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			Epigraph

			And pluck till time and times are done
The silver apples of the moon,
The golden apples of the sun

			W B YEATS

		


		
			
				[image: 459396.png]
			

			

			
				[image: 459387.png]
			

			

		


		
			PART ONE

		


		
			1

			Crack!

			There was nothing more satisfying than the sound of an axe splitting a log. Tabitha had spent all morning getting her swing just right, like a golfer, and now she had the perfect rhythm. It was better than any workout, and she was stripped down to a camisole and shorts, dripping with sweat. Not a ladylike glow, but good honest salty sweat, running in rivulets down her face, her back, everywhere …

			She’d finally accepted that the tree wasn’t going to survive. It had shown signs of disinterest in life some time ago. She had done what she could to mollycoddle it over the heat of the summer, but now there was nothing for it but to chop it down and use it for firewood. Often, they would keep fallen trees, and sometimes these would continue to bear fruit, but this was blocking the way so now, instead of an ancient apple tree, she had a beautiful pile of logs waiting to be stacked in the wood-store for drying.

			She wasn’t sentimental. She would replace it, get a new tree tucked safely into the orchard so it would get strong before the first frost and the onset of winter, which would be upon them before they were ready. It was always so hard to believe cold weather was on its way in the soft warmth of early autumn, with the trees and bushes and hedgerows heavy with fruit, gold and purple and deep red and orange.

			She gathered up the last few logs, flung them in her wheelbarrow and laid her axe on top. She gave a loud whistle, and Poe – named by her cousin Georgia after Edgar Allan Poe, because his shiny coat was as black as a raven’s wing – bounded back to her. He was a formidable ratter. Even though Dragonfly Farm wasn’t a proper working farm – no cattle or sheep; no grain to store – the outhouses were still a draw for vermin.

			She calculated there was enough time for her to go and have a long bath with a dose of Epsom salts to soothe her muscles before heading to the Swan. She’d worked there for seven years and she wouldn’t give it up for anything. On the banks of the river Rushbrook that gave the village its name, the pub was unspoilt, cosy but comfy, with a good mix of locals and people from further afield who popped in regularly for one of her famous pies. She was part of the fixtures and fittings. She belonged there as much as the flagstone floors and the cases full of fish that had been caught in the river and the photographs of the Rushbrook cricket team going back to the 1800s.

			The pie-making had started when the chef had gone off sick and Tabitha had stepped in: she didn’t have the skills to cook to order, so she had taken the contents of the fridge and made a selection of pies. They had gone down a storm and were now the pub’s speciality. Chicken and mushroom, steak and Stilton, venison, fish, spinach and feta, rabbit and mustard – she changed them according to the season. They were all topped with her shiny pastry, hand-decorated with lattice work and leaves and finally monogrammed with an entwined TM for Tabitha Melchior.

			Today, she was spending the afternoon making pies before her shift behind the bar, which would finish about midnight. Then she would be up at the crack of dawn the next morning to exercise racehorses for Jimmy O’Gowan. It was hard work and not nearly as glamorous as it sounded, but she loved it: she was light but strong, and a fearless rider. Every week Jimmy would plead with her to come and work for him full time. ‘Ah, come on now, Miss Melchior,’ he’d say, his voice syrupy with Galway charm. ‘You’re the only person who never lets me down. I need you to run the yard. We’d win the Gold Cup every year with you at the helm.’

			But she would laugh her refusal.

			When people asked Tabitha what she did for a living, she was always amused by the look on their faces when she recited the list. She’d worked out a long time ago that she wasn’t a career girl. She didn’t want to be answerable to anyone. She was a pie-making/racehorse-exercising/cider-making/anything-else-that-came-her-way barmaid who by and large chose exactly how to live her life.

			OK, so she didn’t get sick pay or have much of a pension, and even lumped together her income wasn’t huge, but she did what she loved with people she loved and she never got bored, and what could be better than that?

			It was flexible too: if she wanted to disappear off to Glastonbury for a week, she could. When she needed to take time off for the apple harvest and annual cider making, she could. And she was able to be spontaneous and indulge in passion projects.

			The week before, the whole of Year 7 from Nettleford Community College had come to Dragonfly Farm for the day – a field trip for all the new children to get to know each other and have a riverside picnic. The ritual had been established by Tabitha’s great-aunt, Joy. As a health visitor, community had been important to Joy, and Tabitha wanted to keep the tradition going.

			The coach had arrived and the children tumbled out, prepubescent and unruly, oozing ennui yet secretly glad not to be shut up in the classroom but instead to frolic in the orchards and enjoy the last of the Indian summer. She’d taken them into the barn to make some juice using the first of the early apples and gave them all a taste.

			‘Can’t we have some proper cider, miss?’

			‘I’m afraid not.’ Tabitha grinned.

			‘My dad loves your cider. He asked me to bring some home.’

			‘I’m afraid last year’s has run out. And we haven’t started this year’s yet. Not till next month at least.’

			She felt a little glow at the recognition. Melchior Cider might only have a product reach of about three miles, but it had almost cult status. Some people had been drinking it for more than thirty years, from when Joy first began making it as a hobby, selling it at the farm gate. It was said that if you drank it during the full moon, you could make anyone you wanted fall in love with you. Tabitha had never tested the theory, but there had been several Melchior Cider weddings to her knowledge: couples who had met while under its influence and had ordered it to be drunk at the reception. It had given her an idea – something she was working on in secret: to produce a sparkling cider, a light, delicious, celebratory fizz filled with West Country sunshine.

