
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            For my little mate, Saffy

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Contents

            	Chapter One

            	Chapter Two

            	Chapter Three

            	Chapter Four

            	Chapter Five

            	Chapter Six

            	Chapter Seven

            	Chapter Eight

            	Chapter Nine

            	Chapter Ten

            	Chapter Eleven

            	Chapter Twelve

            	Chapter Thirteen

            	Chapter Fourteen

            	Chapter Fifteen

            	Chapter Sixteen

            	Chapter Seventeen

            	Chapter Eighteen

            	Chapter Nineteen

            	Chapter Twenty

            	Chapter Twenty-one

            	Chapter Twenty-two

            	Chapter Twenty-three

            	Chapter Twenty-four

            	Chapter Twenty-five

            	Chapter Twenty-six

            	Chapter Twenty-seven

            	Chapter Twenty-eight

            	Chapter Twenty-nine

            	Acknowledgments

            	About the Author

            	Also by Poppy Alexander

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      


	iii

	v

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	ii

	iv




      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	Chapter One

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         Once upon a time, there was a marmalade cat.

         
         His best friend in the whole world was a little girl called Ruth. She thought Tango—because that was his name—was the cleverest,
               handsomest, most magical cat in the whole world. And she wasn’t the only one, because Tango thought so too.

         
         One day—
         

         
         The telephone rang.

         
         Imogen jumped, dropping the writing pad in a flurry of paper.

         
         “Imo,” said Nigel without preamble. “We’ve just bought a house!”

         
         “Oh my God!” she replied, clutching her pad to her chest, her heart inexplicably starting to race. “Already?”

         
         “Yep. I told you we didn’t need a property solicitor slowing things up.”

         
         Nigel had insisted on doing his own legal work, she remembered, even though he was a matrimonial lawyer, not the property
            sort.
         

         
         “I’m coming home to celebrate,” he announced. “Put some champagne on ice, would you?”

         
         “That’s fantastic!” she said, taking the pencil out from behind her ear and twizzling it nervously into her auburn curls. “Only, can we celebrate tonight, do you think? It’s just that Sally’s coming for lunch . . . I’m showing her my sketches.” 

         
         “Bloody Sally again? You only saw her the other day. Isn’t this much more important than some boring old designs?” he snapped.
            “Sorry, babe, I don’t mean your designs are boring, of course.”
         

         
         She knew he did.

         
         “Anyway,” he continued, “I’m leaving the office now. Call Sally and tell her you can’t make it.”

         
         He hung up without waiting for a reply.

         
         Guiltily, Imogen looked around the flat as she wrenched free the pencil, which was now hopelessly entwined in her hair. The
            flat had become shamefully untidy since Nigel had left that morning. Her drawings were spread out all over the carpet. Colored
            pencils were scattered on and around the coffee table, and Tango was lounging fatly in his favorite outlawed place, on the
            seat of Nigel’s armchair. Unforgivably, the overstuffed velvet cushion now had a generous sprinkling of orange fur.
         

         
         The doorbell made her jump. Guiltily, she went to shoo Tango off the chair before realizing it couldn’t possibly be Nigel
            so soon.
         

         
         “Sally?” she asked, with her finger on the intercom button.

         
         “Chardonnay . . . chardonnay . . .” a voice croaked weakly.

         
         “The door switch thingy is broken,” she said, grinning. “Try to survive until I get down there.”

         
         Downstairs, throwing open the wide, stained-glass-paneled door, she stepped aside sighing as Sally crawled into the communal hall, dragging her briefcase in one hand and wrapping her other arm around Imogen’s legs. 

         
         “Honestly,” Imogen complained mildly, “you’re such a drama queen.”

         
         “It was horrible,” Sally gasped. “I thought I’d never get away.”

         
         “Really? Because you’re actually quite early.”

         
         “I am?” Sally asked—miraculously recovered as she stood up and brushed off the trousers of her immaculately cut suit. “Blimey,
            it felt like forever. I had the CEO of Grantley’s Mushrooms Inc. determined to waste his money telling his advertising agency
            how to do their job according to the advice of his wife, who he can’t possibly have married for her brains, by the way.”
         

         
         “Tell me more.”

         
         “Well, she’s got massive tits, for one thing. Mind you, I don’t reckon they’re real—”

         
         “Not the wife, you twit, the campaign.”

         
         “Oh, right. Well, how about a prime-time TV campaign—he wants it on during Love Island, dunno why—based on a series of cartoons, starring—no less . . .” Sally paused for effect. “Martin the Mushroom,” she declared
            in an I-rest-my-case sort of way.
         

         
         “Could have been worse,” said Imogen as they reached the flat door.

         
         “Really? How?”

         
         “What about Toby the Toadstool,” she suggested, “or Mike the Morel, or even Fergus the Fungus . . . Actually, that one’s quite good, although it’s a bit familiar, I think it might have been done before . . .” She continued to ramble as she went to collect wine and glasses from the kitchen. 

         
         By the time she returned, Sally had slipped off her shoes and was padding around the sitting room, examining Imogen’s drawings
            and paintings from every angle.
         

         
         Bursting with the news, Imogen told her friend about Storybook Cottage.

         
         “Wow, that’s it, then,” said Sally. “It’s the country life for you from now on. How are you looking forward to sticking on
            your Crocs so you can wade through the manure to feed the chickens every day? It’ll be a far cry from playing eeny, meeny,
            miney, mo with the Wimbledon wine bars every lunchtime.”
         

         
         “I don’t,” said Imogen. “I may not have an actual job, but I work very hard on my pictures and designs when I’m at home. I
            don’t often take time for lunch anyway.”
         

         
         As she spoke, she was wrestling awkwardly with a bottle of champagne and a tea towel. “Nigel just phoned to say he is coming
            home to celebrate. I thought we’d get a head start.”
         

