
  Chapter One


  It seemed it had been raining for weeks. Not the slow relentless rain that is so much part of West Country life, but driven by a fierce wind, whipped up to a frenzy by outside forces, howling round the rectory. At times it could be heard knocking at every window pane, as if it was seeking shelter from itself; or as if, like the sole occupant of the small country house, it would prefer to be staring into the lazy flames of a log fire, not driving the last flurry of small autumn leaves about the lawn, or bending the trees to its fierce will. In short, it was not an afternoon to be out; so when the old bell in the cupboard under the stairs rang out faintly, it was not surprising that, at first, it was only Punch the sheepdog who heard it, and in response sprang up and ran, barking excitedly, to the double front doors.


  Florence, her face flushed from the fire, her back cold from the lowered temperature of the old house, followed her dog to the half-glassed front doors. A man stood in the stone porch, his figure bent against the elements, one hand holding on to a weathered trilby hat.


  Florence frowned, reluctant to open to someone whom she did not immediately recognise, and Punch continued to bark incessantly.


  ‘Ah, it’s Colonel Willoughby,’ she told Punch, and she started to undo the lock at the top of the door. ‘Colonel Willoughby. How are you?’


  The colonel, upright once more, but still holding on to his hat, smiled. ‘My dear lady, my dear, dear lady, how is you indeed?’


  He held out a tray of charity ribbons towards Florence as if she might be too short-sighted to see them.


  ‘I am collecting, as you can see, my dear Mrs Fontaine, collecting for the—’ but his words were lost as the ribbons housed neatly in the cardboard tray were thrown into the air, dancing off up the front lawn to join the already frenzied ballet being performed by the leaves.


  ‘Oh dear, oh dear …’


  The old white-moustached gentleman turned to follow his recalcitrant collection, as did Florence and Punch, Florence darting about the lawn and snatching at the small ribbons, followed closely by a now joyously barking Punch.


  ‘Come in, come in, and have a cup of tea, do,’ Florence insisted as they finally retrieved the last little tie of ribbon, and retreated once more to the comparative shelter of the porch, and from there into her small hall.


  ‘I don’t think I may, dear lady.’ The colonel looked momentarily embarrassed, as if he had already been asked this many times that afternoon. ‘The memsahib is waiting for me at home with tea and a Victoria sponge, more than my life’s worth to slake the thirst before I pitch up at her tea table. More than my life’s worth indeed. And to be truthful, if I take tea at every house, I end up with what they used to call “a curate’s flush”!’


  They both laughed, after which there was a pause as Colonel Willoughby glanced down at his collecting box in rather the same manner that Punch would look from Florence to his empty food bowl and back to Florence again, hinting that it needed filling.


  ‘Oh, I am sorry, wait a moment.’


  Florence pushed a pound coin into the box, then she pinned one of the mud-bespattered ribbons on to her cardigan.


  ‘I’m afraid that’s all I have in the house at the moment,’ she told him in a matter-of-fact voice. ‘I am flat to the boards until Monday morning.’


  ‘Most kind of you, Mrs Fontaine, very much appreciated, I do assure you.’


  ‘The widow’s mite …’ Florence told him and shrugged her shoulders, because she knew he must know of her impecunious situation.


  ‘How are you going along, Mrs Fontaine?’


  ‘Oh, you know.’ She smiled, avoiding the colonel’s kindly eyes, looking away, not wanting to see the sympathy in them. Sympathy was always so weakening. Besides, she had grown used to the embarrassment that her recent tragedy brought to people’s faces, their eyes looking everywhere except into her own. ‘I am going along all right, you know. Quite used to being on my own, since my husband Henry was always away so much, being a concert pianist. You know how it is? Quite used to it, really.’


  Florence cleared her throat.


  Of course Colonel Willoughby didn’t know at all – he had no children and his wife was still alive, waiting for him to come home and take tea with her.


  Colonel Willoughby nodded. He had always found Florence Fontaine a very appealing woman. Brown-haired, grey-eyed, with a rounded feminine figure and a pale Dresden-china complexion, offset nowadays by a haunting look of permanent, if unsurprising, sadness. After all, to lose both your husband and your son within a short space of time – as the present Mrs Willoughby always said so sadly, and so often, as soon as Mrs Fontaine’s name was mentioned, ‘That poor Florence Fontaine, her plight is somehow unimaginable.’


