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Chapter One
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‘Please, please, please…’ Ella Maloney implored the straw-chewing gods of all-things-rural as she squinted at the signpost. ‘Please, let this be the right one. P-l-e-a-s-e don’t let this one be another dead end.’


Having slowed the car to a halt and pushed her sunglasses into her newly done salon-smooth cinnamon-and-honey hair in order to read the faint lettering, Ella actually wasn’t holding out a lot of hope.


Almost as soon as she’d left London and its sprawling suburbs behind, she’d discovered that one overgrown country crossroads looked much like any other overgrown country crossroads. And also, sadly, that one weathered rustic signpost looked exactly like every other weathered rustic signpost.


After already experiencing several false starts and a few serious dead ends – once teetering on the edge of a duckpond and twice sailing straight into someone’s garden – there was absolutely nothing to indicate that this particular crossroads and signpost combination would be any more help than any of the others.


So there was no point in getting over-optimistic, Ella thought, blinking through the blinding dazzle of a perfect May morning, because this one wasn’t going to be the right one either, was it?


But… Hallelujah – yes! It was!


And there they were…


Fiddlesticks… Lovers Knot… Hazy Hassocks… Bagleycum-Russet…


The faded names that would, hopefully, change her life. ‘Yes, yes, yeeeesss!’ Drumming triumphantly on the steering wheel and doing a little happy dance with her feet beneath the pedals, Ella held her own small in-car celebration-for-one. ‘At last!’


The drowsy names sounded like enchanted fairy-tale places. Ella could already feel the tension and tiredness simply seeping away.


‘Yay!’ Ella blew an extravagant double-handed kiss at the lopsided signpost whose delightful destinations were almost completely obscured by burgeoning shepherd’s purse and convolvulus. ‘I’ve really, really made it!’


She’d been playing a solo version of ‘are we nearly there yet?’ for the last thirty miles. Having ignored the sat nav because both her route and her pre-programmed target seemed to be causing it some confusion, Ella now embraced the appearance of the ancient signpost with as much enthusiasm as a weary lone explorer suddenly stumbling across friendly human civilisation.


Not, she thought, that her journey from North London to Berkshire could be remotely compared with a Ranulph Fiennes trek, but for a committed townie like her, it had been a pretty testing couple of hours.


There had been more than a few times while driving through the green and golden countryside on this gloriously bosky May morning, when she’d begun to wonder if her destination even existed.


Hideaway Farm, she’d been told in one of Poll Andrews’ letters – real letters, not texts or emails – was halfway between the exquisitely named Lovers Knot and Fiddlesticks. Not actually in either village though, and if she reached Hazy Hassocks she’d have gone far too far.


The farm was, Poll had said, signposted at the end of Cattle Drovers Passage – if the sign hadn’t fallen down as it was apparently wont to do – and then she just had to drive along Hideaway Lane, round its various twists and turns, until she found the farmhouse at the end.


If in doubt, Ella should ask anyone she met for directions. Everyone local, Poll’s letters had assured her, knew the way to Hideaway Farm.


Hideaway Farm… Ella had giggled delightedly to herself. How magical was that? The name alone conjured up memories of childhood storybooks and tales of wild, free madcap adventures in a rustic paradise.


Hideaway Farm – yes, she could just see it – all haystacks, and lazily droning tractors, and grazing, er, sheep? Or maybe cows? And pigs? Ella was a bit hazy on the sort of animals that might inhabit Hideaway Farm. But she was sure there’d be smiling apple-cheeked women and beaming suntanned men and happy bare-footed children scampering through dappled buttercup and daisy meadows.


It was all going to be absolutely perfect.


Earlier, when she hadn’t seen a human being for at least fifteen minutes, and for ages had been scarily surrounded by nothing but fields and trees and a big, big sky, Ella had become a little concerned, but not now. This was the countryside for heaven’s sake, what else could she expect?


And then there had been a bit of a problem with everything being so green. Well, apart from the huge expanse of sky, of course. And that was the most unbelievable blue. Far bluer than the sky she’d left behind in London. And there was so much more of it somehow. To be honest, the size of the sky and the mass of greenery had all become a little bit overwhelming.


But now, Ella beamed again at the signpost, it was going to be all right.


How fantastically relaxing it must be, living in villages with these sleepy, bucolic names, and having neighbours who probably still danced round maypoles, and had probably never even seen a spreadsheet, or heard of an iPod nano, and who thought Gok Wan was a small Indonesian island.


No doubt about it now. Abandoning her going-nowhere life, chucking up her city job before she became burned out at twenty-seven, and answering Poll Andrews’ advert for help in one of those posh magazines that were always filled with things like ‘Lady Hermione Pugsley-Grossbody seeks live-in companion. Must be able to drive, speak fluent Mandarin and emote with llamas’ had been the right choice – whatever Mark had said to the contrary.


Mark… Ella shook her head. No, she wouldn’t think about Mark. Not yet. After all, she wouldn’t be doing this at all if it hadn’t been for Mark, would she? And if she thought too much about Mark now, she might just give up and turn around and scoot back to London which would solve absolutely nothing… No, she was going to stick to her guns…


Determinedly, Ella replaced her sunglasses, started the car, and headed in the direction of Fiddlesticks and Lovers Knot. Anyway, after all the upsets and arguments of the last few weeks, Hideaway Farm was going to be heaven on earth. She just knew it.





Chapter Two
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Ten minutes later and hopelessly lost in yet another maze of tangled lanes and deserted sleepy cottages and single-track roads leading to nowhere, the euphoria was a thing of the past and Ella began to wish she’d never heard of Hideaway Farm.


Somewhere between the turning for Fiddlesticks and the fork to Lovers Knot she’d lost her bearings. Again. Ask someone for directions, Poll Andrews had said. Hah! Like who for instance? Chance would be a fine thing…


This was totally, totally ridiculous.


Hot, tired and extremely irritable, Ella drove even more slowly and peered through the further haze of unremitting green-and-gold countryside for a safe place to stop and phone Poll. There was nowhere… nowhere on these insanely narrow lanes where she could park without blocking the road, and where were all those earlier handy gateways when she really, really needed one… ?


Her phone started to ring from the depths of her handbag on the passenger seat. OK, Ella thought as she glanced across at it, just let me find somewhere to stop – and if you’re Poll Andrews with foolproof directions, I’ll definitely kiss you.


The phone stopped. Ah well…


Turning yet another overgrown cloned countryside corner, Ella suddenly brightened. Just visible ahead was a baked hummock of scrubby grass surrounded by gravel – oh, and deep joy! – to one side there was a small stone-walled, slate-roofed building, and – even more and ever deeper joy – the small building had a wooden seat outside – and yes! The seat had two people on it! People who no doubt could and would point her in exactly the right direction.


