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The Bodenhams of Elcombe
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Rosie Fields aka Lucy Woods Our heroine and her pseudonym. 

Carrie Pierce (formerly Fields) Rosie’s mother; deceased 


Gerald Fields Rosie’s estranged father and antiques dealer.

Sally Arbuthnott Gerald’s ex-wife, Giles’ mother, owner of Cranbrook Farm, home for retired racehorses.

Martha Henderson Gerald’s cleaner-cum-book-keeper-cum-trainee-interior-designer

Laurie Cooper Rosie’s soon-to-be love interest & Gerald’s employee


Rory Henderson  Martha’s ex

Josh Henderson   Martha’s son

Ruby Henderson  Martha’s daughter

Martin Randall    Gerald’s partner 

Saffy    Rosie’s best friend in London 


Giles Fields Son of Sally and Gerald; Rosie’s half-brother. Racehorse trainer.

Teddy Arbuthnott Sally’s brother and racehorse trainer.  


Graham Cooper   Laurie’s dad 

Freya Cooper   Laurie’s sister

Daisy Cooper   Laurie’s sister

Olivia Cooper   Laurie’s sister

Will Madeley   Laurie’s sister

Florence Madeley  Will’s nine-year-old daughter

Libby Madeley   Will’s seven-year-old daughter

Emma Madeley   Will’s ex-wife


Lady Diana Ashbourne Cotswold socialite, long-standing friend of Sally.
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Chapter One
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Rosie Fields closed the heavy red front door of her Chiswick, Edwardian semi and was enveloped by the empty silence.

Her home.

It was hers now.

Just hers.

It was just gone four. The clocks had gone back at the weekend and the house was descending into gloom. The only sound between her and her thoughts was the noisy bustle of Londoners going about their business on the road outside. Buses rumbling past the top of the road, into the city, and a mother on the pavement outside, calling to her children to hurry home, to get changed ready for trick or treating. 

Rosie blinked back tears as she leant against the front door. A mother calling to her child. Something she would never hear again. Tears silently rolled down her cheeks, tears she hadn’t been able to shed earlier at the funeral.

She was an orphan now.

Twenty-six years old and no parents. She exhaled a long puff of breath and moved to switch the hallway lamp on. The brass, nymphet lady on the base of the art deco lampstand lit up dramatically. It was her father’s lamp. One of the few memories she had of him. He’d been an antiques dealer and after he’d passed away, she and her mother, Carrie, had moved to London, to the house she was standing in now, where her tears were slowly flooding the parquet floor.

‘Oh, this won’t do!’ Rosie said, to the ever-darkening house as she moved through into the kitchen and switched on the lights where the black granite kitchen surface glistened. 

It had been ironic, she reflected, flicking on the kettle, to hold Mum’s funeral on Halloween, the day of the dead, but it was the first date the funeral director could arrange since Mum passed away twelve days ago, and Rosie had just wanted to be done with it. 

‘Don’t go home on your own, to an empty house.’ Saffy, Rosie’s best friend since primary school, had pleaded at the wake. She’d arranged the funeral as per Mum’s wishes; a simple service at Chiswick Crematorium followed by afternoon tea at Burlington Lodge, a stately hotel overlooking the Thames. 

‘I’m fine. I’d rather be on my own,’ Rosie had said, feeling anything but, also aware that she’d been unable to cry in front of all those mourners, preferring to come home and grieve privately. This house, her home, was her only connection to her parents now. 

She made herself a mug of lemon and ginger tea, dropped a spoonful of honey in before fishing the bag out and dropping the spoon in the Belfast sink.

Her sink now. It was going to take some getting used to. She was an only child, no siblings to squabble with. Her Great Aunt Prudence had been tactless enough to suggest how lucky she was; twenty-six and inheriting a house worth nearly a million pounds. Rosie had stared past her to the funeral cortège bringing Mum, in her coffin, up the crematorium driveway. 

What was money without the people you loved?

Rosie picked up her mug and dragged her feet one by one over the striped stair carpet, as she made her way up to the landing. Switching on the light she stopped to look into Mum’s room. The hi-tech hospital bed was gone. Rosie had returned Mum’s Rococo-style bed with its crisp white linen to the room. Just how it had looked when Mum was well; inviting, ready to be slept in. Carrie’s make-up brushes and perfume bottles were still standing on her bedside table, as if she could be home from work at any moment, ready for a quick change into something casual to meet her friends for cocktails down at the local wine bar.

Perhaps that was what Rosie should be doing, socialising. Like Saffy said, perhaps it wasn’t good to be on her own. Mum would advocate putting her glad rags on and going out to play, but Rosie had never been like Mum. She’d always thrown herself into work. 

She closed the door to the bedroom and made her way across the landing, past her own room and down the corridor into the extended part of the house, to her work room. It was the first time she’d been in here since Mum had gone. She crossed the room, in the dim light and switched on her angle poised lamp, bringing her tilted desk and its abandoned contents to life. The letter Mum had written over a year ago, when she’d still been well enough to hold a pen leant, covered with dust, against the base of the lamp. ‘Rosie’ was written with a kiss in Mum’s spidery, degenerative handwriting. A few times Rosie had been intrigued to open it, but Carrie had made her promise to wait until the inevitable happened and she was no longer here. Butterflies swirled in her stomach. She could open it now. 

If she wanted to.

She shrugged. It was most probably just a letter of hope for the future and how much Mum loved her. She wasn’t sure she was ready to read that today. Instead, she turned to the drawings she’d been working on; an interior for a loft apartment in Kensington, before Mum had taken a turn for a worse. The clients had been more than understanding, but it was time to get back on the case. She’d lost the inspiration to be creative in the days after Mum passed away. Now was the time to focus. Time to concentrate and block out the burning pain of feeling completely and utterly alone in the world.

She tucked her long, wavy blonde hair behind her ears, picked up her pen and ruler and started setting out the room again. Working from what she’d sketched before, but making it more formal this time. It wasn’t just the feeling of loneliness she wanted to stem it was the feeling of despair too. 

Carrie had had motor-neurone disease. She’d been diagnosed three years ago. At the time, Rosie was almost three years into her first job as an interior designer for Liberty of London, the most prestigious apprenticeship she could have ever possibly dreamt of gaining, after finishing her degree in Fine Art at Saint Martin’s College. At first, Carrie had tried to carry on as normal, but Rosie wasn’t stupid; she knew before long Carrie would need full-time care. The research Rosie had carried out gave Carrie a prognosis of around ten years, if lucky, but luck hadn’t been on their side. Next month, November, would be four years exactly since Carrie’s diagnosis.

