the ringlets-and-lace Tatty took the slightest notice of her leaving.




    When the hell had that happened? Ellis had only arrived in the village the day before. When had he and Tatty got it together? Oh, yes of course … last night at Ritchie and Sonia’s wedding reception.




    Why this should make her even more angry, Posy had no idea, but she stalked furiously round the rest of the village, hating all men with a vengeance, and rehearsing her ‘I’ve come home because I wanted to, not because I was homesick and I know exactly what I’m going to do with the rest of my life’ speech in her head, and trying to make it sound convincing.




    After half an hour, it was cold and dark and striding round Steeple Fritton being angry seemed a pretty daft thing to be doing, so Posy decided to collect the abandoned BMW and face her parents at Sunny Dene. As she passed Glad Blissit’s cottage, the upstairs window was still slightly open and shared chuckles of throaty, smoky laughter rolled out and floated teasingly on the spiky-cold January air. Obviously Ellis hadn’t wasted any time at all in finding something to do with the rest of his life.




    Well, then, neither would she.




    Posy unlatched Sunny Dene’s front door, feeling strangely nervous. Trevor and Kenneth, claws clicking in perfect time, leapt towards her across the flags. Deciding that they recognized her scent and approved, they licked her in rapturous welcome, then bounded away towards the dining room, the ecstatically lolling tongues and wagging tails indicating that she should follow them.




    ‘Boys! Boys!’ Dilys admonished lovingly from the kitchen doorway. ‘Hold your horses – Oh, hello, Posy dear. You’re just in time.’




    ‘Am I? Good. Er, what for?’




    ‘High tea, dear.’ Dilys wobbled towards the dining room carrying a loaded cake stand and a packet of doilies. ‘Your dad’s through here with some new guests, they’ve been told all about you. Come along in and say hello.’




    ‘Yes, OK, but Mum …’




    ‘What, dear?’




    ‘I’m back.’




    ‘Yes, I know. We knew you would be. Five people phoned and said your motorbike was parked up by the war memorial. We’d expected you sooner.’




    Posy, shaking her head and trying to be rational – after all, she’d only left that morning, so it was hardly cause for the Prodigal’s Return type of reception, was it? – followed her mother’s ample and vividly coloured rear across the hall.




    In the dining room, Sunny Dene’s two new visitors were tucking into the sort of spread only ever seen in 1950s films. Posy, who was still stuffed from Persephone’s owners’ lunch, hoped she wasn’t supposed to join in.




    Mr Dale and Mr Burridge, as they were introduced to her by Norrie, shook her hand gravely and called her a pretty little thing. Neither of them looked like they would see seventy-five again, and after extolling the virtues of Sunny Dene, explained to Posy that they were ‘travellers in ladies wear’.




    Trying hard to dismiss the mental picture of geriatric hippie transvestites, Posy smiled nicely at both of them, accepted a cup of tea and an iced fancy from Norrie, and settled down in a corner of the dining room.




    Trevor and Kenneth, having sniffed Posy again and discovered that she wasn’t eating anything exciting, immediately turned unfaithful and were being fed titbits of anchovies on toast by Mr Dale and Mr Burridge, while doing the out-of-sync tail-wagging routine.




    ‘Lovely to see you’ve come to your senses,’ Norrie hugged her as he passed. ‘Running away wasn’t going to be the answer, but you had to find that out for yourself. We’ll have a chat about it later, shall we?’




    Posy nodded and hugged him back, feeling ridiculously emotional. ‘Thanks, Dad, that’d be great. So, where did these two come from?’




    ‘Turned up at lunchtime. Discovered Colworth Manor, their usual watering hole, had been taken over by a lot of very loud middle managers on a bonding exercise or something. They found it not to their taste.’ Norrie lowered his voice as if imparting classified information. ‘Mr D. and Mr B. are a bit of an anachronism. Of the old school.’




    Mr D. and Mr B., Norrie continued sotto voce, if they liked it, had said they would be stopping at Sunny Dene on a regular basis, and wouldn’t that be lovely?




    Swallowing a piece of angelica, Posy nodded. Her parents needed all the business they could get.




    Norrie swept some sparse strands of hair across his shining pate. They hovered in place for a moment before sliding sideways. He tucked them behind his ears, making him look like Ermintrude. ‘Are you really all right now, love?’




    ‘Well, all right might be a bit optimistic. But at least I’ve come to a decision. I’m going to –’




    There was a clatter as Mr D. dropped his scone jam side down and Trevor hoovered it up before anyone else could reach it. Kenneth and Mr B. both looked a bit miffed.