         
         “Good thinking,” said Sally, “but I’ll make myself scarce when he gets here, don’t worry. Don’t want to get in the way of
            any celebratory couple stuff, do I?” Sally gave a theatrical shudder.
         

         
         “You wouldn’t be in the way,” Imogen replied, flushing slightly.

         
         “No?” Sally threw her an incredulous look. “I can’t see our Nigel up for a ménage à trois somehow.” She pretended to consider. “Well, maybe I can, but not with me, I don’t flatter myself . . . Anyway, surely the whole deal about the rambling country house is to keep you barefoot and pregnant. You might as well crack on.” 

         
         “I don’t think that’s ‘the whole deal,’ no,” protested Imogen. “There’s no hurry with the baby thing, is there?” She was definitely
            not going to admit to saying the same to Nigel a little too often recently.
         

         
         “Not getting second thoughts, I hope, my love?”

         
         “No-o . . .” said Imogen. “Well, not about the move to the country. You know I adore the idea. It’s going to be such a good
            social media story, it could really launch my stuff. I’ve set up a new Insta account. I’ve called it @Storybook_Ending because
            it felt weird using my name, and—well—I want to feature this children’s book I’m working on. I’ve got followers already . . .”
         

         
         “Ha! @Storybook_Ending, eh?” said Sally knowingly. “Is this what it is? This move to the country? Your ‘happy ever after’?”

         
         “Maybe,” said Imogen, alert to the possibility she was being mocked. Was it wrong to want a happy ending? “You will come to
            visit me, won’t you?” she added. It sounded like a plea.
         

         
         “Try and stop me,” said Sally, giving her a searching look and then turning her attention to the pictures.

         
         “I love the ones with the cat. It’s Tango, isn’t it? He’ll be insisting on having his own agent.”

         
          

         By the time they had eaten lunch and nearly finished the champagne, Sally had enthused over Imogen’s sketches for her children’s book and was looking regretfully at her watch. “Sadly, I can’t leave the office unattended too much longer, or it’ll be carnage.” 

         
         It suddenly struck Imogen it had been nearly two hours since Nigel had called to say he was coming home.

         
         “Funny that Nigel isn’t here yet,” she said.

         
         “He probably decided to stop off and get you a huge celebratory present. Either that or he got delayed showing off to all
            his colleagues about his great big expensive house . . . and his beautiful, clever, surrendered wife,” she added, naughtily.
         

         
         The doorbell rang.

         
         “Speak of the devil?” queried Sally.

         
         “That’ll be him. He’s probably lost his key again,” said Imogen, relieved.

         
         “I’ll let him in on my way out.” Sally gave Imogen a brief hug and headed for the door.

         
          

         Coming out of the kitchen, having dumped the lunch plates in the dishwasher, Imogen was surprised to see Sally in the doorway
            again. “What have you forgotten?”
         

         
         Sally didn’t speak. She walked unsteadily into the room, holding out her arms. Imogen was shocked to see her friend’s face
            was waxy and white, as if she were about to faint. Then she caught sight of a policeman and policewoman coming through the
            door, and her heart thudded violently in her chest.
         

         
         “Imo,” said Sally, reaching out and grasping Imogen’s hands, “I’m s-so sorry.”

         
          

         Nigel’s parents were quick to take over the organization of the funeral. “Nigel’s wife? She’s an artist . . .” she could always imagine them telling their friends. “Pretty girl, but—well, you know—you’ve got to let them make their own mistakes, haven’t you?”
         

         
         They made a gesture at keeping Imogen in the picture, but the consultation was peremptory; she was informed of the guest list,
            the catering arrangements for the post-funeral reception, and the announcement in the Times. All that was left was to contact their few mutual friends and acknowledge the messages of sympathy.
         

         
         The service was held at the crematorium next to the gasworks. Perfectly manicured grass dotted with memorial plaques and plastic
            flowers surrounded the one-story building. Nigel had not been remotely religious, Imogen knew—except where propriety demanded
            it—so the context seemed fittingly godless. He would have wanted a bit more drama, she thought, or at least a little more
            gravitas than the suburban dispatching of souls as the priest chanted singsong through the shortest of services necessary
            to preserve decorum.
         

         
         She should have reckoned on his family to provide the entertainment.

         
         “My darling boy!”

         
         A wail broke through Imogen’s reverie as the coffin began to jerk toward the curtained furnace. She turned to see Nigel’s
            mother swaying, handkerchief clutched to her cheek.
         

         
         Imogen watched with interest, to see if she was going to throw herself after the coffin, but instead—having made her point—the
            older woman sank dramatically back onto the pew to be fanned and patted consolingly by her acolytes.
         

         
         What a pity, thought Imogen.

         
         Her mother-in-law had made no secret, during her depressingly frequent visits to the flat, that Imogen had failed badly in
            her responsibilities as the perfect wife. Her sins, she was informed, were many and varied, ranging from failing to iron his
            underpants to giving him frozen pizza for supper.
         

         
         Nigel had never once defended her either, she remembered.

         
          

         After the funeral they all piled back to Nigel and Imogen’s flat, where Imogen planted herself inconspicuously—she hoped—against
            the drawing room wall. She had borrowed a chic little black dress from Sally. “An LBD, darling, you can’t go wrong!” But as
            Sally was a good six inches taller and Imogen hadn’t been eating much, the effect was more like a child dressing up in its
            mother’s clothes. She desperately wished Sally was there. She could have done with an ally, but Sally had been the first to
            admit she and Nigel had not been close, and the two women agreed it would have been a little hypocritical of her to attend.
         

         
         Clutching a glass of warm white wine to her chest, she watched the throng of guests milling around the room and spilling out
            onto the roof terrace. She had enjoyed making the garden. It had been a wasteland of broken chairs and rusting barbecues when
            she first knew it. Despite Nigel joking about her killing plants on sight, the little terrace had flourished, and she had
            cherished every leaf. It was the one part of his flat she had been allowed to put her stamp on since she and Tango had moved
            in with him two years before.
         