Tears dropped onto the textured paper and glistened in the lamp light. She pulled a tissue from the box above her desk and wiped them away. This was no good. She exhaled another long puff of breath. That’s all she’d done for the past two months since Mum’s condition had worsened and Rosie had had to accept the inevitable; they were nearing the end. She turned to look out of the window at the gable end of the house. She’d hijacked this room as her home office when she’d elected to leave Liberty’s and become a freelance interior designer. Its large, arched window allowed loads of natural light in and a view to escape out of, over the rooftops of London. It was an enviable panorama, but it wasn’t the one she dreamed of. It was the view of the beautiful Cotswolds, she could just about hold in her mind’s eye; memories from when Dad was still alive. The undulating hills of the Slad Valley cossetted by trees on either side. It was why she was called Rosie, after the famous novel by Laurie Lee, Cider with Rosie. Her eyes settled on the photo frame above her desk of her, sitting on her father’s shoulders. She was probably about three. They were standing at the top of Swift’s Hill, behind them was Stroud and Rodborough Hill in the background. She was giggling in the photo, as Gerald was tickling her legs. She couldn’t remember the photo being taken but she could remember that view from the top of Swift’s Hill. Invariably windy, she always felt like she was standing on the top of the world. From that height, she could see Woodleigh Farm, her childhood home.

Perhaps that’s what she needed; an escape to the Cotswolds! A little trip down memory lane. At least it might make her feel reconnected with Dad and those happy memories of being a little girl, growing up in a draughty, old farmhouse with roaring fires in in every downstairs room. She kicked her heels and moved her swivel chair along from her drawing desk to her office desk, housing her iMac. The screen came to life and she brought up her internet browser. Straight into Google maps to type in Woodleigh, Slad. Although it was technically a farm, Woodleigh had been more like a mini-manor-house. Built in Cotswold stone that had gone grey with age. Built in the mid-19th Century, it was large and spacious, perfect for a converted hotel. When she’d lived there with her parents, her dad had used the outbuildings for his antiques business and rented the two cottages on the land out to tenants. 

‘Here we go,’ Rosie said to herself, switching to street view. Within the computer screen, she was standing on the lane which went straight through the farm estate and ran up to Swift’s Hill and beyond. She moved her mouse to swivel the screen and get a better look at her childhood home. It was just like she remembered, but...

Rosie frowned. ‘It can’t be,’ she whispered. 

She looked up at the photo of her and Dad again before staring back at the screen, trying to prevent her eyes popping out of her head. There, waving straight back at her was a grey-haired, well-groomed gentleman. Older than in the picture with her, but undeniably her father. He was holding the hand of a little girl, also about three, who was grinning and waving back at Rosie too, along with an older, little boy, clutching a bunny rabbit and sucking his thumb. They were standing at the wrought iron gate which had ‘Woodleigh’ and ‘House’ carved into the pillars on either side. 

Rosie frowned again. ‘This can’t be possible,’ she whispered to the screen. Her eyes raced from the picture on the screen to the photo on the wall, back and forth. Did Dad have a twin brother she never knew about? 

She pushed her chair back and raked her hands through her hair. Those long puffs of breath had become big gasping gulps, trying to make sense of what she was seeing.

The letter, on the shelf, caught her eye. She grabbed it and ripped the envelope open.

Dear Rosie,

If you are reading this then I know I am no longer here, and it is safe for you to now know the secret I have kept from you for over two decades. Before I tell you, I want you to know that you are the best achievement in my life. You are so talented, creative, beautiful and I can’t tell you how blessed and proud I am to have had a daughter as successful as you...

Rosie was trying her hardest to blink back tears as her eyes raced on to read Carrie’s secret.

... which is why I feel so ashamed that I have hidden this from you for so long. I have always justified my actions by believing that I was protecting you. Death is a funny old thing, however, and it has made me re-evaluate my life. I had no right to do what I have done but now that I am ill, I cannot face the drama of putting it right, which is why I have decided to wait until I am gone. Yes, it is cowardly, however, I do not wish to relive the past and I strongly feel that you will better deal with it without my presence.

Darling, your father is still alive. As far as I know, anyway. He did me a great wrong, a long time ago, and made me feel ashamed. I wanted to punish him, so I took you and moved back to London. By telling you he had passed away, I knew you would never go searching for him. I guess I thought I would tell you one day and now that day has come, but not in the way I think either of us would have hoped or expected.

Please, do not be angry with me; I did what I did out of my own selfishness, but I had my reasons. I will allow Gerald to explain those to you in his own time; it’s his business to tell you. I just wanted you to know that you are not an orphan, your father is out there should you choose to go and find him.

I love you so much Rosie, please remember that. In all that will inevitably follow now, I hope you can find happiness. I often wonder what my grandchildren would be like, but now I will never know. So, tell them about their Nana Carrie and make me come alive.

Good luck Rosie, although I know you won’t need it.

Love you always, Mum X

P.S. I am truly sorry, darling, it’s my biggest regret xxxxx

‘Angry?!’ Rosie shouted out to no one but the walls. Incandescent, more like! She could probably spit fireworks. Hot tears sprang to her eyes but as she looked up from the letter to her computer screen, a glimmer of hope rose in her chest. She wasn’t an orphan after all; her dad was still alive! Although he must be well into his sixties by now, which was going to call for swift action.
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Chapter Two
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‘Oh, drat it!’ Sally Arbuthnott’s angry, warm breath escaped in wisps, into the icy air of the kitchen at Cranbrook Farm. After a long day of mucking out stables and exercising the horses on the coldest Halloween she had known for forty-odd years, the last thing she needed was for the fire to go out. The kitchen was freezing. She kicked her wellies into the boot room and padded in her thick, mustard-coloured socks over to the fire. 

‘Blast!’ Out of matches too. Technology had brought many great inventions into the twenty-first century but for some inexplicable reason engineers could not bring gas pipelines to the deepest, darkest corners of the Cotswolds.

‘Yoo-hoo, only me!’ Gerald Field’s voice called out.

‘You can only come in if you’ve got a lighter on you,’ Sally bellowed, without turning around.

Some women were fortunate to have big financial settlements and never hear from their ex-husbands again. Not Sally. Divorced from Gerald for thirty-something years and, yet, here he was, still calling in for a chat whenever he was passing. Not that she really minded; since their son, Giles, had moved in with her brother, Teddy, at his training yard in Tetbury, the farmhouse had been rather lonely. 

‘What? Oh, yes, here,’ Gerald flung a lighter in her direction. ‘Now,’ he said, moving plates, magazines and clutter out of the way on her long, farmhouse kitchen table, before placing a broadsheet down with a tremendous thump. ‘Come and look at this.’ He stabbed a finger where he wanted her to read.

