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    1


    Jamie Wilding thought it ironic that, of her somewhat epic journey from South America, the final leg from Paddington to Ludlow had been the most traumatic. She’d missed her connection at Hereford, and the next train had come to an agonizing standstill in the wilds of the Shropshire countryside for no apparent reason – at least, none was given. By then she’d been travelling for over twenty-four hours. Now, with judicious use of her elbows and a certain ruthlessness, she finally managed to push her way through a dithering gaggle of American tourists, extricate herself from the train carriage and alight on the platform. She was tired, dirty, hungry and thirsty. As she struggled out of the station with her rucksack, she prayed there would be a taxi. There was. ‘Bucklebury Farm, Upper Faviell,’ she told the driver, and flopped into the back seat wearily. The smell of the driver’s cigarette combined with the sickly smell from his Wallace and Gromit air freshener turned her empty stomach, but she didn’t care. She was nearly there.


    The cab nudged its way slowly through the midday traffic and up the hill to the town centre. Jamie feasted her eyes on the familiar buildings: the black-and-white timbered edifices bowed down with age juxtaposed with the more gracious red-brick frontages introduced in Georgian times. She wondered which she preferred, then decided it was the contrast that was so charming.


    As they pulled into the town square, the farmers’ market was in full swing. Stalls with gaily-coloured awnings to protect them from the summer sun were crammed with vegetables: rows of cauliflowers, creamy white, luminous green and purple, enormous pods bulging with broad beans, punnets of voluptuous red strawberries. Other stalls were selling delicious-looking pies and jams and cakes; local honey; pots of herbs to take home and plant; handmade ice cream thick with raspberries or ginger or chunks of bittersweet chocolate. Someone was cooking free-range sausages on a portable barbecue to entice customers: the smell drifted in through the cab window and made Jamie’s mouth water. She was ravenous. There’d been no buffet car on the train. Her last meal had been an unedifying airline breakfast in another time zone. She was tempted to ask the driver to stop, but knew that would just be prolonging the agony. It was something she could look forward to after months of meagre and monotonous rations: coming to the market, chatting to the stallholders, trying their samples, coming home with a basket groaning with fresh produce. As the traffic nudged along, she caught sight of Leo the cheesemonger, with his mop of unruly black curls, deep in conversation with a customer, talking her through his mouthwatering selection of wares, paring off slivers for her to try. You could have a full-blown meal just by sampling what was on offer at Ludlow market, starting with marinated olives, moving on to cured meats and home-baked breads, finishing with a sliver of lemon tart or apple cake.


    At the far end of the square the castle overlooked the bustling scene with an air of benevolent superiority. It had, after all, been there the longest, long before Ludlow became renowned as a gastronomic and epicurean mecca. Tourists swarmed over its ancient ramparts, armed with lurid ice creams and guidebooks, spilling out of its magnificent gates to discover the rest of the town’s treasures.


    At last the cab was free of the traffic. It crossed over the river and on to the road that led to the Faviells. As they sped along the winding lanes, hedgerows thick with emerald greenery, Jamie felt the faint drumming of butterfly wings against the wall of her stomach. Why was she nervous? She was coming home, that’s all. She had no need to be nervous.


    Yes, she did. After all, she had no idea what to expect on her return – what she was going to find, how she was going to be received. Or what she would do and say. Jamie always feared the unknown, because her imagination worked overtime and presented her with the worst-case scenario. Give her a rope bridge to cross or an unbroken horse to ride and she had nerves of steel. But when she wasn’t sure what to expect, her courage seemed to fail her.


    Only too soon they arrived in Upper Faviell. The village hadn’t changed, which was hardly surprising, as it hadn’t changed for as long as Jamie could remember. The hanging baskets at the Royal Oak were sporting a blue and white colour scheme this year, compared to yellow and red the year before, and there was a new ‘Please Drive Carefully Through Our Village’ sign, but otherwise it was the same as it had been when she’d left, almost a year ago now.


    Half a mile outside the village, on Jamie’s instruction, the driver pulled into a gateway. Weeds and grass poked through the cattle grid; the sign that would have told passers-by that this was Bucklebury Farm was overgrown with brambles.


    ‘I’ll walk from here,’ Jamie told the driver, and thrust a crumpled tenner at him. Heaving her rucksack back on to her shoulder, she stood for a moment, heart thumping, knowing that by walking this last quarter of a mile she was delaying the moment of reckoning yet again.


    She trudged down the drive, a simple track flanked on one side by orchards and on the other by pastures dotted with grazing sheep. Her feet kicked up the dust of earth dried by the midday sun, but the heat was nothing compared to what she had endured over the past few months. Instead, she relished the gentle breeze that swished through the boughs of the trees and set the buttercups, sprinkled like gold dust over the fields, nodding furiously. Eventually, two stone gateposts and another cattle grid pronounced the entrance to the farmyard, whereupon the track became tarmac and led past a decrepit hay-wain and a magnificent Victorian stable yard, before coming to a halt in front of the house itself.


    Bucklebury Farm embraced the two styles of architecture that typified Ludlow. The oldest section was seventeenth-century black-and-white timber, irregularly shaped and peppered with leaded windows. The floors inside were wooden and leaned at alarming angles, the rooms were predominantly wood-panelled, the ceilings low, the staircases winding and narrow and crooked. Upstairs, one frequently had to bend to avoid concussion on a beam or a sloping roofline. Overall, it gave one the impression of being on board a rather cosy ship. In the late nineteenth century someone had obviously found its confines claustrophobic rather than charming, and had made a red-brick addition to the house that was stout and square and perfectly proportioned, allowing a rather grand staircase, a large dining room, a study and some sensibly sized and shaped bedrooms. Jamie infinitely preferred the older part, where her bedroom was tucked into the eaves up its own little staircase. The windows were tiny but gave a magnificent view of the rolling countryside, and in the distance she could see the ramparts of Ludlow Castle standing guard over the town.


    Ignoring the imposing front door, with its arched fanlight, that was only ever opened to people who didn’t know any better, she made her way around the side of the house. She couldn’t help noticing a general air of neglect about the place: the lawns and hedges were badly in need of attention, and the vegetable patch, once immaculate with its regimented rows of carrots and cabbages and lettuces all neatly netted to protect them from the rabbits, had become rampant and choked with weeds. But then, her father had never taken any great interest in gardening. Never mind; she could bring things back into order soon enough.


    As she walked past the kitchen garden to the back door, a brace of Jack Russells came tearing round the side of the house with a volley of barks, leaping up at her with muddy paws, stumpy tails wagging furiously.