  ‘Thank you for your donation, Mrs Fontaine. It is most appreciated.’


  Colonel Willoughby raised his old battered hat and backed out into the weather once more, struggling up the front lawn, his head bent determinedly against the force of the wind, before finally reaching his car.


  Florence watched him until his car disappeared from sight, when she shot the bolt up on the door and returned to the fire, to the sound of the howling wind – and dear heavens, it did howl – to her library book, and to her thoughts. Punch settled down beside her, and as he did so, she started to stroke the top of his head.


  In her mind’s eye Florence followed Colonel Willoughby back to his small Georgian village house. She imagined ‘the memsahib’, Mrs Willoughby, greeting him at the door, tuttutting around him as she removed his wet coat and hat and hurried them off to the drying rail in the kitchen. She even thought she could hear him recounting his collecting failures and successes, giving his wife an account of his rounds, telling Mrs Willoughby who had put what sum of money into the collecting tin, before he finally confided to her.


  ‘Oh, and I called on poor little Mrs Fontaine. She put in a pound. A widow’s mite, poor soul, that’s what she called it herself, a widow’s mite. I think she has been left quite badly off, really I do.’


  Florence continued to stroke the top of Punch’s head, slowly and rhythmically. She would give anything to be sitting drinking tea in front of the fire with someone else, to be laughing about some funny incident in the village, or reading out an amusing item from the newspaper. Well, not anything perhaps, but it would be nice.


  Still, she must not feel sorry for herself. She clenched her fingers, making one hand into a small fist. As her mother used often to remind her, feeling sorry for yourself was the worst way to be in life. No, she was much more fortunate than some; besides, tomorrow was Amadea’s birthday, and she would be coming home for the weekend. She must begin icing her cake. She was lucky. She kept telling herself that. She was very, very lucky.


  Amadea lay as still as she could, for as long as she could, listening to the distant sounds of the town going about its business below her bedroom window, hoping that by some miracle her head would clear. Then she fell back into a half-sleep, a fitful and uncomfortable doze from which she was finally awaked by a noise somewhere in her flat. She was sure of it. There was a noise, not just in her head – but in her flat!


  Sitting up a little too quickly, she listened, but whatever, or whoever, she might have heard had now lapsed into silence, a silence so intense all she could hear was the thumping of her own vastly over-stimulated heart. Unable to prevent herself giving a long, soft but heartfelt moan, she slowly swivelled her body to the edge of the bed, putting her feet on the stripped wooden floor and standing up to reach for her dressing gown as she went in search of something that might relieve what now seemed like a truly life-threatening headache.


  Before making her way to the kitchen, one hand on her head, one on the corridor wall, she stopped for a few seconds, still half listening for the noise, until she realised it must have been Fred Chopin, her cat. She pushed open the sitting-room door.


  Oh dear heavens, of course!


  There had been a party, although why the party should have been at her flat she could not quite remember. Parties meant people and people spelt chaos, a room full of people shouting at each other, drinking and dropping finger food everywhere; some of them even forgetting to go out on to the landing to smoke. Oh please God, it had been fun, hadn’t it?


  With growing despair, her pained gaze took in the dirty glasses, all of which appeared to have gone forth and multiplied before falling over or acting as ashtrays. Large and greasy pizza boxes lay naked and abandoned; small cheese muffins, sausages and vol-au-vents sat about in deadly groups, their insides removed, a culinary holocaust. It seemed that, unlike the finger food, the guests had all decided to go home together.


  ‘So who was here exactly, Fred?’ Amadea wondered out loud to her Blue Point Siamese cat as he followed her back into the kitchen, where she slowly and very, very quietly placed a half-dozen glasses at the correct angle in the dishwasher. ‘We really must be able to remember that.’


  Happy birthday, Amy! The room was full of cards from everyone at Psemisis. Oh God, of course – it had been her pre-birthday bash. Of course today was her birthday – what could she have been thinking? Holding her head in one hand and her coffee in the other, Amadea screwed up her eyes and went full on for total recall just as the telephone rang, far, far too loudly. It was her mother.


  ‘Amadea? Happy birthday, darling. How are you? I’ve been waiting for over an hour now – you said you would be here about midday, didn’t you?’