			Afterwards, the children had done a few worksheets, grumbling, then she had taken them down to the river. The autumn sun filtered through the trees over their heads as they sat on the grassy bank where the river widened out into a large pool and became still, and the weeping willows trailed their branches on the surface. They listened, wide-eyed, as she told them the dramatic history of Dragonfly Farm.

			‘This farm once belonged to the Culbones. That’s their house you can see on the other side of the valley.’

			They all craned their necks to peep over the tops of the trees. They could just glimpse the grey slates of Rushbrook House and a pair of tall chimneys.

			‘One night, my great-great-great-grandfather, Joseph Melchior, won the farm off Casper Culbone in a game of cards at the Swan. They’d been drinking cider all evening and were three sheets to the wind.’

			The children were all agog. Even though they were bursting with hormones and their heads were filled with selfies and Snapchat, the magic of storytelling still worked on them.

			‘Next morning, when they’d sobered up, Joseph made Casper honour his gambling debt. There’d been plenty of witnesses in the pub. He moved into the farm that very day.’

			There was a communal nod. The children all understood the etiquette of gambling, it seemed.

			‘The Culbones were furious but there was nothing they could do. And even now,’ Tabitha finished, ‘Melchiors and Culbones still don’t speak. They cross the road if they see each other.’

			She was exaggerating slightly. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen a Culbone, as Rushbrook House was rented out. But she had been livid when the Culbones’ solicitor sent a letter to her great-uncle just after Joy had died, offering to buy the farm back. Over a hundred years on and they were still sore losers.

			She didn’t tell them the rest of the story either. How Casper Culbone had taken his revenge by stealing the love of Joseph’s life. The unhappy ending was a little too graphic for eleven-year-olds, she thought, although she suspected they might relish the ghoulish detail.

			She looked at the still water of Eleanor’s Pool, as it was known locally, and as always, her heart ached with sorrow for the lovesick girl who had taken her own life. Tabitha had vowed never to let any man manipulate her in the way Eleanor had been by Casper Culbone, nor lose her heart to someone who would drive her to madness. Tabitha still put flowers on Eleanor’s grave sometimes, when she went to tend her great-aunt’s memorial in the churchyard.

			Afterwards, she gave the children a picnic of craggy cheese and sourdough bread she’d made that morning, and slabs of cake thick with sultanas. They’d been wary at first. She could see them wrinkling their noses and looking at each other doubtfully. They were used to plastic bread and processed cheese and bags of crisps and additive-filled chocolate bars washed down with fizzy pop. But every crumb was gone.

			It had been the warmest of September afternoons, when the sunlight trickles like honey onto your skin, a gentler warmth than the harsh glare of high summer. Tabitha wished she could let the children jump into the river, but there hadn’t been a risk assessment so the teacher was reluctant.

			She strode back through the orchard now, smiling at the memory of sixty eleven-year-olds shouting their thanks as they climbed back on the bus. The long grass swished at her legs as she pushed her barrow through the apple trees. She reached up to tug at an apple overhead – it was still slightly reluctant to come away, but she pulled it off then twisted it in half. Inside, the flesh was smooth and creamy, and the musty apple scent made her stomach flicker with anticipation. But the pips in the core were too pale: not the chestnut brown they needed to be. Not time to harvest yet.

			She reached the sprawling courtyard of outbuildings at the back of the farmhouse. She emptied the logs into the stone store that was easy to get to when Gum, her great-uncle, needed to nip outside for a fresh supply on a dark night. It was his nightly ritual, to set the fire in the living room. She stacked the logs neatly at the very back to dry out. They wouldn’t be ready for a year at least.

			Then she pushed her barrow over to the tool shed, leaned it against the wall, wiped her axe carefully and hung it back up. In here were tools that went back generations, and she knew she would always find whatever she needed. Loppers and secateurs, shovels, forks, long poles for knocking the apples from the highest branches, pruning knives. They were all kept immaculate, the blades oiled, the handles smooth, and hung up on hooks in their own particular place. She loved the smell in here. Slightly damp, with a base note of oil and a top note of wood, the smell of centuries of toil.

			She locked the shed up and dropped the key in her pocket. They might live in the depths of the Somerset countryside, but you never knew when a light-fingered opportunist might wander by and help themselves. And to Tabitha these items were irreplaceable. The handles had been worn down by generations of Melchiors. No insurance claim could make up for their loss if they went missing.

			The sun was high in the sky, burning rose-gold. She stood still for a moment to enjoy the peace and remember the people who had been in and out of this yard throughout her life – the ones who were still here, and the ones who weren’t. She still expected to see Joy bowling round the corner with a basket of eggs or an armful of cabbages, her cheeks pink and her hair wild. She had left Tabitha and Georgia a little bit of money when she’d gone. Tabitha had planted the field that ran down to the river with fifty new apple trees. Not the kind of apples destined for the fruit bowl, but small, tannic and bittersweet – the best variety for sparkling cider.

			‘That money was supposed to be spent on you,’ Gum had chided her.

			‘This is for me,’ said Tabitha, who loved the orchards more than anything.

			Georgia had bought a top-of-the-range MacBook, which made perfect sense, as writing was her life. Tabitha sighed, thinking of her cousin, and wondered if their feud had gone on long enough.

			She missed Joy and she missed Georgia. Only one of those things could she do anything about. But what? Perhaps she should swallow her pride and pick up the phone. Not now, though. There were pies to be made.

			She slipped inside the back door, ran through the kitchen and up the narrow, winding back staircase to the bathroom, where she turned the hot tap on to full blast, stripped off her clothes and watched the mirror over the sink steam up and her reflection disappear.
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			The knife fitted into his palm perfectly, his fingers curled round the satin-smooth walnut handle. It was just the right weight: not too heavy, but solid enough to have authority, and perfectly balanced. Nothing could argue with a knife like this. The blade would slice through almost everything. He imagined it plunging through flesh and fat and sinew without effort. It would meet no resistance.