    ‘Parsnip! Gumdrop!’ She dropped to her knees and embraced the pair of them as they sniffed at her in disbelieving delight. Overwhelmed by their greeting, she was struck by the absence of a further presence. Their vanguard would once have been followed by her mother vainly calling them off; the little dogs were the one thing over which Louisa seemed to have no control. They were notoriously quite the worst behaved dogs in the county, over-indulged and under-disciplined, saved from being thoroughly dislikeable by their ebullient mischief and effusive welcomes. Now, Jamie noticed, they could both do with a good bath and needed their nails clipping. If she needed any further reminder that her mother was no longer here, then this was it …


    


    She’d been working in California when it happened. An American family who had hired her to look after their first child when they’d lived in London had her flown over to San Francisco when number two arrived. It had been a very happy few weeks; the baby was an angel, Marin County was heaven and the Knights treated Jamie like one of their own. For the first time, she was seriously tempted when they begged her to stay on. It was one of her golden rules, why she’d chosen maternity nursing over nannying, that she never got attached to a child or a family, that she only stayed eight weeks maximum, and that once the mother had recovered from the birth and the baby had settled into a routine, she was gone. That way, she could be sure of her freedom. She could pick and choose her jobs, and never be at anyone else’s beck and call.


    Her father Jack had phoned on a Sunday morning, when they were all about to set off for brunch at a harbour-side restaurant in Sausalito.


    ‘It’s your mother.’


    Jamie could tell by the strain in his voice that something was badly wrong.


    ‘What is it?’


    ‘She …’


    ‘What?’ Jamie couldn’t keep the irritation out of her voice. It was one of her father’s more annoying habits, not being able to get to the point when there was something unpleasant that needed saying.


    ‘The doctors say she probably won’t make it through the night.’


    Jamie was stunned into silence for a moment, then delivered a barrage of questions.


    ‘What do you mean? Why? What’s the matter? Has she had an accident?’


    Jack gave a heavy sigh in response.


    ‘She’s got cancer, Jamie.’


    To say Jamie was shocked was an understatement. Her mother couldn’t have cancer. She was never ill. At first she told herself there’d been some mistake, that the phone would ring and Jack would tell her to relax, Louisa had made a recovery, her notes had been mixed up with someone else’s. But when kindly Dr Roper, their GP, had called ten minutes later, Jamie could tell from the tone of his voice that the situation was as grave as Jack had outlined. Louisa had been diagnosed with secondary cancer six weeks ago. It had reached her lymph nodes. There was nothing on God’s earth to be done.


    Jamie had tried valiantly not to become hysterical, but the harsh reality of being thousands of miles away with her mother on the brink of death made it hard. The Knights booked her a flight, repeatedly reassured her that she wasn’t letting them down, helped her pack and drove her to the airport. Mrs Knight slipped her a couple of Valium for the journey. Jamie didn’t dare take them. She wasn’t sure what effect they’d have. And if she got there, and her mother was still alive, she wanted to be fully aware.


    As hard as Jamie had willed the plane to go faster, the hours had slipped through her fingers. As she waited for her connection at JFK, she called home. Dr Roper broke the news as gently as he could: Louisa had passed away during the night. She sat on the final eight-hour flight numb with shock. Someone, she couldn’t remember who even now, had met her at Heathrow and driven her home on what had become the most pointless journey of her life.


    Even worse than her mother dying had been what she perceived as her father’s betrayal. Perhaps that had been the easiest way to deal with her grief, to displace her anger on to Jack. She was incandescent with rage, and vented her fury upon him with little or no thought for his own feelings. Why on earth hadn’t he warned her? Phoned her? Called her back home as soon as they knew the awful truth, the moment her mother had been diagnosed? He put up a weary defence.


    ‘It was what she wanted, Jamie. She wanted you to remember her as she was. She didn’t want you to see her sick.’


    Jamie couldn’t accept his justification.


    ‘What do you respect?’ she’d stormed. ‘The wishes of someone who’s about to die? Or the feelings of the person who’s got to live with it afterwards?’


    ‘Don’t think it was easy for me, Jamie.’


    ‘I don’t understand. I don’t understand.’


    ‘You wouldn’t have wanted to see her. There was no point, believe me. It was harrowing. She wasn’t your mother …’


    ‘I’d like to have been given the choice.’


    There was no point in railing at him. He stared catatonically into the middle of the room, eyes red-rimmed, the beginnings of a beard that Jamie had been shocked to see was white. Jack the dandy shaved twice a day, and smelled of spicy, woody aftershave. Now he was beginning to have the waft of an old man who hadn’t bathed for several days.


    She tried to remember the last time she’d seen Louisa. She’d spent a weekend at the farm just before she went to California. Had her mother known she was dying then? She tried to recall her mood, whether she’d said anything significant, whether she’d held on to her a fraction too long when she’d kissed her goodbye. But as far as she could remember the weekend had been the usual glorious whirl of dogs, horses, people, music and endless food and drink that was Bucklebury Farm, just the tonic Jamie always needed after a gruelling few weeks looking after a newborn.


    The funeral was hideous. The church was packed, the vicar effusive in his eulogizing, the profusion of flowers giving off a sickly scent. Jamie took the Valium Mrs Knight had given her for the plane journey. She didn’t want to sit next to Jack, but how could she not? She didn’t want people surmising, conjecturing. Her mother deserved a gracious send-off, not to be a source of gossip. Back at the house, she supervised the funeral tea like an automaton, desperate to snarl at people for their sympathy and platitudes. Nobody, thank God, said it had been a shame that she hadn’t made it back in time to say goodbye. Nobody was that insensitive. But Jamie couldn’t help wondering if perhaps they were all thinking it.


    She’d barely spoken to her father, and when she did it was only to consult him on practicalities. They’d operated as islands, moving like ghosts around the farmhouse, praying for each day to end as soon as it began. A week after the funeral, when she’d replied to all the letters of condolence, chosen the gravestone and tidied away the most evident of Louisa’s possessions – the gumboots by the back door, the Agatha Christie on the coffee table, the few of her garments in the washing basket – she bought the Rough Guide to South America, spent a couple of hundred quid in Millets on sturdy outdoor wear and a rucksack, and booked a one-way flight to Peru.


    Perhaps it had been irresponsible. It was certainly running away. But she couldn’t stay at home, burning with resentment at Jack, expecting her mother to walk in through the door at any moment. And she couldn’t work. Numb with grief, she didn’t trust herself to be in charge of a newborn baby and a hormonal mother. Hers was a job that took patience and tact and a strong constitution for what could be weeks of interrupted sleep.