Spirits restored, Ella parked carefully alongside the grassy hummock behind a van, three bicycles and a minibus. Maybe, she thought, this building was a village hall – although there had been no visible evidence of a village in the vicinity – or maybe even the local doctor’s surgery? A small rustic medical centre covering all the tiny hamlets and remote farms?


Whatever it was, it indicated civilisation and it definitely had human life outside it and surely someone must be able to tell her the way to Hideaway Farm, mustn’t they?


However, it was possibly best to check the phone call first in case it was Poll…


Scrabbling in her bag, she scrolled down for the missed-call number and groaned.


Mark.


Ella could picture him, with his spiky gelled hair and his designer shirt, sitting in the office across the corridor from hers – well, what had been hers before all this started – probably with his designer-shod feet on the desk, and with the daily stack of empty coffee cups and sandwich wrappers already mounting up. He’d be flicking through his computer screen and iPhone with one hand and answering the desk phone with the other, doing some work, but also laughing with the other men in the office and talking about football and F1. And thinking about her?


She hoped so. After the previous night’s rather frigid farewell, when he’d clearly been expecting her to have an eleventh-hour change of heart, they’d both said things they probably shouldn’t. Ella sighed and pushed the phone back in her bag. There was no way she was going to return his call now. It was less than twenty-four hours since they’d parted company, and they’d agreed she’d ring him when she arrived at Hideaway Farm. She laughed ruefully to herself. Typical Mark… How on earth were they ever going to work this out if he couldn’t even stick to the basic rules?


Scrambling from the car, reeling slightly in the heat and stretching her cramped legs, Ella scrunched across the gravel. Beneath the sun’s glare it reminded her of childhood seaside holidays and she had a fleeting – very fleeting – moment of violent homesickness for her family left behind, like Mark, in London.


Hopeless…


Pulling herself together and fixing her best ‘I’m a stranger and completely lost and I wonder if you could help me, please?’ smile, she approached the elderly couple on the bench.


As she got closer she realised she’d been very wrong about both them and the building.


She’d assumed the couple were both men, dressed as they were in battered tweed jackets and thick corduroy trousers despite the heat, but as one of them was wearing a slash of orange lipstick beneath its stubble, she now fervently hoped they weren’t. And the building wasn’t a village hall or a doctor’s surgery either.


With its stacked boxes of fruit and vegetables outside and racks of postcards and newspapers and plastic kitchen utensils dangling from festoons of string round the doorway, it was clearly a small general stores.


WEBB’S MIRACLE MART the sign over the door proclaimed proudly. WE SELL EVERYTHING.


Trades Description Act looming, Ella thought darkly, also reckoning the only miracle about it was that anyone could ever find it.


‘Excuse me.’


The couple on the bench blinked rheumily up at her without smiling and said nothing.


‘Er, hello, I just wondered if you could tell me the way to Hideaway Farm, please?’


They pursed wrinkled lips and screwed up the watery eyes and sucked in a joint wheezy breath.


‘Ah,’ the lipsticked one nodded. ‘Reckon we can.’


Her companion gave a sudden toothless grin. ‘You going to see that mad Poll Andrews?’


Ella nodded. She really, really didn’t like the sound of ‘mad’.


‘Good luck, then –’ the lipsticked-one also grinned gummily ‘– you’ll bloomin’ need it.’


Great, Ella thought. ‘Um, right, but if you could just tell me how to get there, I’d be really grateful.’


‘Ah… Well, all you need to do is turn back away from Angel Meadows.’


Ella frowned. ‘Where’s Angel Meadows?’


They gave joint cackles of laughter. ‘This here is! We’re in it, duck. Don’t you know nothing? Anyway, once you’ve turned round, you go back to the Fiddlesticks road – up that-a-way where you’ve just come from – OK?’


Ella nodded.


‘Right, then just keep going straight on, past the turning for Lovers Knot, past all the turnings until you come to what looks like a dead end. That’s what throws people – it don’t look like it leads nowhere but it’s Cattle Drovers Passage. Hideaway Lane is at the end of that, right?’


Ella nodded again, smiling her thanks.


The lipsticked-one looked pleased that their information had been so well received. ‘Poll Andrews’ place is the only house up there, duck. Go right to the end of the lane and you can’t miss it.’


Ella smiled even more. ‘Fantastic. Thanks so much for the directions. It sounds easy enough. I’m sure I’ll be able to find Hideaway Farm now.’


The couple nodded in tandem. ‘Course you will – though whether you’ll want to stay there is another matter. Good luck, duck.’




Chapter Three
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Within fifteen minutes, having followed the couple’s directions and ignored all the turnings and negotiated both Cattle Drovers Passage and Hideaway Lane with no further mishaps, Ella triumphantly pulled the car to a halt outside the pillared and worn-stepped front door of an exquisite mellow-brick-and-slate picture-book farmhouse.


She grinned happily to herself. Made it! At last!


Hideaway Farm: all sun-kissed with softly billowing trees, and birdsong, and the rich fragrance of freshly cut grass. And silence. Absolute silence.


It was, as she’d known it would be, a perfect haven of rustic tranquillity.


With an ear-splitting groan the front door was suddenly yanked open and a tall, slim woman tripped over the hem of a flowing Indian print dress, lost a sequinned flip-flop, and stumbled clumsily down the steps.


‘Oooh – sod it! Sorry, that wasn’t directed at you – are you here already? Goodness me, that was quick! I’m simply thrilled to see you. I thought you’d be ages – not that I’ve any sense of time at all, but…’


Ella, easing herself from the car, stopped and blinked at the dishevelled hippie vision. ‘Er, hello. Are you Poll Andrews?’


‘I think so.’ The woman beamed, bending down to retrieve the flip-flop, hoik up the bottom of her dress and disentangle several rows of brightly coloured glass beads which threatened to strangle her, at the same time. She straightened up, still beaming. ‘Although on days like these I’m not really sure.’


Ella laughed. It certainly wasn’t the new-job welcome she was expecting. And Poll was certainly nothing at all like the Archers matriarch she’d imagined.


The elderly couple’s ‘mad’ immediately sprang to mind…


Mad or not, Poll had wonderful cheekbones, and smiling dark eyes, and with that sun-kissed complexion would never need facials and chemical peels and other salon enhancers – although, Ella reckoned, possibly some decent moisturiser wouldn’t go amiss. And her hair needed the dry frizzy ends tidied up a bit but otherwise it was simply naturally lovely.


And how effortlessly cool Poll looked in the flowing ethnic frock that owed nothing to the latest fashion fads and everything to comfort and individuality.


With those vivid beads and her wild hair and un-made-up face, Ella thought with a pang of envy, Poll was absolutely everything she aspired to be now she’d escaped the corporate rat race.


Ella held out her hand. ‘Hello, then. I’m Ella. Ella Maloney.’