  ‘Mum?’ Amadea chewed her lip, agonised, and not just because of her headache. ‘Mum, I’m afraid I’m not feeling terribly well. I can’t come over until tomorrow. There was a bit of a party last night, a birthday surprise from everyone at the office, you know, and it’s … well – it has left me wiped out.’


  Amadea thought she could see the pain of rejection crossing her poor mother’s face, feel her hurt, and understand her disappointment. But what could she do? In her present state driving was out of the question, birthday or no birthday.


  ‘It’s all right, Amadea – I haven’t started cooking the lunch yet, love.’


  Amadea could hear her mother clearing her throat, and there was a short pause before she continued.


  ‘Did you open my present, by the way? And, and – the cards?’


  ‘Yes, yes, of course, it’s lovely, they’re lovely.’ Anguished, Amadea could not remember where she’d put either the parcel or the cards. They must be under all the stuff that everyone at the office had given her.


  ‘Did you like the card from Punch? I thought it was so like him.’


  ‘Yes, yes, it’s brilliant.’


  ‘And the present?’


  ‘The present’s lovely …’ Where was the present? Worse, what was the present?


  ‘But did it fit? I was worried, in case it didn’t fit. Sometimes Dottie’s alpaca knits come out a little smaller than they should, I always think.’


  God, of course, it would be one of Dottie Stuart’s knits. Dottie was her mum’s country neighbour. Although reassured, Amadea now knew for certain that she had to proceed with extreme caution.


  ‘I wasn’t too sure of her choice of buttons, but they are hand-painted by a hippy in the village, and I believe they are quite fashionable again – hand-painted buttons, quite fashionable.’


  Ah, it was a cardigan. Thank God, anyway, it wasn’t one of Dottie’s hot-water-bottle covers, although it would probably look like one when she put it on. God, that woman’s taste was bizarre.


  ‘I will wear it when I come tomorrow. You will see how good it looks.’ Amadea’s hand was still on her lowered forehead as the hangover hammer continued to hit out with deadly, rhythmical accuracy. ‘I will wear it tomorrow, with that nice skirt you gave me at Christmas, Mum.’


  Amadea closed her eyes as she tried not to remember that the skirt her mother had given her for Christmas was still hanging unworn in the back of the cupboard.


  ‘Yes, well. Pity about today, Amy, but there you are, if it’s not to be, it’s not to be. Let me know how you’re placed tomorrow, won’t you? You know, what time you can get across and so on. I’ll put the lunch on hold until then. Only hope the Russian salad will last. Fingers crossed you can make it by tomorrow, love. ’Bye.’


  Her mother cleared her throat once more and replaced the receiver.


  Amadea stared at her own telephone before replacing it on the table. Oh God, she had hurt her mother – yet again – and nothing to be done. God.


  Amadea turned away and sighed as heavily as her pounding head would allow. It really wasn’t her fault that the office had decided to throw a surprise party for her in her flat. Jamie, her boss, said she had planned it all ages and ages ago. It really wasn’t her fault. She had just been so surprised. God, she had been so surprised, the door of the flat being thrown open and suddenly the whole of Psemisis was pouring through the door, waving bottles, carrying trays of food and embracing her with their good wishes.


  No, it certainly had not been her fault that she couldn’t schlep across and see her mother today, as arranged. But it would be now. It would be so her fault.


  ‘Why oh why can I never do anything right?’ she murmured to Fred Chopin. ‘Because I can’t, is the answer.’


  She stared at herself in the mirror. She was fairly sure that she did not normally look so dreadful first thing in the morning; fairly dreadful, but not that dreadful. She tilted her head sideways. Mind you, the dark patches of eye make-up gave her an interesting panda-like look.


  ‘Ouch. No, it’s no good fighting this,’ she informed her entirely uninterested cat. ‘I’m going to go back to bed and surrender to pain and lassitude, not to mention a four-hourly dose of paracetamol.’


  Florence stared at her beautifully laid kitchen table, in the centre of which was placed the birthday cake she had baked and decorated for Amadea. Happy Birthday Amadea, it proclaimed. She bent down to look a little closer at the writing. She should really redo it now so that it read Happy Late Birthday Amadea.


  For some reason she could not make out, the white cloth that she had ironed and starched now looked positively limp, as did the Russian salad – despite the magazine recipe being ‘a new exciting variation on an old theme’. From the perfectly prepared salad her eyes travelled to the herby chicken breasts wrapped in foil, the scrupulously scraped very early new potatoes from the garden, and the tray of ready-to-be-roasted tiny vegetables. She had thought Amy’s birthday lunch was all going to be so nice.