    More than anything, she was angry. With whoever it was who’d taken her mother away – God, presumably, though Jamie wasn’t a great believer. With her mother, for not having the will to fight. But most of all with Jack, for not having the strength and the foresight to go against Louisa’s wishes. It was typical of him, to go with whoever shouted the loudest and not stand up to them. Out of sight, out of mind. Anything for an easy life. That was Jack.


    She phoned the agency to say she would be indefinitely unavailable. They were sympathetic, but keen to get her working again as soon as possible. She was one of the best maternity nurses on their books. With her youth and energy, new mothers found her sympathetic rather than intimidating, and looked upon her as a friend rather than someone to be in awe of. But Jamie couldn’t give them an idea of when she would be back.


    Over the ensuing months, Jamie toured her way round Mexico, Peru, Ecuador and Nicaragua in search of peace. Once every few weeks, she steeled herself to phone home and check up on Jack. They would have a stilted, awkward conversation, not helped by the time delay on the line. Jamie would hang up hastily, her conscience salved for another couple of weeks.


    But over the past month, as the shards of grief in her heart had gradually started to melt and the pain began to fade, Jamie had a sudden feeling that the time was right to come home. She’d climbed to the top of Machu Picchu and there, on top of the world, standing amongst the clouds, she could almost believe she was in heaven itself. She’d never been a very spiritual or fanciful person, but somehow she’d felt as if her mother was there beside her; as if Louisa was telling her that it was all right, that she was all right, and that it was time for Jamie to go and make her peace with Jack. And Jamie had climbed back down feeling stronger, convinced that ten months was long enough to stay away from someone you knew you had to forgive in the end …


    And now here she was. The back door was slightly ajar, suggesting that her father was in, though they had never been tight on security. Locks and keys weren’t part of the Wilding lifestyle. Jamie breathed in as she pushed open the door and stepped over the threshold, almost expecting the smell of freshly baked soda bread or one of Louisa’s casseroles to rise up and greet her. Instead, there was the odour of cigarette smoke and bacon fat. She frowned – her father only ever smoked cigars. Then she stopped short.


    The kitchen was undoubtedly Bucklebury Farm’s greatest selling point. Nearly thirty foot long and fifteen wide, it had a high vaulted ceiling, crisscrossed with beams, and a limestone floor. The walls were painted a dusky pink, and were smothered in ancient farming implements. An antediluvian range lurked in an inglenook fireplace at one end, and a huge moose head reigned over the scene in regal bemusement – he was a relic from someone’s past, though no one knew quite whose. In the centre was a hefty oak table, usually bearing a pile of unanswered post, car keys and a battalion of jars containing jam, honey, Marmite, pickles, mustards and chutneys. For as long as Jamie could remember there had always been people sitting at this table, enjoying a morning coffee, a midday beer or an early evening glass of wine, sharing wit, wisdom and salacious gossip.


    Today was no exception. Bent over the newspaper, deep in concentration, a cup of tea at his elbow, was a bare-torsoed man. His hair was somewhere between long and short, whether by design or because he couldn’t be bothered to get it cut, Jamie couldn’t be sure, but he’d tied it back with a bandanna. He was stripped to the waist, his body tanned and sinewy, not an ounce of spare flesh upon him. As he looked up, a pair of brilliant aquamarine eyes met hers.


    ‘Who the hell are you?’ She knew she sounded incredibly rude, but she’d been taken unawares. She’d been steeling herself for a confrontation with Jack. She hadn’t been prepared for a half-naked stranger in the kitchen. For some reason – his exotic bone structure, the colour of his skin – she expected him to reply in a foreign accent. Who was he? Some asylum-seeking Eastern European her father was employing at slave wages to maintain the place? Because if so, he wasn’t doing a very good job of it.


    But the voice that answered her was unmistakably English. A laconic, lazy drawl with the insouciance that only public school could provide.


    ‘I could ask you the same question.’ He tipped back in his chair, revealing cut-off jeans and long, bare legs. He’d clearly been doing some sort of menial task: Jamie noticed his hands were filthy, and as he pushed his fringe back from his forehead with the back of his hand he left a streak of dirt across his skin. Then he took a drag from a Disque Bleu smouldering in the ashtray, surveying her through laughing eyes. Jamie scowled.


    ‘For your information—’ she began, but he cut her off with a wave of his hand.


    ‘I know. It’s obvious. You’re Jamie.’ He grinned. ‘My, how you’ve grown.’


    Jamie stared at him, a memory battling its way into her consciousness, like a poor swimmer struggling to the surface of the sea. In her mind’s eye was a boy – well, a youth, perhaps sixteen or seventeen – with the same laughing eyes as the man before her now, but with shorter hair and a lighter physique, sitting on a floating pontoon in red bathing trunks, confident in the knowledge that every female over fifteen and under fifty was gazing at him with longing. Everyone except her, of course.


    ‘Olivier?’


    She was rewarded with a smile of acknowledgement as Olivier stubbed out his cigarette and got to his feet. He was going to hug her, Jamie realized, and she dropped her rucksack just in time to reciprocate. His embrace was easy, familiar, and despite herself Jamie relaxed; it could have been yesterday that they last met, instead of fifteen years ago.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ he was saying. ‘I shouldn’t have teased you like that, but I couldn’t resist.’


    ‘You never could,’ countered Jamie, wondering if perhaps lack of sleep and food was making her hallucinate. Olivier Templeton, here, in their kitchen?


    Their fathers had been best friends – inseparable soulmates, until they’d fallen out all those years ago. Yet here was Olivier, holding court as if he owned the place. Even Parsnip and Gumdrop had settled themselves under his chair, clearly quite comfortable with his presence.


    Jamie composed herself as best she could, wriggled out of Olivier’s grasp and smiled.


    ‘So … what are you doing here?’


    ‘I came to give your father my condolences. He … wasn’t in very good shape. I stayed around for a while to make sure he was all right.’ He grinned ruefully. ‘I keep forgetting to leave.’


    Jamie blinked. This was certainly a turn-up for the books. How on earth had the hatchet come to be buried between the Wildings and the Templetons? She didn’t want to ask, as she wasn’t sure she was ready for the answers. And she had a feeling, judging by the lightness of his tone, that Olivier didn’t really want her to probe. They both shared a history that was forbidden territory, for the time being at least.


