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			Chapter Four

			Twenty miles from Packley in the centre of Oxford, Matt was lying in a strange bed in a strange room. Snoring gently beside him was a chartered accountant called Natasha Redmond whom Matt had known since his sixth-form days when they’d been at boarding school together. He’d bumped into her in one of the city centre pubs the previous evening.

			After getting home from Tuman, he’d unpacked, showered, and then headed to the Lamb and Flag for something to eat. He’d sat at an outside table, nursing a pint of Morrells and pretending to read a biography of Nelson Mandela so he could avoid getting into conversation with anyone. However, for Natasha, he’d made an exception.

			‘Minty darling, is that you?’ she’d shrieked, making him spill his pint and drop his book on the cobbles. He knew it was her without even looking; she’d used the bloody stupid nickname he’d had at school for a start. She was also purring; she did a lot of purring – that was what had attracted him to her in the first place when he’d met her many years before. Since then they’d got together occasionally when their paths had crossed.

			So when he’d seen her in the beer garden, with a girlfriend who’d discreetly disappeared after half an hour, he’d known where the night – and morning – would end.

			‘Good morning, Dr Landor, are you feeling any better?’ she asked throatily.

			Matt ran his hand down the length of her thigh, feeling it smooth and warm beneath his fingers.

			‘What do you think?’ he said, stroking her and feeling her satisfyingly wet.

			Natasha gave a sigh of pleasure before closing her fingers around his. ‘This is all very tempting, Minty, but I’m going to have to pass on this one. I have to get up. I have a wedding to go to, as do you, remember?’

			Slipping out of bed, she padded towards the shower room, stark naked. He’d seen it all before, but he was still very impressed. Even at school, his teenage hormones had almost exploded at the sight of her in a skirt so short it broke every rule. But best of all, at no point had Natasha ever gone soppy on him or he on her. They were two of a kind, he’d always thought. A good-time boy and girl, both desperate to throw off the shackles of education and get to university and the real world.

			Above the sound of the water, he could hear cars swooshing past the flat on their way into Oxford city centre. He’d rented the place from an ex-colleague, a strait-laced anaesthetist who’d probably have had a heart attack if he knew what had been going on in his bed. He fumbled on the bedside tabletop for his watch. When he couldn’t find it, he pulled back his share of the duvet and edged out of bed. Natasha emerged from the bathroom, half wearing a hand towel.

			‘So you’re alive then, darling?’ she said.

			He rubbed sleep from his eyes as she stared meaningfully at his crotch. ‘I could be more alive if you’d come back to bed, woman. Failing that, I guess I’ll take a shower.’

			Natasha groaned. ‘I feel so awful about this, but I think I’ve just used the last of the hot water.’

			‘Don’t worry. I’ll manage.’

			Natasha pulled a face. ‘Oh gosh. I suppose we should have shared.’

			‘Maybe a cold shower would be best, unless you do want to be here all day,’ he said gruffly.

			Half an hour later, his skin tingling in the cool summer morning despite a shirt, sweater and jeans, he found her at the cooker making pancakes. She was wearing one of his T-shirts from Tuman. He didn’t tell her that the last time he’d worn it, he’d been syringing out a patient’s ears.

			‘Natasha . . .’

			‘Hmm,’ she said, licking batter off her fingers in an almost pornographic way.

			‘Are you around Oxford over the next couple of weeks?’

			She poured a cup of batter into the pan and swirled it round. ‘I might be,’ she said.

			‘And are you . . .’

			‘Shagging anybody else?’ said Natasha.

			‘Well. Yes,’ said Matt. ‘Because you know how much I enjoy your company, but I don’t want to come between you and some bond trader from Dulwich Village.’

			Sliding a pancake on to a plate, she handed it over and tutted. ‘Dear Matt. You always did have a conscience, didn’t you? I’m between bond traders at the moment, so if you want to find some relief from the dreary world every now and then, I can help you out.’

			‘That’s good,’ he said, watching her top up two mugs with coffee from the cafetière. He wondered why she wasn’t married or living with anyone yet. She was thirty-two, the same age as he was, give or take a few weeks. God knows, she must have had plenty of offers. She sat down at the table, sipping her coffee as he ate a second pancake. ‘Aren’t you going to have any?’ he asked.

			‘Yuck. All that fat and cholesterol. I’d rather eat a deep-fried spider,’ she said.

			Matt laughed. ‘Believe me you wouldn’t.’

			‘You don’t mean . . . My God, Matt. That is absolutely disgusting.’

			‘But very nutritious. It’s a cultural thing, Natasha. No different to a langoustine or a nice piece of steak.’

			She put her feet on the table next to his plate, wrinkling her pretty little toes. The fact that they were slightly grubby curiously turned him on even more.