‘Hang-on, I need to get this fire lit or I’ll be sleeping in with the horses tonight.’ It would certainly be warmer than this arctic kitchen. ‘Right,’ she said, finally standing up. ‘Ooh, my knees.’

‘Aren’t you getting a bit old for all of this?’ Gerald asked, watching Sally creak to her feet.

‘May I remind you that you are four years old than me and hardly a spring chicken yourself?’ 

‘I’m not the one struggling to get up from lighting the fire. Perhaps if you weren’t running a home for geriatric racehorses and started renting your stables out to paying customers, you’d soon have enough money coming in to carry out some much-needed restoration to this place.’

Sally pursed her lips and scowled at her ex-husband. ‘Did you come around here for something specific or just to give me a lecture on how to run my life?’

‘Yes, Sal, I did, this!’ He stabbed his finger on the newspaper again.

‘Woof!’ Bluebell, Sally’s greyhound – another rescue – stirred from her slumber at Gerald’s over enthusiasm. 

Sally rolled her eyes and made her way to the table. She watched the excited expression on Gerald’s face. For sixty-nine he was still looking rather spritely. Dressed in a pair of jeans and green wellies, with checked shirt and green V-neck jumper under a navy quilted Barbour, he certainly made himself look younger than his years. His silver hair was still thick and wavy, pushed back away from his face, and he managed that youthful complexion – under the wrinkles – with a generous helping of fake tan.  

‘What am I looking at?’ she said, reaching for her case and popping her reading glasses on. 

‘Here, in the obituaries.’ 

Sally peered down at the name written in bold. She frowned. ‘Carrie Pierce.’ Sally shook her head. ‘It can’t be?’

‘Look who it’s written by.’ Gerald pointed to the name at the bottom of the obituary.

‘Rosie Fields,’ Sally whispered. She looked up at Gerald who was beaming. ‘You look worryingly over-enthusiastic about a woman who was only buried today, Gerald.’

His smile dropped. ‘Sorry, of course I’m sad to read that Carrie’s passed away, she could have only been in her mid-fifties.’

‘I take it you’re excited about Rosie, then?’ Sally asked, padding across to the Aga and swiping up the kettle to fill it with water. She had a feeling this sort of discussion warranted a cup of tea, possibly something stronger. 

‘Yes!’ Gerald could barely contain the excitement in his voice. He pulled out a chair and sat down. ‘Don’t you see what this means, Sal? Now I can be reunited with Rosie!’

Sally flicked the tap off and turned her back to him, to place the kettle on the Aga. She didn’t want him to see her contorted face. 

‘You disapprove, don’t you?’ he said, the previous enthusiasm waning in his voice.

Sally took a deep breath, turned around and looked him straight in the eye. ‘It’s not disapproval,’ she said, taking two mugs from their hooks below the kitchen cupboards and reaching for the tin of teabags. ‘It’s more—’ she searched in her mind for the right, tactful word ‘—apprehension.’

‘But Rosie’s all alone; she needs me.’

Sally plopped the tea bags into their mugs and folded her arms. ‘She needs you or you need her?’

Gerald lowered his gaze and looked over the top of his tortoiseshell-framed spectacles. ‘You, Sally Arbuthnott, have been living on your own for too long. You’ve become bitter and twisted with only those horses for company.’

Bluebell growled softly in her bed.

‘And Bluebell,’ Gerald added, rolling his eyes.

Sally smiled. The kettle whistled and she boiled the teabags, searching for more appropriate words to handle this delicate situation.

‘Your silence speaks volumes, you know,’ Gerald said, curling the corner of the newspaper back and forth.

Steaming mugs of tea in hands, Sally took the seat opposite Gerald. 

‘Thanks,’ he said, reaching for his mug.

‘Look,’ she said, still searching for the right words, ‘of course you are going to want to approach Rosie now, I understand that. But a lot of water has flowed under that particular bridge. If I’m pretty honest, I’m still reeling from the fact Carrie’s passed away.’

‘I don’t know why, it’s not as if either of you were each other’s biggest fans. Arch-rivals, more like.’

It was Sally’s turn to roll her eyes. ‘Over a man neither of us could have. It wasn’t my fault you weren’t honest with her; neither of us had a clue you were more interested in men... not until you so overtly revealed it.’ Sally stuck her tongue in her cheek.

Gerald averted his gaze. Sally waited for Gerald to say something but, unusually for him, he silently stared at the newspaper. She reached out her hand and squeezed his. ‘No-one is judging you.’

‘Carrie did,’ he muttered, still looking down at the obituary. 

‘Well, as you say, Carrie’s not here anymore.’ Sally pulled her hand away and shrugged. ‘Mind you, neither’s your former French polisher you got caught shagging either; just me, still here, to pick up the pieces, once again.’ 

Gerald narrowed his eyes. ‘Bitch.’

‘Arsehole.’

They both dissolved into fits of giggles. Their marriage might have been over a long time ago, but Gerald was still her best friend.

‘So, what do I do? Rosie’s up in London all on her own, and I’m down here desperate to get to know her again.’

Sally took a sip of her tea. ‘You know what I’m going to say.’

Gerald groaned. ‘If in doubt, do nowt.’

Sally smiled. ‘You don’t know she’s on her own; she might be married—’

‘She’s still a Fields.’

‘Okay, but she might have a long-term partner. The girl will be grieving; the last thing she needs is you turning up to confuse the issue. You need to give her a little time first.’

‘I’m sixty-nine; I don’t know how much time I’ve got left!’

‘Oh, for goodness sakes Gerald, you rush around from auction to auction like a woodland sprite; you’re not going anywhere, anytime soon! Plus, shouldn’t you be running this by past Martin, your partner, and not your ex-wife?’ Martin – mostly known as Manipulative Martin by Sally and Gerald’s staff at the Antiques Centre – was Gerald’s business and life partner. 

‘Hmm, probably.’ Gerald clasped his hands together and scowled at Sally again. He sighed. ‘Okay, well, I promise to not to try and contact Rosie for a while, as long as you promise to sort this place out. You’re becoming a recluse, Sal, you don’t even come down to The Woolpack anymore.’

The Woolpack was the local pub in the heart of the village of Slad. It was probably only two miles away on foot, if you liked trenching through the fields. Via the lanes it was more like four miles; there hardly seemed any point driving to the pub for a glass of lemonade. 

Sally sighed. ‘Okay, if it will stop you careering off to London and making a delicate situation a disaster. Plus, you’re right; it’s probably about time I got some help around here, since Giles moved out.’

‘How is he? I’ve tried phoning him a few times, but he never returns my calls.’

‘Don’t take it personally; he only visits when he wants something. Too busy learning the ropes from Teddy.’

‘I read in the Racing Post two of the horses they trained won at Cheltenham, at the weekend.’