‘Yes, of course.’ Still beaming broadly, Poll drifted across, and clutched both Ella’s hands in welcome. ‘Please excuse my appalling manners. How wonderful to meet you at last after all our letters. And how young and pretty you are! I’m just a little confused because you’ll never believe what’s happened this morning and – oh, please mind the – ah, too late…’


A power-burst of dogs, cats, two hens and one small boy clutching a muddy bucket exploded from the open door behind Poll and poured down the steps.


‘Oh –’ Ella smiled in delight at the gorgeous blond boy ‘– and is this George?’


‘Ooops – so sorry about the mud. Yes, this is George, my son. George, meet Ella.’


George, who Ella knew from Poll’s letters was a few months shy of his third birthday, smiled hugely and politely held out a tiny muddy hand.


Completely overwhelmed by maternal longings, Ella beamed back at George, the reason for her being at Hideaway, and shook his hand. Then, misty-eyed, she blinked over his head at Poll. ‘Oh, he’s an absolute poppet.’


George grinned some more, and gabbled something completely unintelligible.


Poll smiled. ‘He’s got his own language, I’m afraid. I understand him of course, but –’


‘And I’m sure, once we get to know each other, that I will too. Won’t I, George?’


George nodded, gabbled some more and hugged Ella. Oooh, bless him. Suddenly awash with love, she absolutely longed to pick him up and cuddle him.


Poll sighed happily. ‘Well, this seems to be a mutual admiration society, thank heavens. Oh, Lord, sorry about the animals.’


Ella found herself being sniffed and investigated from every conceivable angle. She patted and stroked in return, and hugged George again and didn’t care at all that he’d smeared the muddy bucket across her jeans and pale-green T-shirt.


This was all she’d ever wanted. Well, almost…


‘Oh dear… I’m so sorry.’ Poll looked distracted again. ‘This chaos really isn’t what I’d planned for your arrival. I got my dates muddled, you see, which means – well, you don’t want to know what it means, honestly.’


Ella continued patting and stroking. ‘We did say today, though, didn’t we? I haven’t got it wrong?’


‘Nooo.’ Poll ran an agitated hand through her frizzy hair. It stood on end. ‘It’s not you, it’s me. Oh, I’ll tell you all about it when you’ve settled in. I’m so sorry about the welcome. I’d planned it all so differently…’


‘It’s OK – honestly. I’m just delighted to be here.’


‘Are you? Really? Oh, I’m so pleased.’ Poll looked very relieved. ‘I do hope your journey wasn’t too awful.’


Ella smiled manfully as the hens eyed her sandalled toes with beady speculation. ‘The journey was fine once I’d left London and got the hang of the countryside, and your directions were great – although I did get lost at the end and had to ask directions at the Miracle Mart.’


‘Did you?’ Poll looked askance. ‘How awful! And did Mrs Webb – she runs the Mart – tell you where we are? I’m surprised if she did. She always thinks people are undercover reporters or the Home Office. Watches far too much television, poor dear.’


‘No, I didn’t see Mrs Webb – a couple of the villagers told me.’ Ella felt it was possibly best not to elaborate on the conversation.


‘Good.’ Poll looked relieved. ‘We always go into Hazy Hassocks for our shopping. We don’t go to the Miracle Mart if we can help it. We only use it in dire emergencies. Angel Meadows is a bit odd.’


‘Mmm, it was a bit strange. I didn’t even see a village.’


‘No, it’s more a hamlet, even smaller than Lovers Knot. Anyway, you’ll have plenty of time to explore the area once you’re settled in, won’t you?’


‘Hopefully, yes – oh, and this house is just beautiful.’


‘Thank you. Oh, let me rescue you.’ Poll hurried towards her, shooed at the cats and hens and attempted to remove the dogs and George. ‘We don’t get many visitors. They’re just a bit overexcited. We’ve been so looking forward to meeting you. I’m really sorry.’


‘Please don’t apologise any more, it’s all wonderful. I’ll just get my bags out of the boot, shall I?’


‘Yes, of course. My manners have completely deserted me along with the last of my brain cells. Oh, and yes, you can leave your car there, it’ll be quite safe. It’s a dead end – just barns and things. Let me give you a hand with your luggage, then I can show you your room and we can do the guided tour – or would you like a drink first? It’s very warm for May and you’ve had such a long journey and…’


‘Whatever is easiest for you.’ Ella was still valiantly admiring the rapidly drying mud in the bottom of George’s bucket as she flipped open the boot of the car and hauled out the first designer-tagged holdall. ‘A drink would be lovely, though. Maybe it would be better to get my stuff inside first? There isn’t very much.’


‘So I see. Just two bags,’ Poll sighed. ‘Aren’t you clever? I never seem to manage to travel light. Here, let me help you… Lovely. Now, in through the front door, along the passage and the stairs are straight ahead…’


They made their way, each hauling a holdall and hampered by several cats and dogs, and with George clinging to Ella’s hand and chattering non-stop in what sounded like a childish version of Esperanto, into the farmhouse’s gorgeous cool flagstoned darkness.


Poll pointed out the rooms as they passed.


‘This is my sitting room which we’ll be sharing from now on, and this one was originally a morning room I think, it doubles up as George’s playroom now, oh, and that’s the formal dining room – we haven’t made much use of it really although hopefully we will now – and those two rooms are sort of extra living rooms which will come in handy, and that’s a kind of study-cum-office that is rarely used because I tend to just pile stuff up on the hall table and…’


By the time they’d manoeuvred the twisting staircases to the third floor, with Ella making appreciative noises about each of the rooms, the huge wild flower arrangements, and Hideaway’s nubbly walls and ancient tiles and original wooden balusters, Poll seemed to have regained some sort of composure.


‘I know I’m sounding like an estate agent. I always babble when I’m nervous – and I am. Nervous. Very. If only Ash Lawrence hadn’t thrown me into a complete tizz this morning by phoning and telling me that I’d got my dates wrong.’


Ash Lawrence? Who was Ash Lawrence? Ella frowned. Had she already been told about Ash Lawrence in Poll’s avalanche of chatter? No, she didn’t think so. The ‘mad’ word was rearing its head again. It was probably best not to say anything.


Poll pushed open an oak-panelled door. ‘Here we are. This is your room. And George and I are just along the corridor. This floor was originally one huge attic but had already been converted into three double bedrooms when we moved in, so I just added the en suite in here, and a Jack and Jill bathroom between mine and George’s rooms. I do hope you’ll like it.’


‘Oh, wow!’ Momentarily forgetting all about wrong dates and Ash Lawrence and Poll’s general confusion, Ella dropped her holdall just inside the door of a vast and lovely pale blue and cream room. ‘It’s beautiful! Thank you so much – you’ve gone to so much trouble. I really appreciate it.’


Poll smiled. ‘I want you to feel at home. I want you to be happy. I want us to be able to live together without any problems at all. This venture is very important to me.’


