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Praise for Erica James


‘Erica James’ sensitive story … is as sparklingly fresh as dew on the village’s surrounding meadows … thoroughly enjoyable and fully deserving of a place in the crowded market of women’s fiction’


Sunday Express


‘This book draws you into the lives of these characters, and often makes you want to scream at them to try and make them see reason. Funny, sad and frustrating, but an excellent, compulsive read’


Woman’s Realm


‘There is humour and warmth in this engaging story of love’s triumphs and disappointments, with two well-realised and intriguing subplots’


Woman & Home


‘Joanna Trollope fans, dismayed by the high gloom factor and complete absence of Agas in her latest books, will turn with relief to James’ … delightful novel about English village life … a blend of emotion and wry social observation’


Daily Mail


‘Scandal, fury, accusations and revenge are all included in Erica James’ compelling novel … this story of village life in Cheshire is told with wit and humour’


Stirling Observer


‘An entertaining read with some wickedly well-painted cameo characters. It’s a perfect read if you’re in the mood for romance’


Prima


‘An engaging and friendly novel … very readable’


Woman’s Own


‘A bubbling, delightful comedy which is laced with a bitter-sweet tang … a good story, always well observed, and full of wit’


Publishing News


‘James is a seasoned champion of the genre … Promises, Promises has an extraordinary deftness of touch, coupled with some searing insights into both how relationships fail, and can work’


Daily Mirror
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To Edward and Samuel,
the best things I ever grew!
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A garden is a delight to the eye,


and a solace to the soil;


it soothes angry passions,


and produces that pleasure which


is a foretaste of Paradise
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Chapter One

Lucy’s last job of the day was to water the plants. It was something she always enjoyed doing, not only because it brought out her nurturing instinct, but also because of the sense of power it gave her. Wielding a hose was a bit like holding a loaded gun — nobody, if they knew what was good for them, was going to argue with her.

This sense of power first came to her at the age of fifteen, when she was put in charge of the ramshackle greenhouse at school while their biology teacher, a nervous, stammering man who had been in the middle of explaining seed germination, was called to the telephone in the secretary’s office. His parting words, as he scurried away – his pregnant wife was two weeks beyond her due date – were ‘D-d-d-don’t touch anything while I’m g-g-gone.’ He might just as well have said, ‘F-f-f-feel free to t-t-t-trash the place.’ The first act of subordination came in the form of a group of Lucy’s classmates unbuttoning their shirts, tying them to expose their midriffs and going outside to lie on the sun-parched grass whilst sharing a cigarette. That left Lucy and the rest of the class looking for some way to amuse themselves. Having already spied the neatly coiled hose and tap, it was only a short leap to a masterstroke of an idea. Within minutes she had everyone positioning the empty plastic and clay flowerpots on the bench at the furthest end of the greenhouse into a makeshift coconut shy and was taking aim with the hose. The first clay pot to take a direct hit from the blast of water fell to the floor with a clattering smash. Another followed suit, then another. Aha! Take that! Shouts of encouragement urged her on and she turned up the power on the hose and gave the plastic pots a real beating, sending them flying in all directions: they ricocheted off the glass panes like enormous bullets. Most spectacular of all was the clay pot that shot straight through a pane of glass in an explosion that would have passed muster as an action movie stunt. Way to go! She hadn’t had so much fun in ages.

The girls who had been lying on the grass sunning themselves now came to see what all the noise was about. Their snooty, superior expressions brought out the worst in Lucy and without a thought for the consequences she turned the hose on the gang of girls whom she had never liked because they were always going on about their fathers and their generous wallets and how awful it must be for Lucy because her father didn’t care about her any more. Not true. It was she who didn’t care about him any more! The powerful jet of water soon took the sneering look off their faces; as they staggered backwards and everyone around Lucy let out awed gasps, Lucy felt an exhilarating surge of triumph. She was invincible! She was all-powerful! She was the business!

She was also up to her neck in trouble. The teacher who had been hastily despatched to replace Mr Forbes appeared in the doorway of the greenhouse to find a scene of what she later described to the headmistress — somewhat over-dramatically in Lucy’s opinion – as Armageddon.

‘Mrs Gray,’ the headmistress had said, her face as prim as a tightly shut pine cone, when Lucy’s mother was summoned the following day to account for her daughter’s behaviour, ‘this sort of hooliganism is simply not tolerated at our school. I’m afraid, as of now, I’m going to suspend Lucy for the rest of this term in the hope that it will give her time to consider what she’s done and, more importantly, give her time to consider her future.’

‘Her future?’ Lucy’s mother had repeated. ‘What do you mean by that exactly?’

‘I’m suggesting you might want to consider the possibility that the environment we foster here at Fair Lawns is not best suited to Lucy.’

The message was loud and clear. Lucy Gray, with her sloppy attitude to lessons, her insolence, her general indifference to authority and her unique approach to truth and honesty — ‘Do I have to remind you, Mrs Gray, about that incident with the forged exeat note?’ — wasn’t welcome to return to Fair Lawns.

‘I absolutely do not know why I bother,’ Fiona Gray had said when they were driving away with Lucy’s hastily packed trunk wedged into the boot of the car. ‘Why do you keep doing this to me?’

After leaning out of the window and waving goodbye to her friends, who had gathered at the end of the chestnut-tree-lined drive, Lucy settled back into her seat and toed off her gruesome school shoes. No need for those any more. With a quickness of hand her mother didn’t notice, she dropped them out of the window. Her equally hideous grey socks met the same fate. She put her bare feet up on the dashboard. ‘Enlighten me, Mum: what do I keep doing to you?’

‘Embarrassing me. Shaming me. As though your father hasn’t put me through enough. What did I ever do wrong? What did I do to deserve such treatment? And where on earth will I find a school that will take you on when they discover what you’re like?’

‘You could always take time out of your frantic round of shopping and social engagements and home-school me.’ The look of horror on her mother’s face was priceless. ‘Face it, Mum. I’m a problem child.’

‘You’re a feral child, more like it. The wonder is that you lasted as long as you did at Fair Lawns. It’s all your father’s fault. But who gets the blame? Yes, that’s right. Me! It’s me who’s accused of being a bad parent, when all I’ve done is my best. Do put your feet down. Try and act like a lady even if you can’t actually be one.’ She sighed heavily. ‘People have no idea how hard it is to be a good mother to a difficult child.’

It was a rant with which Lucy was all too familiar. Poor old Mum; she took everything so personally, as if every disaster in the world was a way to get at her and sully her good name.

Fourteen years on, and her mother still occasionally acted as if Lucy’s every waking moment was spent trying to invent some new way to vex and annoy her. No matter that Lucy was all grown up now, that she had celebrated her twenty-ninth birthday last week and was the epitome of good behaviour. To her long-suffering mother, she was the same obnoxious teenager who had made her life a living hell. Maturity had taught her that she probably had given her mother an unnecessarily hard time in the aftermath of her parents’ divorce, and while she had more or less made her peace with Fiona, she had not done the same with her father. As far as she was concerned, he no longer existed. Nothing he could say or do would put right the harm he’d done to their family.

Although relations between Lucy and her mother were much improved these days, they had their differences, namely that Lucy still didn’t have a proper job. Working in a garden centre did not, according to the Fiona Gray Career Handbook, constitute a proper career path. A going-nowhere garden path was what it was. As if her mother had ever had a career! Following hot on the heels of this complaint was another old standby: ‘Why, oh why, do you still insist on dressing so unimaginatively? People will mistake you for an asylum seeker. It’s such a crime not to make the most of yourself, darling. You’re not a lesbian, are you?’ But Fiona’s biggest concern was that Lucy showed not the slightest inclination to settle down and marry. ‘If you leave it too late all the best men will have been taken and you’ll be left to scrape the marriage barrel and end up with a dud.’

Whenever this topic was raised, Lucy wanted to point out that marrying young hadn’t saved Fiona from acquiring a dud husband – a man who had strayed into the arms of an Italian woman many years his junior – but she knew better than to stir up her mother on the legendary subject of Marcus Gray. As it was, his presence, or rather his absence, had carved out a top-billing, all-starring role in their lives without giving him extra house room.