  ‘Ah well, teach me to look forward to something,’ she murmured to Punch. ‘I’ll put it all back in the fridge until tomorrow. Only thing to do, really.’


  Amadea worked twenty miles away in the newly emergent, ever-expanding town of Swinton. Florence knew that she was personal assistant to a woman called – for some reason best known to either her parents or herself – Jamie Charlbury, and that they both worked for a company called Psemisis. Despite working so near to where Florence lived deep in country seclusion, Amadea hardly ever came home, except for bank holidays and the odd weekend. Florence accepted this. It was only understandable. Amy had to have a life, after all, and now there was only Florence and Punch, well, in truth, there was nothing much for poor Amy to come home for.


  Florence finished putting away what now looked such a forlorn feast. Her celebration lunch for Amy had turned into a right Eeyore of a birthday: all it lacked was an empty honey pot and a burst balloon.


  ‘My fault, Punch,’ she told the dog, before they both settled back in front of the fire. ‘Never look forward to anything. If you look forward to anything it means you’ve enjoyed it before you get there, and are therefore bound for disappointment.’


  Later, for want of something better to do, she went to bed early, and lay awake for hours listening to the howling wind still hammering to get in, still insisting on trying to knock the glass out of her windows. Would it never stop? Would anything ever stop? And if it didn’t, what could she do?


  The following morning she awoke early, and because it was not yet light, the morning only just starting to creep towards dawn, she made a cup of tea and went back to bed, where she and Punch lay listening to her Roberts radio. She dozed fitfully until the room lightened considerably, and the wind dropped to nothing, after which she realised, guiltily, that she must let poor Punch out and busy herself.


  She pushed open the doors to the garden and walked out into the still grey light of dawn, but as she did so she was greeted by an overwhelming sound – a sound so original, so exquisite, as to make both her and Punch pause for a moment, before continuing across the lawn. Songs of every kind of bird from blackbird to willow warbler seemed to be welcoming them on this late spring morning. Henry had always said that the miracle of a bird’s singing was that it came from such a tiny creature.


  ‘The first compositions came from birds,’ he would joke, ‘long before Mozart or anyone else. And what do they get in return for their creations? The destruction of their habitats, poisonous sprays, people shooting them. We don’t deserve our world, we truly don’t.’


  How Henry had loved nature. Florence sighed with sudden nostalgia as she remembered the early days with Henry at the house, the wonderful first evening when they took charge of the keys, and Henry had quite literally galloped, like a young horse, all over the front lawn. It had rained constantly in those first weeks too. The hill that led up to the local estate had run with twin rivers of water that gushed down the road, leaving only the narrowest of spaces for cars; but they had loved those early weeks and months when there was nothing ahead of them but a bright future. Not that they had ever had much money to spend on the house, but what they had they had spent wisely, and all too well, until there was nothing left in the bank, only enough to last them until Henry had reluctantly gone on tour again.


  Punch was now moving quietly among the shrubs and trees that made up the back garden, putting up an indignant wild duck, leaving the robin sitting on the old apple tree to hop undeterred among the tiny, pale green leaves.


  And still there was no sound of anything but birdsong, and the gentle movement of the dog, until Florence, a fraction of a second before Punch started to bark, heard a low, insistent groaning. She froze for an instant, her heart starting to beat at twice its normal rate. She knew she was not physically brave, but nonetheless she found herself seizing a large, heavy-handled spade that was propped up against a nearby wall, and starting to walk behind Punch towards the one-bedroom guest cottage at the bottom of the lawn, from where the sound was emerging.


  There was no light on in the little thatched cottage, just the steady sound of low, rhythmic groaning which was now competing with Punch’s indignant bark.


  Who on earth? she began to wonder, only to be interrupted by an outburst of even louder moaning. With Punch beside her, still barking furiously, Florence reached out to the dark green door, above which Henry, who was a fan of Winnie the Pooh stories, had long ago painted the name of Saunders.


  ‘Who’s there?’ she called out in a firm voice, still clutching her spade, while at the same time preparing to run back to the house. ‘Who’s there?’ she called again, but now there was no answer.