			Half an hour later, she’d cleared away the plates and he was washing up while she dried.

			‘Right. That’s me done, I’m afraid,’ she said, wiping her hands on his top. ‘So. Shall I see you later this week? I don’t suppose I’ll get you to myself at the reception this evening so that won’t really count as a date.’

			‘Can I give you a call?’

			‘Whatever,’ she said, but he knew her too well not to hear the edge of disappointment in her voice.

			‘Maybe Tuesday night? We could go to see a film and then for a meal?’

			She brightened. ‘Mmm. I think I can fit you in on Tuesday. Shall I meet you here?’

			‘We could meet in town. I’m sure you can suggest somewhere.’

			‘The Duke of Cambridge then. They do gorgeous champagne cocktails and the bar staff are completely divine.’

			Matt had to laugh. ‘Fine. If you get bored of me, you can pick one of them up.’

			While she dressed, Matt took a couple of paracetamol to stave off the effects of his hangover and jet lag. He decided to take a walk to liven himself up and then get ready for the wedding. Natasha was back, stuffing her purse into her handbag. Matt collected her wrap from the sofa and placed it round her shoulders. As he did he said casually, ‘Natasha, you do know I’m only on leave for four months, maybe less. I have to be back in Tuman in October. I wouldn’t be here at all but they asked me to come home and sort a few things out.’

			He hadn’t told her about the accident and there was no way she could have heard. Even his own family only knew sketchy details of what had happened. She shook her head as if he was very dim indeed and tutted loudly.

			‘Matt. I’m disappointed in you. You don’t need to warn me off. I know the score. We’re two peas in a pod, you and I. You want a little light relief and I want to shag your very gorgeous arse off.’

			Matt smiled. Good old Tasha. Maybe he might actually enjoy his few weeks in England.

			‘See you Tuesday then. By the way, I love your hair long, and as for the tattoos . . . Oh my word,’ she said.

			She clattered off down the stairs and Matt lay back on the sofa. He had a few hours before the wedding. Maybe he’d manage to read a few newspapers, find out what was going on, catch up with how Arsenal were doing and who was running the country. Maybe he should slink off to that little coffee bar round the corner. Get a few gallons of caffeine down him. Kill or cure . . . But first he needed his wallet. How much did they sting you for an espresso these days? he wondered. A pound? Two quid? Ten? Thirty . . .

			He came to on the sofa some time later with a crick in his neck and a dead leg. He’d fallen asleep again and had no idea of the time. Eventually he found his watch in the bedroom under last night’s boxer shorts. It seemed to have stopped sometime during the night; most likely, he guessed, when he and Natasha had fallen into a taxi when the club had closed. And yet . . . maybe not, because the second hand was still moving. If his watch was correct, that meant . . .

			He unearthed his mobile phone and looked at the time on the screen. Then he closed his eyes, hoping that the jet lag and drugs were making him hallucinate. When it was obvious that he wasn’t dreaming and this nightmare was actually happening to him, he crossed to the walk-in closet and opened the door. The things were still there, hanging from the rail in all their ghastly glory.

			Oh fuck, he was going to be late for the wedding.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Five

			Rowena’s plan for Carrie had involved a triple whammy of therapy: alcohol, shopping and Nelson driving them. They were now at the Turf, a medieval pub shoehorned into a space between two of the colleges. As, apparently, was half of Oxford, students, shoppers and tourists all squashed cheek by jowl in the little courtyard. It was a hot June Saturday towards the end of the exam season and the place reeked of the cheap cider the students sprayed over each other to celebrate finishing.

			‘And what can I get you, madam?’

			Carrie shook her head as the barman shouted into her ear. ‘God. Yes. Sorry. Three halves of Old Rosy and a pint of Coke.’

			She bumped her way through the drinkers in the beer garden towards Rowena, Hayley, and Nelson, who was Rowena’s on-off boyfriend. They were huddled together on a spare patch of wall by the gents’ toilets. Hayley waved madly. Too madly. She’d been hyper all morning, like Tigger on speed.

			‘Carrie! Oh thank you. I’m sooo thirsty and I shouldn’t have kept you all that time in Monsoon. But I have managed to get a pashmina exactly the same shade as my shoes and if I can just see a handbag to tone with it I’ll be done and dusted.’

			Carrie smiled, handing Hayley a glass of cider. They’d spent two hours looking for the pashmina and she’d almost lost the will to live.

			Rowena helped herself to a glass too, but not before she’d checked her watch again.

			‘Got to get back for something?’ said Carrie.

			‘Me? No. No rush.’

			‘Aren’t you glad we decided to come into town today? I mean, isn’t Oxford just gorgeous in the sun?’

			‘Lovely,’ said Carrie as a bow-tied student knocked into her, splashing her top with lager. A party popper exploded next to them. Nelson stared into his pint of Coke, looking as though he’d been invited to his own funeral.