         
         Noise levels rose steadily after the first half hour. With most guests onto their second or third glass of wine, tongues had loosened, and raucous anecdotes were following one from the other, punctuated with explosions of laughter. 

         
         The ebb and flow of sound lulled Imogen into a near trance. She felt like one of the nodding dogs in the backs of cars, smiling
            politely as Nigel’s relatives, friends, and work colleagues paraded before her, each with an expression of regret and a memory
            to relate. She was pretending to listen to a dusty old aunt plowing through endless tales of Nigel’s childhood misdemeanors—he
            was really quite evil, apparently—when she spotted Richard Spencer, his boss at the law firm. He was pointing straight at
            her for the benefit of an elderly man that Imogen didn’t recognize. As she idly wondered who he was, Richard spoke emphatically
            into the ear of the older man, who screwed up his face in the way of someone who is deaf and denies it.
         

         
         “. . . not the one I remember,” she heard the elderly man say, too loudly. “Pretty little thing, mind you, but I assumed his
            wife was that blonde . . . we saw having lunch in . . .” She struggled to hear the next bit and then the other noise in the
            room momentarily dropped a little: “. . . seemed a bit embarrassed about her, now you mention it . . .” was the last Imogen
            heard as Richard hurried him away with a—was it a guilty look in her direction?
         

         
         The next minute a clawlike hand gripped her upper arm. Resisting the temptation to yank herself free, Imogen regarded Nigel’s mother with pity. She was a bitter and complaining woman who took the loss of her only son as the final insult after her beleaguered husband had escaped her by dying three years before. 

         
         “He was worth ten of his father, you know,” was her opening declaration. “You’ll go and find someone else soon enough, I’ll
            be bound. But me? I’ve nothing to live for now.” She snuffled, choked into temporary silence by the drama of the picture she
            had drawn for herself. “I hope you never know the agony a parent feels when a child dies before them,” she continued, her
            eyes boring into Imogen’s.
         

         
         Probably right, thought Imogen as she patted the woman’s arm helplessly. No chance at all if I fail to have any children—and
            it’s not looking good at the moment.
         

         
          

         Later, when the drink was drunk, the food gone, and the guests beginning to think about Tube journeys home, supper, and the
            relief of removing too-tight shoes, Imogen turned to see Richard Spencer at her elbow.
         

         
         “Imogen! What a terrible thing this all is,” he boomed. “Nigel will be sorely missed at Brandon and Spencer, I don’t need
            to tell you. He was destined for a great future with us, you know. A partnership, I’m sure of it.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Richard. I know he would have appreciated hearing you say that.”

         
         “If there is anything we can do, my dear. Anything at all? If you need financial assistance . . . ?” He raised his eyebrows.

         
         “I’ll be fine,” she said, hoping it was true. “Oh, except I think the paperwork for the house purchase is still in the office.
            I don’t suppose it could be sent, could it?”
         

         
         “That’s certainly something we can take on for you. Tell your estate agent to ask for me personally and think no more of it. Anything else?” 

         
         “Just one more thing—who was that older gentleman I saw you talking to earlier?”

         
         “Do you mean old Winterton? He’s a long-ago-retired partner. He met Nigel a few times through work functions, that’s all.”

         
         “Only that I couldn’t help overhearing him . . . something about a blonde? He thought he had met me before?”

         
         Richard flushed, reluctant to meet Imogen’s eye. “Oh, you don’t want to listen to anything he bangs on about, although he’s
            pretty good for a chap in his eighties, I suppose. He gets things mixed up, and he’s as deaf as a post, which doesn’t exactly
            help.”
         

         
         A sickening, heavy lump settled in the pit of Imogen’s stomach.

         
         Richard was lying.

         
         She didn’t blame him. He had always been avuncular and had flirted harmlessly with her at dinner parties, but she was realistic
            enough to know that men stuck together in his world. Betraying a male confidence or—dare she even think it—an indiscretion,
            would be anathema to him. Swallowing hard, she gave him a wan smile and pecked him on the cheek. “Thanks for coming, Richard.
            I know Nigel would have appreciated such a good turnout from the company.”
         

         
         “Not at all, my dear girl,” he said, bolting with obvious relief.

         
          

         She sat blankly through the inquest at the civic offices, an ugly gray sixties building with a warren of small, airless rooms, brown carpeted and mean. Several witnesses gave their reports of a reckless motorcycle rider weaving in and out of rush hour traffic and then plowing at full speed into the side of a van turning right. He had always loved his motorbike, reveling in avoiding traffic queues on his two wheels. As a note of pure farce, Imogen learned, the van’s contents had been scattered all over the road from the force of the collision. Traffic had had to be held up for nearly an hour while police cleared away the boxes of novelty condoms. 

         
          

         “Wow,” Sally said when Imogen met up with her later at Julio’s, over flat whites and avocado on toast. “Fancy being killed
            by a condom. With all this talk about safe sex, I think you ought to launch a campaign to let everyone know they can be lethal
            in the wrong hands.”
         

         
         “Seriously?” Imogen blurted in a rare moment of exasperation with her friend. She knew Sally and Nigel were enemies, but was
            there anything Sally wouldn’t joke about?
         

         
         “Imo—I’m so sorry.” Sally was instantly contrite. “I don’t know what makes me say things like that.”

         
         “Are you okay?” Imogen asked, stifling her indignation on noticing Sally looked strained. Her face was gaunt, and she was
            fiddling with her hair constantly.
         

         
         “Yeah, yeah. I’m fine,” Sally replied, waving her hand. “Come on, I don’t want to dump my problems on you, of all people.
            Not now.”
         

         
         She knew better than to push. Sally would tell her when she was ready.