  She stood still, thinking quickly. The groaning could be coming from someone violent, someone with a knife, or someone drugged. On the other hand, it could be coming from someone who had hurt themselves and somehow stumbled into the unlocked guest room, perhaps from the fields beyond, or from the neighbouring estate.


  ‘Dear Lord,’ a tragic voice called out. ‘Where am I?’


  ‘Hallo?’ Florence shouted, pressing one ear to the green-painted door before knocking on it. ‘Hallo – are you all right in there? Is something the matter?’


  ‘What is this place?’ the voice continued to wonder, even more emotionally. ‘Will somebody please tell me where I am?’


  ‘Excuse me?’ Florence called through the door. ‘Excuse me, but who are you? And why are you here? I think you will find you are a bit off course when you come to, really I do, because – because this is my guest cottage.’


  ‘Who am I?’ the man echoed. ‘Who am I? What is this place? Someone must tell me. What is this place?’


  ‘This place is my place. You are in my guest cottage,’ Florence replied slowly, still speaking through the door. ‘You have somehow found yourself in my guest cottage.’


  Florence thought guiltily of how many times first Henry, then David and now Amadea had warned her to put a proper lock, or any old lock, something, on the door of the little place, but Florence, following the habit of years, had merely shrugged, made a note of it, and promptly forgotten.


  ‘This is my cottage, my guest cottage,’ she repeated, taking a deep breath. ‘I don’t know what your name is, but my name is Florence Fontaine,’ she went on determinedly above the sound of Punch’s insistent barking which she was reluctant to hush, feeling, as she always did, that with a barking dog she presented less of a ‘lonely woman’ impression. ‘As I say, you are in my guest cottage. And it’s Sunday,’ she added. ‘Just in case you’ve forgotten.’


  ‘Sunday?’


  The inmate, the present incumbent of her guest cottage, made that particular day of the week sound as if it was a swear word, something shocking, something repellent to him.


  ‘Yes, Sunday.’


  ‘Sunday? Sunday? Sunday when, for pity’s sake? Sunday where and Sunday when?’


  Florence felt immediately emboldened by the despair in the voice, so still holding the spade she pushed open the cottage door, and stared into the pale yellow, chintz-decorated bedroom with flower prints on the walls. On the bed lay a man, a tall, dark young man, sporting light designer stubble, and dressed in what looked like white jodhpurs, a white lace-trimmed shirt, and a pink and gold brocade coat.


  He sat up as soon as he saw her, and as he did so Florence found herself staring at him, as anyone would, for he was stunningly handsome – no, he was actually beautiful.


  ‘Who are you?’ he demanded.


  ‘Who are you?’ she heard herself retorting.


  Amadea glanced at the telephone which had been ringing for some time in her still-darkened room, and then she picked up her small, leather alarm clock and stared first at the time and then, with mounting indignation, at the number calling her. Dear God! What was wrong with her mother? Six o’clock in the morning? Had she totally lost it? Or worse, was she about to ask her to drive across for breakfast?


  ‘Amadea—’


  ‘Ma—’


  ‘Amadea—’


  ‘Ma, I don’t wish to be rude, but do you realise what time it is, lovey? I mean it is practically dawn on a Sunday morning. I mean, please, please tell me? Who are you working for – the Triads?’


  ‘The – the – no, love, no. I’m not working for anyone, no. No, it’s just that I er …’


  Florence stopped. For no reason she knew, she could not say what she had been going to say, not exactly. And anyway, Amadea sounded so put out she couldn’t tell her anything. In fact she must have had a brainstorm to ring her at all. She never rang Amadea before at least ten in the morning.


  ‘Oh sorry, Amy. Really, I am so sorry. I’ve lost my glasses, rung the wrong number. I was meant to be ringing Dottie, you know she likes me to give her an alarm call in case she sleeps in – the goats, you know, she has to get up for the goats, and she worries, because she has to wear earplugs because her pugs do snore so,’ she improvised, rather too quickly. ‘I am sorry, lovey. Really. Speak later.’


  Florence had no idea why she had found herself phoning Amadea, when really it was the police she should have phoned straight away, and the truth was she had been just about to, when something had stopped her. She pushed the button on the handset to divert all further calls to her voicemail, then hurried back across the lawn.


  The young man was still lying on the bed, although the groaning had stopped. He looked up as she came in.