			‘Nelson’s missing out on a Vintage Volkswagen Festival for this,’ said Rowena, stroking the back of his neck as if he were a favourite pet. ‘I won’t forget this, babe. I promise I’ll make it up to you.’

			‘Exactly how much longer do we have to stay here?’ he grunted. Nelson had only two loves in his life: one was his collection of vintage VW camper vans; the other was Rowena. The trouble was, while he worshipped the ground she walked on, Rowena simply trampled all over him.

			‘Oh Nelson, it’s not that bad,’ she said.

			‘You do know I was hoping to check out a new splitty at the festival, and now I won’t be able to get into the place for poseurs and surfers,’ he moaned.

			Carrie couldn’t resist. ‘What’s a splitty? It sounds faintly pervy.’

			Nelson sounded disgusted at her ignorance. ‘A splitty, for your information, is a VW camper van with a split screen. There’s an orange one I’ve got my eye on. I was thinking of making an offer, if it was in any kind of condition . . .’ he said, glaring sullenly at Rowena.

			Carrie felt sorry for him. Poor long-suffering Nelson. He’d been pursuing Rowena, in his own plodding way, for several years now. Occasionally, usually when she was half-cut, Rowena would throw him a bone and let him stay the night. But she had no intention of letting him move into the cottage. Carrie didn’t really know how Nelson put up with it.

			‘Look, Nelson, we’re nearly done. Hayley’s finished her shopping and it’s roasting here in the city. Let’s drink up and you can take us home, then maybe you can still make the festival,’ she soothed.

			‘Nelson’s fine,’ said Rowena sharply.

			Carrie ignored her. ‘Nelson? You do want to go home, don’t you?’

			‘I’m going for a slash,’ he said, looking as if he’d been offered a choice of hanging or electrocution.

			After he’d scuttled off into the gents’, Hayley started to regale them about the new range of edible lingerie from Sweet Nothings, the adult shop she worked for. ‘We’ve just launched a special hen night collection. It’s made of rice paper and tastes like chicken. You can suck it or swallow. It’s perfect for hen nights, wedding nights, honeymoons . . .’ Her hand flew to her mouth. ‘Oh, sorry. I’d forgotten. I didn’t mean anything . . .’

			Rowena blew a smoke ring. ‘Keep digging, Hayley.’

			‘It’s fine. You don’t have to treat me like an invalid. I don’t go around stalking bridegrooms, hoping to kidnap one and keep him for my very own,’ said Carrie.

			Rowena sniffed. ‘What’s that smell?’

			Carrie wrinkled her nose. ‘Probably me. Some Hooray Henry spilled his pint over me. I’ll try and get some of it out in the loo.’

			Inside the toilets it was musty and quiet. She soaked a paper towel in cold water and patted the beery spot on her top before slipping into the cubicle and locking the door. She sucked in a breath, wondering what would it take to convince her friends she didn’t have to be treated with kid gloves any more.

			‘Fack!’

			The cubicle door rattled loudly.

			‘Hell-oo, is there anyone in there?’

			Carrie unlocked the door and came face to face with two girls wriggling into silk dresses. The tall blonde looked like a horsey version of Joely Richardson, while the other one reminded her of a young Nigella Lawson.

			Nigella’s hand flew to her mouth as Carrie stepped out of the cubicle. ‘Oops! Sor-ry. We really didn’t know you were in there.’

			‘Thought the lock had broken,’ boomed Joely. ‘We’re off to a wedding and we needed to get changed.’

			Nigella picked up a hat from the washbasin. ‘We thought we’d have a little shop and a little drink, you see, before we set off.’

			‘And now we’re a little late and a little drunk. Bloody late, actually. Are you from round here, by any chance? Do you know any short-cuts to Steeple Fritton, darling?’

			Carrie knew the place slightly, having acted in a few productions in the village hall. ‘Hmm. That’s north of here. I suppose if you take the B-roads you might do it in about forty minutes, unless you get held up by a tractor.’

			‘Fack,’ said Joely, stabbing herself in the eye with a mascara wand.

			‘What time’s the wedding?’ asked Carrie.

			‘Half past three,’ said Nigella.

			‘And what time is it now?’

			Joely picked up her mobile. ‘Almost three.’

			‘Then I think you’re going to be late.’

			Joely sighed. ‘Do you think they’d mind very much if we missed the actual ceremony and just dropped in for the Pimm’s and canapés?’

			‘Depends how well you know them,’ said Carrie, desperate to make her escape. She’d decided that Nelson had been tortured long enough.

			‘Not very, actually,’ said Joely conspiratorially. ‘In fact, between you and me, we hardly know her and we’ve never met him.’