    As Norrie disappeared to fetch a damp cloth and refill the teapot, and Mr D. and Mr B., ignoring the mess on the carpet, were otherwise occupied swapping obviously hilarious road stories with one another, Posy sidled up to her mother.




    ‘I went for a walk round the village just now, to clear my head, and I was talking to Glad Blissit and her, um, grandson.’




    Dilys’s orange curls leapt about of their own accord. ‘That turn-coating old witch went to the bloody wedding reception just because she was getting Babycham at someone else’s expense. And from what I’ve heard, young Ellis is a havoc-maker.’




    Posy’s ears pricked up almost as much as Trevor’s and Kenneth’s. ‘That’s what Glad said. She also said he’s been sent here to keep him out of trouble but –’




    ‘You don’t want to take no notice of Glad Blissit, you know she’s as mad as a coot. Should have been drowned at birth. And apparently Ellis should have been castrated at puberty, as poor dim Tatty Spry will soon discover.’ Dilys turned her attention to Mr D. and Mr B. with a broad smile. ‘Now, boys, anything more you’d like?’




    The boys, Mr D. and Mr B., and Trevor and Kenneth, all nodded appreciatively.




    It took ages for Dilys to restock their plates, and refresh their napkins and straighten their doilies. Posy watched all the fussing with growing impatience. Tatty Spry? What did her mother know about Ellis and Tatty Spry? The village bush telegraph must have had smoke coming out of its ears.




    ‘Yes, well,’ Posy said, as Dilys was about to whisk off into the kitchen again, ‘I met Ellis again by the shops and Tatty came out to meet him and they went back to Glad’s cottage.’




    ‘Confirms what Rose Lusty told me on the phone just now.’ There was a vigorous nodding of the orange curls. ‘Tatty and young Ellis were superglued together all night at Colworth Manor, apparently. Daft bat. Can’t imagine what she thinks she’s playing at setting her cap at. him, but Rose Lusty says that –’ she paused to flick crumbs into a napkin.




    Posy felt as though she’d missed a vital episode of her favourite soap opera – and she’d only been away from Steeple Fritton for a day. ‘Go on, then, what did Rose say?’




    ‘That Tatty wants a playmate for Zebedee.’




    The soap turned into The Times Cryptic. ‘Zebedee?’




    ‘Tatty’s youngest. Do try to keep up, love. You know what she’s like for kiddies, wants another before it’s too late. Rose reckons Tatty has singled Ellis out as good breeding stock.’




    ‘Surely not?’




    ‘Stands to reason. Although what good it’ll do her, God knows. None of her other men have stuck around, have they? All them fatherless kiddies and now she wants to add to the brood.’




    Is that what Tatty Spry and Ellis had been doing in Glad’s upstairs bedroom just now then? Creating a playmate for Zebedee? Posy managed not to laugh. Just. She reached towards the cake stand. Poor little thing. Knowing Tatty it’d probably get called Horatio. Horatio Blissit! Or Horatio Spry – not much to choose there, really.




    Posy was munching her way through a cream horn without realizing it. ‘Ellis is much younger than Tatty, though.’




    ‘According to Rose, who got it from Glad last night after seven or eight Babychams, Ellis prefers older women. He’s had a bit of trouble in that area before. One of the reasons he’s here. To keep him out of harm’s way. Fat chance with Tatty Spry on the prowl. Tatty must be heading towards forty and this is probably her last chance of batting on that particular wicket. Now, anyone for another iced fancy?’




    Posy, from force of habit, started collecting the tea things on to a tray. Mr Dale and Mr Burridge watched her with open approbation. Probably, Posy thought, because it was the first time they’d been waited on by someone dressed as a whiplash queen.




    Backing into the kitchen with her loaded tray, Posy pondered on her parents’ laissez faire attitude. Had they known she’d come back of her own accord? Had they realized with some God-given parental insight that if they’d made a huge fuss they might have driven her away from Steeple Fritton for ever? Whatever it was, she was really, really glad to be home.




    She looked at her father sitting at the kitchen table, a double-entry account ledger and a calculator beside him. ‘I didn’t realize you were doing the books. Isn’t that Dom’s job usually?’




    Norrie nodded. ‘Yes, but he’ll be going back to college soon so I thought I ought to get to grips with it. Anyway, not even someone with Dom’s miracle mathematical brain could make good business sense of this.’




    Posy clattered the tray on to the draining board. ‘Are things really bad, then?’




    Norrie heaved a huge sigh. ‘About as bad as they can get, love. About as bad as they can get. Especially since that Daisy MacClean’s made such a success of Colworth Manor. To be honest, if business doesn’t improve soon, I’m not even sure if we’re going to survive.’
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