‘Oh, yes, our son is destined for great things, according to my brother.’

‘And that’s why I want to patch things up with Rosie; I want to know what achievements she’s made in her life, too.’

‘You don’t know what she knows about you though, Gerald.’

‘Being a homosexual isn’t a crime you know. Not these days anyway,’ he said, ferocious passion in his voice.

‘Oh, for goodness sakes, Gerald, why does everything come down to being gay with you?! I wasn’t on about whether she knows about your sexuality, I was on about the fact you don’t know what Carrie told her! How old is she now, mid-twenties?’

‘Twenty-six.’

‘Right, so she’s been an adult for a decade and not been in touch. You need to ask yourself why that is.’

Gerald’s face contorted. ‘Because Carrie poisoned her with lies about me, no doubt.’

‘Carrie was wounded when she left. What she did, she did to punish you, for sure, but you don’t know what she told Rosie. Perhaps it was easier, for Carrie, to pretend you were dead?’

The fire crackled. Bluebell snored in her bed. Sally watched the cogs turn in Gerald’s head.

‘Oh, heck,’ he said, ‘I hadn’t considered that.’
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Chapter Three 
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‘Ugh.’ Martha Henderson sloshed the mop back into its bucket, pushed wisps of her raven, black hair away from her face, before leaning against the kitchen island at Woodleigh House to survey her efforts. The Italian quarried floor tiles glistened, wet and shiny under the excessive number of downlights. ‘Perfect,’ she said, smiling to herself. As soon as it dried, she’d have time to flick Gerald’s expensive Sage coffee machine on and make herself a quick cappuccino before she had to collect the children from playgroup and school.

‘Hellooo!’ 

‘Noooo!’ squeaked Martha as she watched Laurie, Gerald’s  antique restorer, stride in from the utility room, across her freshly cleaned tiles in his size ten Timberlands, leaving precise, soiled imprints as he went.

He halted, mid-step, looking down. ‘Oh, sorry, Martha,’ he said, in that sweet, Gloucestershire burr of his that was enough to melt anyone’s heart. 

‘Don’t worry,’ Martha said, reaching for her mop again. It was difficult to resist Laurie, especially when he was standing there in a pair of ripped jeans, a lumberjack shirt tied around his waist, and a white vest, revealing his toned, muscular, not to mention tanned arms, covered in tattoos. He was wasted working for Gerald; he should have been a model in a Levi’s advert. Not that he was old enough to remember the infamous Levi’s adverts; he couldn’t be more than mid-twenties. Which was why Martha always ogled from afar. At thirty-six he probably thought her old enough to be his mother. 

Although he was certainly worth a little lust from afar...

‘Are you okay, Martha?’

‘Hmmm?’ Wrapped in her reverie, she’d forgotten Laurie must have come into the house for something. Probably to find Gerald. She had a sneaky suspicion she wasn’t the only one with a bit of unrequited lust for Laurie; she didn’t think it was just Laurie’s furniture restoration skills Gerald had been interested in. ‘Sorry, Laurie, I was just, er, thinking.’

‘About the mess I made on the floor?’ He flicked his floppy, blonde hair out of his face. He still had that air of litheness that young men had about them. Before they got settled into a relationship and comfortable with a bit of middle-aged spread.

In Martha’s opinion it was propaganda circulated by men that only women let themselves go.

‘Nooo, don’t worry about that,’ Martha said, skimming the mop around him. ‘Go and take your boots off, I was just about to make a coffee; do you want one?’

Laurie eyed her sceptically.

‘Gerald does allow his employees to take breaks, you know?’

He looked around, as if expecting Gerald to jump out from behind the grandfather clock. The naivety of youth was so sweet. ‘Go and take your shoes off and I’ll make you a latte.’

‘Thanks,’ he said, taking his boots off on the spot and hopping back towards the utility door. 

She watched his bum wiggle as he hopped. Man, she needed to find someone. She had sex on the brain. This was what happened when you were a single mother of two with limited access to babysitting. 

‘How’s college going?’ Laurie asked, tip-toeing back over the mopped floor and pulling out a breakfast stool.

‘Good, thanks.’ This was one aspect of her life she was really satisfied with. After all the crap she’d been through with Rory, her ex, she was glad to be doing something just for her. ‘We were doing materials and finishes before half-term and now we’re moving onto presentation and planning. Then, after Christmas, it’s my final piece of coursework and qualified, hopefully.’ She held her hand up and crossed her fingers.

‘Cool. Then are you going to come at Gerald for more money?’ He winked at her.

‘Oi, you, cheeky!’ she said, almost slipping on the wet tiles as she went to put the mop and bucket back in the utility. ‘I’m very grateful to Gerald, and so should you be.’

‘Oh, I am, I truly am. I’m learning so much from him.’

‘It does make me laugh when he refers to you as his apprentice, pah!’ Martha laughed, crossing the kitchen to flick the coffee machine on. It began chugging to life.

‘I know, I’ve been qualified for three years, but I think he wants me to learn the ropes; you know, start valuing, that sort of thing.’

‘Well, Giles has never shown any interest; he’s only ever been interested in horses and Gerald has nothing to do with Rosie, so I guess he’s thinking about who might take the business on when he can’t run it anymore. I think that’s why he offered to pay for my course; he’s ever so generous.’

‘I know, I told him that the money’s not in antiques so much these days, it’s in refurbishing properties, including antiques.’

‘Ah, so I have you to thank.’ Martha busied herself making the coffees. It was the summer before last when Gerald had offered to pay for her studies. She’d mentioned she was thinking of retraining, but she didn’t know as what. Before she’d had Josh and Ruby, she’d been an accounts clerk. When she’d wanted to leave Rory, she’d gone to Sally for advice. Rory was a racehorse jockey and worked under Sally’s brother, Teddy’s, training yard. Sally was the only successful divorcee Martha knew and Sally had got straight to work, asking Gerald if he could make use of a bookkeeper who could rent one of his cottages from him. So, Martha, Josh and Ruby had lived rent free on the Woodleigh Farm estate for the past eighteen months, in return for Martha doing Gerald’s bookkeeping, helping out in the Antiques Centre with stock and customers, and some regular cleaning at Woodleigh. Laurie lived in the cottage next-door, tied to his job.

‘Rosie?’ Laurie asked, flicking his hair out of his eyes and jigging his knee up and down, something Martha had noticed he did a lot whenever the conversation ever steered towards his family or private life. 

‘Oh, that’s Gerald’s daughter from his second marriage. I thought you would have known that? I’ve never met her, no-one has; sounds as if her mother carted her off to London when she was about four and Gerald’s never had any contact with her since. There’s photos of her in picture frames all around the house though.’ Martha studied them often when dusting. Gerald even had one of him with his ex-wife, Carrie, and Rosie, in a silver oval frame under the lady lamp – as she liked to call it – in the entrance lobby. They had looked such a happy little family.