Ironically, despite her urgings for Lucy to find herself ‘a nice young man,’ Fiona hadn’t been in any hurry to rush to the altar for a second time herself. But then twelve months ago along came Charles Carrington, a warm-hearted, kindly soul, and a one-time confirmed bachelor. He was possibly the bravest man alive, having the guts to take on Lucy’s mother. Or maybe he just had the thickest skin. In a whirlwind romance, he whisked Fiona away from the village of Swanmere in south Cheshire to his splendid country house in Northamptonshire, leaving Lucy all alone. ‘You don’t mind, do you, Lucy?’ her mother had asked when she was showing off the antique diamond ring Charles had given her and was explaining how their lives were going to change. As though it wasn’t obvious.

‘Mum, I’m a big girl now. You go and have fun. You’ve earned it.’

‘Why don’t you come and live with us? I’m sure Charles wouldn’t object.’

‘The last thing Charles needs is a stepdaughter mooching about the place. Besides, my job and friends are all here.’

This, not surprisingly, elicited a dismissive click of the tongue. The extent of Fiona’s disapproval for Lucy’s job at Meadowlands Garden Centre was matched by her dislike of Lucy’s friend Orlando. She held him personally responsible for holding her daughter back.

Orlando Fielding was Lucy’s best friend and for five months now he’d been her lodger. He was a year younger than her and was her boss’s son. They’d met when she was sixteen and had applied for a job working weekends and school holidays at his dad’s garden centre. Orlando, who had been working part-time for his father since he was old enough to lift bags of compost and use a hose responsibly, had been instructed to show her the ropes, and they’d soon struck up a firm friendship. People often mistook them for brother and sister, they got on so well.

Much to his father’s disappointment, Orlando had turned his back on the family business and with a degree in botany already under his belt, he then did a one-year diploma course in garden design and recently started his own business as a garden designer. But money was tight and rather than see Orlando suffer the ignominy of having to move back home with his parents, Lucy said he could move in with her now that her mother wasn’t around.

By the time she’d finished watering, nearly everyone else had gone home and the place felt deserted. She tidied away the hose, checked with Hugh there wasn’t anything else he needed her to do, hoisted her small rucksack onto her back and climbed onto her bike. As she pedalled home in the evening sun, she wondered if she dare risk wearing shorts for work tomorrow. The weather forecast had given warm and sunny; as it would be the first day of May, and a bank holiday weekend to boot, she knew she would be rushed off her feet and warning customers till she was blue in the face that it was too early to put bedding plants out yet, that there was still a danger of ground frost. There was just no telling some people.

Before long she was freewheeling downhill towards the village of Swanmere, her long blonde hair streaming like ribbons behind her, her skin tingling from the wind on her cheeks. For the sheer hell of it, she stuck out her legs either side of the bike and relished the moment, basking in the delicious feeling that all was right in the world. After months of wind, rain and gloomy skies, spring was finally here. The hawthorn hedgerows were vibrant with unfurling leaves of lettuce-green freshness, and the fields of rape over to her right, where the sun was slowly dropping in the sky, were in full glorious bloom, the dazzling yellow flowers so bright they were almost luminous.

Hearing a car bearing down on her from behind, Lucy put her feet back on the pedals and steered closer to the grassy verge that was peppered with daisies and dandelions. In a matter of days, there would be cow parsley springing up too. The car — a large black Mercedes with a personalized number plate – swept smoothly past her. They were two a penny round here. Swanmere was one of Cheshire’s wealthiest hotspots, where old money mixed with new.

She and her mother had moved here from London when she was sixteen — when her parents’ divorce had finally been settled. Before everything had gone wrong, Lucy’s father had run his own advertising agency. They’d lived in Fulham and the way Lucy remembered it, it had been a perfect life. But then he’d ruined everything by having an affair. Stinging with hurt and fury, Fiona had employed the smartest divorce lawyer she could get her hands on and fought hard. She got the house and a considerable chunk of the business that Marcus decided to sell so that he could go and live in Italy with the Tiramisu Tart, as Lucy had always referred to his mistress. Fiona had grown up in Cheshire – her parents still lived there at the time, though they were both dead now – and she had sold the house in Fulham and bought Church View, a beautiful Grade II listed Queen Anne townhouse in the heart of the historic village of Swanmere, where pretty black-and-white half-timbered cottages abounded. Often it felt like they lived on a film set. Some years ago, the village had actually been used in a costume drama for the BBC. Everyone had wanted to get in on the act and be an extra.

Lucy couldn’t think of anywhere she would rather live. When Charlie Carrington had appeared on the scene she had known a moment of dread and panic – would this mean she would have to move out of Church View? Would her mother want to sell it and expect Lucy to find a place of her own? She was, after all, at an age when she should at the very least be thinking about leaving home. Her fears were blessedly short-lived. Fiona had no intention of selling Church View, and amazingly went as far as to say that it was home to Lucy for as long as she wanted it to be. Being in love had turned Fiona into a magnanimous woman Lucy hardly knew. She even grudgingly agreed that Orlando could move in.

Orlando had proved to be the perfect housemate – he was clean, tidy and an excellent cook. What’s more he wasn’t one of those ghastly men who hogged the remote control then hid it down the back of the sofa when there was something girly on that she wanted to watch. In fact, the only thing they ever disagreed about was gardening, in particular the amount of time devoted to makeover gardening on the television. She was as big a purist as the next RHS member, but whereas she was prepared to let people have the choice of wrecking their gardens with decking and faddy ornamentation, Orlando was not. He held Alan Titchmarsh personally responsible for everything that was cheap and tacky in suburban gardens throughout the land. Orlando said that gardening was like porn: it was best left to professionals.

She pedalled along the main street of the village, passing the shops that, with the exception of Clayton’s upmarket wine shop, were all closed for the day. Noticing Mac Truman coming out of Clayton’s with a wrapped bottle tucked under his arm, she rang her bell and gave him a wave. He smiled and waved back at her. She liked Mac. And his nephew. Conrad Truman was officially the most eligible and hottest bachelor in the village. It was the combination of being drop dead gorgeous and a widower that did it. Nothing sexier than a heartbroken good-looking man, was the general consensus of opinion.

She pedalled on, passing the chemist, the newsagent and post office, and then just opposite the church she turned left into a cobbled lane scarcely more than a car’s width. She jumped off her bike, pushed open a wrought iron gate and stepped into the calming oasis of a small courtyard garden. Home sweet home.

She let herself in at the back door and after calling out to Orlando and getting no response – she could hear the shower running upstairs – she checked the mail that he’d left in a tidy pile on the kitchen table. Humming happily to herself, she flicked through the pile to see if there was anything of interest and stopped when she saw an envelope with an airmail sticker on it. Closer inspection revealed an Italian stamp and postmark. Judging from the thickness of it, and the timing of its arrival, it was a late birthday card from her father.

She dropped it into the bin without a second thought.




Chapter Two

Helen wondered if the haughty, bucket-faced woman sitting opposite her would ever leave.

With her fearsomely bracing outdoorsy manner and sturdy old-moneyed vowels, Olivia Marchwood, sixty-something-spinster-of-this-parish, was just the kind of woman Helen usually took pains to avoid. And as the woman ground her not inconsiderable behind into the cream sofa, she gave off an air of permanency that made Helen want to fetch a crowbar and lever her off. The disagreeable guest had called on the off chance that Mrs Madison-Tyler might be at home (not ‘in’ but ‘at home’), more than an hour ago and was showing absolutely no sign of bringing her visit to an end. She was clearly one of those insensitive, high-handed women who, even if Helen threw open the front door, wouldn’t take the hint that it was time to leave.

The thrust of her visit was clearly to suss out the new owners of the Old Rectory — ‘Two weeks have passed since you moved in and I thought it high time I personally welcomed you to Swanmere’ — and to bring to Helen’s attention the variety of good works, societies, clubs and groups on offer in the village. All of which Helen made a mental note to steer well clear of, especially the ones (underscored and in upper case) for which her visitor was on the committee. She had never been one of those hearty joining-in kind of people, preferring always to be on the periphery of what was going on. Experience had taught her it was the best way to keep out of trouble. Hunter said it was why she’d put off marriage for as long as she had. It was one of her husband’s more perceptive observations. They had been married for six months now, the wedding coming a week after her forty-fifth birthday, and following seven months of determined pursuit on Hunter’s part. ‘I’m not a man who changes his mind or makes compromises,’ he’d told her five weeks after they’d met, ‘so you might just as well get on and choose yourself a wedding dress.’