Venture? Ella frowned again. She didn’t remember any mention of a venture in the advert or the subsequent letters. ‘Er, and to me.’


‘Oh good. I’m so glad. Come down as soon as you’re ready and we’ll be able to have a proper chat over lunch about, er, everything.’


Ella nodded. ‘Thanks. I’d really like that. And sorry, but the house is so vast… Will I be able to find you?’


Poll corralled the dogs and cats and George in an untidy group. ‘I’ll be in the kitchen. Bottom of the stairs, straight across the passage, then third door on the right. Take your time – we don’t run to any sort of organised timetable at Hideaway, as you’ll soon discover.’


Ella grinned. ‘That sounds totally blissful. I’ve been so looking forward to not being stressed and always having to be somewhere or doing something at a set time. I don’t suppose you do a lot of clock-watching in the country?’


‘Er, no, not really.’ Poll paused in the doorway. ‘Although we might have to be a little less spontaneous from now on when – no. No, let’s leave that part of it for now.’


Ella, still slightly overwhelmed by the gorgeous room, the ditzy Poll, and the wonderful non-stop chattering George, smiled happily. ‘Oh, I know I’m not here on holiday. I know I’m here to work and I guess I’ll be pretty busy with nannying, oh, and hopefully some cooking…’


‘Cooking?’ Poll raised her eyebrows. ‘You enjoy cooking?’


‘I love it. Especially making puddings. Cooking’s my favourite thing in the whole world,’ Ella said, then cast a longing look at George. ‘Well, nearly…’


‘I love cooking too, especially big main courses, but the kitchen is at your disposal any time you want it,’ Poll chuckled. ‘It’s huge so we won’t get in each other’s way. Mind you, you might hate working in it. It’s very old-fashioned – I don’t have any modern gadgets at all.’


‘That’s not a problem for me. Most of my best puds are from my gran’s handed-down recipes, and I learned to cook them in her 1950s and definitely non-technical kitchen while she watched me like a hawk. It was like taking part in my absolutely favourite cookery programme only without the fear factor.’


‘Cookery programme? Fear factor?’ Poll frowned. ‘Masterchef ? Hell’s Kitchen? Come Dine With Me?’


‘Dewberrys’ Dinners.’


‘No way!’ Poll beamed. ‘That’s my favourite too! Oh, brilliant – we can watch it together.’


‘And laugh at the culinary disasters concocted by the contestants and squirm at the full-on carping between Gabby and Tom.’


‘For a married couple who are both Michelin-starred chefs, they’re truly awful to each other, aren’t they?’ Poll grinned. ‘I’m never sure if they’re going to manage to stay married until the end of each show. They seem to hate each other, don’t they? Do you think it’s all for the television audience’s benefits – or are they really that bitchy to one another?’


Ella shook her head. ‘No idea. Gabby really is an appalling woman, isn’t she? So harsh to the contestants and even more so to poor Tom. Reality telly with teeth and claws. Gabby and Tom make Simon Cowell look like Mother Teresa.’


‘Mmm. But what does that say about us, then? Tuning in in our gazillions to watch some poor saps fail miserably and a marriage disintegrate?’


‘Christians and lions for the twenty-first century,’ Ella agreed. ‘But very clever casting and a brilliant idea. I just think the contestants are really brave – inviting the whole crew and those two self-obsessed Michelin-starrers into their own homes, and then having to cook all those courses live with just their own things, no help at all – and then have to put up with all that criticism.’


‘It must be hell.’ Poll nodded. ‘But worth it in the end. Most of the previous winners have gone on to open their own restaurants, haven’t they? And they get all that prize money.’


‘Surely no amount of money would ever be enough to make up for the public humiliation of having your very best dishes trashed by those two ego maniacs?’ Ella shuddered. ‘Dewberrys’ Dinners is great to watch, but I’d never take part. Never in a million years. Nah, I’ll stick with experimenting with my gran’s recipes, and making my mistakes in private.’


Poll nodded fervently in agreement. ‘But we’ll still watch it, won’t we?’


‘Definitely. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.’ Ella laughed. ‘Which makes us pretty two-faced, doesn’t it?’


‘I suppose it does. Or maybe simply human? Whatever, I’m just thrilled to bits that you’re another fan. Now, I must sort out George’s lunch and let you finish your unpacking. Oh and –’ Poll scuffed at the floor with a sequinned flip-flopped toe ‘– there’s something else I need to talk to you about. My plans for Hideaway Farm. Oh dear, I knew I’d fluff this bit. It’s so tricky to explain, but you see, I’m afraid I wasn’t strictly honest in my advertisement…’




Chapter Four
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Ella, her heart rapidly sinking, stopped smiling and stared at Poll. ‘Really? Um, how not strictly honest? Which bit of the advertisement wasn’t strictly true?’


‘Only a little bit,’ Poll said cheerfully. ‘And as long as Ash Lawrence doesn’t arrive too soon, I’ll explain it properly over lunch. We can have a lovely long chat then, and get to know all about one another. It’s nothing to worry about, I promise you.’


Hmmm, Ella thought darkly. In her experience, that phrase usually meant there was an awful lot to worry about indeed.


Was this brief rural dream all going to be way too good to be true? However much vetting the posh magazine had done, had Poll Andrews slipped through the net? And what exactly had Poll’s advert said?




Happy-go-lucky, honest, non-judgemental person who wants to change their life into the slow lane, required to help out with child-care in idyllic rural farmhouse in return for small remuneration. Car driver preferred. Must like animals. Own room and full board provided.





Fairly non-committal really, Ella thought now. And of course it had been the child-care followed by slow lane and idyllic rural farmhouse that had leaped out at her on that most stressful of city days. But what about the non-judgemental? What was that all about?


At the time she’d assumed that it meant someone liberal-thinking without any radical views to either left or right who wasn’t going to get involved in crusades of any sort – and this had more or less been confirmed by Poll in her letters.


More or less…


Ella frowned, her imagination whizzing into overdrive.


So, what if Poll Andrews and Hideaway Farm were just a cosy front for something far more sleazy? Hadn’t the Great Train Robbers holed up with their stash in some rural farm umpteen zillion years ago? What if Poll was part of a gang? Or a gangster’s moll? Or an internet fraudster? Or a drug baron? Or a money launderer?


What if… ?


Poll interrupted this manic runaway train of thoughts.


‘Oh, please don’t look so worried; it’s nothing awful, honestly. Look, let me get George downstairs and fed and watered while you unpack, then we’ll have lunch and talk things over and –’


George had galloped across to the window and was waving frantically.


‘Ooh, no!’ Poll groaned.


Ella frowned. ‘What’s the matter? Who’s George waving at?’