         
          

         The next day there was an embarrassed letter from the estate agency dealing with the house sale: . . . so sorry for your loss . . . our deepest condolences . . . awaiting your further instructions . . . The look of relief on the face of the smooth-scrubbed agent was obvious when she went into the office and confirmed the sale
            of their Wimbledon flat and the house purchase should carry on.
         

         
         She was uncertain about the move, but she also yearned to escape from the flat and from the city that sweated and reeked in
            the grimy summer heat. In any case, Nigel dying was so seismic, Imogen thought she had nothing else to lose in changing every
            other aspect of her life while she was at it. There was simply no conceivable way things could be any worse than they already
            were. Not that she was idealizing the past. Their marriage had been far from perfect—wasn’t everyone’s?—but the move to the
            country together had been a shared dream. Maybe—in Nigel’s memory—she should try and live the dream for him. For them both.
         

         
         The reading of the will was the final hurdle and did nothing to dispel her feeling that her whole life had been transformed
            into a bad soap opera. Arriving at the solicitor’s offices, she was relieved to see only her sister-in-law, Anne, was present.
            Nigel’s mother had excused herself, claiming exhaustion brought on by the heat and the strain. Imogen sat, hands folded in
            lap, as the elderly solicitor applied himself to explaining the contents of the will.
         

         
         “It is fortunate that my late client saw the wisdom of preparing a will, you know, especially given that his . . . er . . .
            demise was so tragically unexpected.”
         

         
         The solicitor continued with a sigh, “Of course there are the formalities of probate to be observed. However, the terms of the will are broadly as follows. Nigel Hewitt—that is, the deceased,” he clarified unnecessarily, “leaves the sum of his estate to his wife, Imogen Hewitt, with the standard provision for offspring, of which I understand there are none?” He regarded Imogen over the top of his wire-rimmed glasses. 

         
         “No,” she confirmed, clearing her throat. “No children.”

         
         “I see,” he continued briskly. “Anyway, the value of the estate is straightforward. There are a couple of small investment
            policies, and a ‘death in service’ benefit payable from his firm equivalent to a year’s salary. In addition to these, there
            is simply the matter of the properties. It would appear that the sale of a flat in Wimbledon had been agreed and contracts
            exchanged. In addition, the purchase of a property known as Storybook Cottage in Middlemass, Devon, had also been agreed,
            with funds from the flat sale and the provision of a substantial mortgage loan.
         

         
         “This is an interesting situation,” he droned, in a tone that suggested it was the most boring thing he had ever heard. “The
            contracts, being exchanged but not completed before the death, are arguably no longer enforceable. In addition, the purchase
            can no longer depend on the mortgage loan that was granted to your husband alone and is not transferable.”
         

         
         Imogen, feeling her eyelids droop, struggled to stay awake. She suddenly realized he was looking at her, waiting to deliver
            his big moment, and wanted her full attention.
         

         
         “However,” he said, brightening considerably, and planting both hands firmly on the desk in front of him, “it appears a life assurance policy set up to cover the mortgage debt is valid given that it was set to begin on exchange of contracts rather than on completion, as one might, perhaps, have thought. 

         
         “Therefore, my dear,” he continued, positively avuncular now, “as your husband’s death occurred a full hour after the official
            exchange of contracts, the life assurance company is obliged to pay out. This means that, providing the sale of the Wimbledon
            property proceeds as planned, with the consequent release of equity, Storybook Cottage is yours absolutely, without debt or
            encumbrance.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Imogen drifted awake to birdsong and opened her eyes to see faded chintz curtains, the fabric worn practically transparent.
            As they billowed at the open window, she glimpsed a hazy blue sky, framed with honeysuckle tendrils, and the tops of the fruit
            trees in the orchard. The bed, the only piece of furniture in the room, stood on bare floorboards. The removal men, exhausted
            after the long trip from Wimbledon, were not pleased when she asked them to take it right up to the little attic room, rejecting
            the larger bedrooms on the floor below.
         

         
         She jumped as a soft weight landed on her chest with a thud. Tango yawned widely in her face and then stalked, tail held high,
            to his favorite spot at her feet, leaving four perfect paw prints in mud on the white pillowcase.
         

         
         “How on earth do you manage to keep all that muck on your paws as you come up the stairs? What do you do? Walk on your knuckles?”
            she scolded as he purred like a chainsaw and dribbled, ignoring her until she shoved him ignominiously onto the floor with
            her feet.
         

         
         He had spent the first few hours in his new home cowering in the bathroom cupboard. After a night of cautiously patrolling his new domain, he had mostly regained his usual savoir faire, and he made it clear he was in the mood for a hearty breakfast. 

         
         She rolled out of bed. Feeling lightheaded, she pulled on yesterday’s clothes and gingerly descended the steep attic stairs.
            Tango insisted on staying just half a step in front of her, continually in danger of an inadvertent kick, as she tried to
            hurry him on. Ignoring the bathroom for the time being—there had been no hot water the previous night, and she had mentally
            added this to her Urgent Tasks list—she padded barefoot across the wide, sunlit hall and through to the kitchen at the back
            of the house.
         

         
         Despite the promise of another hot, cloudless day outside, the flagstones in the north-facing kitchen were cold underfoot.
            Giving the cast-iron range in the chimney recess a doubtful look, Imogen went first to the deep stone sink with her kettle
            and then across to the modern gas cooker she had thankfully spotted tucked into the corner. With the kettle heating, she dug
            a big earthenware mug out of the first box she saw in the selection piled against the huge wooden dresser.
         

         
         Then she delved into the “essentials box” Sally had packed for her. It came up trumps. Not only had it provided the vital
            instant coffee, Sally—who pretended to despise Tango—had also thought to pack two tins of cat food and—miracle of miracles—a
            tin opener. Tango, who looked as if he had expected no less, hovered mewing as Imogen dusted off one of her best saucers and
            loaded it with cat food on the floor.
         