She watched Laurie frown.

‘Now you come to mention it; that does ring a bell. Rosie. Hmmm.’ His knee was still jigging. 


She passed him his latte.


‘Thanks, I wonder if she’s called Rosie, like me?’

Martha frowned and flicked the coffee machine off. ‘Eh?’ She asked, pouring foamy milk into her cappuccino.

‘I’m called Laurie, after Laurie Lee.’ Laurie said, taking a sip of his latte.

‘You’ve lost me,’ Martha said sprinkling chocolate powder on her cappuccino.

‘You know, the famous poet; Cider with Rosie?’

‘Sorry, I don’t,’ Martha said, pulling out a kitchen stool and hopping up. At five-foot-four even a kitchen stool was a challenge; she’d needed an extra step on her mounting block when she used to ride horses.

‘You must know who Laurie Lee is!’ Laurie sounded incredulous. ‘He came from Stroud, he’s really famous around these parts. All of Cider with Rosie is about the Slad Valley.’

Martha shrugged. ‘Sorry, I’m from a wee village near Dublin originally; the only poet I know is Pam Ayres.’

‘Who’s she?’ 

‘Let’s not worry about that.’ This was getting interesting. It was the most Laurie had ever opened up about his private life. She vaguely knew Graham, his father, who lived locally with Laurie’s sisters and she was aware Laurie’s mother, Val, had passed away a few years ago, but he never went into great detail. ‘So, your parents named you Laurie, after Laurie Lee?’ she asked as nonchalantly as she could muster. 

‘Yer, no, sort of, anyway, I’m not talking about me.’

‘Yes, you were.’

‘I was just saying that I’m named after Laurie Lee and perhaps Rosie is named after Cider with Rosie? I can remember a Rosie, vaguely, from playgroup. But that was such a long time ago.’

‘It sounds like the Mad Hatter’s tea party in here; what’s all this talk about Rosie?’

Martha – mid-way through taking a sip of her coffee – froze. Her eyes locked on Laurie, blowing on his steaming latte.

They both turned to see Martin, standing in the doorway, a file tucked under one arm, while his one eyebrow arced in that quizzically menacing way he had. 

‘Cider with Rosie,’ Laurie stammered, ‘by Laurie Lee. Do you know it?’

‘Pfft, you can’t live around here and not,’ he said, stepping onto the wet tiles.

‘Watch out, the floor’s wet!’ Martha cried.

Too late. It couldn’t happen to a more appropriate person as her eyes watched Martin skid across the kitchen floor, like Bambi on ice, managing to grab hold of the granite worksurface and regain his balance.

‘You should have said.’ Martin scowled at Martha as he checked his immaculately swept-back, mousey hair with his hand. 

‘Sure, I just did,’ Martha said, using her usual breeziness to prevent Martin erupting into one of his tirades, which he quite frequently did. 

‘I’d best get going.’ Laurie swiftly jumped off his stool, grabbing his glass mug as he went tiptoeing back across the large kitchen, towards the utility room.

‘How many times must I tell you two not to take items from the house over to the Antiques Centre!’ It wasn’t quite shouting, but there was an exuberance of suppressed anger in Martin’s voice.

‘I’ll come over and collect it after I’ve picked the kids up, Laurie.’ She nodded at Laurie, silently communicating escape now! which he must have read as he scurried off. 

‘I’ve told you before Martha, this is not your house—’

‘No, it’s Gerald’s,’ Martha interrupted. Martha didn’t like Martin, but she wasn’t afraid of the authority he tried to impose on her either; she didn’t have any respect for him, so she was a hopeless case for him to try and conform, although try, he did.

‘Nevertheless, you and Laurie treat it like a pair of teenagers, and Gerald and I have to live here! How would you like it if you came down in the morning to find no coffee cups because your staff have purloined them all and taken them over to the business? We breakfast in the house, not the Antiques Centre.’

It was on the tip of her tongue to argue that whenever Martin was away at a flea market or auction for the day, Gerald liked nothing more than to mosey on down into Stroud and pick up a round of bacon rolls for them all from Walker’s bakery. And they ate them sitting on the furniture for sale in the Antiques Centre! She sensed now wasn’t the time to mention that though; she knew what was wrong with Martin, what had got his back up; the mention of Rosie. 

Martin and Gerald had been in a relationship for just over two years. From what Martha had gleaned from Sally, Gerald had had relationships since coming out, but no-one permanent. No-one that had moved in, anyway. And the more Martha analysed it, the more she couldn’t help but conclude that it was Martin who had manufactured him moving in here. Gerald seemed to be reasonably comfortable in his own company, but Martin seemed to swiftly be seeping into every aspect of Gerald’s life; his home, his business – Martin was now officially a Director of Field Antiques – he even drove around in Gerald’s Aston Martin because Gerald preferred to pootle (his words) around in his old, reliable Land Rover Defender. He’d even been the one to suggest that Giles would be better off moving in with Teddy so he didn’t have to commute every day to Tetbury from Cranbrook Farm. No wonder Sally frequently referred to Martin as Manipulative Martin. He manipulated almost every situation, but not where Gerald’s staff were concerned; Gerald had been quite adamant about that. Martha and Laurie reported to Gerald and only Gerald. 

Which left Martha with the sneaky suspicion that if he couldn’t manipulate himself into having authority over the staff, Martin wouldn’t have much luck in manipulating Gerald if it suddenly struck his fancy to look up Rosie. 

‘Well, I’ll be sure to pop over and ensure Laurie returns his mug, when I get back from the school run.’ She took a large gulp of coffee, pulled open the dishwasher door behind her, sloshed the remnants of her coffee over the dirty dishes, depositing her cup and closing the door with a flourish. ‘Must dash,’ she said, plastering on a bright smile, belying how she really felt. 

Christ on a bike, she thought, picking up her riding boots from the utility room on the way out to the car. What was it with men? Straights ones, gay ones, they were all manipulative and controlling, like Rory, her ex. Apart from Gerald, he was lovely. And gay. Oh, and Laurie. Who was more like a younger brother. 

‘Ugh, men,’ Martha said, pulling open the door to her battered old VW estate. ‘And they say women are complicated!’ 
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Chapter Four
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Beating up her pillow for the umpteenth time, Rosie finally gave in, rolled back over and pushed herself up on her elbows. It wasn’t the pillow’s fault she was in such a bad mood and had barely managed a wink of sleep all night. Daylight was beginning to creep into the room through a chink in the curtains, anyway. ‘Ugh,’ Rosie groaned, tapping her phone to reveal the time; it was only just coming up to 6 am. That was the problem when the clocks went back; you were lured into a false sense of security for a brief few weeks that it was lighter in the mornings again, before being plunged into the depths of winter darkness. 