  ‘Ah, my lady returns,’ he said in his woebegone voice. ‘My lady returns to this poor shadow of a man.’


  Florence stood at the bottom of the bed. She wanted to tell him off for lying on her good coverlet in his long riding boots, but somehow could not bring herself to do so. For some reason she did not feel afraid of him, rather the reverse, she felt sorry for him. There was something about him that reached out to her, perhaps because, despite his beauty, the expression in his eyes was so pitiful.


  ‘Look,’ she said. ‘It’s probably none of my business – but are you on something? What I mean is are you taking anything? Have you taken any – any …’ She paused, reaching for a word that was always being used in the newspapers. ‘Are you on any substances?’


  The young man shook his head almost violently.


  ‘I have not taken anything, I swear to you, madam. I am not in the habit of taking things that are not mine. I believe I may have been taken from, but I have never taken anything from anyone on God’s earth.’


  ‘Yet, if you don’t mind me saying so, something is obviously wrong,’ Florence persisted. ‘Seriously, you are acting in a most peculiar way.’


  ‘I am lost – I do not know who I am, or why I am here.’


  ‘That is what I said, I thought you must have got lost,’ Florence prompted him helpfully. ‘That is what I imagined. You were at some party – and you got lost, and wandered in off the fields, or from the nearby estate, from Harlington Hall, which is just across the fields over there. And – and then, finding this bed, fell asleep on it. That is what I imagine.’


  ‘Madam.’ He sat up, placing his feet on the old stripped and polished pine floor. ‘You may imagine what you will, if only you could imagine what I may be called. What is my name?’


  ‘I would not know – I mean, I wouldn’t know,’ Florence quickly corrected herself, realising that she was beginning to sound like him. ‘You must remember your own name, surely?’ she added, in a lightly scolding tone.


  ‘And what is your name, madam? If you tell me your name, it may prompt me to remember mine.’


  ‘My name is Florence Fontaine, and I was out there in the garden when I heard you groaning. I thought you might be ill. Perhaps you are ill, and if so you really ought to go to hospital, except you can’t go like that. Do you know where your real clothes might be?’


  But the stranger didn’t seem to be listening to her any more. Instead he had begun to stare into the distance, shaking his head slowly as he seemed to be examining his thoughts.


  ‘You are perhaps some sort of maidservant then?’ the young man continued, staring at Florence.


  ‘No, I am Florence Fontaine, I own this house and I keep telling you, this is my guest cottage. Back there is my house. House – guest cottage.’ She pointed out through the door and back again into the chintz-decorated bedroom.


  ‘But what would a guest cottage be?’


  ‘It would be just that – a cottage for guests,’ Florence spelt out.


  ‘Yes, but what in God’s name am I doing here?’


  ‘Are you quite sure you’re not on something, perhaps some medication, which has made you a little woozy?’


  Florence stared at him, her head on one side, a tolerant, kind look in her eyes. He stared back at her briefly and then closed his huge eyes, his startlingly long eyelashes seeming suddenly to cast shadows across his pale face.


  ‘I must be dreaming,’ he decided. ‘This is a phantasmagoria, a dream, a strange fantasy – an odd and deeply disturbing reverie.’


  ‘I know how you feel but it isn’t, I assure you. What it is, is time for you to get up and go to your own home. Don’t worry, I won’t complain to anyone about you landing up here, just so long as you get on your way, pronto.’


  ‘But which way should I be getting on, may I ask? Which?’


  Florence looked round the room to see where her uninvited guest had discarded his clothing.


  ‘I don’t see any of your ordinary clothes. Where are your ordinary clothes?’


  Instead of answering her questions, he put his head in his hands.


  ‘I do not understand. What has become of me, why am I here?’


  ‘As I said, I think you must have been to a fancy dress party and somehow – what do they say now? – perhaps done your head in.’


  Florence couldn’t help feeling mildly proud that she had remembered a modern phrase like ‘done your head in’, and at the same time she felt a little impatient, because the truth was that she was not prepared to deal with someone who had done his head in. She didn’t mind being polite and kind to him, but really he ought to be on his way, as soon as possible. She herself hadn’t even eaten breakfast yet.


  ‘What has happened to me? You must tell me.’


  He reached out and clutched at Florence’s arm, which Florence gently removed from his grasp.