			He held it up under the lamp which swung from the ceiling of the railway arch. A tiny stamp near the handle made him smile, as it always did: an angel with a halo. And underneath were his initials: GC.

			He wondered where the knife would end up. He always felt a protective fatherliness towards his handiwork. He shuddered to think of it being misused: thrust into a dishwasher or left at the bottom of a sink of dirty water.

			Some of his knives were bespoke, the size and shape of the blade made to the customer’s exacting requirements, the wood of the handle carefully chosen for the way it felt against their skin. Knives were very personal. Everyone had their own preference, moulded to their habits and their environment. A chef in a busy restaurant kitchen had different needs from a keen home cook. But one thing was certain. Interest in bespoke knives had rocketed; knife makers were heroes. And Gabriel Culbone was gradually becoming a brand.

			He laid his latest specimen down gently and wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his arm. He flicked a glance at the clock: he should crack on with the next, he thought, and get as much as he could done.

			Before he could begin a sudden coldness stopped him, a chill that made every hair on his body ripple. He stood still as it ran from his head to his toes, accompanied by the strangest sensation of loss. He frowned. He wasn’t a fanciful man, but he felt as if he had been standing under a tap, or dipped into an icy lake in the depths of winter. Rather than feeling adrenaline, he felt as if his heart was slowing; as if his system was closing down.

			As quickly as the sensation had arrived, it had gone.

			He looked at the temperature gauge on the wall. It was no colder than usual in the workshop. It could be arctic in here in the depths of winter, before he stoked up the wood-burning stove, but it was only autumn.

			He shivered as he looked around for an explanation – an open door, perhaps – but there was none. Unsettled, he analysed the feeling of emptiness he was left with now the coldness had gone. It was more emotional than physical, although he couldn’t have described it. He tried to shake the feeling away.

			His grandmother, Diana, would have said somebody’s walked over your grave. Alarmed, he wondered if she was all right. He knew the home would ring him if something happened to her. He was the first point of contact, after all, as there wasn’t much point in them calling his mother in Pondicherry. Or was it Comporta? He couldn’t keep up with Lydia’s itinerary these days. She was very much in demand, bending people into impossible positions and gently anointing their temples with scented balm until they reached a state of bliss.

			His phone began to chirrup and he stared at it across the workbench, wondering if this was the call he constantly dreaded; if the shivery feeling was presaging bad news about Diana. He lunged over the workbench and snatched it up, staring at the screen.

			Lola.

			‘Hi,’ he answered, relieved.

			‘Hey,’ she said. She sounded anxious. ‘Listen, the shoot’s overrunning. I’m so sorry. One of the other models was late and we’ve only just started. There’s no way I’ll be finished until late.’

			‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Well, don’t worry. I can pick Plum up.’

			‘Are you sure? I can ask the nursery to keep her?’

			‘No. I don’t mind. You know I don’t.’

			He never minded being with his daughter. He would be with her every minute of the day if he could, but work was a necessity, not a luxury. They shared her care between each other and weekday mornings at Squirrel Nutkin’s nursery. Sometimes their system ran smoothly; sometimes it didn’t, like today. But when you were freelance, you had to be flexible and you had to compromise. For Gabriel and Lola, it was vital that it was never Plum who was compromised.

			‘You’re a legend. You know that, right? I don’t deserve you.’

			‘No, you don’t.’ He was laughing. ‘You owe me.’

			‘I’m sorry. I know you’re behind on your commissions. I’ll have her at the weekend if you want to catch up?’

			‘The weekends are for the three of us,’ he said firmly. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll grab Plum and hang out with her this afternoon. Do your thing.’

			He heard her give him a squeaky kiss and grinned. As he hung up, he could imagine her leaning against the bare brick of some studio wall, swathed in a scrap of silk that would command a huge price tag, her hair tamed into glossy curls, her feet in impossibly high heels. She looked so terrifyingly unapproachable in her photos, but he knew the truth about her soft heart; how she sometimes felt that her perfect body was a curse.

			‘Only it’s not perfect, is it?’ she’d said to him through tears, the last time the test had been negative.

			‘Shh,’ he consoled her. ‘We have to give it time.’

			‘But we don’t have time! I never seem to be here. We completely missed our chance last month because I was away.’

			‘Don’t get upset.’ Gabriel hated seeing her so distressed.

			‘Plum’s three! Soon she’ll be too old for a little brother or sister.’

			‘No, she won’t. She’ll love it whatever. Whenever it comes along.’

			‘What if it doesn’t happen?’

			‘It will.’

			It was his job to reassure her, because she was convinced it was her fault, that it was all down to her punishing work schedule and diet and exercise regime. The fact she had got pregnant almost straight away with Plum didn’t seem to console her.

			‘I shouldn’t have gone back to work so quickly afterwards,’ she said. ‘I’ve probably screwed up my body by having to lose all that baby weight.’

			‘It could just as easily be my fault,’ Gabriel said, but she looked doubtful.

			There was nothing else he could do or say except try to keep their lives as stress-free as possible. But it was difficult, when he was still trying to establish himself. No matter how many hours he put in, he had to make enough to cover the rent and his overheads and materials before he put any food on the table. Lola could make in a day what Gabriel made in a week. She insisted she didn’t mind, generous as she was.

			‘It’s only fair,’ she said. ‘I’m living my dream. It’s time for you to live yours.’

			He was making headway, but maybe he would never be well-known enough for people to pay four figures for one of his knives. It was possible, if you were at the top of your trade. And he had a good following. He was friends with enough chefs he’d worked with when he was a restaurant manager. A business like his thrived on word of mouth.