			‘She’s our boss,’ hissed Nigella, as if the bride could somehow hear them. ‘And we feel obliged to go.’

			Joely adjusted the angle of a flying-saucer hat. ‘We must sound like such bitches!’

			Carrie just smiled to herself and held her hands under the icy water from the tap, weirdly enjoying the sensation of her fingers turning numb. ‘You’d better set off now if you do want to try and make the ceremony. You never know, you might get there in time. Brides are supposed to be late . . .’ she said, thinking how she had never made it at all.

			Nigella’s snort echoed round the toilets. ‘Late! You have to be joking. Fenella Harding would be early for her own funeral.’

			Carrie was taken aback. ‘Fenella Harding?’

			‘Yah. Do you know her?’

			She shook her head and turned off the tap. ‘No. I don’t.’

			‘You looked as if you recognised the name,’ said Nigella suspiciously.

			Carrie flashed them a smile. She did know Fenella slightly – she ran the firm of accountants who looked after the farm’s business affairs – but the last thing she wanted was to prolong the conversation. Her friends would be thinking she’d disappeared down the loo or something.

			‘No, I can’t say I’ve heard of her,’ she said.

			Nigella let out a sigh. ‘Lucky you. Just between us, she’s an absolute cow. How she ever found someone to marry her, I have simply no idea.’

			Joely wrinkled her nose. ‘Drugs probably, or a cattle prod. She’s roped some rustic farmer person.’

			Carrie caught sight of herself in the mirror and wondered whether she could be bothered to get her eyebrows waxed. ‘Really?’

			‘Yah. Weird, eh? You’d have thought someone like Fenella would have sunk her claws into a stockbroker or a lawyer. Still, this guy’s absolutely dripping with family money apparently, even if it is in fields and cows,’ said Nigella.

			‘She’s been boasting about pinching him on the rebound from some poor girl he’d been living with for absolutely aeons,’ said Joely, applying a Juicy Tube to her lips. ‘Though everyone thinks she was shagging the guy before they even split up.’

			‘Still, the woman’s always the last to know. Monty Morrison spotted Fenella in Le Quat’ Saisons with some hulking great bloke in cords and a Tattersall shirt. Well, that had to be him, didn’t it? They got into a brand-new Range Rover, Monty says, and headed for Wytham Woods for a quickie,’ Nigella went on.

			Carrie’s heart stopped momentarily. Her face stared back at her in the cracked glass of the mirror. ‘What colour?’ she murmured.

			‘Sorry?’

			She spoke louder. ‘What colour was the Range Rover your friend saw?’

			Nigella sighed. ‘Oh, I don’t know, darling, but he said they headed off for the woods in it.’

			Carrie reached for a paper towel, her hands shaking. ‘How awful for his girlfriend,’ she said, feeling sick.

			‘God, yes. Total bummer. Still, if he was bonking a witch like Fenella, he wasn’t worth having, now was he?’ Joely was saying.

			‘What was his name, Joely?’ said Nigella. ‘Sounded rustic to me.’

			‘It’s got a funny spelling. Foreign, I think. I remember it from the invitation.’

			‘It’s Huw Brigstocke,’ said Carrie.

			The girls turned to her and trilled in unison, ‘Sor-ry?’

			‘It’s Huw with a “w”. It’s Welsh,’ she said to their astonished faces.

			‘Oh. Gosh. Do you know him? Is he really rustic? Do you know his ex? Do you . . .’ Their eyes widened, then they both opened their mouths at precisely the same time. ‘Oh fack.’

			Sunlight and noise spilled into the toilets as Hayley walked in.

			‘Carrie? We were wondering where you’d got to. Nelson really doesn’t mind missing the VW festival, so there’s no need to rush off.’

			She might as well have been invisible. Carrie pushed past her, knocking her against the toilet door. Outside in the courtyard, the clock on New College tower was striking the hour. Its chimes drowned out all the chatter, the laughter, the clatter of glasses.

			One, two, three . . .

			‘Carrie. Whatever’s the matter?’ Hayley’s voice was behind her but it was coming from another planet.

			‘Nothing. Just a headache. Tell Nelson and Rowena I’m off to get some aspirin,’ she said.

			At first she walked slowly out of the beer garden and along the cobbled alley, numbed by shock. By the time she reached the traffic lights that led into Broad Street, she was running. Her heart thumped as she pounded past the colleges and shops, heading for the taxi rank in St Giles. She nearly knocked over a cyclist, who wobbled past her, ringing his bell and shouting angrily.

			The numbness had gone, replaced by a stabbing pain that felt like rage and hurt all rolled into one. How could Huw have done this to her? It had been bad enough bearing the pain of him jilting her a fortnight before their own wedding, but now he’d pledged his undying bloody love to another woman barely four months later. God, they’d probably been having an affair while she’d still been sharing his bed. And why Fenella Harding? The sour-faced, holier-than-thou, iron-knickered cow!