  ‘Look, young man, I am sure you have been to a very wild party, but I’m equally sure that I’m beginning not to care very much what has befallen you.’ She paused. ‘What I do know is that it’s time you went home. I have a hundred and one things to do, so if you wouldn’t mind telling me where you put your clothes last night, or whenever it was … ?’


  ‘My clothes?’ The stranger frowned again, before repeating the question as a statement. ‘My clothes.’


  ‘Clothes. Yes, your clothes. As in what you wear normally. If you find your clothes, you will find your wallet, and if you find your wallet you will find your credit cards and suchlike; and if you find your credit cards, you will know who you are, won’t you?’ Florence finished helpfully.


  The stranger shook his head.


  ‘These are my clothes.’ He looked down at his brocade coat. ‘This is my coat. Those are my breeches. But who am I, madam?’ He looked round the room. ‘This is not my home, nor my lodgings, of that I am quite sure.’


  ‘Don’t tell me you have nowhere to go, because I simply won’t believe it. Who did you come here with? You must remember how you got here, even vaguely. You don’t remember?’


  She stared at him, and seeing how hard her unwanted guest was shaking his head, she sighed and shook her own head.


  He started to walk about the small room, the expression on his face one of increasing distress.


  ‘I have no idea as to how I came here, madam. None whatsoever. All I remember – all I remember is being somewhere – and then – then not being there, but not being here. Here is not where I was, and you are a stranger, that I do know.’


  Florence stood for a moment by the cottage door, regarding the stranger as steadily as she could, trying to solve the mystery of his appearance in her guest cottage, wondering what on earth to do next. She could not call the police, would not call the police, for a very simple reason – there were no police to call, unless you’d been murdered, and by that time you couldn’t call them anyway. So that really was that.


  ‘This has to be some sort of a joke,’ she decided, speaking slowly as the realisation came to her. ‘OK. So, if that’s the case – fine. Joke over. Got me? I said – joke over.’ She stared at the stranger as hard as she could. ‘If you don’t tell me what’s going on, and if you don’t tell me where you’ve put your clothes, or who your fellow conspirators are – because if this was a joke it has now stopped being funny – I may start to get cross, you know.’


  The warning apparently had no effect since the figure now seated on the edge of the bed remained motionless, staring at his feet in despair, as if they might suddenly speak to him; tell him how they had brought him to the cottage.


  ‘My God!’ he said in hopeless tones. ‘My God – what have I done to merit this!’


  ‘Well, whatever it is you have done, this is your very last chance,’ Florence warned him, preparing to leave the room. ‘I mean it.’


  He stood up and stretched out a hand to hold Florence back, first by the arm and then by the wrist.


  ‘No, you are not to leave me. Do you hear? I will not have you leaving me.’


  ‘Let go!’ Florence commanded him, feeling real fear for the first time.


  ‘No. No, you – you are to stay here. I mean this.’


  ‘Will you please let me go!’


  He dropped her wrist and sank back on to the bed, a look of utter hopelessness on his face.


  ‘This has gone way beyond a joke. I really think you must come up with some sort of explanation, and then I can help you.’


  ‘I have no explanation, madam,’ the young man replied. ‘This is either a fanciful delusion – or else I have gone from the silence of nothing to a peasant’s cottage, or—’ He brightened suddenly. ‘Perhaps this is a folly of some sort, some place where you pay a soothsayer or an old prelate to amuse the ladies on their country walks?’


  He looked suddenly and engagingly hopeful, but then, seeing the unreceptive look in Florence’s eyes, he stopped.


  ‘This is not such?’


  ‘No, this is not such,’ Florence told him firmly. ‘No, the only folly here is you, young man.’


  ‘I cannot think then …’ He looked round in despair at the very pretty bedroom as if he had never imagined to find himself in such a place.


  ‘I tell you what I think,’ Florence told him in brisk tones. ‘I think you’re simply suffering from what is commonly called a hangover. I’ll make you a strong coffee, get you some paracetamol, and then we’ll search for your things,’ she continued, as if talking to a small child. ‘After all, they have to be here somewhere, and then you must be a good boy and go home.’


  Florence turned towards the door, Punch by her side. She opened it and stepped into the garden. It was pouring with rain once more. She bent her head against the weather, and leaving the young man behind in the cottage she ran back to the house. She would make a good strong pot of coffee, get him to eat something, and then send him on his way.