			Lola had been brilliant at helping him with the publicity. She’d taken a ream of photos of him at work, sparks flying, bare-chested and in skin-tight leather trousers. The pictures were pure Instagram gold: the steel knives juxtaposed against his sweating torso, the trademark angel-with-a-halo tattoo on his right shoulder, his long dark hair tied back with a bandana, his dark eyes scorched into his face. Of course, he didn’t usually work topless – it was far too dangerous – but you never let truth get in the way of a good picture when it came to PR, Lola said. He’d been a bit embarrassed by the whole thing, but if Lola knew anything it was how to exploit your looks to sell things.

			‘I want people to buy my knives because they’re the best, not because you’ve somehow made me look like a rock star,’ he protested. She laughed.

			‘Gabe – you’re smoking hot. Use it. It’s great free publicity.’

			She was right. There was a ripple of magazine articles in food magazines and Saturday supplements, and an uplift in orders he was now trying to fill. In the meantime, Lola was working as hard as ever.

			Was that why nothing had happened still, after nearly a year? Was it too much pressure for her?

			He hadn’t time to reflect on it now. He didn’t even have time to clean himself up properly. He would usually shower before going anywhere near Plum, washing all the sweat and dirt and grime down the plughole. He took off his protective clothing, peeled off his T-shirt and did a strip wash in the big sink, sluicing it all away as best he could, towelling himself off then sliding his T-shirt back on again.

			He picked up his jacket, phone and keys and made sure everything was turned off. He only had half an hour to get to Squirrel Nutkin’s. He grabbed his bike: it was black, fleet and light, designed to cut through city traffic, and on the front was Plum’s seat, so he could curl himself round her while cycling. He had never liked the idea of her on a seat behind him.

			He shut and locked the door, wheeling his bike out into the cobbled street outside.

			‘You’re off early.’ Heidi, one of the twins from the bakery next door to his workshop, greeted him.

			‘Yeah. Lola’s shoot’s running late. I’ve got to go and pick up Plum.’

			‘Hang on two seconds.’ She opened the bakery door and the scent of vanilla flooded out. She came out moments later with a little box. ‘Blackberry and apple turnover.’

			‘Oh.’ Gabriel was touched. He bought a lot of things from them, because of Plum’s allergies. There was a code amongst the arches tenants that they didn’t expect discounts from each other, nor did they have any obligation to buy things from each other, but most of them helped each other out. Heidi and Helga often gave him little treats if they had things left over.

			‘Have you seen the letter?’ Heidi looked grave.

			‘Letter?’ Gabriel thought guiltily of the untouched pile of post in the workshop.

			‘From the landlord. He’s putting the rent up.’

			‘Oh, you’re kidding.’ This was a disaster. The rent was already monstrous, but he had fallen in love with Rockham Arches. The only alternative had been an anonymous unit on an industrial estate.

			‘Yep. He’s putting it up more than ten per cent. We’re going to have to do some serious thinking.’

			Gabriel looked alarmed. He adored Heidi and Helga.

			‘Don’t go. I can’t survive without you here.’

			‘We can’t make a profit if the rent goes up.’

			‘Well, no. Nor me.’ He made a face.

			‘Apparently they’ve got a waiting list as long as your arm for units. People are queuing up.’

			‘Shit.’ The world wasn’t short of people with dreams, it seemed. He looked down gloomily at Heidi and Helga’s entwined initials on the cake box: their dream. ‘Thanks for this. Plum will love it.’

			Gabriel went back to his workshop and dug out the letter from the landlord from the pile of unopened post, stuffing it into his pocket to read and digest later. He left with a heavy heart.

			Rockham Arches was his spiritual home, shared with a bunch of like-minded people all striving to make a better life for themselves and to share their skills and talents. As well as Heidi and Helga’s bakery, there was a craft brewery, a bloke who did MOTs and repairs on vintage cars, a bike shop … all of them knew everything there was to know about their industry and worked tirelessly. It was tough to be a success in this day and age, but it was possible, if you put in the hours and took the risks.

			He loved it here, he thought, as he pushed his bike along the cobbles outside the railway arches. He loved the industrial architecture and the notion of creating something new from somewhere old, and most of all he loved the sense of community amongst the other tenants. There was always someone around to give you a hand or make a brew. They shared each other’s passions and dreams; swapped notes and gave each other advice. There was no sense of competition, just camaraderie. When someone made a big sale or got a new contract or won an award, there was a celebration.

			He reached the main road, then pulled on his helmet, swung himself into the saddle and insinuated his way into the afternoon traffic. There was no such thing as rush hour any more; it was constant chaos. The journey home would take him at least an hour if he drove, but on a bike you had the advantage of being able to weave round stationary cars or slink down rat runs. With a fair wind behind him, he’d be at Squirrel Nutkin’s in less than twenty minutes.
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			Tabitha had hardly got used to the heat of her bath water when she heard the knocker go on the front door. She was tempted to ignore it. She wasn’t expecting anyone or anything and nor was Gum, as far as she knew. She was about to disappear under the water and make it go away when it sounded again, even more urgent, and she could hear Poe barking in the kitchen.

			She climbed out, grabbed a towel, wrapped it around her and made her way down the wider front staircase that led to the hall, being careful not to slip. She tugged at the door, which always stuck, especially after a warm summer. She stood in the doorway, her hair still dripping. There was a man standing there with a distressed look on his face.