Oh, well, she was up now, she thought, grabbing her phone and sinking back into the pillow with another underserving thump of her head. ‘Let’s see what the Cotswolds has got to offer,’ she said, conscious she probably needed to get a dog or cat or some sort of pet to justify talking to herself, now there was no one to actually talk to. That icy wave of panic crept over her again that this was it now; she was on her own. Swiftly replaced with that warm feeling of hope that maybe she wasn’t, not if she could repair her relationship with her father. 

If it was worth repairing.

That’s what had kept her awake most of the night; that and the fact Carrie had been lying to her all these years. What had been so monumental to rip your child away from her father? She couldn’t deal with those thoughts now; they were making her angrier and angrier and, without Carrie here to explain, were completely futile. She’d decided in the night that she was going to have to manufacture a way to get close to Gerald, so she could make up her own, independent, unbiased, opinion of him. She’d been tempted to get online there and then at 2am and start looking for a job opportunity nearby, but sense had prevailed, and she had decided to try and get some sleep instead. 

Which had been futile. But, seeing she was awake, she should probably go downstairs and make herself a cup of tea, but her impatience was growing. Perhaps it was Mum’s funeral yesterday which was making her feel all out of sorts. That need to grasp onto life when a loved one passed away, to live for today. Whatever it was, Rosie had this uneasy feeling that time was of the essence here; she needed to find a reason to move to the Cotswolds before it was too late.

***
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‘MORE COFFEE?’ MARTIN asked, holding the cafetière over Gerald’s cup and saucer.

‘Hmm?’ Gerald looked up and over the rim of his glasses at Martin, waiting solemnly for his response. ‘Oh, go on then, thanks,’ he said, folding up the newspaper, deciding that he was going to have to stop procrastinating and get on and tell Martin what he’d found out yesterday. He should have told Martin last night, but something had held him back. He was fighting with the little voice in his head which was rightly questioning why he hadn’t had an issue with calling in on Sal to tell her his news, but couldn’t bring himself to tell Martin. ‘Thanks,’ Gerald said, as Martin finished pouring. ‘We really must get Martha to show us how to use the new coffee machine.’ 

‘She could make it for us if she wasn’t so preoccupied with bloody school runs,’ Martin said, dryly, as he turned the page of Reclaim magazine. 

Gerald didn’t know why Martin bothered with all those awful, antique periodicals. They were intended for the amateur masses; he wasn’t going to find the next lost Ming vase hiding at the back of a shot in one of those. You needed to keep your eye on the ball and nose to the ground in this business; these days big finds turned up in the most peculiar of places. Although, that said, he had put a deposit down on an ornate Victorian, solid silver, pill earring box at the Stroud furniture recycling project yesterday. It was a bit naughty really; it had a concealed hallmark, under the velour interior. They must have thought it was a tin snuff box, so had marked it up at fifty quid. Once he’d got Laurie to buff it up, he could probably sell it on to one of the interior design shops in Cirencester, for about two-fifty. Not bad for a day’s work...

‘Earth to Gerald, come in?’

Oops. More procrastination.

‘Sorry, Martin, miles away.’

‘I know. I think you really should have a word with Martha, though; she takes liberties sometimes.’

Gerald had heard on arriving home yesterday, how Martha and Laurie were lounging about in the kitchen with their feet up, having both indulged in drinks from the coffee machine; the horror! Gerald didn’t care as long as the work got done. If they wanted a twenty-minute pitstop, what was it to him? Martin didn’t see it that way. About once a month he seemed keen to have a little dig about Martha. It was more like living with a woman than the women he had lived with. Martha was dedicated, organised and eager; what more could they want in a housekeeper-cum-bookkeeper-cum-interior-design-apprentice? Gerald rather had the suspicion that Martin was more worried about Martha muscling in on his patch, once she’d qualified next year.

‘Martin, she works like a shire horse; what more can we ask from her?’

‘To not drink all our coffee.’ Martin vigorously swiped the next page in his magazine, his bottom lip ever so slightly protruding in typical, sulky Martin fashion. 

Gerald rolled his eyes at the man who was supposed to be his partner but behaved more like a wounded offspring half the time. No wonder Martin and Giles never saw eye-to-eye; they were so alike. Now really wasn’t the time to go mentioning Rosie.

‘They were talking about Rosie.’

Gerald clattered his cup down onto his saucer. ‘Pardon?’ How did Martha know? Had she been reading The Times yesterday too? 

Martin dumped his magazine down on the kitchen island and leant his elbows on the counter. ‘I found them talking about Rosie when I arrived home; something to do with why Laurie is called Laurie apparently.’

Relief coursed through Gerald; they were just talking about her namesake. ‘Laurie Lee.’ Gerald smiled, remembering how he had to really convince Carrie, bribing her with the top model Silver Cross pram, in order to secure Rosie her name.

‘Is she named after Cider with Rosie?’ Martin asked, dryly. He did that flicky thing with his nails, attempting to manicure them without a nail file, the same thing he always did when he was pretending to be nonchalant. Gerald had watched him do it at auctions. It was one of the things he had found attractive about Martin.

To begin with.

Now he just found it irritating.

‘Yes.’ Gerald beamed. ‘She is.’ This was it; this was the opportunity. 

‘Well, we all have pasts we’re less than proud of.’

The smile instantly faded from Gerald’s face. ‘Pardon?’

Martin flicked a dismissive hand. ‘I’m not on about Rosie, per se, just Carrie.’ 

Gerald watched Martin’s face contort and he knew Martin was trying his hardest not to add and Sally. 

‘What?’ Martin said, before blowing on his coffee, clearly reading the stunned expression on Gerald’s face. ‘You have to admit since Giles moved in with Sally’s brother, we’ve had more time alone in the house together. If Martha didn’t keep bringing those brats with her when she cleans at the weekends, it would be perfectly peaceful around here, just how a manor house should be in a sleepy, Cotswold valley.’

Gerald took a sip of his coffee and said nothing. He rather liked the chitter chatter of Josh and Ruby, Martha’s little ones. It wasn’t as if he was getting any grandchildren of his own anytime soon. Unless Rosie already had children? His mind wandered out of the window, across the panorama to the other side of the valley, towards Uplands, thinking over the possibility that he was a grandfather, drifting away from that uneasy feeling that kept coming over, that Martin just wanted to take Gerald away from everyone and everything in his life and have Gerald all to himself. 

‘Coooeeee!’ 

The utility door swung open to reveal Sal, looking as unkempt as usual, but with a much brighter expression on her face than yesterday.