			When she reached the taxi rank, a cab was just pulling in. A large woman with about ten shopping bags was first in the queue.

			‘Sorry. Emergency!’ shouted Carrie.

			‘How dare you! This is my cab!’

			Carrie pushed past the furious woman. ‘It’s a matter of life and death.’

			‘I don’t care. Give me back my cab. I’m going to be late for my train.’

			‘I don’t want no druggies in ’ere,’ said the driver.

			‘I’m not on drugs and I’ll pay you double the fare if you take me where I want to go.’

			He still looked dubious and she didn’t blame him. He must think she was a nutter, which was true. She just wasn’t a drugged-up nutter.

			‘Triple the fare?’ she offered, hoping Rowena could do without rent that week.

			‘Okay. Done.’

			The cab roared away from the kerb, shooting her backwards against the seat. As they queued at the lights on St Giles, the driver called back through the grille, ‘Where exactly are we going that’s so important?’

			She gripped her seat and said it out loud so there could be absolutely no mistake.

			‘St Mark’s church, Steeple Fritton. I’m late for a wedding.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Six

			The one thing Carrie had clung to after Huw had called off their wedding was the fact that at least there wasn’t another woman involved. It had been the first thing she’d asked that terrible night – and the first thing he’d denied. After the initial aggression, he’d seemed so horrified, so hurt, that even in the midst of her pain and rage, she’d believed him. Something in the saner recesses of her mind had told her that if he’d had the courage to call off the wedding, he’d have had the courage to tell her the real reason why.

			The shock had literally knocked her off her feet. She was overwhelmed with disbelief at what had happened. Then came the grief, laced with anger at what he’d done to her. She never wanted to see him again; she’d give anything to have him back. He’d change his mind; she wouldn’t see him again if he was the last man on earth.

			The night he’d told her they were splitting up, she kept asking herself why. She’d kept screaming the word at him over and over but got a hundred versions of the same answer. He felt trapped. He felt suffocated. They’d never known any other life. The fact that it was Huw who’d begged her to marry him made no difference. Nothing could change the way he felt and that was that. Goodbye and thanks very much. He’d told her she could stay at the farmhouse, but she’d rather have walked over red-hot coals.

			That was when Rowena had arrived.

			Two weeks later, Carrie had finally found the courage to text him and arrange to collect her stuff from the farm – on the condition that Huw stayed out of the house until she’d finished.

			Even on a raw March day, Packley Farm had held a strange kind of beauty. The farmhouse was largely Victorian, though parts of it were much older. It straggled across the yard with odd wings protruding here and there as generations of Brigstockes had added their own mark. Inside, the rooms were just as unconventional, shooting off landings unexpectedly, some reached by little half-flights of stairs. She’d adored it from the first day that Huw had taken her home.

			As usual, the farmhouse door hadn’t been locked, and as she pushed her way inside, feeling as though she was burgling her own home, something furry brushed against her legs.

			‘Macavity.’

			Tilting his face up, the farm cat turned his green gaze on her before strolling to the food cupboard and twitching his tail hopefully. Fighting back the tears, she ran her hand along his coat and whispered, ‘I’d love to take you with me, but Rowena’s allergic to cats, and to be honest, Mac, I think you’d be allergic to Rowena.’

			Macavity wasn’t the kind of cat you could scoop up and cuddle, so she filled his bowl with fishy biscuits and straightened up, knowing she was only putting off the next task: clearing out the bedroom.

			Grabbing her cardboard box, she trudged up the stairs, hearing every familiar creak. The beamed door to their bedroom had been padded with foam to save the heads of several generations of Brigstocke men. The latch door was wide open and she noticed that the pillows were plumped and there was a new duvet on the bed she’d never seen. It was one she wouldn’t have tolerated on any bed of hers; all chintzy flowers and Laura Ashley tweeness.

			She wondered if Huw had decided to change the bed linen along with her, but that was just being dramatic. It was more likely that his mother or her ‘little woman’ had come over and changed it. Either that or he couldn’t bear sleeping in the same sheets they’d shared. Maybe he wanted to move on . . . or was there a chance he was regretting what had happened?

			She tossed a few paperbacks and trinkets into the box, then set to work on the wardrobes. Her jewellery casket was the only other thing left. She knew what she’d see if she opened the lid, so she just stuffed the casket on top of the box. Finally she took her carrier bag and went into the sitting room. It was silent but for the sombre ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece. Carrie had never liked the clock; it was an ugly old thing, shaped like Napoleon’s hat, but it had been in the sitting room for ever so she hadn’t had the heart to get rid of it. There was only one thing she really wanted: a photograph from the side-board. It showed her and Huw goofing around in mortarboards and gowns on graduation day.