			She was on her guard immediately. She’d heard about scams where people feigned an emergency, bluffing their way into your home. Though he didn’t look like your average con artist. He didn’t look furtive or shifty. He was tall, with dark hair swept back off his face, a smattering of stubble and very thick straight eyebrows, dressed in jeans, a pale-brown sweater and waxed boots that, judging by their cleanliness, had been bought in London, not at the local feed merchants.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ he said, and his voice was cracked with emotion. ‘It happened so quickly. There was nothing I could do—’

			‘Poe?’ she said. ‘He’s in the kitchen.’

			As if on cue, Poe began to bark again.

			‘Oh God.’ His dark eyebrows closed together. ‘I didn’t mean the dog. The police are there, and the ambulance. I’m so sorry. His truck just …’ He indicated a sweeping motion with his hand. ‘He cut right in front of me.’ Tabitha was staring at him, trying to make sense of what he was saying. ‘Your great-uncle. Somebody said … he’s your great-uncle?’

			Tabitha just stood there, clutching her towel. ‘Gum?’

			‘He must have had a heart attack or maybe a stroke. I’m so sorry.’

			‘Is he … going to be OK?’

			‘I don’t know. I really don’t. He was unconscious. They’ve taken him to the hospital.’

			‘How am I going to get there?’ Her face crumpled. ‘He took the truck. I don’t have … I’ll have to take the bike.’

			‘That’ll take hours.’

			‘Motorbike,’ she corrected him. It was a vintage Indian which Gum had bought when he was at university, to get him to Cambridge and back. Restoring it was an ongoing project for both of them but they hadn’t touched it for months.

			‘Look, I’m very happy to take you. Why don’t you go and get dry and dressed?’

			It was then she noticed the silver car. Low-slung, a long bonnet. Again, a London car. Not built for pitted tracks and potholes.

			‘I can manage,’ she said. ‘Where did it happen? Are the police still there?’

			But as she spoke, she could feel herself unravelling. She began to tremble. She couldn’t control it. Her teeth were chattering. She was going to cry. In her towel, in front of a strange man.

			‘I think you might be in shock.’ He reached out a hand to touch her. She jerked out of the way.

			‘I’m fine.’

			‘You can’t ride a motorbike in your state.’

			She flashed him a glance. ‘I’m a good rider. And it’ll get there faster than that.’ She nodded at his car.

			‘I think you need someone with you. Please let me take you.’

			His voice was firm. Tabitha stared at him. No one would usually dare suggest she needed looking after. Nobody who knew her, anyway. Her default reaction was to tell him to leave her alone. But she stopped herself. He wasn’t being patronising, he was being kind. She was frightened. And she didn’t know what to do. Maybe she did need someone with her.

			And to be honest, despite her protestations, she wasn’t sure if there was enough petrol in the bike, or even if it would start.

			‘OK,’ she said grudgingly. ‘Thank you.’

			It felt strange, to relent like that.

			He nodded. ‘I’m Dash, by the way,’ he said. ‘Dash Culbone.’

			She looked at him.

			‘Culbone?’ she said sharply.

			He looked taken aback.

			‘Is that a problem?’

			She gave an impatient huff. ‘Surely you don’t have to ask?’

			One quizzical eyebrow twitched. ‘You’re worried about something that happened over a hundred years ago?’

			She glared. ‘Your family tried to buy this place right after my great-aunt died.’

			‘Oh.’ He nodded a concession. ‘I think it was a fair price. Market value.’

			‘You were taking advantage of a vulnerable old man.’

			He sighed. ‘It was only an offer. Let’s try for a temporary truce, given the circumstances.’

			She hesitated. ‘OK,’ she said. ‘I’d really appreciate a lift. I’ll be five minutes. You better come in.’

			She stood to one side to let him come past her and into the hall.

			‘Let me make you some tea while you change.’

			He was, thought Tabitha, one of those practical types who likes to take charge. Under any other circumstances she’d get shot of him as quickly as she could. But, right now, she needed him.

			‘The kitchen’s through there.’ She pointed to a doorway at the back of the hall. ‘Very strong with just a splash of milk.’

			And with that, she ran up the stairs.

			

			Dash had never been in a kitchen like it. It ran the length of the back of the house, with a vaulted ceiling, walls the colour of Dijon mustard and a flagstone floor. The units were ancient, circa 1974, in burgundy Formica, and several of the doors were falling off their hinges – the kitchen was even worse than the one at Rushbrook. Faded red-velvet curtains framed the three sash windows looking out onto the orchard at the back, and in front of them was a table covered in a snow-white tablecloth embroidered with birds and flowers. A pewter candelabra took centre stage, a lifetime of late nights pooling down its sides in waxen stalactites. A basket held a pile of silver cutlery with pale bone handles.

			Every drawer seemed to be open; everywhere you looked, someone was in the middle of something. An old Singer sewing machine had a dress still clamped in it, as if the person sewing it up had just walked away. A loaf of bread sat on the side with two slices sawn from it. Next to it was a large jar of eggs floating in pale liquid, like something from a Victorian science lab. There was a rocking horse in the far corner which seemed to be used to hold coats. Clothes hung from a drying rack: two pairs of country corduroy trousers and a tattersall shirt which must belong to Matthew Melchior. Several towels. And a hot-pink bra. It was chaotic and shambolic and a potential health hazard.

			Dash looked for the kettle. He found one so ancient it wouldn’t be out of place in a museum. He filled it and plugged it in cautiously – if this was his house, the first thing he would do was have the place rewired – then rifled through all the tins on the shelf until he found some PG Tips.

			It felt a million miles from his bachelor pad overlooking Tower Bridge. All he’d had there was a steel-grey linen sofa and a coffee table and a telly, because he was hardly ever at home. He was either working late or travelling. All that was behind him now. As of this week, he was a country bumpkin. No more Addison Lee coming to pick up him at 5 a.m.