‘Oh, hello love, come in.’ Gerald watched Martin wince as he called Sal ‘love’. ‘Unusual to see you out and about so early. Out at all, really,’ he added, before sticking his tongue in his cheek.

‘If you were in hitting distance, I’d swipe you, Gerald Fields,’ Sal said, trying her best to unentangle herself from her riding boots.

Martin returned to his antiques magazine.

Gerald chuckled. ‘Well, it is unusual, you’d have to admit that. Is one of the horses unwell?’

‘Will you stop it!’ Sal practically skipped across the kitchen tiles with a notebook and pen in her hand. ‘You said I needed to change things, so don’t ridicule me when I do!’

‘Here, pull up a stool. Coffee?’

‘I won’t say no, thank you,’ Sally said, lifting herself up onto the stool and tucking her loose strands of greying hair, which had escaped her uniform ponytail, behind her ears. 

Gerald dismounted his stool and reached into the cupboard for an extra cup and saucer.

‘I’ve had a think about what you said and you’re right.’ Sally opened her notebook and smoothed open the page with her neat writing. 

‘Mark it on the calendar!’ Gerald grinned, pleased to see a whisper of the former ex-wife he used to know. She had become ever so dowdy lately. She’d let her long hair go naturally grey, but it suited her; more like highlights through her former conker-brown hair, and she still had a fine figure, having never given up horse riding, even at the ripe age of sixty-five. But she had lost her lust for life lately; probably since Giles moved out, if Gerald dared to admit it. 

Another thing Martin had meddled in. Perhaps it wasn’t best to tell him about his news regarding Rosie after all.

For the moment, anyway.

Sally rolled her eyes at Gerald’s sarcasm. ‘Alright, you can have that one; but after you left yesterday—’

‘Yesterday?’ Martin interjected.

‘Yes, Gerald called in to tell me about—’

‘That fantastic find at the recycling project!’ Gerald cut in enthusiastically, glancing at Sally with pleading eyes to play along. ‘I told you about it last night, remember; the pill box? I knew you wouldn’t be home until late and I was bursting to tell someone who would listen.’

‘I thought Laurie was your new antiques protégé?’ Martin raised a quizzical eyebrow as he took another sip of coffee.

‘Oh, you know Gerald,’ Sally said, playing along. ‘He wasn’t really calling in to tell me about the hidden hallmark. He wanted to know if I’d heard from Giles. We’ve both been shunned since he took up with Teddy.’

Gerald watched a whisper of a smile twitch at the corner of Martin’s lips as he focused on the magazine in front of him.

‘Anyway,’ Sally said, tapping her pen on the notepad. ‘Back to me.’

‘Sorry,’ Gerald said, pouring coffee from the cafetière. ‘What’s the rush?’

‘I’m so excited, I could barely sleep! You were right; I do need to turn the charity around if it’s going to survive, but I can’t do it on my own. So, I’m going to employ a secretary-cum-fundraiser. There’s loads of grants and things I should be applying for and I don’t have a clue where to start. But a younger person would, and there’s just enough funds in the charity account to pay someone for a year, which would give them more time, hopefully, to secure funding and their wages for the future.’

‘How much can you pay?’ Gerald asked.

‘Ten thousand.’

‘A year?!’ Both men chorused.

‘Well, it might suit a young person, mightn’t it?’ Sally winced as she was saying it.

‘You have heard of the minimum wage?’ Martin said, dryly.

‘Yes, thank you.’ Sally snapped.

Gerald took his glasses off and raked his hands through his hair, returning to the calming view across the valley. ‘Tell you what,’ he said, knowing he needed to be decisive, so that Martin couldn’t talk him out of it. ‘I’ve got one my cottages up at Elcombe free at the moment. It’s a bit shabby and I was going to renovate it, but it’s liveable and only a ten-minute walk up the lane to Cranbrook. Place an ad for a live-in secretary. With a bit of luck, they’ll be horsey and can help exercise the horses too. I’ll include the bills—’ Gerald faltered, watching the apoplectic expression on Martin’s face ‘—think of it as my donation to the charity for next year.’ 

‘Oh, Gerald, I could kiss you!’ Sal clasped her hands together.

‘Please don’t,’ Gerald said, more for Martin’s benefit than for his. 

‘I just need to ask one other teeny favour,’ Sally said, her yellowing teeth – where she claimed she never had time to go to the dentist’s hygienist – fully on show.

‘Go on,’ Gerald said, knowing Martin would break into a tirade over how Sal was forever manipulating him, the moment she left.

‘Can you help me place an ad on the internet? I don’t have a clue where to start with the laptop at home. Giles dealt with all of that.’

Gerald smiled. ‘Of course.’

‘Better make IT skills the top priority for your new employee, Sally,’ Martin said, glowering from under the rim of his coffee cup. 
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Chapter Five
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Rosie returned from the shower, wearing Mum’s old, white, fluffy dressing gown – it still smelled of her; it was comforting – and flopped down on her bed. Finding a job wasn’t proving as easy as she thought. She hadn’t even found a position for a pot washer, let alone something she had skills for. Not that there would be anything wrong with being a pot washer; she’d take anything to get her closer to Woodleigh and her dad. Money wasn’t an issue; next on her list was to phone a couple of estate agents and get the house valued to rent out, but she felt she would need a job if she was going to blend into the background. She could always visit Field’s Antiques Centre – she’d looked it up and her dad’s business still existed, it even had a website – with some excuse as to why she was there; looking for a gift for a relative perhaps? But if she was going to infiltrate Gerald’s circle, she needed to appear authentic. Someone new to the area; such-and-such who works at so-in-so. No one would suspect her then.

But would anyone suspect her anyway? Ostensibly, Gerald didn’t know Carrie had just passed away. Plus, he must know where Rosie lived, he must have known for the past twenty-odd years, surely? And yet he hadn’t exactly beaten a path to her door, had he?

Ping!

‘Arrgh!’ Lost in her own thoughts, her phone startled her. She reached out to grab it, expecting it to be Saffy, checking on how she was today, only to find it was an alert for a job search engine she’d signed up for. She tapped on the notification and the app opened.

LIVE IN SECRETARY REQUIRED

Rosie’s heart sank, realising it was another live-in job. She’d seen a few of these; advertised as a ‘PA’ what they really wanted was a carer for an elderly or infirm relative. While she didn’t feel the work was beyond her capabilities, she wasn’t sure she could cope with caring for someone the way she’d been doing for Mum for so long; it was too soon. 

Cranbrook Racehorse Welfare Centre (CRWC), home for retired racehorses, seeks an experienced secretary to assist with administrative and bookkeeping duties, together with organising fundraising events for our charity. Knowledge of applying for grants and funding desirable, but not essential. IT and communication skills essential. 