‘It’s a car turning off Cattle Drovers Passage,’ Poll said shortly. ‘George loves cars and lorries and buses. He waves at all of them. I hope it’s the plumber from Hazy Hassocks come to fix the kitchen tap at last, but I bet it’ll be Ash and Roy – oh, Lordy. Two more for lunch, and no time for us to discuss things…’


Bugger, Ella thought. She frowned again. She seemed to be doing a lot of frowning. ‘Who exactly is this Ash Lawrence? He seems to be causing you quite a lot of trouble.’


‘Oh, bless him. It’s not his fault. It’s all mine – I always seem to get things muddled. Ash is lovely. Really lovely. You’ll adore him. It’s just – I thought he was arriving on the fifteenth…’


‘Today’s the fifteenth.’


‘I know that now,’ Poll said testily, hurrying across the room and removing the still waving George from the clutches of the sash window. ‘Ash told me that this morning on the phone when he said he was on his way. I was looking at the wrong month on the calendar. I’d kept it on the view of Derwentwater because it was so pretty.’


Ella nodded. From what she’d gathered about Poll so far, it sounded horribly plausible.


‘And,’ Poll continued, now giggling with a struggling George, ‘I thought Ash and Roy were moving in next week.’


‘Moving in? Here? Two of them? So he’s – they’re – going to be your lodgers, are they? Is Hideaway a B. & B.? Is that what you didn’t say and why you need to employ me to look after George?’


‘Sort of,’ Poll said evasively as George and his coterie of animals scampered off downstairs. ‘It’s very sad. Ash and Roy lost their previous home, poor things. Oh, but you won’t believe how divine Ash is. Late twenties, absolutely gorgeous looking, and he’s a chef. Or he was – although he’s looking for another post now of course. His accommodation went with his job, but the restaurant owner didn’t take to Roy, Ash’s companion – clearly a nasty case of homophobia – and Ash was given notice to quit.’


‘Oh dear,’ Ella said. ‘That sounds very unfair. But there must have been some really good reason or else this Ash could have sued for wrongful dismissal, couldn’t he? You can’t just sack people because of their sexual preferences, can you? So, is he a friend of yours? Is that why you’ve offered him a home?’


‘No, not really. It’s a bit more complicated than that.’


Ella, already in brain-meltdown and deciding that Poll’s explanation about just how complicated would definitely make things even more convoluted, didn’t ask. ‘And what about, er, the unsuitable boyfriend? Roy? Is he a chef too? What’s he like?’


‘No idea,’ Poll said cheerfully. ‘But he’s not a chef. I’ve got the idea he’s an older man and I think Ash said he does something with pylons.’


‘Pylons? You mean like in the “Wichita Lineman”?’


‘I guess so. The job probably means he’s away a lot and possibly explains why he didn’t come to any of the meetings I’ve had with Ash. Or he was probably too embarrassed after being the cause of them being thrown out of their previous home.’


And he’s probably also a twenty-stone biker with tattoos who plays loud thrash-slash-clash-rock with a penchant for devil worship and biting the heads off bats, Ella thought darkly. ‘But surely, with George to consider, you must have checked this Roy out too, if he’s going to be lodging here?’


‘Oh, yes. Um, actually, no. I’ve, um, made bad business decisions in the past so I left my solicitor to do all the investigations and stuff this time. He assures me he found absolutely nothing doubtful at all. So we can safely assume Roy is as pure as the driven snow.’


Hmm, Ella thought, still far from convinced. Roy had probably simply changed his name to duck under the investigative radar.


Oh, God – not only was she no longer entirely sure why she was at Hideaway Farm, but she was now going to be sharing it with a homeless chef and the gay Berkshire equivalent of an early Ozzy Osbourne.


Fantastic.


Poll fiddled with her beads. ‘Look, there’s so much I need to tell you, but I’ll just go down and say hello to Ash again and introduce myself to Roy and get them settled in, if that is them in the car, of course, and make George’s lunch, then hopefully we’ll be able to sort things out… OK?’


‘OK.’ Ella nodded, trying to fix on a cheerful I-can-cope-with-anything smile. ‘That sounds lovely.’


Ella waited until the door had closed behind Poll, then exhaled in confusion. Well, whatever was going on, she’d agreed on three months’ trial and she was just going to have to make the best of it.


And at least Hideaway Farm was exactly what Poll had said it was in her letters. Digging out her mobile from her handbag, Ella quickly texted her parents, her sister, her ex-flatmates, three ex-work colleagues, and her two best friends to let them all know she’d arrived safely, the decision had been the right one, the countryside, house and especially her room was fabulous, all was absolutely hunky-dory, and that she’d be wearing a daisy-chain tiara and cherry earrings and saying ‘me duck’ before they knew it.


She hesitated slightly before texting Mark. She wanted to speak to him, to hear his voice, but knew it would probably end in tears, so she quickly sent a non-committal and brief ‘arrived safely. beautiful house. lovely people. all ok so far. speak soon. Love E x’.


Then bobbing beneath the low, sloping ceiling, she ran across the polished floorboards and stared out of one of the large open sash windows at the back of Hideaway Farm.


Below her was a dusty yard enclosed by a tall wall, a faded blur of grey slates and old-gold sandstone, glittering in the sun like encrusted gemstones, and dotted with lichen and moss – and yes, there were lots of hens scratching happily about in the borders that glowed with tumbled flowers.


And beyond the yard she could see snaking glimpses of Hideaway Lane, just visible over the wall and through the lilac bushes, and the end of the quaintly named Cattle Drovers Passage – and then, there was nothing.


No houses, no people, no traffic. Just trees, and blossom, and fields, and so much sky – as far as the eyes could see – all wrapped up in a warm, drowsy silence.


It was, as she’d known it would be, absolutely perfect.


Well, apart from the little niggle about Poll, of course. She already knew that Poll was in her forties and divorced – Poll had been very open about her circumstances in her letters – and now she also knew, by her own admission, that Poll was not completely honest.


Ah well, Ella thought as she sorted her pared-down clothes into neat piles on the gloriously downy bed, she’d discover more over lunch, wouldn’t she? Unless lunch was totally dominated by the homeless gay couple, of course.


Hey-ho…


Finding homes for her things in the lavender-fragranced drawers and wardrobe, Ella hugged herself in delight at the sheer gorgeousness of her room. It was exactly like a suite in a country-house hotel – simply too lovely for words. Poll had provided everything she could ever need. Cool on the scorching day, voile curtains floated sensuously at the windows, there were jugs of flowers everywhere, and a small television set and stereo sat on top of a bookcase, which in turn was crammed with a mixture of old cloth-bound editions and sparkly new paperbacks.


How long was it since she’d even opened a book? Although, maybe now she was a country girl she’d be able to catch up on her reading which would be great…


And – ohmigod! Look at that!


There was even a tiny fridge and courtesy tray and a Teasmade beside the bed!


How fantastic!


Ella laughed in delight. Her grandparents had a Teasmade. She thought they’d died out in the 1970s.