‘Mm … a man who doesn’t change his mind, eh?’ she’d mused. ‘How do you account for the two ex-wives?’

‘Ouch,’ he’d said, ‘that’s a little below the belt, don’t you think?’

‘Not really. After all, I ought to know what I’m getting into.’ Although she had a pretty good idea exactly what she was getting into. ‘Would it be anything to do with you being unfaithful to them?’

‘Yes,’ he’d said baldly. ‘Are you sure this is a subject you want to pursue?’

Rightly or wrongly, Helen never did, and she married Hunter – sixteen years her senior — committed to the belief that the future was more important than the past.

She’d met him at a charity fundraising lunch for the local hospice in Crantsford. As one of its main sponsors, he’d given a brief but entertaining speech and it didn’t slip Helen’s notice that he was the focus of much attention from the predominantly female audience in the hotel dining room. Not overly tall, he was nonetheless a good-looking, charismatic man and Helen didn’t doubt for a second that he knew the effect he had on people. He reminded her a little of one of her favourite actors, Michael Kitchen. When he’d stepped down from the podium and resumed his seat at a nearby table, Helen’s friend Annabel, who had invited her to the lunch and was a patron of the hospice, had whispered in her ear, ‘I’m going to introduce you when the gabbing’s all over.’

‘And why would you do that?’

‘Because,’ Annabel tilted her head meaningfully in Hunter’s direction and lowered her voice yet further, ‘he asked me to.’

‘When?’

‘When you went to the cloakroom. He came over and asked very specifically who you were.’

But Annabel hadn’t needed to play the role of mediator; just as soon as the lunch was officially over, Hunter introduced himself and insisted on buying Helen a drink at the bar, forcibly leading her away from her friend. ‘I suppose you find this masterful approach usually gets you what you want,’ she’d said, bristling with furious indignation.

‘Never fails. What would you like to drink?’

‘Nothing. I’m not thirsty.’

‘Me neither. Let’s go somewhere we can talk.’

When she refused, he said, ‘Please don’t be churlish.’ Once more, and against her will, she was being propelled across the crowded room. Outside in the hotel gardens he said, ‘Will you have dinner with me?’

‘No thank you.’ She started to walk away. What a revoltingly arrogant man he was.

‘Please,’ he called out, but not moving to follow her. ‘Have dinner with me so I can prove to you I’m being serious.’

She stopped and turned to face him. ‘Serious about what?’

‘About you.’

‘I think you must be confusing me with someone else. A figment of your imagination, perhaps.’ And with that, she did walk away. And kept on walking until she was in the hotel car park and getting into her car. She was just putting the key into the ignition when her mobile trilled. Ever since her grandmother had suffered a fall and broken a hip eighteen months ago, an accident from which the old lady had never fully recovered, Helen was permanently on tenterhooks in case it was more bad news. She put the mobile to her ear and heard a voice say, ‘If not dinner, how about lunch?’

‘What the … ? How on earth did you know my number?’ She looked up and saw him standing on the steps of the hotel; he was staring straight at her.

‘Don’t be cross but I made your friend Annabel give it to me. I told her it was a matter of life or death.’

‘It’ll be your death if you carry on hounding me like this.’

He laughed. An easy, assured laugh. ‘You don’t mean that. Come on, how much would it cost you to spend an hour or two with me over lunch?’

‘I don’t do lunch.’

‘You did today.’

‘That was a favour to Annabel.’

‘Then how about doing me a favour? Maybe you’d feel happier just having a drink. Surely that wouldn’t hurt too much.’

Thinking it would be easier to give in and let him have his own way, she agreed to meet him for a drink the following week. Chances were, he was one of those men for whom once the chase was over, boredom kicked in and he’d leave her alone. But she’d misjudged him and from then on, he romanced her hard. He bombarded her with gifts and flowers and even a new car after she’d turned up late for dinner one night because her ageing Peugeot had refused to start and she’d had to call out a taxi. Six months after that charity lunch, whilst on holiday in Egypt and flying over the Nile in a specially arranged hot-air-balloon flight, he presented her with a glass of champagne and an emerald ring, just as dawn was breaking. ‘Helen Madison,’ he’d said, ‘I’ve pursued you every way I know how; will you stop prevaricating and agree to marry me?’

Glancing at the two young Egyptians who were piloting the balloon and trying to pretend they weren’t present at so intimate a moment, she said, ‘How can I refuse when you put it so romantically?’

The marriage took place in a private chapel in the grounds of a country hotel in north Yorkshire. The only guests present were Annabel and her husband, and Hunter’s oldest and closest friend, Frank Maguire. The one person Helen had wanted to be present couldn’t make it – her only living relative: her precious grandmother, Emma Madison.

With a jolt, Helen realized that Olivia Marchwood had interrupted the tortuous flow of her monologue with a question. She was asking Helen if she knew what she was going to do with the garden at the Old Rectory. ‘It shouldn’t be neglected for much longer,’ Olivia Marchwood was saying. ‘A shame poor old Alice couldn’t take it with her. Are you a gardener, Mrs Madison-Tyler? I’d advise against too much change too soon. You should live with a garden for a couple of seasons before pulling anything up.’

Seized with the urge to say she fully intended to rip out every single shrub and bush and then torch what was left, Helen said, ‘Please, call me Helen. And regrettably I’m not much of a gardener. What with work, and …’ she cast her eyes round the drawing room at the carpet and fabric samples she had been sorting through before being interrupted, ‘still having so much to do on the house, the garden will have to wait a little while, I’m afraid.’

‘I’d be more than willing to offer you any help and advice. As I mentioned earlier, I am the chairwoman of the Garden Club. Perhaps you ought to think of joining us. We meet once a month and have always been extremely lucky with our visiting speakers. Last month we had a talk about — ’

‘Goodness, is that the time?’ interrupted Helen as the clock on the mantelpiece conveniently chimed the hour – it was seven o‘clock. Time for decisive action. ‘I’m dreadfully sorry, but I have a couple of important phone calls I really must make.’ She got to her feet.

Thankfully – oh, miraculously! - the other woman rose from the sofa and before she could embark on another lengthy discourse, Helen was steering her towards the drawing-room door, the hall, and finally the front door. Olivia Marchwood’s parting words were: ‘Remember what I said about getting stuck into the social scene here in Swanmere. Do you think your husband would be interested in putting himself forward for the PCC? I’ve just resigned after many years of service, so there is a vacancy. I told the vicar that I’d had enough, and that he could jolly well do without me from now on. I dread to think how he will cope.’

Trusting that the vicar would be quietly celebrating this stroke of good fortune, Helen waved her guest off and closed the door. She shook her head at the thought of Hunter being on the Parish Church Council and went through to the kitchen.

Like most of the rooms at the Old Rectory, this had been gutted and thoroughly brought up to date. The messiest of the work, at Hunter’s insistence, had been carried out before they’d moved in; there were just two bedrooms and one bathroom left to decorate. The kitchen, when they first saw it, had been a cramped, poky affair and had boasted little more than the absolute basics, probably installed during the seventies. There had been a rusting free-standing cooker, cracked linoleum tiles, a stainless steel sink, a couple of cupboards and marble-effect Formica worktops that were burned and scarred. Now, after some judicious knocking through, it was a much larger and lighter room with cream-painted cupboards, granite work surfaces, a deep ceramic sink and the biggest Aga Helen had ever set eyes on. She had wanted a range-style cooker, but Hunter had said it was an Aga or nothing. ‘But they’re so expensive,’ she’d argued. ‘They cost nearly as much as a small house.’

‘How many times do I have to tell you, Helen, money isn’t a problem?’

She unlocked the French windows and stepped outside. Standing against the stone balustrade she took several deep breaths as if cleansing herself of Olivia Marchwood. It was a glorious evening. Bathed in a golden light from the dipping sun, the garden, even in its bedraggled state, filled Helen with immense joy. How she loved it! The lawns were more like meadows with dandelions and daisies sprinkled throughout. There were rhododendrons on the cusp of flowering, their blushing buds ready to burst. Un-pruned bushes sagged wearily out of the borders. Bluebells shimmered beneath shiny-leafed magnolias. Beyond all this, beyond the copse of silver birch and hawthorn trees and a sweep of chestnuts she could see the clock tower of the Norman church in the distance. She had discovered since moving in that Tuesday was bell-ringing practice night. She imagined balmy summer nights when the air would resonate with the sound of bells. She hadn’t had time yet to explore, but she knew there was a twisting path that led down to the church from a gate at the bottom of the garden.