    ‘Let me make you a cup of tea. You must be shattered.’ Olivier moved over to the sink, grabbing the kettle en route. Jamie felt totally bemused – he was offering her tea in her own house, as if she was a visitor and he the host. She accepted, despite herself, and watched in amazement as he filled the kettle, produced two clean cups from the cupboard and emptied the pot of its last brew in preparation for the next.


    ‘Your father will be pleased to see you,’ remarked Olivier easily. ‘He’s missed you.’


    He made it a statement, not a reproach, but nevertheless Jamie felt on the defensive. Had they talked about her? What had been said? Paranoia crept up and tickled the back of her neck.


    ‘Where is he?’


    ‘At the races.’


    That figured. Some things didn’t change. Olivier handed her a cup of steaming tea.


    ‘So. How was South America?’


    ‘Amazing.’


    He raised an amused eyebrow.


    ‘That’s it? Just … amazing?’


    Jamie managed a smile despite herself.


    ‘I could go on for hours. Trust me, once I’ve started, you’ll wish you’d never asked. If you’re really unlucky, I’ll show you my slides.’ She took a slurp of tea. It was heaven. ‘This is divine. It’s the first proper cup of tea I’ve had for nearly a year.’


    ‘Is that what made you come home? Tea deprivation?’


    The fact that his query was masked with a joke made her feel uncomfortable. Those piercing eyes were very perspicacious. And she didn’t know whether she could trust him, or quite what his game was. There were too many pieces of the puzzle missing for her to confide in him just yet. Instead, she made a rueful face.


    ‘Ran out of money. Thought I’d better come back and do some work.’


    ‘Bloody money. Always gets in the way. Stops you from doing what you really want to do.’


    ‘Spoken from the heart?’


    Olivier spooned three sugars into his tea and stirred.


    ‘Dad wants me to take over his car dealership in the New Year. This is my last-ditch attempt at having some fun. I’ve spent the last five years being a ski instructor in the winter and a tennis coach in the summer. He says it’s about time I had some responsibility.’


    Responsibility? Jamie couldn’t imagine that Eric Templeton knew the meaning of the word. When had he ever been responsible? She raised a dubious eyebrow.


    ‘That doesn’t sound like your dad.’


    ‘I know. Bit of a cheek, considering what he used to be like. But he’s changed a lot. Keeps going on at me to settle down. Keeps asking me if I’ve got a pension plan.’ Olivier rolled his eyes. ‘As if.’


    There was an awkward silence, as the conversation seemed to run out of steam. Olivier cleared his throat.


    ‘I’m … I’m really sorry about your mother, by the way.’


    He obviously felt uncomfortable talking about it, as he couldn’t meet Jamie’s eye. But Jamie didn’t want to dwell on it either.


    ‘Thanks,’ she said, then changed the subject quickly as she put her tea cup back in the sink. ‘I think I’ll go and have a bath.’


    For some reason, she suddenly felt horribly self-conscious about her appearance. She was keenly aware that her legs hadn’t been shaved for weeks, and though the hairs on them were fine and fair, they were still evident. The shower she’d had at the hotel before catching the plane had been nearly twenty-four hours ago. She knew the combat shorts she was wearing looked butch and unflattering, and the plaits that were most practical for travelling made her look about twelve.


    ‘There should be enough hot water. If not I’ll flick on the immersion for you.’


    Jamie frowned. Yet again Olivier was making her feel as if he were the host and she the intruder. He must have his feet well under the table, if he knew where the immersion was. She wondered exactly how long he’d been here.


    ‘I know where it is. Thank you.’ She couldn’t quite keep the coolness out of her tone as she left the room.


    The final indignity was when Parsnip and Gumdrop made no move to follow her, but stayed resolutely under Olivier’s feet.


    


    Feeling slightly disgruntled, Jamie lugged her rucksack into the utility room, emptied almost all of its unsavoury contents into the washing machine, then went up the two flights of winding stairs to her bedroom. It was just as she had left it. She’d stripped it of most of her childhood detritus several years ago: pony-club rosettes, pop-star collages, postcards, dead pot plants – and tried to make it more sophisticated, with photos in proper frames and candles. But it was still definitely the bedroom of a single girl, with its high brass bed and rose-covered eiderdown, and the patchwork nightdress case she’d made in needlework at school and hadn’t been able to bring herself to throw away.


    She wondered where Olivier was sleeping. There was another bedroom on her floor, cosy and crooked but with barely any headroom – surely he would be too tall? Or there were three large, well-appointed rooms in the later wing of the house, each with an en-suite bathroom. No doubt he was in one of those.


    She sat on the bed, suddenly exhausted, and debated whether food or a bath was the more important. Neither of them had featured prominently on the shoestring budget she’d set for herself on her South American tour. Finally she decided that, for the sake of public interest, she’d make herself presentable first. There was nothing but an ancient box of Radox in the bathroom on her floor, but somehow she felt inhibited about prowling round the house in search of something more exotic, in case Olivier appeared miraculously with an assortment of luxury toiletries. She wanted time alone to gather her thoughts – if there was one thing Jamie hated it was being wrongfooted – so she made do, emptying the remnants of the box under the taps.


    She dropped her dusty, sweaty clothes on to the bathroom floor and climbed into the blissfully hot water. She’d been lucky to get a tepid shower in most of the places she had dossed, and the water had often been suspiciously murky in colour. She slid down until she was submerged up to her neck, closed her eyes and began to try and make sense of the strange turn of events. Of all the scenarios she had envisaged on her homeward journey, finding Olivier Templeton in her kitchen had not been one of them.


    Jack Wilding and Eric Templeton had met as boys, while incarcerated together at a minor public school. There they’d run scams and wheezes for the benefit of their pockets rather than their fellow pupils, and had narrowly avoided expulsion on several occasions. From then on they’d been partners in crime, terrorizing the streets of Chelsea in the Swinging Sixties with their contrasting good looks and charm: Eric dark and swarthy and dangerous, Jack golden-haired and smooth and suave, both dressed to kill and ready to pounce. They were bad boys together, heads filled with dreams and schemes that, because of their boldness and daring, often came to profitable fruition. Their flat off the King’s Road was a notorious sin bin, where a stream of glamorous girls came to lose their virginity and their hearts.


    Eventually, they grew up. Jack had fallen in love with the bohemian and almost-aristocratic Louisa, a student at Chelsea Art School. He’d found her sketching passers-by in a coffee bar on the King’s Road. He’d demanded she do his portrait, and she’d willingly agreed. The sitting had blossomed into a full-blown love affair, and before he knew it he was married. Five years later they’d taken up residence at Bucklebury Farm in Shropshire, handed over to Louisa by her parents, who insisted they were far too old to manage the place any longer.