         
         She poured boiling water directly onto the coffee granules—sadly, the magic box hadn’t managed to produce a bottle of milk—then opened the back door into the kitchen garden. Cradling her mug in both hands, her bare feet winced across the gravel path that dissected the overgrown parterre garden. She pushed through the ivy-trailing archway in the stone wall and, thankfully for her now bruised feet, reached the dew-soaked lawn beyond. The grass was overgrown, and the bottoms of her jeans were soon wet through. 

         
         The last time she had seen this garden, she was being ushered by the local estate agent, who had largely ignored her, keeping
            up a constant patter with Nigel as he asked tedious questions about deeds and dry rot guarantees. Imogen had wandered off
            in a reverie, drinking in the springtime freshness and ravishing prettiness of the gardens that were then more abundant than
            abandoned. She had daydreamed about their children playing football on the lawn. In her imagination, there was even a family
            dog—a red setter—barking frantically and trying to steal the ball.
         

         
         Three months on, the neglect was more obvious, with rose branches straggling to the ground and the contents of the flower
            beds spilling across the width of the paths. The weeds were winning the battle too, with bindweed smothering plants and shrubs
            in a blanket of heart-shaped leaves.
         

         
         She headed for an arch cut into the yew hedge. This, Imogen thought, was the house’s best secret. Directly on the other side of the yew hedge was a fast-flowing stream with a tiny wooden bridge leading into an orchard with some fifteen or twenty mature fruit trees in a meadow. Beyond them was a low stone wall marking the edge of the property and a gently rising hill dotted with grazing sheep. Probably half a mile farther was a Georgian mansion. Imogen had been intrigued by it, asking the agent to tell her more, but he confessed he was new to the area and had simply dismissed it with a wave of the hand as “the old manor house.” No longer a family home but a conference center or something similar, he thought. 

         
         There was an apple tree in the orchard with its trunk split low down into three sturdy branches. She hauled herself up into
            this rough seat, sloshing her coffee a little in the process.
         

         
         In the weeks since Nigel had died, she had got used to a constant gnawing anxiety, reliving the moment when she heard the
            news about his death twenty times a day, each time with a flip-flop of the stomach and a lurch of shock. Eating little and
            sleeping less, Imo—reliant on the carefully rationed diazepam her London doctor had persuaded her to accept—had become quite
            fragile.
         

         
         Of course, the plan of action when Nigel was with her had been perfectly sensible.

         
         He: rising commercial lawyer, soon to be offered partnership in prestigious London law firm.

         
         She: perfect wife maintaining children, dog, and roses around door of picture-postcard house.

         
         He would work from his study at home on Mondays and Fridays, commuting to London and staying in a pied-à-terre for the rest
            of the week. The mortgage would be large, and his career was at a crucial point, so cutting back on work would be out of the
            question, but then, Imogen remembered, he had dismissed the idea of her sharing the financial responsibility.
         

         
         “I thought I might take the chance to develop some of my illustration ideas—try my hand at some children’s books, perhaps,” she had suggested. 

         
         “I hardly think the income from your drawings is going to transport me to a life of leisure,” he told her crushingly, “and
            anyway, I want you to settle down properly in our new life. It might not be a particularly feminist thing, but we’re a team,
            Imo—and I need you providing the backup—food, house, ironing, all that Mrs. Hinch stuff.” He wrapped his arms around her waist
            and consciously adopted his most charming smile. “And kids. You’ll have your hands full then,” he added, laughing at the expression
            on her face.
         

         
         “You know what they say about ‘behind every great man there’s a competent woman,’ or something like that . . .” he had said
            as he searched for a more convincing alternative to the word competent, which was possibly not the most accurate epithet in Imogen’s case.
         

         
         He had a point. Her stint as a temp at Nigel’s office had been a disaster.

         
         After meeting him once at Sally and Alistair’s dinner party—where she admitted being sacked yet again—he had called her the
            next day, not to invite her out as she initially imagined, but to let her know about a vacancy for an admin assistant in the
            adjoining office to his own. Bemused by his offer, she telephoned the human resources manager as he instructed.
         

         
         In the firm’s Mayfair offices, she had been even more puzzled when he ignored her for the first few days. She was acutely aware of his presence, passing close by her desk in his impeccable pin-striped suits and shiny shoes, usually in conversation with a colleague or barking into his phone. He had been working in the commercial law division next door to Imogen’s family law section that—as she had hoped—rewarded her yen for human drama with an almost daily sideshow of screaming divorcées. For pure entertainment, this was almost better than the reality shows she and her flatmates thrived on. They would wait for her arrival with chilled beer and peanuts in return for her regaling them with the dramatic events of the day. 

         
         Nigel had been right, of course. The pressure of her double life had started to show. At the time she was working all day
            and then up painting and drawing half of the night in her little room in the shared house. Despite taking twenty-minute naps
            in the staff room at lunchtime, she had one day fallen asleep at her desk. Exhausted by a particularly creative session of
            painting the night before, Imogen had let her head slump onto her hand—just for a moment—early one afternoon. She was lulled
            by the knowledge that her boss, a tyrannical older Scotsman called Hamish, had taken a well-preserved would-be divorcée to
            lunch. The woman had shamelessly flirted with Hamish, clearly under the impression that flattery of her solicitor and not
            her extremely rich ex-husband was the way to secure her the most favorable settlement.
         

         
         Imogen had been woken by a deafening crash. Nigel, passing her desk and catching sight of Hamish emerging from the lift, had
            swiftly toppled a pile of heavy files onto the floor. As the noise woke her, she felt him tugging her down off her chair,
            giving her a chance to compose herself whilst pretending to pick up the files.
         

         
         He stood up, apologized charmingly to Hamish for distracting Imogen with his clumsiness, and marched off, turning to give her a wink as he passed. From then, drinks to thank him had quickly progressed to lunch several times a week, then dinner, then weekends away, and—within months—she had accepted his proposal of marriage. 