			‘Carrie.’

			Her heart beat faster at Huw’s deep voice but she didn’t turn round.

			‘You promised to stay out of the way,’ she whispered.

			‘I know I said that. I stayed out as long as I could, but we had a problem with one of the cows.’

			‘Which one?’

			‘Millicent. She’s got mastitis. I’ve just left the vet with her.’

			It never ceased to amaze Carrie that Huw, unromantic and businesslike in every other respect, knew each of his four-hundred-strong herd by name. She had to fight the urge to sympathise with him; her emotions were so raw that their shared concern over the cow might well set her off.

			‘She’ll be fine, though?’

			‘Of course.’ Finally she faced him. He was taller than she’d remembered, even in his socks. She knew that his wellies, caked in mud, would be abandoned outside the door. His thick straw-coloured hair hadn’t seen a comb and there were darkish blue shadows under his eyes, almost the same shade as the overalls he always wore for farm work. He also had cow muck spattered across his face, which for some strange reason made her heart lurch with a perverse longing for him.

			‘I know I said I wouldn’t bother you, but I had to come in and see how you were.’

			Her heartbeat quickened. Could he be trying to holding out an olive branch? Then she saw his grim expression and knew there was no hope. She clutched the photo frame tighter. ‘Oh, I’m fine. Never been better. There was a bit of a wobble recently after my fiancé broke off our engagement, but apart from that, you know, life’s hunky-dory.’

			‘I suppose I deserved that, but you know I do care about you. I didn’t just make this decision on a whim.’

			‘Didn’t you? Oh, silly me. Here I’ve been thinking you just rolled home after your stag night and told me to piss off out of your life. I hadn’t thought it might be a whim.’

			She could see he was trying desperately to be patient with her, which infuriated her even more.

			‘I know you’re upset, Carrie, but this isn’t helping either of us.’

			‘Upset? I’m not upset. See, I’m already over it.’ She hoisted up the carrier bag. ‘I’ve collected my things and moved out of your life, just like you wanted. You don’t mind me taking a few bits and pieces, do you?’ she added sarcastically.

			Huw shook his head. He looked like a great big shaggy hound who’d peed on the carpet. Guilt and shame dripped from every pore. She so badly wanted to hate him, but it was no good. It wasn’t hate making her heart thud so hard it was hurting her chest.

			‘Of course I don’t mind. Take what you want,’ he said wearily.

			‘Do you really mean that?’

			‘You know I do.’

			‘No, I don’t,’ she said, alarmed at the way her voice had risen higher.

			‘I meant that you should take everything you need.’

			‘Everything? You want me to have everything? Like the cowshed? The chickens? Your tractor?’

			‘You know exactly what I mean. You may as well have what you want. We’ll have to sort things out sometime.’

			‘What exactly do you mean by sorting things out?’

			‘I mean financially. You’re entitled to your share of the house and business,’ he said gruffly. ‘That’s only fair.’

			Had it come this already? Barely two weeks after they’d split up, he was already making her part of his balance sheet?

			‘Isn’t it a bit soon to be thinking about that?’

			The sun, suddenly shining through the old panes on to his face, showed his true feelings. His expression wasn’t unkind, but she felt a chill run through her. She’d seen that set of his jaw before, when his mind was made up.

			‘Sooner or later we have to sort things out financially. I want to be fair to you after all the work you’ve put in over the years.’

			‘You mean you’re feeling as bloody guilty as hell!’

			‘Carrie, please don’t be like this again.’

			‘Don’t be like what? You’ve jilted me, Huw. You asked me to marry you. I didn’t ask for the bloody royal wedding. You and your mother wanted it.’

			‘And you didn’t?’ he said angrily, then rolled his eyes to the ceiling. ‘Look, I won’t be drawn into another shouting match. There’s nothing more I can say. I’m sorry for what happened between us and I wish things could have been different but they’re not. The only thing we can do now is get on with our lives. I want you to be happy, Carrie, and I know now that you could never have been happy with me.’

			‘Well, thank you so much, Huw, for that string of platitudes.’

			‘If you’re expecting some kind of deep emotional response, you’re going to be disappointed. You know me by now. I’ve got to get back to the milking parlour.’

			He was going. He was leaving again and the panic was almost suffocating her. She’d known she should keep her mouth shut and maintain some pride and dignity but she couldn’t. She’d known what she was going to say next and had even guessed what the answer would be, but she had to go ahead like a moth drawn to the flame.

			‘Do you – do you even love me any more?’

			‘I’m . . .’ he stammered. ‘I’m . . . very fond of you . . .’

			She was glad that no one had come with her to the farm, because that meant no one else had to witness what happened next. Suddenly the photo frame was flying through the air. Huw must have ducked or her aim was wildly off target because the frame smashed into the clock with an enormous crack. Shards of glass and mechanism exploded into the room.