Despite what she’d told Olivia Marchwood, she wasn’t as inept a gardener as she’d implied. Her enthusiasm outweighed any real skill, but she knew enough to know that this garden was going to need a lot of tender loving care to bring it back to its former glory. She would have to find a gardener; it was too large to manage on her own. She had no idea how much gardeners charged, never having employed one before, but Hunter had told her to pay whatever it took. ‘No bean counting,’ he’d teased her. ‘Just get the best man for the job.’

Her ‘bean counting’ as Hunter called it was a habit she was trying to kick, but it wasn’t easy. Scrimping and saving came as naturally to her as breathing. For the last six years she had run her own travel company, specializing in cultural tours of the British Isles and Europe. Whilst it had adequately kept the wolf from the door, it had never been a big money spinner, and with a dependent grandmother to take care of, her finances were always stretched. To make matters worse, 9/11 had hit her badly. A large percentage of her business had been aimed at American tourists and when they stopped travelling, money became tighter still.

Then, to top it all, it became all too apparent that her grandmother needed more care. Helen had done her best to look after her, but they both knew that a nursing home was the only realistic solution. Emma’s modest house was sold and the money invested so that the interest would pay for the kind of nursing home Helen felt confident would look after her grandmother. But the nursing home turned out to be a disaster and Emma’s mental and physical health deteriorated fast. Seeing the sadness — and fear – in Emma’s face when she left her after each visit tore at Helen’s heart. If this wasn’t enough, the investment Helen had made with the proceeds from her grandmother’s house sale wasn’t the sound proposition she’d been led to believe it would be and given the current climate of poor returns, she was losing money faster than water leaking from a sieve. It was a catastrophe. All she had left was her home, a modest three-bedroom terraced house with a tiny sheltered garden. And then, out of the blue, along came Hunter and her life was changed.

Only once they were seriously involved did Helen grasp the extent of his wealth. The arrival of a brand new Mercedes coupé outside her house with a pink ribbon tied to the bonnet gave her cause to review matters. Before then, having listened to Annabel’s tales and seen him in the society pages of Cheshire Life, as well as an article about him being North West Businessman of the Year, she’d thought that he was what one would call ‘reasonably well-off’. When she realized she’d wildly underestimated his bank balance, she refused to see him any more. When he pressed her for a reason, she admitted that she didn’t feel comfortable with the disparity in their financial situation. ‘People will think I’m only involved with you because of your money,’ she told him.

‘And people will say I’m involved with you because you’re young and look bloody good on my arm. Come on, Helen, sod what anyone else thinks. So what if I’m a millionaire many times over; I want to share my success with you. Is that so wrong? Should I be penalized for knowing my arse from my elbow?’

Knowing his arse from his elbow had given him the ability to set up his own warehousing and storage business in his twenties, offering fully secure storage for domestic and office use, and then to go on expanding it until it became the largest storage company in the UK. Meanwhile, with his son Clancy doing the everyday running of the business, he’d moved into the overseas property market, in particular holiday apartments and second homes in the Caribbean, Florida, Spain, and more recently Dubai. He was quoted in the business pages of The Times recently as saying, ‘I don’t believe in the meek inheriting the earth. If it was left to the meek, the world would be in an untenable sorry state.’

It was a typically brash no-nonsense comment from Hunter. But there was the other side to him, too: the abundantly generous side. Without his financial support, the hospice in Crantsford would undoubtedly close down. His engagement present to Helen, along with the emerald ring he’d surprised her with in the hot-air balloon, and which she always wore slightly self-consciously, was something that meant more to Helen than anything else. He paid for Emma to be moved to the best private nursing home money could buy. It meant she didn’t have to sell her little house in Crantsford. Hunter had told her to get rid of it, saying that she didn’t need it any more. But reluctant to part with her old home, she’d rented it out to a young professional couple.

Helen knew that she would spend the rest of her life thanking Hunter for what he’d done. Nothing she ever did would come close to repaying the debt she felt she owed him.

It didn’t take her long to realize that this was exactly how Hunter liked things to be.




Chapter Three

More than a week had passed since Orlando had poked around in the kitchen bin and retrieved the card that Lucy’s father had sent. It was now hidden in the chest of drawers in his bedroom; he was waiting for the right moment to give it to Lucy. He was going to insist that just once, she open a piece of correspondence from Marcus Gray.

Having known Lucy for as long as he had, Orlando knew the reasons why she refused to have anything to do with her father, and even though he’d never met the man, he couldn’t help feeling slightly sorry for him; every birthday, every Christmas, without fail, he would send Lucy a card and it always ended up in the bin. It was anybody’s guess what else was inside the envelope — a letter, or a cheque perhaps – but Lucy’s reaction was always the same: she flatly refused to have anything to do with it. She said her father only kept up the charade out of a sense of guilt and duty. For all Orlando knew, she might be right, but he had inherited his own father’s view on life, and that was always to try and give people the benefit of the doubt.

In all other respects, Lucy was one of the most positive and forgiving people he knew, and the most fun to be around, but get her on the subject of her parents’ divorce and she became a different person. It was as if a huge shutter came crashing down whenever her father was referred to. Orlando blamed Fiona Gray. Or Fiona Carrington as she was now. She was the exception to his rule about cutting people a bit of slack; he just couldn’t do it with her. A more selfish and shallow woman he had never met, but then he was completely biased. Lucy’s mother defined everyone and everything as either ‘suitable’ or ‘thoroughly unsuitable’. As a ‘mere gardener’, he was definitely in the latter category. According to Lucy, in the months that followed her father’s departure her mother fell apart and at the age of fourteen it was down to Lucy to hold things together. She rarely spoke of that time, but odds on that was when the die was cast and Lucy learned to hate her father.

It was getting late. Orlando drained the mug of tea his prospective client had made for him and rallied his thoughts to the job in hand – a small, brand new (the builders of the development were still on site), un-turfed plot of garden that the owners wanted him to turn into something they’d seen on the television. He hoped to convince them that the concept of hard geometric lines and a raised decking area with bright blue pots of ornamental grasses was totally passé. Very last century, in fact. What he was going to propose was gentle curving lines, beds that were naturalistic in shape and form rather than stiff and ornamental. For the sake of getting the job, he would have to compromise, but only so far; he had his integrity to think of. Lucy said his integrity was all very well, but if it meant he starved to death, then what was the point? ‘The point, Luce,’ he would say, ‘is that I’m serious about what I do. I want the gardens I design to mean something. To be something lasting.’

For all her teasing, he knew that Lucy understood him. And the fact that she charged him next to nothing in rent was something for which he would be for ever grateful. When he’d first moved in with her and occasionally had trouble finding the rent because the amount of work he was getting was so pitiful, she’d told him it didn’t matter. Occasionally, when he couldn’t get the manpower he needed to get a job done, she would pitch in on her days off. Just recently the design work had picked up, especially the kind he was currently doing — the easy bread-and-butter work. A new development of houses was being built on the edge of the village of Swanmere, and after dropping leaflets through the letterboxes of the newly occupied properties, he’d garnered himself a steady flow of business. A healthy number of people were keen to pay him to create something individual for them, rather than leave it to an unimaginative job-lot outfit chosen by the builder. The challenge was to steer customers away from the fads they saw on their television screens which often encouraged inappropriate planting. Gardens were a living and breathing entity; they had to be treated with reverence and intelligence.

Reeling in his tape measure, then adding the final measurement to the rough plan he would draw to scale later, he packed away his gear. After promising the prospective client that he’d be in touch in the next day or two, he drove home. He thought again about the birthday card he’d retrieved from the bin and wondered how to go about making Lucy open it. It had crossed his mind to open it himself, to see what sort of message her father had written – if it was nothing more than ‘Happy Birthday Lucy,’ then he’d chuck it away. If the guy couldn’t be bothered to write more than that, then he deserved to be blanked. But what if Marcus Gray was ill? Or dying? Could Lucy live with herself knowing that she’d denied him a last and vital wish to be reconciled? He had no idea if Lucy’s mother ever heard from her ex-husband, but if she knew he was ill, keeping it from her daughter was just the kind of thing she’d do.

He was probably letting his imagination get the better of him, and really it was none of his business, as Lucy would be quick to tell him. He could picture her clearly with hands on hips, giving him one of her don’t-mess-with-me looks.