Oh, this place was bliss…


‘Ella!’ Poll’s voice echoed distantly up the stairs. ‘I’m so sorry, but it looks as though we’re going to have to delay our little chat for a while. Please come down for lunch whenever you’re ready. George is in the garden having his, but Ash Lawrence has just arrived.’




Chapter Five
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As she reached Hideaway’s front door, Poll sighed. Typical. The day which had started so well had now disintegrated into chaotic confusion. Again. This definitely wasn’t how she’d planned things. Her last hope that she and Ella would have more time alone to discuss her plans for Hideaway without interruptions had definitely bitten the dust.


The tall, slender, deliciously dark man in jeans and T-shirt uncurling himself from the driving seat of the loaded estate car had seen to that. Not, of course, that it was his fault. That – as usual – was all hers.


Poll took a deep breath, carefully lifted her long skirts, safely negotiated the steps, and held out her hand to Ash Lawrence.


‘Ash, hello. How lovely to see you again. You’ve made good time. And I’m so sorry about the mix up in the dates.’


Ash Lawrence stopped stretching, smiled and shook her hand firmly. ‘I just hope we haven’t caused you too much trouble by arriving unexpectedly.’


‘None at all,’ Poll lied cheerfully. ‘It was my mistake.’


‘If you’re still not quite ready for us I could go away and come back tomorrow. I’ve been sleeping in the car for a while now – one more night won’t make any difference.’


‘No!’ Poll was horrified. ‘You can’t do that – no. We’re all ready, honestly, and – oh, yes, please bring your stuff indoors and I’ll show you to your room and – ah – and this must be Roy.’


She turned her welcoming smile to the tall, thin, gawky Art Garfunkel lookalike who was emerging from the estate car’s passenger seat.


‘Er, no.’ Ash shook his head. ‘Actually, Roy’s been staying with someone else on a very temporary basis since we had to leave the restaurant, but there wasn’t room for me as well. This is Joe. A mate of mine. He’s going to help me move my heavy stuff in. Roy’ll be along later.’


‘Oh, right. Hello, then, Joe.’ Poll turned back to Ash. ‘I’ll look forward to meeting Roy when he arrives. Look, shall I just show you to your room? Then you and Joe can get your bits and pieces in without too much interruption.’


‘Lovely, thanks.’ Ash flashed the devastating smile again. ‘You’ve no idea how grateful I – we – are. Right, Joe, if you start unloading, I’ll find out where we’re going.’


Coming downstairs and after several false starts, Ella eventually found her way to Hideaway’s kitchen. As there was no sign of Poll on the stairs or in the house, she assumed the Ash-arrival was still taking place outside.


Wow, though – she looked around in delight – whatever else Poll had not been truthful about, she certainly hadn’t lied about the kitchen. It was exactly how she imagined a farmhouse kitchen would be: quarry-tiled floors and nubbly plastered walls, with a huge refectory table surrounded by ancient Windsor chairs, and several gorgeous floor-to-ceiling dressers loaded with china, and pots and pans hanging from a clothes airer contraption – oh yes, and herbs drying there too! Ella inhaled the wonderful scent of thyme and basil and parsley. Cooking in here was going to be absolute bliss.


And wow again! Walking from the cool kitchen into the searing heat of the garden, Ella was met by a tidal wave of warm, honey-sweet air and a deluge of butterflies.


In the lee of the farmhouse, the yard was exquisitely country cottagey, with a little patch of lush lawn and flower-packed beds to one side, shaded from the sun by fronding trees, and set out with a canopied swing seat and parasoled wooden table and chairs. It was idyllically pretty, like something from a child’s picture book.


On closer inspection, the floor of the high-walled dusty yard was actually mellowed bricks, with a sort of hollowed out bit in one corner which was clearly George’s dirt pit. Ella smiled delightedly, watching him now as he industriously chugged his vividly coloured lorries in and out of the miniature quarry, helped by the sturdiest dog, while the remaining dogs, cats and hens had all found respite from the heat beneath the overhanging branches of the heavily blossomed lilac trees.


The remains of George’s lunch were on the table, and Ella flicked the buzz of inquisitive wasps and bees away with her hand.


George looked up and waved at her, yelling some unintelligible and lengthy greeting. Ella waved back.


She sank on to the canopied swing seat and rocked gently back and forth, watching George playing, swamped with pleasure. Why, oh why couldn’t Mark be here to see this? Surely, seeing this place, meeting George, he’d understand that this really was her dream come true. She’d always adored children, and had always wanted to be a nanny for as long as she could remember, but had been persuaded to do business studies and find a ‘proper job’ by her teachers and parents. So, reluctantly, she’d gone along with it until the urge became just too much to bear. And now, she thought, gazing up at the cloudless sky, and listening to the sound of country silence and George’s cheerful prattle, she’d made a stand and taken a life-changing decision.


Why did everyone seem to think it so wrong for her to have these incredibly strong maternal feelings? Why should she be made to feel as though she’d somehow let down the sisterhood by not striving for a career but simply wanting to spend her life with children: initially other people’s, and then eventually her own? Why was it considered so dreadfully old-fashioned to actually aspire to being a contented homemaker and mother?


It was not only her family who thought she was throwing away her life on looking after children. Mark thought so too…


Ella pushed the thoughts of their last angry row out of her head. She was here now, and Mark was in London, and they had agreed on three months apart to resolve their differences.


She definitely wasn’t going to think about Mark. Well, not right now anyway.


George looked across at her again and waved a plastic shovel in the air. Ella smiled at him. He was just so cute…


Chattering happily, he beckoned her over to the dirt pit.


‘Sorry? Ah, right… you’d like me to help you with the digging?’


George nodded enthusiastically and picked up a second shovel.


‘Great.’ Grinning in delight, tucking her hair behind her ears, Ella eased herself up from the swing seat and hurried to join him.




Chapter Five
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Poll ushered Ash upstairs to the second floor room he’d be sharing with Roy, and to her relief and delight he was as volubly pleased with his accommodation as Ella had been with hers. Poll wanted to kiss him.


She beamed. ‘Oh, I’m so pleased you like your room – and I hope Roy approves too, of course. I know it’ll all be a bit strange to start with – but please just make it your home. If there’s anything at all you need, just ask. Oh, here you are – two front door keys – and if you forget them I always leave a spare one hanging in the back porch. I’ll leave you to settle in now, go and sort out lunch, and pop back in a minute. OK?’


‘Perfect, thank you.’


And relieved that so far Ash’s arrival had gone without any problems, Poll hitched up her skirts and practically skipped downstairs.


Finding no sign of Ella or George anywhere in the house, she hurried through the kitchen, peered into the garden, and chuckled to herself. They were kneeling side by side in the dirt pit, industriously chugging lorries back and forth, lost in their own world.