Offered on a full-time basis with salary of £10,000 per year—

‘Ouch,’ said Rosie, abruptly halting. Was that even minimum wage? Not that she needed the money but was this a case of taking the proverbials?


—  together with a tied cottage, in desirable Cotswold hamlet, comprising living room, kitchen-cum-dining room and two bedrooms. All bills and council tax included. Horses available for hacks to experienced riders. 

Contact Sally Arbuthnott on 01453 860086 for an informal chat or email infor@CRWC.co.uk with CV and covering letter.


A tingle of excitement began to surge through Rosie, a feeling she hadn’t experienced for months. This was it! This was the one! Her horse-riding skills were pretty rusty, but she had done enough temping jobs to support her way through Uni to blag her way in as a secretary. And what she didn’t know about bookkeeping, Google could most probably help her with. But as she hurried to get dressed and start on her made-up CV, she abruptly halted. 

She’d be lying about her identity. 

How was that going to help? 

What if she got close to Gerald only to find he was a genuinely nice man; the man she remembered him being? The one who used to play hide and seek with her in their tiered, drystone walled garden, who took her to Winstones for ice cream up on Rodborough Common, and made her swear she wouldn’t tell Mummy? Rosie’s eyes welled with tears; could she do this? Could she lie just to get close to her father? On the other hand, her parents had been lying to her for over two decades; one had told her the other was dead and the other had never come to find her. Perhaps he just didn’t care? A sudden realisation washed over Rosie; Carrie had been careful, calculated almost, not to indulge Rosie in memories of her father, whilst she was growing up in London. Any mention of him by Rosie had been met by Carrie with avoidance, distraction or the line Carrie most favourably trotted out; ‘If he really cared about you, Rosie, he'd have found time to visit you by now.’

Not if he didn’t bloody know where we lived.

‘Ohhh, this is so frustrating!’ Rosie said, collapsing on the bed for the second time today. Ping! went her phone again. She reached out to find it was Saffy checking up on her this time.

Confused. Meet me for lunch? Xx Rosie replied. 

Saffy’s response was quick. Sure thing; Milano’s 12.30? Xx

Milano’s was their favourite haunt for coffee. Rosie replied with her thanks. She would work on her faux CV between now and lunchtime to keep her busy. Then she would present her plan to Saffy and ask her to be brutally honest with Rosie; was she as devious and conniving as her mother?

She had an unsettling feeling that’s how she had it in her to come up with such an elaborate plan in the first place. 
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‘PSSST, MARTHA, OVER here,’ Gerald whispered. 

Martha looked up from the price tags she was ornately pricing up in her best swirly handwriting, which Martin insisted upon because it made the price look inviting. Martha was pretty sure most of the browsers who frequented the Antiques entre weren’t interested in the price.

‘Hmmm?’ she replied, pushing her reading glasses up onto her head. Gerald was in his office, in the corner of the airy, converted threshing barn. Most of the floor space was dedicated to displaying the antiques – mainly furniture and soft furnishings downstairs and paintings hung on the walls, with a restored staircase leading to the second floor where display cabinets housed jewellery and other, smaller decorative, more expensive pieces housed under lock and key – but Gerald and Martin both had an office sectioned off in glass panes at opposing corners of the vacuous shop space. 

‘Come over here a minute,’ he said, still whispering. 

‘Why are you whispering?’ she asked, making her way through the furnishings, grateful of the opportunity to take a break from labelling. 

‘Because Martin’s only just left; he might pop back if he’s forgotten something.’

Martha raised her eyebrows at Gerald as she halted by his desk. 

Gerald batted his hand dismissively. ‘Yes, I know you’ve told me before but he’s just a bit insecure, that’s all.’

Possessive, more like. A few weeks ago, Martha had delicately put it to Gerald that perhaps Martin’s monopoly over Gerald wasn’t particularly healthy. Wrapped up in her own battles with Rory until that point, she hadn’t really noticed the similarities, but Martin could behave uncannily like Rory sometimes. Needing to know where she was, who she was with. Which was ironic, really, seeing it had been Rory sneaking around behind her back.

‘What do you want, then?’ Deciding that Gerald was best left to come to his own conclusions where Martin was concerned, Martha looked down at his desk, hoping to see some drawings for a commission to dress a new property, but instead all that was there was a crumpled copy of yesterday’s Times.

Gerald looked over Martha’s shoulder. ‘Sit down,’ he said, taking his reading glasses out of his top pocket. ‘I want your opinion. I was going to talk to Martin about it this morning, but then Sal came over and—’

‘Martin had a big sulk at Sally’s intrusion?’

A flicker of recognition flashed across Gerald’s face. ‘It didn’t feel like the right moment to tell him.’ He opened up the newspaper and twizzled it around so Martha could read it. ‘There,’ he said, stabbing his finger half-way down the obituaries page.

Martha was about to comment that he was even better connected than she thought, knowing someone who had died and had their obituary printed in The Times, when her eyes almost popped out at the name on the page. She leaned in, pushing her long hair over her shoulders so it didn’t get in the way of the copy. She looked up at Gerald who was hanging off her every reaction. ‘Rosie?’ 

He nodded. ‘What do you think?’

Martha studied the copy again, biting her lip, preventing her from coming up with her instant reaction and not a well-considered, thought out response. 

‘Sal thinks I should leave it for a while.’

Martha’s eyebrows shot up again. ‘Oh, so you’ve found time to tell Sal, but not Martin, your partner.’

‘Oh, Martha, don’t say it like that.’ Gerald pushed back in his leather swivel chair and raked his hands through his silvery locks. ‘It makes me sound like I’m having an affair!’ 

‘I didn’t mean it like that.’ Martha decided returning to her laborious price tagging would be preferable to getting embroiled in the Fields’ family affairs. 

Gerald ran his hand over his stubble. ‘I know you didn’t, love, you’re just confirming what I’m too cowardly to admit; that it’s like treading on glass with Martin sometimes. Which, as you so bluntly point out, is why I went to Sal about this—’ he tapped on the newspaper ‘—and I’m now seeking your opinion instead of Martin’s. I guess I want to know my own mind, so he doesn’t try and persuade me otherwise.’

This all sounded horribly familiar to Martha. Of course, Rory wasn’t having an affair, it was just her mind playing tricks; Rory was the master of self-doubt and Martha had a sneaky suspicion that was how Martin behaved too.

‘What did Sally say?’ Martha asked, side-stepping the large Martin-shaped, elephant in the room.

Gerald peered over his reading glasses. ‘I’d prefer your opinion first.’

Martha nodded and folded her arms over her chest, collecting her thoughts. What did she think? What she’d initially thought the moment she’d read the copy. ‘You need to reach out to her. I
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