			He shivered a little. This afternoon was not an auspicious beginning to his new life. He stood by the window to compose himself while the kettle boiled. He might seem calm and unruffled, but what had happened had deeply upset him.

			The truck had come from nowhere as he rounded the corner. He knew he wasn’t going too fast because he was still re-familiarising himself with the country lanes. Sometimes they were so narrow that his car sensors beeped frantically, the hedges either side reaching out to scratch his paintwork. He wasn’t doing much over twenty, so he’d avoided a collision, but he’d had to slam his brakes on, then watched, aghast, as the ancient yellow HiLux cut straight across him.

			He knew there was nothing much he could do to help the driver. He was unconscious; his pulse thready. Dash had called the emergency services, then pulled his warning triangle out of his boot and put it up to warn any other traffic. A passer-by had said it was Matthew Melchior; that he and his great-niece lived alone together at Dragonfly Farm. He could see the police were stretched when they arrived. There were only two of them on duty in the area, and calls were coming through for a factory blaze near Honisham, so he’d offered to go and notify the relatives. They had been pathetically grateful.

			‘If it’s curtains,’ they’d said, ‘we’ll be needing to talk to you again for the coroner’s report.’

			He walked over to another window at the end of the room, where a writing desk was jammed into the alcove. Someone was in the middle of designing a logo with a Rotring pen: JOY, it read, in art nouveau lettering, and underneath Melchior Sparkling Cider – for celebrations. Above it was an intricate drawing of a dragonfly coloured over in a pale turquoise ink wash with emerald green highlights. He lifted the paper to see if there were any more clues. He was intrigued. The sketches were accomplished and assured. The dragonfly was perfect: they were a part of the landscape here in the summer, looping their way through the skies like miniature mythical beasts, iridescent in the sunlight.

			The kettle rumbled to a boil and switched itself off. He went over to pick it up.

			‘Let’s go.’

			He looked up to see Tabitha standing in the doorway, in skinny jeans and a black shirt and brown suede knee boots, her wet hair scraped back and twisted up into a knot. He couldn’t tell yet what colour it was. Her eyes were navy, her cheekbones high and her mouth wide. She looked grave.

			‘You don’t want—?’

			‘There’s no time,’ she said, picking up a tasselled scarf from the back of a kitchen chair and winding it round her neck.

			Dash guided her to his car as chivalrously as he dared, opening the passenger door for her. She climbed in without a word. He got in next to her and started up the engine, doing a three-point turn in the courtyard.

			‘Don’t go on the main road, whatever you do,’ she told him. ‘You’ll hit the school traffic. Have they taken him to the Cottage Hospital in Nettleford?’

			‘A & E in Honisham.’

			‘Oh.’ She swallowed. ‘Right. Not just minor injuries, then.’

			Dash paused before answering. ‘No.’

			He didn’t want to spell it out. That he feared hospital was just a formality. He was pretty sure Tabitha knew, though. She was blinking with the effort of not crying.

			‘Hey,’ he said gently.

			‘Put your foot down,’ she replied. ‘What’s the point of having a car like this if you don’t put it to good use?’

		


		
			4

			‘The thing is, we need to show Elspeth as tough but vulnerable. Her inner steel but her con– con—’

			‘Concomitant?’ said Georgia. She knew full well that was the word Natasha was fumbling for because it was exactly the word Georgia had used yesterday, when they’d had a pre pre-meeting meeting. This was the pre-meeting meeting, before they pitched their ideas for a new lead character to the executive producer tomorrow.

			‘Concomitant Achilles heel,’ Natasha finished confidently. ‘Which as we all know is her kids. Her children. Her raison d’être. The whole reason she’s in this job.’

			Martin nodded in approval. ‘Excellent, Natasha. That makes her three-dimensional. Not just a career bitch.’

			‘A velvet fist in an iron glove, if you like,’ finished Natasha, leaning back into the tobacco-brown leather sofa, shifting herself so Martin could get the full benefit of her lissom limbs.

			She was bloody clever, thought Georgia. She was almost quoting Georgia word for word, but by saying we, Georgia couldn’t protest that these character traits had been her idea. Not without looking petty.

			Martin was very insistent on teamwork. He had no truck with egos, he would tell them. Except his own. His ego and, sadly, his libido were intertwined and influenced everything he did, although he would never admit it.

			Georgia sighed and adjusted her tortoiseshell-framed glasses.

			‘Do you not agree?’ Martin asked her, sensing dissent.

			Georgia decided to change tack and throw a curve ball.

			‘I just think we’ve seen this character before. A hundred times. The tough female cop with a soft inside.’

			Georgia had to stop herself smiling when Natasha looked daggers at her.

			‘So why don’t we subvert it?’ she went on. ‘Make her outwardly soft and vulnerable; a total pushover. Sort of … mumsy, almost. Then when she turns out to be as hard as nails … it’s a total surprise to the audience. And every week we get lulled into thinking she’s some kind of Mrs Tiggywinkle. You know, when she brings them all in flapjacks and gives them a cuddle when they’re upset. But underneath she’s ruthless.’ Georgia gave a shrug. ‘Personally, I’m bored with seeing all these glamorised cops on our screens. All high heels and lipstick and salon hair. Surely this is more real?’

			Natasha narrowed her eyes. ‘Are we going for real, though? We can get real any time we like.’ She waved a hand. ‘Out there.’

			Martin held up a hand. ‘No, no, no – I like this. Go on, Georgia.’

			‘What if she’d joined the police really late? After she’d had her family? And turned out to be a genius. Got fast-tracked. As much to her surprise as anyone else’s. So she’s not traditionally ambitious. Just really good at what she does. And what she’s really good at is running a team. Getting the best out of everyone. Because teamwork is crucial to every successful operation.’