			‘Jesus Christ, Carrie!’

			As he cowered by the hearth, she snatched up her plastic bag of belongings and screamed, ‘You know, I’ve always hated that bloody clock!’

			She hadn’t seen Huw since that day, three months ago now, and despite what he’d said, nothing had been sorted out between them. But that was the last thing on her mind now as she hurtled towards Steeple Fritton in the taxi. What cowards Fenella and Huw were – choosing a church twenty miles away from Packley!

			It was obvious now, of course. It was so she wouldn’t find out about the wedding. In fact, she didn’t know how she hadn’t heard about it before on the Packley grapevine. Someone must have known, but if so, why hadn’t they told her? For now, that could wait. She had a job to do first. She might not be able to prevent Huw and Fenella becoming man and wife, but she could manage one thing. She could make sure that everyone in that church – and for miles around – would remember the bride and groom’s special day for the rest of their lives. They would just remember it for all the wrong reasons.

		

	
		
			
			Chapter Seven

			The cab screeched to a halt. Throwing money at the driver, Carrie jumped out, hurtled up the path to the church and almost crashed into the barrel-shaped usher blocking the way to the doors. His embroidered frock coat made him look like an extra from a camp Dickens musical, but she wasn’t the least bit surprised. Trust that bitch Fenella Harding to have no taste whatsoever.

			‘Have they started yet?’ she demanded.

			The fat usher mopped his brow. ‘Er . . . well I’m not sure, ’cos I just stepped out here for a breath of fresh air. Maybe. I think they might have just got going.’

			‘Exactly how long ago?’

			‘Well, it was all supposed to kick off at three thirty, but Her Highness kept Huw waiting a good ten minutes, so I reckon they can’t have got very far through the service. Must have wanted to give him time to ask for any last requests, I reckon, though I’d have taken the chance to leg it myself.’

			‘Well, could I possibly still come in? I’ve had rather a rush to get here.’

			His eyes roved over her cami top and miniskirt. ‘I can see that, my love. Alarm clock didn’t go off, eh?’

			‘It’s such a hot day, I thought I’d ditch the silk two-piece and just go for comfort,’ she said sweetly.

			‘You do look very comfortable, I must say,’ he said lecherously.

			She smiled the smile of a crocodile before it swallows up a fat and fluffy duck. ‘I am. So can I go inside?’

			‘Wouldn’t want you to miss the execution, would I? Not every day a man signs his life away for ever.’

			He pushed open the heavy door to the church vestibule and Carrie almost punched the air in relief. She’d thought she might have to wrestle him to the ground if he hadn’t let her past soon.

			‘Bride or groom’s side, love?’ he asked.

			‘Oh, the groom, definitely.’

			‘In that case, strictly speaking, you should sit on the right, but it’s packed in there so I’d just plonk down anywhere you can find. I’m sure a trim little thing like you will be able to squash in somewhere. Personally, I’m going to have a sneaky fag before the photographs start.’

			The vestibule smelled of disinfectant and musty vestments. The door to the nave was open a crack and Carrie could hear the vicar’s voice booming through the gap. As she crept to the doorway, her heart was pounding so loudly she was sure one of the guests would hear her and turn round.

			Carrie couldn’t believe what she saw. The church was a sea of big hair-do’s and enormous hats. Naturally, the bride’s side was by far the worst. It reminded her of one of those cheap bouquets you could pick up in the market: a clash of horrible colours like cerise, turquoise and acid lime. The groom’s side was more muted. Huw’s family and friends were farming stock, mostly old county and very conservative. They’d gone for taupe, olive and the occasional daring beige. And the flowers . . . The whole place looked like an explosion in a florist’s shop and stank like a tart’s boudoir.

			Fenella was wearing a long beaded dress in dazzling white with a stand-up collar that made her look like the Wicked Queen in Snow White. As for Huw, even with his back to her, in his camp frock coat, he was imposing and handsome.

			‘Marriage was ordained for the procreation of children . . .’ declared the vicar.

			Carrie balled her hands into fists, anger beginning to replace shock.

			‘Secondly, it was ordained for a remedy against sin, and to avoid fornication; that such persons as have not the gift of continency might marry . . .’

			As if on cue, Fenella clasped Huw’s hand. Carrie gave a tiny snort. A remedy against sin and fornication? Too bloody late for that!

			‘Thirdly, it was ordained for the mutual society, help, and comfort, that the one ought to have of the other, both in prosperity and adversity, and therefore if any man can show just cause why they may not lawfully be joined together . . .’

			She opened the gap in the door a little wider.

			‘. . . let him now speak, or else hereafter for ever hold his peace.’