    To his surprise, Jack found he didn’t miss London and took to country life like a duck to water, rather enjoying being something of a squire in the village, with his own silver tankard in the pub. Big fish, small pond, Eric had teased, with his cosmopolitan lifestyle dealing in second-hand sports cars. Then he’d settled down too: on one of his trips abroad he’d come back with Isabelle, allegedly the daughter of a French count. They’d married, and lived in a luxury penthouse in St John’s Wood, all mirrored ceilings and leather and glass and chrome, a million miles from Bucklebury Farm.


    Louisa and Jack stayed with Eric and Isabelle whenever they went to London, which was often. Isabelle neither understood nor liked the countryside, so the visits were rarely reciprocated, but the four of them went on an annual holiday to the south of France for a fortnight of sybaritic sunbathing and drinking. This ritual had a hiatus when children arrived: first the Templetons had Emile, Delphine and Olivier in quick succession, then Jamie had come along – and they all agreed the French Riviera lost some of its charm when one had screaming infants in tow. But one summer, when Olivier was seventeen and Jamie fifteen, Eric was given the use of a huge luxury villa near Cap Ferrat, and reinstated the tradition.


    Jamie remembered the holiday being a frightening mixture of heaven and hell. The setting was divine, the food out of this world, the weather perfect. But she found she couldn’t relax with the Templetons. Isabelle was so frighteningly chic, with her Parisian clothes, her twelve swimsuits, her high heels on the beach, her menthol cigarettes. Eric was gregarious and boisterous, and brought out the worst in her father: they were bad boys together again, with their constant calls for champagne. Her mother seemed amused by it all, but kept her cool reserve, as beautiful as Isabelle in her own way, but without the need for constant reapplication of Dior lipstick. But Jamie couldn’t help feeling as if an air of forced jollity kept the momentum of the holiday going; a desperation to have fun before time ran out. How true that turned out to be …


    While the grown-ups dozed and read by the pool, and Emile and Delphine disappeared off each day on mopeds, Jamie and Olivier found themselves thrown together and expected to get on. They’d played happily enough together when they were little, when their parents had got together for weekends. But no one seemed to have taken into account the excruciating torture of adolescence. At first, Jamie was tongue-tied and embarrassed in Olivier’s company. As a self-conscious fifteen-year-old from the sticks, she was a little in awe of his extrovert London sophistication, and longed to crawl away and read books in her bedroom. But Olivier wasn’t having any of it: he was friendly, with an enormous sense of fun, and it wasn’t long before he managed to bring her out of herself. Soon she was hanging out with the other young people he’d met on the beach, drinking beer in the bars and sneaking off to the boîtes de nuit when they’d managed to ditch the parents after dinner. Occasionally they’d bump into Emile and Delphine, who studiously ignored them. Olivier, meanwhile, treated her with a certain chivalry that made her feel safe, but teased her mercilessly, almost as if she was a younger sister. But not quite. Once or twice she’d caught him looking at her in a way that made her cheeks go pink – though if he caught her looking he’d turn away, make a joke, start playing the fool.


    One afternoon, she’d been asleep on the pontoon on her front. She was half aware that her fair skin was in danger of burning, but the holiday had turned her a golden brown for the first time in her life and she wanted to prolong her tan. It made her look so different; when she tied up her hair in the evenings and applied mascara and lip gloss, she felt incredible. She became aware of admiring glances, and aware of Delphine’s hostility at having competition. Despite herself, Jamie found she rather liked the sense of power it gave her.


    Suddenly from the shore there came an urgent whistle. It was their signal to go back, to start getting ready to go out for dinner, but surely it wasn’t that time yet? Jamie sat up sharply, then realized with horror that her bikini top had stayed on the pontoon. She was topless. Olivier fell about laughing as she tried to cover herself.


    ‘You pig. You undid it …’ As she put her arms up in a desperate attempt to retie the strings behind her neck, her breasts betrayed her again, revealing themselves from behind the triangles of gingham. Tears of humiliation stung her eyes. ‘Help me, for God’s sake …’


    Olivier stopped laughing when he saw how distressed she was. Gently he came over to help her.


    ‘I’m sorry. It was only supposed to be a joke. I didn’t mean to upset you.’


    Jamie brushed away her tears with the back of her hand, too angry to reply or even acknowledge his apology. She stood as tense as a racehorse in the starting gate as he did up the ties on her back. When he’d finished, his hands slid down to her waist.


    ‘I really am sorry,’ he said softly, and Jamie felt the brush of his lips on the back of her neck. Then he turned away and dived into the water.


    Jamie stood stock-still. One moment she had been rigid with fury and humiliation, then the next … His kiss should have filled her with further indignation, but it hadn’t. Her anger had melted, to be replaced by a feeling of swirling bliss.


    Her father’s second whistle from the shore brought her back to reality. She plunged into the cool water. Within seconds the moment was lost, and the feeling washed away.


    When they got back to shore, it seemed the holiday had come to an impromptu close. The Wildings’ car had been packed up hastily, ready for the journey home. Someone had shoved Jamie’s things back into her suitcase hurriedly; nothing had been folded. Jack ushered her into the car, muttering about a misunderstanding between ‘the girls’, as he always called Isabelle and Louisa. Louisa was waiting in the front seat, inscrutable behind her sunglasses.


    As Jack jumped in and started up the engine, driving away without so much as a backwards glance, Jamie was baffled. It was obvious she wasn’t going to get a proper explanation for their hasty departure, but she suspected it might have something to do with Olivier’s mother. She’d seen Isabelle giving Jack the come-on over the past week, her manicured hands on his knee, her demands for him to top up her champagne and rub in her suntan lotion. And the way Jack kept chirruping into cheerful conversation on the way home, only to be met with if not a stony, then a resigned, silence from Louisa, merely confirmed Jamie’s suspicions that her father had overstepped the mark. Not that she was bothered about finding out the truth. She was too busy reliving the agonizing memory of Olivier and that kiss. What might have happened between them if the holiday had been allowed to continue? She tortured herself as only a fifteen-year-old can, imagining all sorts of scenarios. Her fantasies sustained her on the interminable ferry crossing all the way back to Bucklebury Farm.