			She couldn’t help flicking a glance at Natasha, who had no notion whatsoever of teamwork. Natasha was out for herself and no one else. Georgia had worked with her kind often enough. Absolutely no talent but no qualms about stealing other people’s ideas. She would go far.

			Georgia plunged on, improvising. ‘And if we cast well, it could be a fantastic part for one of our older actresses. Someone with years and years of experience and household appeal, who’s looking for a challenge.’

			‘Yes!’ Martin clapped. ‘Because we all know it’s middle-aged women who control the remote. This woman is someone they can relate to. Someone who is getting up and going for it.’

			‘But who actually is this woman?’ Natasha was determined to play devil’s advocate. ‘Do we believe in her?’

			Martin beamed from ear to ear. ‘We totally do,’ he declared. ‘She’s my mum. She’d make a terrifying cop. She doesn’t miss anything. And I love that idea. A totally ordinary woman who’s just brought up her kids, maybe been a lollipop lady – yes! Lollipop ladies are on the front line. They know what’s going on with everyone. They notice things.’

			Georgia watched Natasha scoop her baby-blonde hair back behind her ear in a thoughtful gesture and lean forward, obviously panicking that she wasn’t going to get credit for any of this idea.

			‘Or a dinner lady,’ Natasha suggested. ‘Maybe she’s a great cook too? We could cash in on the whole baking thing. And that’s what she does when she’s trying to solve a crime. Gets out her mixing bowl.’

			Martin pointed at her. ‘Nice twist. Good thinking.’

			Georgia could almost hear Natasha purr with pleasure at his praise.

			‘Natasha, why don’t you pull some thoughts together along those lines?’ asked Martin.

			Georgia blinked. Given that it was she who had steered this away from cliché, shouldn’t she be writing the brief? She opened her mouth to protest, then stopped. Natasha wouldn’t know what to write. Six months ago, she had been Martin’s assistant. Almost overnight (and there had definitely been a night or two involved) she had become a junior script editor on The Beat Goes On, a twice-weekly prime-time cop show.

			Georgia had no objection to people starting at the bottom and working their way up. And there were no official qualifications for becoming a script editor. She herself had started as a script reader at an agency, a couple of years after she left university, ploughing through the slush pile of unsolicited submissions and providing a report for any which showed promise. And she herself had turned out to show promise.

			She’d done her groundwork too, though, watching hours of reruns of successful TV shows, analysing them for their elusive characteristics. And she’d studied all the great scriptwriters.

			But Natasha hadn’t even heard of Dennis Potter. She’d looked blank when Georgia had referenced The Singing Detective yesterday. Who on earth wanted a career in television drama and didn’t do their homework? It didn’t take long – television had only been going since 1955, after all.

			‘Maybe we should try something Potter-esque, to give the show a lift?’ she suggested now, keen to see if Natasha took the bait. The viewing figures had dipped a bit of late, so they were brainstorming to find ways to attract more viewers.

			‘You mean like … Harry?’ asked Martin, looking puzzled.

			‘Dennis!’ gushed Natasha. ‘I think she means Dennis. But it’s all a bit passé, isn’t it? That musical theatre pastiche? I mean, you can’t do better than Potter so why try?’

			She was even more cunning than she gave her credit for, thought Georgia. She must have left the meeting and googled Dennis Potter straight away.

			She could feel her phone vibrating in her pocket. She ignored it, but then it started again. And again. Martin hated people looking at their phones in meetings. Georgia respected his rule. She tried not to overuse her phone, but it was difficult. You only had to go up to the little café next door, and see everyone scrolling and clicking, to know how they were eroding communication. Ironically. You’d never get a meet cute in a café these days. No one would look up long enough to make eye contact.

			It rang again. Who on earth was trying to get in touch with her? Maybe one of those people who tried to lure you into a ‘No Win, No Fee’ litigation procedure. They were doggedly persistent.

			By the fifth ring, she felt anxious. She didn’t want to lose points in front of Natasha. But someone wanted to get hold of her. One of her parents, from up in the wilds of Scotland? She couldn’t really think of anyone else who might need her.

			It certainly wouldn’t be Doug. Would it? She batted his memory away. It still made her feel slightly sick, every time she thought of him. Nevertheless, it occurred to her that it was morning in LA. Perhaps …

			Stop it! she told herself. Even if Doug was trying to contact her, she didn’t want to know. He was dead to her.

			It was vibrating again. She couldn’t carry on ignoring it. She grabbed her bag with an apologetic smile.

			‘Excuse me. Too much Diet Coke at lunchtime.’ She gave a what can you do? shrug.

			Martin and Natasha looked at her. It felt like too much information but she didn’t want them querying her.

			In the corridor, she pulled out her phone.

			Tabitha. Six missed calls from her cousin.

			Georgia felt her heart drop into her boots. There was only one reason her cousin would phone her, after what had happened last time they met. She had Doug to thank for the fact that she and Tab hadn’t spoken since. She missed her. They were closer than some sisters.

			With a shaking hand, she pressed Tab’s number.

			‘Georgie.’ Tab sounded strangled as she answered. ‘It’s Gum.’

			‘Is he OK?’

			‘No …’ There was keening despair in her cousin’s voice. ‘I got here just too late. To the hospital. He’s …’ She couldn’t say the words.

			‘Oh no. Oh no … Oh, Tab.’

			Georgia leaned back against the wall in the corridor and shut her eyes. Their great-uncle. Their darling Great Uncle Matthew, who they called Gum. Their rock, their confidant, their inspiration. The person who had always been there for them.

			‘What happened?’