         
          

         “These are the facts,” Imogen told herself briskly in the sunny orchard. “I am a dried-up old widow at thirty-two. I have
            a lovely, but definitely bonkers, and hands-off mother. I have few real friends and a family house with no family. I also
            have no job and, at most, a year of income to my name. To top it all, I am now living in the middle of nowhere, suggesting
            there is little chance of any of the above omissions correcting themselves.”
         

         
         Becoming the mad old woman who lives on the edge of the village in a decrepit, rambling house with about thirty cats, making
            herbal potions and frightening the local children, is an attractive option, she mused. However, at my age one does worry about
            peaking too soon . . .
         

         
         She glanced at her watch. Nearly nine o’clock! She had been sitting in her tree for more than an hour. The early morning mist
            had burnt away now, the grass was dry, and the sun was shining hot onto her back.
         

         
         She wanted another coffee. With milk. And a bacon sandwich, she decided, jumping down and brushing off her jeans.

         
         Never mind life’s huge questions, the smaller question was whether the ancient black bicycle, complete with basket in front of the handlebars, was still there. She had seen it tucked into a corner of the woodshed three months before. Given the state of it then, Imogen guessed it might have been left behind. 

         
         She was right.

         
         “Yay!” she crowed as she disentangled it from a pile of firewood and dragged it out into the open. The tires were flat, of
            course, but there was even a pump clipped to the bike frame. She pumped the tires up and took it for a wobbly test run along
            the garden path. Embarrassingly loud brakes but otherwise, perfectly roadworthy.
         

         
         Stopping only to put on some shoes and grab her wallet, she wheeled the old bicycle onto the lane and gingerly cycled off.

         
         Middlemass was a picture-postcard village with expensive houses called things like “The Old Schoolhouse” and “The Old Bakery.”
            There was a church with churchyard, which hugged the driveway to a grand old pile called Middlemass Hall—the Georgian mansion
            she could see from the orchard—and just on the other side of the driveway, on the road toward the market town of Portneath,
            was Storybook Cottage.
         

         
         Her new home was about a mile from the center of the village, and she was soon cycling past the duck pond in the village center. She and Nigel had visited the house on a Sunday, and cricketers had been playing on the green, but on a weekday, it was deserted. The tiny selection of shops, the little village pub, and the primary school were all at the far end, near the duck pond and the cricket green. If any more serious shopping was required, presumably she would need to get to Portneath, which—according to the wooden road sign—was a bit further than she would like to go by bicycle. 

         
         No need to lock it up here, she thought, leaning her bike against the low wall outside the village shop. It was a combined
            newsagent, post office, and convenience store all packed into a short parade of shops, each with a Georgian bay window. The
            inside looked like a Technicolor version of the Old Curiosity Shop.
         

         
         You couldn’t swing a cat in here without making contact with half the product range, she thought—or is the term retail line? Not that I ever would literally swing a cat, she thought with a shudder, not even Tango, who sometimes deserves it. Actually, it hardly matters because there’s
            probably some hygiene regulation that stops you from trying it anyway, she reflected idly as she wandered around the tiny
            interior, lobbing items randomly into her basket. The legislation would be something like, “page 217, Section C, Subsection
            2 b forbidding the aerial perambulation of felines.” Deliberating over spaghetti hoops versus baked beans, she was distracted
            by the shop’s doorbell announcing a new arrival.
         

         
         “Doctor, how lovely to see you,” squawked the well-covered elderly lady behind the till.

         
         “Hello, Mrs. Pinkerton, how’s the knee today?” said the man. He was a tall, clean-cut, and strikingly handsome blond. He was
            also wearing an impeccable suit and tie despite the promise of a hot, sticky day.
         

         
         “Ooh—‘Muriel,’ please—it’s ever so much better now you’ve had a look at it, Doctor,” she simpered.

         
         “I’m sorry I haven’t been able to do more than offer sympathy.”

         
         “But that’s the thing, Doctor. I don’t know what you did, but I feel ever so much better,” insisted Muriel, breathless with
            admiration as she took the money for his newspaper.
         

         
         “Well, I know we doctors have a reputation for thinking we’re God, but I certainly don’t make any claims for the laying on
            of hands.” At this he caught Imogen’s eye and gave her a wink.
         

         
         She grinned conspiratorially back at him.

         
         “Oh, you are a one,” said Muriel delightedly as she watched him sketch a wave and go, running down the steps to the path.
            “Doesn’t know how clever he is,” she said to no one in particular, “and ever so handsome too.”
         

         
         Dumping her basket on the counter, Imogen smiled distantly at the older woman as she recovered from the excitement of the
            doctor’s visit, still enjoyably flustered and pink in the face.
         

         
         “Stocking up, dear?” Muriel probed, eyes burning with curiosity.

         
         “Yep,” replied Imogen, ignoring the implied invitation to explain herself.

         
         “I think you’ll find we have most things here,” Muriel announced. “I always says to my husband, Ted, I says, ‘You can hardly
            complain about people deserting the village shop if we don’t provide what they want.’ ”
         

         
         Imogen smiled distantly, hoping her lack of response would be noted as lack of interest. Which it was. No offense intended.

         
         “Oh, yes,” Muriel continued, oblivious, settling herself more comfortably on her chair and launching into a well-rehearsed diatribe. “I’ve got no patience for them that say the supermarkets are taking over. It’ll be a good long time before my ladies—because that’s what I call them, ‘my ladies’—have got to get themselves over to the likes of Portneath, if I have my way. Are you going to be in the area long, my dear?” she asked, her new train of thought following without her drawing breath. 

         
         Imogen smiled and nodded vaguely, her mind back at the house and on her list of things to do.

         
         “I said, are you going to be in the area long, dear, or are you just here on holiday?” she persevered, speaking loudly and
            slowly like an Englishman abroad.
         