    Now, as her bathwater went from scalding to lukewarm to cold, Jamie recalled the last moment she’d seen Olivier. They’d exchanged bewildered glances through the car window as Jack accelerated out of the drive, and he’d given her a helpless shrug as if to say he hadn’t a clue what was going on either. No one had actually said as much, but it was pretty clear that, whatever had gone on between the grown-ups, they were now sworn enemies and she was unlikely to see Olivier ever again …


    Yet here he was, evidently her father’s new best friend and with the upper hand to boot – while she’d been caught unawares, looking like the Wild Woman of Borneo. Grabbing the rusty old razor she’d found in the medicine cabinet, she was determined that the next time they met she’d be better equipped to do battle and regain her position as mistress of the house.


    Half an hour later, she felt like a different person. She’d managed to shave her legs and underarms, only nicking herself twice. Her hair was washed if not conditioned, and her nails were neatly trimmed and scrubbed. She promised herself a splurge in Boots the next day – the only beauty items she had left were a stick of deodorant, some Vaseline and a bottle of sun cream. In some ways, it had been liberating not to worry about her appearance for months on end, but now she was back on English soil she felt the need to be somewhat more groomed. She was, after all, getting a little old to rely on her natural beauty. At just short of thirty, the youthful sparkle was beginning to fade. Or was she being hard on herself? She pulled on a faded pink T-shirt dress and realized that she’d lost weight – it had once clung snugly to her hips but now hung quite freely. Not that she’d ever been fat, but a combination of unreliable food sources and having to walk and climb long distances over the past months meant she was lean and toned. Or did she look haggard? There was nothing like massive weight loss for ageing you. She surveyed herself critically from all angles, deciding that her golden tan and the freckles like a dusting of cinnamon over her nose saved her from gauntness. Her hair was a disaster though, falling in a tangled mass of unkempt copper to well past her shoulders, her fringe long grown out but yet to catch up with the rest. She tugged a comb through it, then twisted it up in a butterfly clip. She dug round in her drawer for some make-up, finding some old mascara and a millimetre of pink lipstick, and was pleased to see they brought some life to her face. She tutted at herself for being so vain all of a sudden, when she hadn’t given a second thought to how she looked for ages.


    She wondered if she would have been so anxious if Olivier hadn’t been around. She remembered how he’d made her feel all those years ago; how she’d repeatedly checked her appearance on that fateful holiday, wondering if she was too fat, too thin, too flat-chested, too pale, too frumpy, too freckly. Not that she’d cared what he thought then, or now, of course …


    She went downstairs. The kitchen was empty and she felt a tiny prick of disappointment. The tea things had gone from the table and the ashtray had been cleared away. There was no sign of Olivier.


    Her stomach rumbled and she went in search of sustenance, but there was absolutely nothing to eat. Plenty of bottles of Budweiser in the fridge, half a pint of milk, a packet of curling bacon and some Flora. No eggs. No bread. Typical blokes. Never mind. One of the advantages of living near Ludlow was that the once gastronomically challenged post office was now an epicurean paradise.


    She was fishing about for the keys to her old Ford Fiesta when the early afternoon peace was shattered by an almighty roar that made her jump out of her skin. She peered through the window at the sky: sometimes fighter planes went overhead on exercise. But the sky was empty. And the noise was coming nearer. It seemed to be coming from the stable yard. With her heart in her mouth, she hurried outside to investigate.
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    Parsnip and Gumdrop shot out of the door behind Jamie, barking frantically and nearly tripping her up as she raced round to the front of the house, her heart hammering. What she saw made her stop in her tracks.


    The impossibly long bonnet of a car was nosing its way through the archway that led from the stables, its blue and silver paintwork glittering in the afternoon sun. It glided across the cobbles, as purposeful and predatory as a shark cruising shallow waters, before coming to a halt in front of Jamie, resplendent in all its glory.


    It was a Bugatti, the ultimate in vintage racing cars: a welding of nostalgia, glamour, sex appeal and horsepower. Sleek, streamlined and understated, its perfection lay in its simplicity. Each line, each contour, had a purpose. There was no unnecessary embellishment. It was a design classic. And, like the most ravishing Italian film star, it took centre stage quietly confident that nothing could compete with its beauty, knowing that all eyes were feasting upon its curves with longing and wonder.


    At the steering wheel was Olivier. Dressed in a white polo shirt that showed off his tan, a cigarette smouldering in his mouth, he looked for all the world like a thirties playboy on the hunt for his next conquest. He dropped the revs, letting the engine idle. It now sounded like a gentle purr, but Jamie could still feel the power of the car reverberate through her body. It was having a disturbing effect on her, combined with the heat of the sun, the noise and the overpowering smell of the fumes. She told herself it was lack of food and sleep that was making her feel faint, rather than the disarming grin Olivier was giving her as he gauged her reaction, narrow-eyed, through the plume of smoke from his cigarette.


    ‘Is this … Dad’s car?’ she managed to stammer. ‘The one he used to share with your father?’


    Olivier nodded happily.


    ‘They still do share it, technically. Jack and I have been restoring it.’


    Jamie gazed at the car as the memories came flooding back. Some twenty years ago, Olivier’s father Eric had stumbled across the Bugatti on his travels, had phoned Jack in excitement, and the two of them had gone halves, getting it for a ridiculous price as it was in a shocking state of neglect. As gleeful as two schoolboys, they’d brought the car back to Bucklebury Farm, where Jack had spent a long winter restoring it to its former glory. Everyone had assumed they were going to sell it on, make a quick, easy buck. Perhaps that had been their initial intention. But when they’d taken it to a vintage race meeting at Donington Park to put it through its paces, they’d both been bitten by the bug.


    From then on, every weekend during the racing season, from April to October, Eric and Jack would dash off all over the country to take part in death-defying races and rallies and hill climbs, leaving their wives to wonder if they would come back alive. Jamie remembered their jubilant celebrations if they returned with a trophy; the hours discussing tactics if they were defeated; the evenings her father spent in the barn, fine-tuning the engine – the roar that sometimes frightened the horses as he turned it over and over. It had been their joint obsession, and how it had suited them: two devil-may-care jack-the-lads at the wheel of half a ton of precision engineering, competing for nothing but the glory of winning. There was certainly no money in it. On the contrary, it proved a most effective way of burning a hole in both their pockets.


    Of course, after they’d fallen out that summer, the partnership had come to an end. As far as Jamie knew, the car had been shoved under a tarpaulin in the barn and forgotten. But here it was, a phoenix risen from the ashes.


    ‘Hop in,’ said Olivier. ‘I need to get some petrol. I’ll take you for a spin.’


    Jamie hesitated. It wasn’t so much the car as the sight of Olivier’s long, brown legs disappearing under the dashboard that made her uncertain. Then a rumble in her stomach reminded her that she was on the brink of starvation.