			‘He drove off the road in the truck. They think he had a heart attack. They’ll have to do a post-mortem.’ Tab was choking on her explanation, fumbling over the words. ‘I need you, Georgie. Can you get here?’

			‘Where are you?’

			‘I’m still at the hospital. In Honisham.’

			‘OK, darling. I’m on my way. I’m leaving right now. Hang in there. I’ll be as quick as I can.’

			Georgia turned and headed back to the meeting room. She didn’t care about scoring points any more. This was important. This was family. Her cousin needed her, and her cousin meant more to her than anyone in the world, despite everything.

			She burst back into the office. She hadn’t even had time to process the news. She was propelled by adrenaline; grief hadn’t found its way in yet.

			‘I’ve got to go.’ She grabbed her leather jacket off the sofa she’d been sitting on. ‘My great-uncle’s been killed in an accident …’

			As she said the words, the reality hit and her voice cracked. She didn’t want to lose it in front of Natasha.

			‘Great-uncle?’ said Martin, in a tone of voice that implied dead great-uncles really weren’t worth leaving an important meeting for. Georgia saw Natasha flash him a glance. What was in it? Triumph? As if to say, See? I told you she wasn’t a hundred per cent committed.

			She didn’t care. She didn’t need to defend her departure. She wasn’t going to tell them how Gum was like a grandfather to them, how she and Tabitha had spent nearly every summer at Dragonfly Farm when they were young, how it was a home from home for them. And what a support he had been to Tab when she’d been a troublesome teen with no prospects, and how he and Joy had taken Tab in without a murmur. Just thinking about it made Georgia well up and she was determined to get out of the office – and Martin and Natasha’s scrutiny of her – before she broke down.

			‘We’re a very close family,’ she said, swinging her backpack onto her shoulder. ‘I don’t know when I’ll be back. Sorry.’

			‘No, no, no – you go. That’s fine,’ said Martin with the assurance of someone who didn’t want to get into trouble with HR.

			‘Don’t worry. I’ve got your back,’ said Natasha.

			Ha, thought Georgia, you’re more likely to put a knife in it. People like Natasha dreamed of opportunities like this. She’d step up her campaign, winkle her way in further, and Georgia would be lucky if she had a job to come back to.

			Right now, she didn’t care.

			She ran past the open-plan reception with its smoked-glass desks and bare brick walls, down the stairs and out into the backstreet where the production offices were tucked away. The location was one of the reasons she liked working for them: Covent Garden with all its delights was on the doorstep, but they were in their own little enclave, off the beaten tourist track, with a cute Italian café that served the best toasted cheese sandwiches and much-needed Aperol spritzes in enormous glasses.

			She raced down the street, working out what she needed to take with her, then deciding not to go home to fetch anything. She was wearing a polka-dot shirt dress with posh trainers and her leather biker jacket: that ensemble would be suitable for most eventualities, and Tab would have clothes she could borrow. Tab was five inches taller and a string bean, but she could breathe in, or go and buy something in Nettleford if she needed it. Time, not clothing, was of the essence. She’d go straight to the train.

			At Paddington she called her cousin.

			‘I’m getting on the next train,’ she told her. ‘I’ll be with you by supper. Are you OK?’

			‘I’m OK at the moment.’ Tab’s voice was small. Her fierce, stroppy cousin never sounded small.

			‘Have you called anyone else? Your dad? My mum?’

			It was funny, she thought, how the impact of this crisis would fall upon them, and not the generation above. Not that her parents or Tab’s wouldn’t care, but she and Tab were particularly close to their great-uncle.

			‘I wondered if you could do it.’

			‘Of course. But tell me exactly what happened.’

			‘His truck left the road on the way back from Nettleford this morning. He was going to the bank and to pick up a prescription and that kind of thing. One of the …’ Tab trailed off for a moment, as if she was gathering herself. ‘One of the Culbones saw him. Said Gum just slewed across his path and straight off the road without stopping.’

			‘One of the Culbones?’

			‘Yep.’ Tab sounded distasteful. ‘Dash. I mean, for God’s sake, who gets called Dash in real life? He came and knocked on the door.’

			‘Dash?’ murmured Georgia. ‘Sounds like a typical Culbone name.’

			The Culbones lived on the other side of valley, across the river from Dragonfly Farm, but they might as well have lived on the moon for all they had in common. They were other-worldly, one of those gilded English families, like something out of Brideshead. They were rarely seen these days, like butterflies on the verge of extinction.

			‘I know. Ridiculous, right? But he was kind, actually. He gave me a lift to the hospital. And he’s taking me home.’

			‘Good. I don’t want you on your own.’

			‘He was pretty upset by the whole thing.’

			‘I’m not surprised.’

			‘Oh, Georgie. I can’t believe it.’

			Georgia could tell Tab was on the edge. ‘Just get yourself home. I’ll be with you as soon as I can.’

			There were so many more questions Georgia wanted to ask. Was Gum killed immediately? Where was he now? She wasn’t sure if Tabitha was up to answering them. Not over the phone, anyway.

			‘I can’t fetch you from the station. The police took away the truck.’

			‘I’ll get a cab. It’s fine.’

			‘I need you.’

			‘I know, darling.’ In that moment, Georgia knew that their rift had been healed. They were both so stubborn, they’d each been waiting for the other to proffer an olive branch.

			Gum had told her off, the last time he had come up to town. He always took her out for lunch somewhere glitzy in the West End. He came up to buy socks from Jermyn Street, books from Hatchards and to have his hair cut. They went to Brasserie Zédel – with its pillars and mirrors and retro-glam, it was the perfect contrast to Somerset, and he revelled in it.

			‘She misses you, your cousin,’ he told her sternly
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