Maybe for once she’d made the right decision, Poll thought happily, watching them together. There had been plenty of better qualified applicants for the job of mother’s help, but Ella’s openness and honesty about her lack of formal experience had been endearing, and her overwhelming love of children had outweighed any last doubts. And to be honest, Poll admitted to herself, she’d have been terrified of most of the Career Nannies who’d applied. No, it was far better this way – to have someone who not only loved George but was also, hopefully, going to become a friend.


‘Enjoying yourselves?’


‘This is the best fun I’ve had for years.’ Ella, now fairly grubby, looked up, shading her eyes from the sun. ‘George and I are building a new motorway. It’s going to have a special lane just for lorries, and one for buses and another for cars, and lots of sweet shops and a funfair, oh, and a swimming pool.’


Poll laughed. ‘Sounds perfect. You’ll have to submit the idea to the Ministry of Transport. And does this mean you and George are already starting to talk the same language?’


‘Absolutely.’ Ella sat back on her heels. ‘I’ve not managed to get all of it yet, but give me time. As it is, we’re communicating OK with the basics.’


‘Amazing – and oh, Ella, I’m so sorry for all this confusion and delay because you must be starving.’


‘Hungry, yes,’ Ella admitted, ‘but you’re busy and I can wait. Have Ash and Roy moved in now?’


‘Ash has. Well, he’s in the process. With a friend called Joe helping him.’


‘Not the mysterious Roy?’


Poll shook her head. ‘No, not yet. Roy’s been staying somewhere else and will be along later. I said we’d give Ash and Joe a few minutes to get the stuff upstairs and then I’ll introduce you.’


Ella nodded. ‘Fine – but I still wonder why isn’t Roy here helping with the move.’


‘I’ve no idea. Maybe you’d like to ask?’


‘And maybe I’ll just do that,’ Ella laughed. ‘Are you suggesting that I’m nosey?’


‘As I don’t know you well enough yet, I wouldn’t dream of it.’


Ella chuckled. ‘I’ll save you the bother, then. I am. Very.’


‘Me too.’


They smiled at one another.


Grabbing his favourite lorry, George suddenly clambered from the dirt pit and scampered happily towards the kitchen door.


‘I think he wants to go and see what’s happening and do the introductions now, too.’ Ella grinned. ‘So clearly we’re not the only nosey ones.’


Poll stood up. ‘Come on then, I expect they’re still unpacking, but I promise you, you will adore Ash.’


As they reached the front door, there was no sign of Joe outside, but Ash was dragging a final heap of bags from the estate car and George and the dogs rushed to issue their customary greetings.


Ash, as Ella had done, was reacting very nicely to the onslaught, Poll noticed with pleasure. He certainly was very charming.


Ash paused in the introductions and patting and stroking and smiled again. He really did have the most devastating smile. ‘I’m almost done here. We’ve got most of the stuff in. It’s a fabulous room – absolutely perfect. Thanks so much.’


‘You’re very welcome.’ Poll winced slightly at the warmth of the reception George and the dogs were giving Ash. ‘I hope you’ll both be very happy here and –’


‘Oooh.’ Ella’s eyes widened as Ash strolled past Poll. ‘Wow. He’s really fit – and absolutely gorgeous.’


‘Mmm,’ Poll chuckled. ‘And maybe I’ve got this wrong, but didn’t you say in your letters that you’d got a boyfriend in London?’


‘Yes, well, yes, but it’s a long story.’


Poll raised her eyebrows. ‘Which, as I’m incurably nosey, you’ll tell me all about sometime soon?’


Ella laughed. ‘Maybe I will, and maybe I won’t.’


‘Of course you will.’ Poll smiled. ‘I’m a good listener. It goes with the nosiness. Anyway, even if you didn’t have a boyfriend at home, he is definitely not your type.’


‘Actually, he is,’ Ella said happily. ‘In a totally hypothetical way, of course, given that I’m no longer young, free and single. But he’s drop dead gorgeous. I love dark hair and blue eyes, and look at those cheekbones and the length of those eyelashes…’


‘Yes, gorgeous he may be, but he’s definitely not your type.’


‘Oh, believe me he is – a girl can look and appreciate these things, can’t she? What did you say his name was again? Joe?’


‘No… No, Ella, listen. He’s not Joe. Joe’s the friend who’s sorting stuff out upstairs. He’s Ash. Ash Lawrence.’ Poll stretched her eyes and lips in exaggerated agitation. ‘Ash Lawrence… Get it? Gay chef, boyfriend called Roy…’


‘Ah – damn.’ Ella nodded slowly. ‘That’s Ash Lawrence, is it? Now I see why he’s very not my type. What a shame, because he’s too stunning for words. Blimey then, I wonder what Roy’s like?’


‘Beautiful,’ Ash Lawrence said smoothly, appearing between them and hauling various bags and suitcases up the steps, ‘and the love of my life.’


Poll was amused to notice that Ella was blushing. ‘Ash, this is Ella. She’s just arrived too and –’


‘Another waif and stray?’ Ash beamed at Ella. ‘I can see I’m in good company. Ash Lawrence.’


‘Ella Maloney. Great to meet you. And not a waif and stray, a mother’s help and a willing convert to the rural life.’


Once George had insisted on shaking hands solemnly again, and Ash had been introduced to the dogs, the cats and three of the hens by name, and they’d all helped in hauling the remainder of his luggage from the estate car into the hall, Poll suggested to Ella that it might be kinder to Ash if she removed George and the animals to the relative calm of the garden again.


‘OK.’ Ella nodded, grabbing George’s hand. ‘Is there anything you’d like me to do for lunch?’


‘Good heavens, no, you’ve only just arrived yourself. I’m being a completely useless hostess.’ Poll shook her head. ‘Actually, lunch is all ready, thanks. And as soon as Ash is unloaded we’ll be able to eat and drink all afternoon and have a lovely chat together.’


‘Great.’ Ella grinned. ‘Come on then, George, we’ve got a motorway to construct.’


Once they were alone again, Poll looked at Ash. ‘As soon as you and Joe have finished, please come and have some lunch with us.’


‘Thanks, but I did promise I’d drop Joe off at work and then go and pick Roy up as soon as I’d unpacked. It’s not far so we shouldn’t be long. We don’t like being apart.’


Poll smiled happily at such devotion. ‘Of course you don’t. Maybe you and Roy could join us, then? I’ve done loads of food and we can all get to know one another. Come straight through the house and into the garden when you get back. Oh, I’m so pleased you’re here. It’s going to be such fun.’


Ash nodded. ‘I think it is, too. Thanks so much for this, Poll. I’m really grateful.’


Poll waved her hands. ‘Don’t mention it. And we’re all going to get on brilliantly. Ella is a lovely girl and –’


‘Very pretty.’


‘Very,’ Poll agreed. ‘And she’s left her boyfriend behind in London to come and work here. I do hope she won’t miss him too much. Still, at least you and Roy will soon be reunited, won’t you?’