			This was the point at which she could have stepped out into the aisle and made herself known. The point at which everyone would have turned round in horror and gasped as she stood in the middle of the aisle and said loudly, for everyone to hear, ‘My fiancé is a spineless bastard and Fenella is a husband-stealing witch!’

			The vicar’s voice would falter. The congregation would gasp. Huw’s jaw would drop to the floor and Fenella’s face would turn even whiter than her horrible frock. The vicar would peer at Carrie and say, ‘Well, this is most irregular, but I’m afraid I have to hear what this person has to say. Do you have an objection to this marriage, young woman?’

			Every eye in the house would be glued to her, every ear straining to hear what she had to say. It would have been a leading lady’s dream.

			But the moment passed by and she hadn’t said a word. Even though she was knotted up inside with fury and the injustice of it all, she had her pride. She was a good actress, and a good actress knew when to hide her feelings; knew how to pretend to be calm and dignified when every instinct made her want to scream out. She closed her eyes as she heard Huw promising to love and be faithful to Fenella and she knew she’d had enough. She closed the door, hardly caring about the thunk it made in the hushed church.

			She’d come here to see with her own eyes what Huw had done, because she hadn’t quite been able to believe it. He’d broken off their engagement just a few months ago and now here he was actually standing at the altar with another woman.

			She walked down the steps and out of the church. Next to the door stood a totally over-the-top flower arrangement. From the corner of her eye Carrie saw a hose snaking along the ground. She glanced around, but there was no sign of the fat guy who’d let her into the church. In fact, there was no sign of anyone, only the sound of a hymn being sung from inside.

			She knew that what she was going to do was childish, but she just couldn’t resist it. Calmly but purposefully she headed for the tap and turned it on full. The hose filled with water instantly, the end whipping up like a demented snake, spraying water everywhere. She picked it up and was just about to aim it at the flower arrange-ment when one of the ushers came out of the church. It wasn’t the fat guy, but a much taller man with a ponytail and a beard.

			‘Don’t even think about it,’ he said, as Carrie stood with the hose in her hand. ‘Believe me, you really don’t want to do this.’

			‘Yes I do,’ she declared, raising the hose so that the stream of water spurted on to the ground a few feet from the flowers. Droplets splashed the usher’s shoes.

			He folded his arms. ‘What good will this do you?’

			What good? He was talking as if he knew who she was, yet she didn’t recognise him. At least, she thought she didn’t. She stared hard at him. He did seem vaguely familiar.

			‘Why don’t you calm down?’

			‘Why don’t you mind your own business and get out of my way, unless you want a soaking.’

			She edged the stream a little nearer, but her aim was off and she ended up wetting the bottoms of his trousers.

			‘Look, I don’t give a flying fuck if you drown me, but trashing these flowers won’t help you one bit.’

			‘You have no right to interfere like this.’

			‘It’s for your own good,’ he said.

			‘Like hell it is. It’s for Fenella and Huw’s good. You just don’t want me wrecking their perfect wedding day.’

			He regarded her coldly. ‘True, but I also don’t want you making an even bigger fool of yourself.’

			‘Then you’ve wasted your time, because I don’t care about making a fool of myself.’

			Suddenly he stepped in front of the arrangement, like a bodyguard. Carrie jerked the hose, soaking his shoes. ‘Bloody hell.’

			‘Well, I did warn you,’ said Carrie.

			‘Look. I know you don’t care now, but tomorrow, believe me, you’ll care. You’ll care very much indeed. Now, why don’t you put down the hose and just go home. You’re obviously very distressed.’

			‘Distressed? Me? Distressed? Oh no! I’m completely, deliriously happy. See, listen to me. Ha ha ha! That’s how over-the-fucking-moon I am that my fiancé chucked me before our wedding and then went and married the Wicked Queen.’

			‘Have you finished?’

			‘I think so.’

			‘Then why don’t you wipe your face? It’s wet.’ He pulled a handkerchief from his top pocket and held it out to her.

			Carrie touched her face. It was wet but she didn’t remember shedding any tears. She couldn’t have been. And there was no way on the planet she was going to use one of Fenella’s vile lilac handkerchiefs.

			She shook her head. ‘Keep back.’

			A cloud crossed the sun and a gust of wind blew across the churchyard, whipping up confetti, dry leaves and sweet wrappers.

			‘You’re shivering, which is probably down to all the adrenaline. I’m going to call you a cab and make sure you get home,’ he said with infuriating calmness.

			‘What for? A nice cup of hot sweet tea?’

			‘I should think a stiff whisky might work better, but that depends what your poison is.’ He gestured to her miniskirt. ‘More clothing might help, too. I’d give you my coat, but I need it.’

			‘Well, hey, I might have dressed a tad more formally if I’d had time, but you see, I didn’t actually plan
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