The first time he’d laid eyes on her she’d been wearing an expression just like that. With her stripy dyed hair tied up on her head so that she resembled a multi-coloured pineapple, her clumpy shoes and skinny legs, he’d wondered why on earth his father had given her a job, especially when she seemed a bit on the accident-prone side, knocking things over or bumping into people. He was glad Dad had, though, because she was like a breath of fresh air about the place. In those days, just about everyone else who worked at Meadowlands was a million years old.

‘I reckon she’s just going through a phase,’ his father had said when Orlando had asked him about the new part-time member of staff. ‘I thought I’d give her the benefit of the doubt. She seems bright enough.’ It was a classic example of the Hugh Fielding way of doing things. Before long his father was proved right: Lucy turned out to be a quick and enthusiastic learner, and when she announced that she was quitting school halfway through her A-levels, Orlando’s father offered her full-time work and the chance to do a day-release course in horticulture at the nearby college.

It was six-thirty when Orlando let himself in at Church View. A note on the kitchen table told him that Lucy had gone to the allotment. If he didn’t have so much work to do, he’d go there himself and see if she needed a hand, or just fancied some company.

Lucy loved being at the allotments. Situated on the brow of a gently sloping hill — the highest point in the village — the views, stretching for miles around of the surrounding countryside, were beautiful. It wasn’t only the scenery she liked, or the sense of purpose she always had when she came here, it was the camaraderie of the other allotment users that she enjoyed. Her mother thought it was the most appalling thing she had ever done when Lucy told her she’d applied for and had been granted a plot. Fiona associated it with the working classes, with the cloth-cap-wearing folk whose threadbare trousers were held in place by a piece of string. It was no place for a well-brought-up daughter of hers. How wrong could she be! There were two teachers, a doctor, and a magistrate who had plots up here, all of them women.

As she opened the gate and walked along the well-kept path to the area of land that was owned by the Church of England and leased for a peppercorn rent, Lucy breathed in the sweet-smelling fragrance of freshly mown grass. The creamy-white flowers in the hawthorn added to the sweetness in the air. Once she’d emerged from the path she could see that the usual suspects were out in force and making the most of the warm, dry weather. Tending their immaculate vegetable plots were the Old Boys as Lucy called them: Joe, Bill and Dan. They were always there waiting to ambush her. Bill was the youngest of the trio at a mere seventy-four years old, and was the first to notice her. He called to the others. ‘Here she is, lads, our very own Queen of the May.’

Joe and Dan came over. ‘Where’s lover-boy, then?’ asked Joe, who was a bristly chinned, sprightly seventy-eight-year-old.

It was a long-standing joke between the Old Boys that Lucy and Orlando were an item. No matter how vociferously she denied their fantasies, they refused to believe her.

‘He wasn’t back from work when I left the house,’ she said, playing along with them, ‘but I left him a note, so don’t get any ideas about coming onto me like you normally do because he could appear any moment and sort you out.’

Joe laughed. ‘I always thought he looked the nasty jealous sort.’

Dan, the quietest member of their gang, and the most senior at the age of eighty-one, smiled at Lucy. ‘Need a hand with anything?’ he asked.

‘Thanks, Dan, I’ll let you know.’ Dan was her favourite of the bunch. He was the first friend she made when she moved to Swanmere. She’d been skiving off school one afternoon and for somewhere to go she had wandered up to the allotments. He’d got talking to her and before she knew what she was doing, she had a spade in her hand and was helping him to dig in some foul-smelling manure. When they’d finished the job he showed her how to peg down strawberry runners to create new plants and to check for grey mould on the fruit. He explained why he put straw under the plants – to keep plenty of air moving around them so the fungus wouldn’t spread – and invited her to come back in a few days’ time when the strawberries would be perfect for eating. It was Dan who’d got her hooked on gardening. And it was Dan, with no family of his own, and in his quiet unassuming way, who took her under his wing and kept her from going off the rails.

Leaving the Old Boys to get back to their digging and hoeing, Lucy walked further along the path, following it round to the right, until she came to her plot. She walked round it for a moment to scrutinize it for uninvited guests. On the face of it, the precautionary measures she’d taken were working – the solution of water and washing-up liquid she’d sprayed onto the surrounding areas had got rid of the aphids; the canes with bottles on top that rattled in the wind were doing an excellent job of frightening the rabbits away, and the circles of stone chippings, together with the dishes of beer, had kept the slimy enemies away from their juicy targets. Nature was a wonderful thing, but it certainly benefited from a helping hand now and then.

Unlocking the small wooden shed that Orlando had helped her build, she frowned at the uncomfortable reminder her words had given her. How many times had her mother said much the same thing to her? ‘If only you’d make more of yourself, darling,’ she used to say. On one occasion she’d said, ‘Nature has given you a pretty enough face, but with a little more effort on your part, you could be beautiful.’

‘But I don’t want to be beautiful!’ Lucy had shouted back at her. ‘Not ever!’

‘Nonsense. Of course you do. Every girl wants to be beautiful.’

‘Well, I don’t! I hate the thought of it. And I hate you.’

‘No you don’t.’

‘Stop telling me what I do and don’t think. I hate, hate, hate you!’

It was one of those awful arguments that grew out of nothing but kept on spiralling until Lucy had finally exploded. ‘What’s more I wish I didn’t have to live with you,’ she’d screamed. ‘I wish I could live with Dad!’

Lucy had often seen her mother angry — her tantrums easily matched her own – but what happened next took her by surprise. Fiona slapped her face. Not once, but twice. Crack. Crack. When she came at her again a third time, Lucy dodged out of her way, but Fiona wasn’t finished. ‘Go and live with him, then!’ she screeched. ‘If he’s so bloody marvellous, pack your bags and go to him. That’s if he wants you. Which, of course, he doesn’t!’

The memory was so sharp and so painful, Lucy could feel the stinging hurt of it rise up within her. Sometimes it was difficult to know who had caused her more pain, her father or her mother.




Chapter Four

Conrad Truman was trying to work. But it was one of those days that seemed destined to be peppered with petty disturbances guaranteed to break his concentration. It was the downside of working from home.

His first interruption had been in the form of his cleaner, Evie, coming over to his office to tell him the vacuum cleaner wasn’t working properly. ‘You really should invest in a Dyson, Mr Truman,’ she’d told him and had then gone into elaborate detail about the merits of such a device. From there she went on to remind him that she wouldn’t be in next week. ‘I’m off to Llandudno to stay with my sister in her guest house. Beautiful, it is. Right down by the esplanade. Lovely views of the sea. Just what I need after the time I’ve had lately.’ Much as he depended on Evie Hawkins to keep the house running smoothly for him and his uncle, he often wondered if the effort expended on listening to her updates was worth it. Every week there was always some new drama to recount to him — last week it had been her husband’s refusal to let her have their bedroom decorated pink, and the week before that it was her trip to the dentist which had resulted in an allergic reaction to the anaesthetic injection. Whilst he had every sympathy when it came to visits to the dentist — he was the biggest coward going when it came to the high-pitched whirr of a drill – he wished she’d get the hint that he had work to do.

When she had eventually returned to the house to pour yet more scorn and loathing on his humble domestic appliances, it had been the constant ringing of the telephone that interrupted him. Then Mac had come stomping up the stairs to his office, demanding to know what the hell was going on with the post: why hadn’t it been delivered yet? When his uncle was in one of his cantankerous moods – ‘Where are my glasses? Who’s moved my book? Has that bloody awful woman been tidying my room again?’ – all Conrad could do was bury his head in his work.

At the sound of barking he took off his glasses and went to look out of the open window. Down in the garden Mac’s faithful old dachshund, Fritz, was chasing a squawking blackbird across the lawn. Mac then came into view with a roll of netting in one hand and a bunch of canes in the other. ‘Shut up, Fritz!’ he roared. ‘Any more of that racket from you and I’ll toss you into a bin bag and take you to the tip.’

This isn’t how my life was supposed to be, Conrad thought.

It was, of late, an increasingly regular thought. How had he ended up in this state – forty-nine years old and living with his curmudgeonly uncle and a German sausage dog? This was definitely not how he’d imagined his life.