Ash smiled. ‘We will. I can’t wait to get him settled in. He’s really going to love it here.’


Poll was lovely if ever-so-slightly mad, Ella decided as, with the sun beating relentlessly on her back, she and George industriously tunnelled through the dirt pit. And Ash Lawrence was, she thought with only a momentary flicker of guilt about Mark, without doubt the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. She’d be sharing her life – her perfect new, albeit crazy, rustic life – living in the same house as the Most Stunning Man in the Entire World.


Oooh, damn it. The Most Stunning Very Gay Loved Up Man in the Entire World. And all her friends had told her she should make this break permanent, and that she was bound to find a far more suitable man and forget about Mark, and Ella had robustly denied it, scoffing at the very thought that she should be so shallow.


And then, with no warning, there he was – Ash Lawrence – her ideal man. Except, of course, he wasn’t, because one, she didn’t know him at all and two, he was gay, and three – great big three – she was in love with Mark. She sighed and concentrated on channelling away at another dirt tunnel.


Poll drifted out of the kitchen door and collapsed on to a wooden seat. ‘Whoo, it’s sooo hot. We’ve had so many wash-outs recently I’d forgotten what hot summers were like. Is George OK?’


‘Fine,’ Ella said, blowing strands of dusty hair away from her face. ‘Says he likes Ash a lot and wants to meet Roy now. And I hope you don’t mind but I found some juice in the fridge so we’ve both had a drink, oh, and I found a sunhat for him in the kitchen.’


‘Bless you, I can see you’re clearly going to be a godsend. I didn’t mean for you to start work straight away – you must be so tired after your journey – I do appreciate it.’


‘No problem,’ Ella said cheerfully, as George issued a string of construction instructions. ‘And if this is work then I’m more than happy.’


‘Well, I’m still mortified. I’d planned to serve up jugs of iced fruit juice and lashings of food and welcome you properly. My life never seems to run to plan – but you’re obviously brilliantly resourceful. I just knew you would be. So? What do you think?’


‘About what? Oh, Ash Lawrence? After my embarrassing little girlie fan gush, you know very well what I think.’


Poll laughed.


Ella pulled a face. ‘Not funny. I only hope he didn’t hear. So, I gather the devastating Ash is happy up there? And where’s Roy hiding?’


‘Ash is very happy with the room, yes, and is just about to go and collect Roy from the place where he’s been staying. Ash has been sleeping in the car because there wasn’t room for him. Isn’t that sad?’


‘Very. And it’s also very sad, given that he’s possibly the sexiest bloke on the planet, that he’s gay. But I still don’t understand why Roy doesn’t have his own car. Why can’t he drive here himself here? If he’s working on pylons as the Berkshire equivalent of the Wichita Lineman he must have transport. Has he lost his licence do you reckon?’


‘I don’t know.’ Poll shook her head. ‘But you’ll be able to ask him all those questions yourself pretty soon – that sounds like Ash driving off along the lane now to fetch him. He shouldn’t be too long.’


He wasn’t. Less than half an hour later, heralded by George’s screams of excitement from his dirt-pit quarrying, Ash Lawrence appeared in the kitchen doorway.


‘Hi!’ He looked around with appreciation. ‘Oh, this is gorgeous out here, isn’t it? I’ve collected Roy. I’ll just get his stuff upstairs, and is it OK if I put his food in the freezer?’


‘Of course,’ Poll said. ‘Does he have a special diet? You should have said. I’d have got some things in for him specially.’


Ash smiled the melting smile again. ‘I wouldn’t dream of it. Roy’s well stocked up. Look, I’ll just do the food thing – he’s still in the car. Why don’t you go and say hello?’


Poll and Ella nodded and, with George and the lorries following, made their way through the house.


‘I don’t want to be non-pc here,’ Ella whispered as they reached the front door, ‘but do you think Roy’s, well, OK? I mean, it all seems a bit odd. Him being the one staying somewhere while Ash slept rough, and not helping with the move, the special diet, and now not getting out of the car – you don’t think he’s, um, sort of well, disabled in some way, do you?’


Poll shook her head. ‘Lord knows. I hope not because I haven’t fitted ramps or anything and I would have if I’d known. But Ash didn’t say anything about it at our previous meetings, and my solicitor certainly didn’t mention anything in his searches.’


Ella peered at Poll. ‘These legal searches and reports – how closely did you read them?’


Poll shrugged. ‘Well, I didn’t read every word, naturally – I mean, once the solicitor had assured me that the criminal records checks were all clear, and I’d skimmed through the basics…’


‘You gave up?’


‘Well, yes. There were dozens of pages of the stuff. But Roy was OK. The solicitor said so, in fact, he laughed when he said it, so I knew I’d got nothing to worry about. And Roy works shinning up and down those massive pylons, doesn’t he? He can’t be, um, disabled or ill in any way, can he? Maybe he’s just shy?’


‘And maybe he’s just slightly ashamed of being a hell’s angel or something equally antisocial?’ Ella said as they clattered down the steps towards Ash’s estate car. ‘And maybe the solicitor has a warped sense of humour. And maybe the special diet is bats and fresh blood and – Jesus Christ!’


‘What?’ Poll stopped walking. ‘What’s the matter?’


Ella jabbed a finger at the car. ‘Works on pylons my eye! Dear God, Poll – I’m not surprised the solicitor laughed. Why the hell didn’t you read those legal reports?’


Poll frowned. ‘Why? What’s wrong with him? Oh, poor Roy. Is he badly incapacitated? Awfully disfigured? Doesn’t he work on pylons, then?’


‘No, Poll. Roy definitely doesn’t work on pylons. In fact, Roy doesn’t work anywhere at all. Roy’s a bloody python.’




Chapter Seven
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Recoiling mesmerised, neither of them spoke. Oblivious to their stunned silence, George was standing on tiptoe, excitedly peering into the car, making cooing noises.


‘Poll?’ Ella whispered. ‘Breathe. Say something.’


Poll, still staring at Roy, grabbed a protesting George to safety and cleared her throat. ‘Right – yes, OK – what? Such as?’


Ella swallowed. ‘Anything. Anything at all that might be reassuring. Anything that won’t make me more shivery than I already am.’


‘Are you frightened?’


‘Frightened? Of… him… it… Roy? Yep, I think I am. Aren’t you?’


‘A little disturbed, yes. He’s come as quite a shock. OK, er, so, let’s be practical… I’m a vegetarian, so what do pythons eat?’


‘Cats, dogs, chickens and small boys?’ Ella hazarded, her eyes transfixed on the mass of softly undulating coils crammed in the small tank on the back seat of Ash’s car. ‘Lord knows, but you can bet your life it won’t be Quorn or tofu.’


‘Oh, God.’ Poll swallowed, anchoring George firmly to her side. ‘And whatever it is, Ash has just put it in the freezer.’


‘Look on the bright side, then, at least it must be dead.’
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