         
         Imogen’s eyes widened. “Oh, sorry! Yes, I moved in yesterday. Don’t know how long I’ll be staying, though . . .” She trailed
            away.
         

         
         “You’ll be the new owner of Storybook Cottage, then,” Muriel proclaimed. “A lovely family house that, I’ve always thought.”
            She looked at Imogen expectantly.
         

         
         “Mm,” said Imogen, not having the faintest idea what she was required to say. “I expect so,” she added helpfully, as the woman
            clearly wanted more. When even this didn’t do the trick, Imogen decided on a tactical retreat. She grabbed the bag of groceries
            and left with a cheery wave.
         

         
         “Well, she’s a funny one and that’s for sure, isn’t she, Paddy!” Muriel shouted across to the neat middle-aged man who was sitting behind the post office counter in the corner. He was methodically sorting notes and coins and keeping his head down. She pursed her lips, drew her pale mauve cardigan around her, and patted her matching hair, making a mental note to tell her sister Joan all about the strange new arrival. The satisfying thing about being back on speaking terms with her was that there was simply no one in Middlemass even half as interested in high-quality gossip as Joan was. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         With her groceries stashed in the front basket, Imogen cycled slowly back along the lane. She felt strangely leaden again—an
            odd and profound fatigue that had made a habit of enveloping her with little warning.
         

         
         Pedaling idly to save her strength, she basked in the sunshine. There was a fresh breeze and a soapy, washing-day smell from
            the cow parsley that foamed over the bank to her left. She was dimly aware of the rushing brook beside the road, the sound
            of the water getting louder and louder until eventually it was a roar, filling her ears and blocking out her thoughts.
         

         
         Then she caught the sound of someone shouting through the din.

         
         “Move, you stupid woman, for God’s sake . . . Move!”

         
         The sun went in. She glanced over her shoulder and saw the reason. Just feet away was a huge tractor, its massive wheels towering above her. One more half turn, and she would be dragged underneath them. Instinctively, she threw herself sideways into the cow parsley, landing with a thud that emptied the air from her lungs. Dazed, and with her bike and shopping piled on top of her, she lay on the bank, looking up at the sky. Suddenly, the sun was blocked out again, this time by an unshaven, dark-tanned face contorted with rage. 

         
         “What-the-bloody-hell-in-the-name-of-God-do-you-think-you-were-doing?” he bellowed in a continuous roar of fury, pulling the
            bike off her and flinging it into the hedgerow. She cowered, speechless and terrified. He crouched and ran his hands over
            her limbs gently, assessing, like she had seen people do with horses’ legs.
         

         
         “Are you hurt?” He didn’t stop for a reply. “You bloody should be—it might teach you a lesson. Jesus Christ, have you got
            some sort of death wish?”
         

         
         A thought obviously struck him.

         
         “Are. You. Deaf?” he mouthed emphatically at her, looking intently at her face for signs of comprehension.

         
         “No. I. Am. Not,” she replied crossly, pushing him off and scrambling to her feet, relieved to discover that life and limb
            were still intact.
         

         
         “Okay. You’re not deaf. That leaves me with no clue at all why you didn’t get the hell out of the way,” he said, slightly
            less furiously than before.
         

         
         “That’s rich!” Imogen said, irritated at the hysterical squeak in her voice. She drew herself up to her full height and was
            even more irritated to find herself still only addressing the third button of the man’s shirt. Tilting her head back to look
            him in the eye, she said, with an attempt at dignity, “I think I am perfectly entitled to ride my bike along a perfectly . . .
            perfectly . . .”
         

         
         Horrified, Imogen realized she was going to cry; even worse, her legs seemed to have suddenly turned to liquid and she was on the verge of slumping humiliatingly to the ground. 

         
         Clearly realizing this, the man grabbed her again, this time firmly around the waist, with both hands. She gasped and looked
            up into his face, her eyes swimming. For an insane moment, she thought he was going to kiss her. For an even more insane moment,
            she wanted him to. Very much. They stared into each other’s eyes until Imogen, blinking back the tears, looked away, blushing.
         

         
         “Come on,” he said, giving his head a little shake as if to empty it of an unwelcome thought. “I’ll take you home.”

         
         Without warning, he swung her off her feet and hoisted her into the tractor cab towering above them, seemingly without any
            effort at all. She scrambled away from him onto the far end of the bench seat and sat, sniffing and mortified, as he gathered
            up her shopping for her and then walked around to the other side and pulled himself up beside her. Wordlessly, he passed her
            the repacked shopping bag, followed by a surprisingly pristine cotton handkerchief.
         

         
         “Not far to go,” he said.

         
         “How do you know?” she said, wiping her eyes. “I haven’t told you where I live.”

         
         “I’m assuming it’s Storybook Cottage,” he replied. “I recognized the bicycle. Talking of which, I’ll pick it up later and
            drop it back to you.”
         

         
         She sneaked a glance at him as they trundled the short distance to the house. He was tall—at least six foot two inches—and long-limbed. Late thirties, Imogen guessed, with dark brown wavy hair curling onto the collar of his frayed cotton shirt, sleeves rolled up to reveal surprisingly muscular forearms, out of scale with the rest of his lean body. He had heavy eyebrows and deep-set brown eyes and was still scowling thunderously. She didn’t want to kiss him anymore, she decided. 

         
         Drawing up outside the house, and leaving the tractor blocking the lane, he took Imogen’s groceries from her and, without
            glancing back, walked in through the unlocked front door, leaving Imogen to scramble down, which was fortunately easier than
            climbing up. Following him into the house, Imogen saw him disappear into the kitchen, where he dumped the bag on the table.
         

         
         “You had better have a hot bath,” he said. “You’ll be good and stiff in a few hours if you don’t.”

         
         “Fat chance with no hot water,” she blurted, thrown by his familiarity with her and, obviously, with the house.

         
         “What’s the matter with the immersion heater?” he asked.