When Mac had suffered a stroke three years ago, Conrad hadn’t thought twice about offering his home for Mac to recuperate in when his stay in hospital came to an end. It took a while, but fortunately his uncle had made a good recovery, and his only remaining problem – apart from controlling his temper — was with his balance. But it was the knowledge that the chances of Mac suffering a second stroke were so worryingly high that had Conrad suggesting his uncle sell his house in Cobham and live permanently with him in Cheshire. ‘It’s the most sensible thing to do,’ he’d told Mac, who was then seventy-five. ‘I have plenty of space here, so it’s not as if we’d be living on top of each other.’ Conrad didn’t underestimate the wrench Mac suffered in selling his rambling old cottage in Surrey – after years of globetrotting, it had been his home for nearly twenty years – and he endeavoured to make the transition as easy as possible for his uncle.

But for all the grumbling and disagreements, Conrad didn’t regret the decision he’d made. His sister Susan, who lived in Hertfordshire, said he was a saint for what he was doing, but Conrad didn’t think so. The way he saw it, Mac had played an enormously important role in his life — from childhood through to adulthood – and this was his way of thanking him. Mac had become an active member of the community in Swanmere, frequently sticking his oar in to whatever cause or event took his fancy. He was a keen gardener and Conrad had to admit he enjoyed the fruits of his uncle’s efforts. With help from Orlando when it came to the heavy digging work, he’d transformed what had been an ordinary bushy, grassy kind of garden (that was the extent of Conrad’s horticultural know-how) into something really quite pleasant. The herbaceous borders were Mac’s pride and joy, as were the fruit and vegetable plots that provided them with a good supply of beans, broccoli, courgettes, cabbages, potatoes and carrots. Conrad was conscious, though, that his uncle took longer to do things these days. He was also easily distracted; he’d start one job then move onto another without finishing the first. Frustration usually fuelled Mac’s temper and Conrad could appreciate how infuriating it must be for his uncle that his once hugely alert brain was slowing down and diminishing the man he’d been. But there was something else affecting Mac. Ever since Alice Wykeham had died last Christmas he had been morose and out of sorts. Alice had been a true one-off and her death had left a large hole in Mac’s daily routine. Rarely had there been a day when he hadn’t been up at the Old Rectory with Alice or she’d been here instructing him on how best to germinate, prune or feed some plant or other. It had been Alice who had piqued Mac’s interest in gardening, almost to the point of obsession. He now spent so many hours in the garden, Conrad worried that it was only a matter of time before he found his uncle lying face down on the lawn. There were worse ways to go, he mused. Much worse. He instantly regretted the direction of his thoughts.

Time for a coffee break.

At the far end of his office, behind a partition wall, was a small kitchen. Through a door beyond this was a shower room and what had originally been a bedroom when the outbuildings across the courtyard from the main part of the house had been converted into an annexe by the previous owners. Conrad had never used it for this purpose; instead he had turned it into a mini gym. He had a rowing machine, a treadmill and a going-nowhere bike. By no means was he a fitness fanatic, but sitting at his desk day in, day out, he knew he’d soon pile on the pounds if he didn’t take regular exercise. He played tennis now and then, but that was more of a social thing. As Mac frequently pointed out, it was actually the only sociable thing he got up to.

He made himself a cup of filter coffee and went back to his desk. He was halfway through translating a shipping contract from Japanese into English. It was standard stuff, nothing he hadn’t seen before, but what with all the interruptions it was taking him longer than normal. He didn’t seem able to knuckle down. Perhaps it was the warm spring weather that was distracting him. May was his favourite month of the year. He might not know the first thing about gardening, but he could appreciate the changes going on around him. Trees were suddenly in full leaf, the blossom and bluebells were out, the verges and hedgerows were bursting with growth, and that tree by the back door – the one he could never remember the name of – was the most amazingly vibrant shade of electric blue.

May had been a favourite month for him when he lived in Japan. Whenever he saw cherry blossom he was always reminded of his stay there. The first time he’d seen for himself one of Japan’s most enduring symbols – the sakura – had been during his second year at university when he’d been studying contract law in Tokyo. It wasn’t his first visit; at the age of sixteen he’d spent a summer in Osaka with his uncle, whose two-year stint with an American bank was coming to an end. Before then Mac had been in Hong Kong, and before that, Frankfurt. During that stay with his uncle, Conrad had been so captivated by the country and by its people, he decided that he would study law with Japanese. This he did and on graduation he landed a job with a law firm in Tokyo. He spent nine very happy years there until made redundant in a corporate bloodbath, forcing him reluctantly back to England where he found a job in London as a legal translator. The work was interesting enough, but life seemed dull in comparison. He missed the richness of his life in Tokyo. Clichéd as it was, he missed the efficiency of everything, from trains that actually arrived on time to the exacting way business was carried out. He missed his friends – the zany fruitcakes with their bizarre sense of humour who dragged him round smoky, ear-splitting pachinko parlours, then on to drink in the Akasaka district. He missed the painfully courteous elderly couple who lived in the flat above him and taught him to play shogi and regularly supplied him with homemade gyozato — fried dumplings of minced meat and vegetables – because they didn’t think he ate enough. He missed the extraordinary number of festivals that went on; the country’s two main religions, Shinto and Buddhism, both got a fair crack of the celebratory whip, and there was always something incomprehensibly weird and wonderful to observe or take part in.

Tempting as it was to jack in London and return to Japan, he stuck it out. Then when he was least expecting it, a week before his thirty-sixth birthday, he fell in love.

He’d never fallen for anyone the way he did for Samantha. Like him she was a legal translator, except her language of choice was Russian. They met at a legal translators’ conference. She was the smart-arse near the front of the morning lecture who kept putting up her hand to ask questions. To everyone’s amusement, she was actually asked to leave if she couldn’t keep quiet. It was when she walked past Conrad, her head lowered but an unmistakable smirk of amusement on her face, that he noticed her legs. They were perfectly streamlined with exquisitely fine-boned ankles. But what struck him most was that they were completely at odds with the scholarly face – the glasses, the hair loosely tied back, the lack of make-up, and the slightly ill-fitting skirt and boxy jacket. Every inch of her said she didn’t give a damn.

During the buffet lunch he found himself seeking her out in the dining hall of the conference centre. Curious, he wanted to know more about her. Which law firm did she work for? Or rather, which law firm was brave enough to employ her? But there was no sign of her. He asked around, did anyone know who the Know-it-All was? His question was met with, ‘Oh, God, what a pain she was!’ And, ‘There’s always one, isn’t there?’

Lunch came to an end and there was still no sign of Miss Legs. Back in the conference hall, he checked her seat. It was empty. Disappointed he hadn’t been able to satisfy his curiosity, he took out his pen, turned to a new page of his notepad and waited for the next speaker to get to his feet.

It was then, when a rippling murmur went around the hall, that he realized that Miss Legs was actually on the stage and adjusting her clip-on microphone. Good God, she was the next speaker. He checked the running order of lecturers. Her name was Dr Samantha Tempest and she ran an international translation firm. He sat back in his seat and waited to see what she had to say.

Plenty, it turned out. She knew her stuff. She was eloquent and erudite and he could quite understand her lack of tolerance towards the earlier speaker, who by contrast had been excruciatingly long-winded and inaccurate on several points. It wasn’t long, though, before his concentration wandered and instead of listening he became far more interested in the woman herself. The boxy jacket had been removed, revealing a close-fitting white blouse through which he could make out a pair of surprisingly full breasts and a small waist.

Two hours and another speaker later, during a coffee break, he once again scanned the room for Miss Legs. This time he found her. She was having trouble trying to hold her cup of coffee without spilling it as she repositioned her bag on her shoulder; there was a briefcase on the floor between her feet. ‘Do you need a hand?’ he asked. Up close he could see why she didn’t bother with any make-up. She didn’t need to. The bone structure was perfect. So was her complexion.

She looked at him – a questioning, full up and down appraising scan — as though he’d just exposed himself to her. Which in a way, he had. Because from then on, his heart and soul were vulnerably open to her.

Once more his thoughts were disturbed by barking, followed shortly by the sound of Mac’s voice. He went to the window.

‘I’m going to Norrey’s,’ Mac called up from the garden. ‘I’ve run out of netting. If I don’t cover these seedlings the bloody birds will have the lot. Anything we need while I’m out?’

‘You could call in at the delicatessen and get some of their fresh spaghetti for supper tonight if you like.’