    ‘I was about to go into the village anyway,’ she said, climbing in. There was no door; she had to scramble over the side and slide on to the leather bench seat next to him. There was only just room, and for a moment she felt disconcerted by their proximity, then realized Olivier was far more interested in the car than the fact that her dress was riding up her legs. Nevertheless, as he flung his arm carelessly over the back of her seat in order to reverse, she leaned forwards slightly, anxious to avoid physical contact.


    ‘Don’t you men ever do any grocery shopping?’ she babbled, feeling the need to bring the conversation round to the mundane in order to bring herself down to earth. ‘There’s absolutely nothing to eat!’


    ‘We tend to go to the pub,’ admitted Olivier sheepishly. ‘It saves washing up. Hold tight!’


    The next moment Jamie found her breath quite literally taken away as he roared out of the courtyard and up the drive before turning out on to the road that led to the village. The seat was so low to the ground, her legs straight out in front of her, that the tarmac seemed to rush by only inches from her elbow. She could feel every manoeuvre, every bump, every gear change, filling her with a mixture of terror and excitement, and had to bite on her lip to stop herself begging him to slow down. When she dared to look at the speedo, she was amazed to find that they were only just nudging sixty miles an hour. Nevertheless, she felt herself pushing her feet on an imaginary brake as they took each corner, feeling sure they’d never make it, that they would leave the road and be found in a tangled mass of flesh and steel. She prayed that Olivier wasn’t showing off for her benefit; that he knew what he was doing and that he respected the Bugatti’s capabilities. It was like being on a racehorse: you could feel the power, you knew that it could give you much, much more if you only dared to ask, but at the same time you were only in control for as long as it wanted you to be. No wonder its slogan had been ‘le pur sang des automobiles’: the thoroughbred amongst cars.


    In record time they were passing the sign she had noticed on her way in, the one that entreated visitors to drive carefully through the village, and to her relief Olivier obediently dropped his speed before finally dawdling to a halt by the village green.


    ‘Better than sex, eh?’ Olivier grinned at her.


    ‘I don’t know about that,’ said Jamie carefully. ‘But it was fun.’


    And when she got out of the car, she found that her heart was beating ten to the dozen, she could barely walk from pressing her foot on the floor, and she couldn’t wait to get in again. As comparisons went, it wasn’t a bad one, she mused, as she watched Olivier whizz off through the village. She couldn’t help notice the longing glances he got as he tanked past the pub: the men clearly lusting after the car, the women, no doubt, after him as his tousled locks blew in the breeze.


    Of Lower and Upper Faviell, the latter was the smart address, where rows of black-and-white terraced cottages formed two sides of a triangle round the village green, with a tiny pond and ducks and a thatched bus stop. The bus stopped there dutifully en route to Ludlow twice a week, but it was rare that anyone got on as everyone in Upper Faviell had their own transport. The church and adjoining idyllic vicarage – no longer lived in by the vicar, but where the village fête was still held – made up the third side. At the bottom right-hand corner stood the Royal Oak, from where a road led off to Lower Faviell half a mile away. Here clustered a semicircle of council houses, the village school and the ancient garage where Olivier was heading that, as well as petrol, sold string, dog biscuits and the Daily Mirror. With two working farms, the road through was generally caked with mud and the smell of silage and muck often hung heavy in the air.


    Jamie made her way up the top end of the green towards the post office. It was easy to miss, as it blended in perfectly with the houses on either side, only the red pillar box outside giving its presence away. Inside, Hilly the postmistress greeted her effusively. Hilly was broader than she was tall, with a severe iron-grey bob that detracted from the kindness in her round face. She’d taken over the post office five years ago when her husband had died, rescuing it from the brink of closure and turning it from a purveyor of dented tins of soup and faded cereal packets into a destination post office with a daily delivery of organic bread, free-range eggs, a trencherman’s cheese counter and a selection of decent wine, not nasty, dubiously labelled gutrot that wasn’t even fit to cook with. She’d also pioneered an organic vegetable box scheme, and spent much of her time dividing up leafy green brassicas and rhubarb and beetroot into boxes for collection by her flavour-conscious customers. People from far afield went there to top up on their weekly shop if they couldn’t be bothered to go into town. The villagers found it a double-edged sword – it was wonderful to have it on your doorstep, but it could make parking a nightmare.


    Jamie wandered round the shop, revelling in the produce on offer that was like manna from heaven after the scanty and somewhat repetitive fare of the last few months. She filled her basket with a squidgy white bloomer, farmhouse butter and a selection from the deli counter – Parma ham, anchovies, a craggy wedge of cheddar. And a big, round, toffee-encrusted lardy cake. She’d soon put back on all the weight she’d lost at this rate. She took her basket to the counter.


    ‘I’ve been keeping an eye on your father,’ Hilly informed her. ‘I knew he’d turned the corner when he came in to ask for the Racing Post to be kept for him.’


    Hilly omitted to mention that a further clue had been when he stopped buying a bottle of Jack Daniel’s every other day, and started buying milk instead. And Jamie was grateful that there was no hint of recrimination in her voice – she’d been anxious that people would regard her as the prodigal daughter, and hint that it was about time that she’d put in a reappearance.


    Hilly started totting up her purchases.


    ‘I see you’ve met your lodger, then?’


    Jamie smiled warily.


    ‘Briefly. He’s the son of some old friends of ours.’


    ‘Fit as a butcher’s dog.’ Hilly had a comical way of delivering working-class aphorisms in cut-glass Roedean vowels.


    Jamie tried to look non-committal, but it was hard to deny that Olivier was an attractive proposition, no matter how you looked at him.


    ‘It’s the one thing that pisses me off about being old.’ Hilly pronounced ‘off’ to rhyme with ‘dwarf’. ‘He wouldn’t look twice at an old boiler like me. Anyway, he probably thinks I’m a lez.’


    Jamie didn’t like to say that it wasn’t surprising, given her penchant for wearing her deceased husband’s clothes. Hilly argued that they were perfectly good, far too good for the charity shop, so she might as well get some wear out of them. Most days she was seen sporting his cavalry twills and a dark green oiled sweater with leather patches on the elbows, and more often than not his tweed fishing cap too.


    She bid Hilly farewell, promising to bring the photos of her trip next time she came in. Hilly lived her life vicariously through her customers, as running a post office was a huge commitment and she rarely liked to leave it in the hands of a relief manager, who wouldn’t understand the foibles of her clientele.