         
         “What immersion heater?” said Imogen, feeling silly yet again. “I only moved in last night. I haven’t really had a chance
            to get things sorted out.”
         

         
         “Right—well,” he replied, with barely concealed impatience, “there’s an immersion heater for the hot water in the bathroom
            cupboard. Mind you, you will need to switch it on,” he said, giving her a scathing look. “Obviously that’s just for the summer,”
            he went on. “In the winter you’ll probably be using the range,” he said, indicating the hulk of black metal that Imogen had
            been regarding so dubiously that morning.
         

         
         Like hell I will, she thought.

         
         “It does the heating and the hot water,” he explained. “You can cook on it too, of course. You’ll probably need to get in some more coal, but there’s no rush. Anyway, if you’re okay, I’ll go. And for God’s sake, keep your wits about you in future. By the way, my name’s Gabriel—from Middlemass Hall.” 

         
         With these words, he was gone, leaving Imogen feeling inefficient, foolish, and generally a bit dim. Had he realized she had
            wanted him to kiss her? Hopefully not. How embarrassing! What on earth was the matter with her? With that, she went upstairs
            with visions of long soaks in steaming hot baths, all thoughts of breakfast temporarily forgotten.
         

         
          

         The still-packed boxes in every room seemed to multiply rather than diminish. Weeks after moving in, there was still a pile
            of them in the hallway that Imogen stubbed her toe on with monotonous regularity. One morning, Imogen had a word with herself
            and rolled up her sleeves. After two hours spent unpacking boxes, she looked a mess and itched with dirt. Her hair was escaping
            in corkscrew tendrils from its hasty ponytail, and her hands were filthy with newsprint from the old papers she had used for
            wrapping all the china and glass.
         

         
         Nigel’s Villeroy & Boch dinner service was consigned to the inside of the enormous dresser, at least until she had decided whether to bother having a proper dining room to put it in. The shelves on the top half of the dresser were stacked instead with tins and packets of food. Their bright colors looked quite jolly, she thought, and she had used the cup hooks on the edges of the shelves for a motley assortment of her favorite mugs plus her Denby jug collection, both of which had always been banished from display in their London flat. 

         
         Imogen’s other kitchen improvements included a rag rug she had found upstairs and a Lloyd Loom basket chair which—with a couple
            of cushions—made a pleasant spot for Tango to sunbathe in and for Imogen to curl up in when she needed a rest, which was often.
            The rest of the rooms downstairs were still chaotic, even after a week in the house. Imogen was still retreating to the kitchen
            in the evenings.
         

         
         Might as well get even dirtier, she thought, and started stuffing the wrappings and broken cardboard boxes into bin liners
            for transporting down to the wilderness at the end of the garden with the vague thought of having a bonfire.
         

         
         After just two trips, it was time to stop for a breather. She was still feeling completely exhausted and weak, despite sleeping
            soundly through the night—courtesy of the diazepam. She had been horrified to discover the night before that she only had
            two left. Even though she had reluctantly accepted the prescription “just to get you through the worst,” as her London GP
            had said, now she was dreading running out. She decided to phone her local surgery straightaway.
         

         
         “I’m afraid you’ll have to come in,” said the pleasant female voice when Imogen explained what she wanted. “We always ask
            new patients to see the doctor when they join our list,” the receptionist continued. “We have a cancellation this afternoon
            with Dr. Simon. Could you manage twenty past two?”
         

         
         “That would be great,” Imogen heard herself saying while silently cursing.

         
         Damn. She would have to wash and put on clean clothes, maybe even comb her hair. She was in a right state. “If my mother could
            see me now, she’d have a fit,” she said aloud, after ending the call.
         

         
         It rang straightaway, the display announcing it was her mother.

         
         “Darling, it’s me,” said the voice imperiously. Her mother still didn’t understand about not needing to announce herself when
            she called.
         

         
         “Bloody hell, Mummy, how did you know?”

         
         “Language! How did I know what, dear?” June—Imogen’s mother—said imperturbably. “How are you coping?”

         
         “Yup, fine, fine!” barked Imogen, who said that every time—obviously not confessing she had been trying to score more drugs
            just minutes before.
         

         
         “Anyway, I’ve decided it’s about time I come down and make sure you are all right,” she announced.

         
         “But why?” said Imogen, horrified.

         
         “Really, darling, don’t be silly. I am your mother,” she replied with finality. “Now, I thought I would come next week, after
            Gerald’s Masonic dinner, and then I could just go on from you to my Using Yoga to Unlock Your Inner Child course in Totnes . . .”
         

         
         Imogen accepted her fate and half listened, picturing her mother standing by the hall table in her gardening hat, glasses on a chain around her neck while she studied the pages of the leather-bound appointments diary she kept by the telephone. Even though they had long had a cordless phone, her mother still took all phone calls in the hallway, as if she was stuck in the 1930s. She had been an older mother, and Imogen—an only child—had long suspected she was an afterthought, or even a mistake, sneaking in under the wire when her mother’s guard had dropped. That said, she had been actively campaigning for grandchildren since Imogen was barely in her twenties. 

         
         And that was another reason why Imogen was keen to avoid her at the moment.

         
         Not that her mother had time in her life for grandchildren. Since her father’s death from a heart attack twelve years ago,
            when Imogen was just twenty years old, she had watched her mother embrace the lifestyle of all women who have been left comfortably
            off and are terrified of finding themselves with nothing to do. The opposite of nothing to do was a breathless round of fundraising-event
            organization, visits to friends, and endless residential courses in everything from bookbinding to Balinese gamelan for beginners,
            as well as—in more recent years—organizing her boyfriend Gerald’s life

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   9780063340640_tpimage.jpg
Storybook
Ending

A Novel

POPPY ALEXANDER

AVON
An Imprint of HarperCollins Publishers





9780063340640_coverimage.jpg