‘Right you are. And to leave you in peace, I’ll take Fritz with me.’

Relieved that his uncle’s bad mood had been relatively short-lived, Conrad went back to his desk. Glasses on, he resumed work.

What with all the competition from the out-of-town DIY stores, it was good to know that there were still hardware stores like Norrey’s in business. You could buy anything here: stainless-steel teapots, washing lines, sandpaper, varnish, electrical flex, gardening gloves, light bulbs, paint, bird seed, barbecues, hand towels, every conceivable size of screw, coving, padlocks, carpet gripper rods, rat poison, enamel saucepans, cup hooks, draught excluders, and all manner of bits of wood and tools, powered or otherwise. It was the eclectic mix that appealed to Mac, and as he waited his turn to be served, he picked over the basket of cut-price bargains on the counter. A light-up keyring caught his eye. Now how the dickens had he lived to be seventy-eight without needing one of these before? he thought ruefully.

‘Yes, Mr Truman, what can I get you?’

That was another plus: the personal touch. Would some spotty, grunting youth in a crudely worded T-shirt know his name? ‘I’d like some more of that netting I bought from you yesterday.’

‘Certainly, Mr Truman. How much this time?’

‘Six yards should do it.’ That was another thing he liked about Norrey’s; they were still prepared to sell you stuff in imperial measurements.

Ten minutes later he was untying Fritz from the post outside and making his way further up the street to the delicatessen, attached to which was a coffee shop where they sold the best cup of Puerto Rican this side of the Atlantic. If he wasn’t in such a hurry to thwart those scavenging birds, he’d buy a paper and while away an hour or two. Perhaps he’d treat himself to a decent cup of coffee tomorrow. With a bit of luck the latest edition of the English Garden would arrive in the morning’s post. It should have come today by rights, but then what else would you expect from a postal service that was on its last legs?

Everyone had expected him to hate retirement; they’d all been convinced that he wouldn’t know what to do with so much free time. He’d soon proved them wrong. Since he’d left the bank he’d had time to indulge himself in all sorts of interesting new hobbies – photography, art appreciation, wine-tasting holidays, and watercolour painting. Now it was gardening to which he devoted his time and energy.

For most of his working life he’d rarely lived anywhere longer than three years. He’d led a nomadic existence right up until the final stages of his career, when he’d been moved from Paris to be put in charge of the London office. He’d bought a flat in Hammersmith and a weekend retreat out in the country, and for the first time he’d felt as though he was putting down roots. He’d never married, although he’d wanted to. Oh, yes, he’d have done anything to marry the love of his life, yet it wasn’t to be.

But that was all in the past. Which, on some days, seemed to be all he had.

It had been decent of Conrad to take care of him after his stroke, but when Conrad had suggested that he move to Swanmere permanently, he’d been horrified. His whole being had been called into question. To be considered too frail to live on his own was anathema.

‘I don’t want your charity, Conrad,’ he’d told him. ‘I’m not a decrepit, dribbling, incontinent old man in need of a handout.’

‘Nobody’s suggesting you are,’ Conrad had replied. ‘But look at it from my point of view. If anything happens to you, I want to be first on the scene to get a look at your will.’

‘Aha! Now we’re getting to it. It always comes down to money.’

‘You know me so well.’

And that was the point. Mac did know Conrad well, and that was partially why he’d gone along with him and moved in permanently. Nothing was ever said — they tip-toed around the subject as though it were a sleeping tiger — but he suspected that the boy was lonely. The death of his wife had knocked him for six. He’d all but shut down.

Given that he’d never lived with anyone before, Mac had to admit that the arrangement worked well enough. What he couldn’t come to terms with was how badly the stroke had affected him. Waking up in that hospital with a catheter sticking out of him and being told what had happened had been terrifying. His fear could be summed up in one word: old. He was old and he didn’t like it one little bit. He did his best to keep alert – use it or lose it – but he knew there were days when he was more absent-minded than others. There were days too when he had trouble remembering the simplest of things. His greatest fear was that he might end up with Alzheimer’s and start wandering around Swanmere in his slippers and pyjamas.

To stop his brain from slowly atrophying, he knew it was essential to keep active. The day he gave in to slothful-ness he’d be scuppered. He had to keep a routine going, make sure there was always a shape to his day. It was a far cry from how he used to be, the globetrotting, go-getter young blood who, in his time, had managed more people and more money than some governments ever did. Who was this doddery old fool who kept mislaying things, who tore Conrad’s head off each time he showed him any kindness?

Oh, God! It was the kindness he couldn’t bear! That was why he was always trying to rub the boy up the wrong way. He’d rather spar with him than be treated as a halfwit and have his feebleness magnified. When Conrad showed him an excess of patience, or went the extra mile to accommodate him, it was tantamount to looking him in the eye and saying, ‘Just remember, old man; it can only get worse.’

The sad fact was, there was no escaping this ineffable truth. Ever since he’d suffered that bloody stroke he’d been on the slippery slope. He’d never admit it, but when he came out of hospital he’d undergone such a loss of nerve that he’d been only too glad of Conrad’s invitation to come and stay. He’d been warned that his confidence would be affected, but he hadn’t bargained on losing it altogether.

His friendship with Alice Wykeham had been an important factor in his decision to stay at Conrad’s. She’d been a game old thing who’d done more to get him properly back on his feet than any medicine or doctor could have. He missed her terribly. She was the only person with whom he could be honest.

He was almost home when, just as he was rearranging the bundle of netting under his arm, Fritz’s lead dropped out of his hand. For some unaccountable reason, the stupid dog took it into his head to make a dash across the road.

Just as a car going much too fast was approaching.




Chapter Five

Back from visiting her grandmother, Helen could hear raised voices coming from the library. That, coupled with the badly parked Porsche on the drive, made her wish she’d stayed out longer. She wasn’t in the mood for an encounter with Hunter’s second wife, Marcia, and his thoroughly spoiled twenty-year-old daughter, Savannah. She stood for a moment to listen to what they were discussing so heatedly – forewarned was forearmed. From what she could hear, Savannah, in her customary offhand way, was saying that there wasn’t anything she could have done, and what did it matter anyway? Nobody was hurt.

‘That’s the problem with you, you little madam,’ muttered Helen under her breath. ‘Nothing has any value to you.’ She was reminded of the time Savannah smashed an antique perfume bottle that Emma had given Helen when she was eighteen and claimed it wouldn’t be a big deal to replace.

With two failed marriages behind him it was only to be expected that Hunter came with an above-average number of complications, namely his ex-wives and his three children. Kim and Clancy (thirty-five and thirty-seven respectively) were from his first marriage to Corinne. All three children had been thoroughly indulged and as a result tended to treat everything as disposable. Clancy was perhaps the least offensive of the bunch. He at least had the same work ethic as his father, and that was something Helen could respect. Idleness she could not. And as far as she could see, Savannah had no intention of ever getting a job, just as her stepsister Kim hadn’t. They played at life, expecting every good fortune to fall in their lap. When it didn’t, especially in Savannah’s case, all hell would break loose.

In contrast, from a very early age all Helen had ever wanted was to be self-sufficient. Her grandmother used to say that she had an iron will, that if she set her mind on a particular course then nothing would deter her from her objective. Travel was her big thing when she was a teenager. She didn’t care how she did it, just so long as she could spread her wings and explore. Her most prized possession as a child had been a globe. She had spent hours and hours studying it, slowly turning it, imagining the trips she would one day take. At the age Savannah was now, Helen had been working her way round France picking grapes and waitressing. She hadn’t been twiddling her thumbs waiting for Daddy to top up an already obscenely generous monthly allowance.

Hunter’s family was the reason they were living at the Old Rectory. Helen had suggested it might be healthier not to live on the doorstep of his ex-wives (whom he fully supported financially) and his children, who all lived in and around Crantsford. ‘Fine,’ Hunter had said. ‘Choose an area you’d like to live in and trawl the estate agents.’

‘Just like that?’

‘Sure. How else should we go about it?’

That was what she liked about Hunter: his no-nonsense pragmatism. She had expected him to resist the idea. After all, he liked nothing better than to have his family around him, and here she was trying to prise him apart from it. She had felt horribly uncomfortable doing the rounds of the estate agents and asking for properties in the price range Hunter had settled on, but the moment she saw the Old Rectory and its enchanting garden, her heart overruled any squeamish guilt she had been experiencing. Besides, she knew Hunter would love the house. Especially when she told him it had a library.