    As Jamie loitered on the pavement waiting for Olivier’s return, she was assailed by the Reverend Huxtable, whose face lit up when he saw her.


    ‘Jamie!’


    ‘Vicar.’


    She smiled warmly. The Reverend was a popular figure in the village. At her mother’s funeral, he’d done his very best to make a good job of what must have been an awful task. Jamie felt guilty that she hadn’t been more grateful to him at the time for his support, but then he must be used to it. People didn’t always behave terribly well when they were grieving.


    He pumped her hand enthusiastically.


    ‘I’m so glad you’re back. Your father’s missed you.’ There was no hint of rebuke in his tone either. ‘Is he well? I keep meaning to call in, but with three parishes to run …’


    ‘I haven’t seen him yet. I’ve only just got back. He’s out for the day, apparently.’ At the races, thought Jamie. So he can’t be that miserable.


    ‘Well, he’ll have a lovely surprise when he gets back.’


    ‘Yes …’ Jamie was still doubtful that she was going to be welcomed back with open arms.


    ‘And you? How are you?’ The Reverend peered at her anxiously. ‘You know where I am if you need to talk. I know it’s not fashionable to speak to a vicar in times of need these days, but I won’t spout at you, I promise.’


    Jamie hesitated. She’d been wary about going into the village, convinced the entire population had considered her flight to be uncaring and irresponsible, abandoning her grieving father in his hour of need. And she could never tell them the truth: how cruelly and wickedly he had failed to consider her needs, depriving her of her final farewell. So far, no one had judged her, and for that she was grateful. But for a moment she wanted to ask if it was normal to feel so angry with someone you loved, if she’d been right to blame Jack when surely Louisa had been as much at fault, if not more. But then Louisa hadn’t been there to take the brunt of Jamie’s fury, and Jack had. She was on the brink of asking the Reverend’s opinion, for she thought it might give her the strength to face her father with a clear conscience if she had the reassurance of a man of the cloth, when a rumble from the other end of the street announced Olivier’s return.


    ‘I’m sorry – here’s my lift.’ Jamie smiled apologetically, and watched in amazement as the vicar’s eyes glazed over in admiration.


    ‘Wow,’ he breathed. ‘You certainly know how to travel in style.’


    Olivier drew up beside them. Curtains twitched and heads peered out of windows in annoyance, convinced that some hideous motorbike was responsible for the ungodly noise. But when they saw the Bugatti, their annoyance evaporated. Noise pollution from such a gracious and noble beast was, apparently, acceptable.


    Jamie scrambled in as elegantly as she could beside Olivier, trying hard not to give the vicar an unexpected flash of her knickers, then gave him a jaunty wave of farewell as they accelerated away. Reverend Huxtable struggled to suppress a momentary stab of envy for Olivier – young, handsome, with a beautiful car and a beautiful woman – then reasoned that it was his susceptibility to the uglier human emotions that made him a compassionate man and a successful vicar.


    Of course, what he didn’t know is that everything isn’t always what it seems, that Jamie didn’t belong to Olivier any more than the Bugatti did, and that this particular car was going to cause more trouble than anyone could have imagined.


    


    When they got back, Olivier disappeared off to the barn to put the car away and Jamie took a plate of food out on to the little patch of lawn adjoining the kitchen garden, where a hammock was strung between two apple trees. She clambered in, devoured every last crumb then lay back, finally allowing the waves of exhaustion to wash over her.


    It was heaven to be home. She had been filled with trepidation on the journey, wondering if she would regret her return. South America had been so detached from reality that she had been able to pretend she was someone else for ten months. Mere survival had taken over her preoccupations. She’d worried that reality would hit her in the face like a brick as soon as she got back, that all the sick anxiety and pain and grief and resentment would take her breath away. But instead she felt a pleasant calm – not joy; without her mother there she could never feel that – but certainly a feeling that she could cope, and that she’d done the right thing.


    The hammock swung gently as she basked in her unexpected but welcome relief. All her senses were assaulted with sensations that had been part of her life for so many years: the smell of the honeysuckle, the gentle sun on her skin, the buzz of a bumblebee. Exhausted from her travels, her eyes grew heavy and soon she dozed off, thinking that she might have seen some of the most wondrous sights in the world over the past few months, but she was a true Shropshire lass at heart.
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    Zoe Drace, conversely, didn’t get the Shropshire thing at all. When she’d told people she was moving from London to Ludlow, they’d all exclaimed in delight and envy, gushing on about blue remembered hills and Michelin-starred restaurants, which Zoe didn’t give a fig for. She wasn’t one to coo over jus. Give her a crowded wine bar and a plate of pasta and she was happy as long as she was amongst friends. Food had never been elevated to art or science in her book. Sure, it was something to be enjoyed, but not hallowed and revered. Dinner parries in her book meant a couple of cartons of Covent Garden soup sloshed into a saucepan and spritzed up with a swirl of crème fraîche, followed by Delia’s tart’s spaghetti and shop-bought profiteroles or cheesecake. She didn’t need adulation for her culinary prowess. Why spend hours sweating over a hot stove and panicking about whether the filo parcels were crispy or the souffles were rising while everyone else sat around getting sloshed and having fun? Not that she didn’t make an effort – she made sure the table looked nice and that there were flowers. And she particularly made an effort with her appearance. While some of her friends were neurotic about never serving the same dish twice and made careful records, she was obsessive about never being seen in the same outfit twice. You weren’t what you ate, in Zoe’s book. You were what you wore.


    This morning she was dressed down in vintage Levi’s and a black Joseph T-shirt. She examined her short, choppy bob gloomily. There were chunky streaks of marmalade and apricot amongst the natural dark brown: she could, just about, get away with another fortnight before her roots needed doing. But who the hell was she going to trust with it? She’d loitered outside most of the hairdressers in Ludlow, scrutinizing the fruits of their labour, but none of them came up to scratch. She’d have to wangle a trip to London out of Christopher.


    Christopher. The very thought of him made her heart flump down to her JP Tods. Try as she might, she couldn’t fathom the change in him. Almost chameleon-like, he had taken on the mantle of his surroundings. In just a few months, he’d gone from city slicker to country gent. A year ago he wouldn’t have been seen dead in baggy green cords and a sports jacket. Zoe wouldn’t have minded, but he wasn’t even wearing them ironically …


    When Christopher’s father Hamilton had had a stroke eight months before, none of the Draces had realized what an effect it would have on their lives. The initial prognosis had been very optimistic: they had been assured that with time and physio, he should make an almost full recovery. But for some reason, the will to recuperate wasn’t in him, and
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