Still listening in to the conversation going on inside the library, Helen heard Marcia saying that if it was anybody’s fault it was that fool of a man who couldn’t control his dog. ‘What else does he expect if he can’t keep the wretched thing on its leash? I’ve a good mind to sue him. We could have been killed.’

Hunter’s voice came next: ‘But you’re both all right? Savvie, you didn’t suffer any whiplash, did you?’

‘Nah. I’m okay. Anyone mind if I go and help myself to something to eat? I’m starving.’

Knowing that any second Savannah would fling wide the library door and find her lurking the other side of it, Helen quickly made herself scarce. She timed the banging shut of the front door perfectly with Savannah’s appearance in the black-and-white tiled hallway. ‘Oh, it’s you,’ her stepdaughter said, as though Helen had no right to be there.

‘Hi,’ she said as cheerfully as she could. ‘How’s things?’

A stroppy shrug was all she got for an answer. That and a glinty wink from the sparkly stone hooked through Savannah’s navel. She had the smallest, flattest waist Helen had ever seen and it was permanently on display, no matter what the weather. She was an attractive girl with a slight frame and beautifully long straight hair the colour of honey, but like so many girls her age, she wore too much make-up. She hadn’t yet learned that less was more, and that a smile would do more for her looks than anything bought over the counter.

Helen watched her slouch off down the hall towards the kitchen, her baggy trousers hanging off her hips and dragging on the floor as she went. It was then that Helen noticed two large suitcases and a ghetto blaster at the foot of the stairs. Wondering what was going on, Helen decided it was time to brave the library. She opened the door and stepped inside.

‘Ah, Helen, I thought I heard you.’

Hunter rose from his chair and came round his desk to meet her. He gave her a kiss. Another man would have made do with a discreet peck on the cheek, given that Wife Number Two was looking on with daggers in her eyes, but Hunter wasn’t like other men. He kissed her full on the mouth, at the same time hooking his arm through hers and forcing her further into the room.

Marcia, who was nearing her fiftieth birthday but dressed more like a twenty-five-year-old, was today sporting a pair of drop-waisted DKNY white jeans with a T-shirt that looked like it might have been designed for a ten-year-old it was so small. It was slashed at the front and revealed a glimpse of cleavage. Her white-blonde hair was cut short and heavily styled with goodness knows how much mousse. Diamante-encrusted sunglasses were perched on the top of her head and icy blue eyes stared back at Helen from an overly tanned face.

‘Hello, Marcia,’ Helen said, trying to sound friendly and slipping her arm out of Hunter’s. She didn’t think she would ever get the hang of being comfortable around Hunter’s ex-wives. Whilst Marcia seemed to be Corinne’s bosom buddy, she felt sure she would never be a member of their gang.

‘Helen.’ Marcia’s tone was chilly. Almost as arctic as her gaze. She reached for her handbag, which had been resting on a pile of papers on Hunter’s desk. The papers became dislodged but she ignored the mess she’d made. Instead she said, ‘I’ll get out of your way now, Hunter. I’ll give you a ring when I arrive.’

Out in the kitchen, Savannah was eating a slice of toast with peanut butter. Sitting on the work surface, she was banging her bare feet against the cupboard door, in a foul mood. And not just because her mother was dumping her here with Dad while the decorators moved in at home and she went off to the States to see some old school friend. No, what was really bugging her was that old man and his dog. The way he’d carried on you’d think she’d done it deliberately. She hadn’t. It was his fault. Any fool could see that. Even a learner driver like her. He should have held onto that bloody lead properly. When he’d started to cry, everything had got seriously weird and too embarrassing for words. He’d shouted at her. At Mum, too. That was when she’d put her foot to the floor and got the hell out of it. No way was she going to stick around for any more of that.

Realizing she wasn’t as hungry as she’d thought she was, she threw the remains of the uneaten toast into the sink, slipped down from the work surface and went to the fridge. She took out an opened carton of orange juice and drank from it, tilting her head back, closing her eyes. An image of the old man cradling his whimpering dog came into her mind. She mistimed a swallow and spluttered juice down her front and onto the floor. ‘Oh, sod it!’

While Savannah was upstairs unpacking, Helen and Hunter were having a drink out on the terrace. It was a lovely evening, but Helen was feeling peevishly irritable. It was the extraordinary cavalier attitude with which Savannah’s visit had been foisted on her that rankled. Did she have no say in who could stay with them? Okay, the wretched girl was Hunter’s daughter, but couldn’t he have discussed the matter with her? When she’d put this to him, after he’d taken Savannah’s cases upstairs, he’d said, ‘I didn’t think there was anything to discuss. Would you have said no?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Then what’s all the fuss about?’

And that was an end to the matter. She would have appeared petty to say that a simple act of courtesy on his part might have been appropriate.

Now, as she watched him swirl the ice cubes round in his gin and tonic, she remembered what she’d overheard. ‘Were Savannah and Marcia involved in some kind of accident?’ she asked. ‘I thought I heard you asking them earlier if they were both all right.’

He pulled out the slice of lemon from his gin and tonic and tossed it into the shrubbery. He was a man of habit – he always added a slice of lemon to his drink, and always removed it halfway through drinking it. ‘Oh, that. Some man’s dog ran out in front of the car while Savannah was driving through the village.’ 

‘Did she hit it?’

‘No, thank God.’

‘Whose was it?’

‘They didn’t know. Just said there was an old man on the scene who got upset.’

‘What kind of dog was it?’

He frowned. ‘How should I know? Is it important?’

‘We live here, Hunter. Of course it matters. The owner of the dog must be a neighbour of ours.’

He seemed to consider this. At length he said, ‘Marcia mentioned something about it being one of those neither use nor ornament types. Long body scraping the ground, hardly any legs.’

‘A corgi?’

‘No. Smaller still.’

‘A dachshund?’

‘Yes, that’s it! Clever you.’

Helen took a sip of her wine. ‘Do you think it was wise of Marcia to let Savannah drive her car? She’s only been learning for a short while. I noticed there weren’t any L plates on it, either.’

Hunter swirled the ice round in his glass. ‘It’s not like you to be so openly critical of Marcia. What’s brought this on?’

Helen had promised herself she would never ever criticize or disparage the two women who had gone before her, but in this instance it was nigh-on impossible not to. ‘A Porsche with a young, inexperienced driver behind the wheel strikes me as a recipe for disaster. Whoever the parent.’

He swirled the cubes of ice again. ‘Fair point. Perhaps I’ll buy her a more sensible car. What do you suggest? Or better still, if you’re not working tomorrow, why don’t you go out with Savvie and choose one together?’

Oh, great! Next time, Helen Madison, keep your big mouth shut!

Madison-Tyler, she corrected herself.

In bed that night, after turning out the light, Helen turned onto her side. Hunter took it as an invitation to kiss the back of her neck and to pull her closer. She looked at the luminous hands on the alarm clock: half past midnight. ‘Don’t you have an early start in the morning?’ she said.

‘And since when has an early start stopped me?’ His hands began to massage her thighs, then moved round to her front, fingers exploring and caressing. She tensed and then relaxed. But fifteen minutes later, after Hunter had cursed and disappeared to the bathroom, she lay in the darkness wondering what she should do. Go to him and risk provoking yet more anger, as had happened the other night, or let him work through it on his own? It’s only the third time it’s happened, she told herself. It doesn’t mean anything. He’s probably tired. Having Savannah in the house while they were making love might also be a problem for him.

He eventually reappeared. ‘I’m sorry,’ was all he said as he pulled the duvet over him, his back to her.

‘There’s no need to apologize,’ she murmured, rolling over to his side of the bed where he lay isolated and rigid with humiliation.

His response was to shift away from her.

Long after he’d fallen asleep, Helen lay watching the curtains swaying at the open window. Tired but too on edge to sleep, she thought of her afternoon; she’d managed to finish work early and had gone to spend a couple of hours at the nursing home with her grandmother. Emma had had the radio on and was sitting at a table by the window overlooking a small patio area and a patch of grass – most of the ‘guests’, as the patients were called, had their own private space within the grounds of the nursing home. She was methodically cutting out money-off coupons from the selection of magazines Helen had taken in for her last week. ‘This one’s for soya milk,’ she explained to Helen. ‘I can’t remember; do you like soya milk?’
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