  Back in her kitchen once more, she reached first for the coffee, then for her cafetière, after which she put out a packet of paracetamol and a glass of water. To these items she added home-made rolls, some salty farm butter and a pot of home-made jam. It was not until she had finished setting the table and was once more crossing the lawn, this time with an umbrella, that she realised she felt quite oddly excited.


  When Amadea’s telephone rang once more, it was past ten o’clock, but the number dialling told her it was her mother, yet again. She shook her head. What now?


  ‘Hallo, Ma,’ she said in as kind a voice as was possible given that she still felt vaguely hungover.


  ‘Amadea.’


  ‘Yes, Ma.’


  There was a short pause.


  ‘I, er, I’m afraid it’s me now.’


  ‘You now what, Ma?’


  ‘Not feeling well, love. I have, I have – a migraine.’


  ‘Not got wasted again, Mum?’ Amadea joked.


  ‘No, love, not whatever it was you just said, no, just a rather bad headache.’


  ‘But you don’t get headaches; you always say you don’t get headaches.’


  ‘No, I don’t. No, I think this is not just a headache, no, this is a migraine. Pure and simple, a migraine.’


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘Because – because I can see spots in front of my eyes and I feel quite sick.’


  ‘Oh, I am sorry.’


  ‘That’s all right, it’ll go. They don’t happen often, thank goodness. But it means I can’t see you for lunch today, Amy. Do you mind? I’ll give you a ring tonight.’


  ‘OK.’


  ‘I am sorry …’


  ‘Don’t worry. I’ll find something to do. Really.’


  Amadea replaced the phone. Damn, damn, damn. She had no food in the flat. She would have to go shopping. She turned and looked at Chopin, who was busy cleaning his paws.


  ‘How bizarre is that, Fred? Ma of all people standing me up, not like her at all. Perhaps she’s got a hangover? Now that’s a notion.’


  She frowned, hearing Rob Greer banging about on his balcony. Realising that he must be back from France, she went out on to her own and called down to him.


  ‘Rob?’


  ‘Amy?’


  ‘You’re back from France?’


  ‘No, actually, Amy, I’m still zere, chérie.’


  ‘Shuddup. Can I come down for a coffee?’


  ‘As long as you bring some wiz you, I am clean out of ze café.’


  Amadea immediately shut her eyes as Rob opened the door to her, wearing his usual weekend gear of T-shirt and tracksuit bottoms.


  ‘Miss Fontaine, and with coffee too.’


  ‘Take me to the cafetière,’ she murmured, stretching out her hands and closing her eyes as if she was blind. ‘I am not looking down until I see a coffee pot. Seriously, I am not. I am medically unfit until I have sipped of the black stuff.’


  Rob, ever game, obligingly led Amadea through the chaos of his sitting room to the chaos of his kitchen, where she slowly opened her eyes, placing her hands on her hips and gazing around her overdramatically.


  ‘There is no hope for hospitals if this is the way doctors keep their kitchens, Dr Greer, do you know that?’


  ‘Amy, Amy, please,’ Rob said reproachfully. ‘I am only just back from France. Soon everything here,’ he glanced unemotionally round his kitchen, which was filled to the brim with everything from piles of dirty holiday clothes to stacks of dirty saucepans, ‘soon, everything here will be as white and shining as the gates of heaven.’


  ‘Hmm.’ Amy picked up a greasy frying pan and moved it out of the way of the kettle. ‘You know what I think, Rob, seriously?’ As she spoke she gave the pile of clothes on the floor a hearty kick to push them towards the washing machine.


  ‘No, but judging from the way you’re kicking the washing it’s bound to be something interesting.’


  Amadea turned and gave him a mocking look.


  ‘Just tell me about France. What did you get up to? Tell me anything to take my mind off where I’m standing.’


  Rob looked at Amadea a little hopelessly. Even with her dark hair pinned up any old how, her eyes seemed to fill her heart-shaped face, and her slim figure in its white cut-offs and matching tight white T-shirt was everything that a man could wish for, or dream of. The only trouble was, as far as Amadea Fontaine was concerned, he knew that Dr Rob Greer was just a friend.


  Florence surveyed the rain-sodden young man now standing in her kitchen. He was looking more than bewildered, he was looking frightened.


  ‘Why am I here? What is this place? I can remember nothing.’


  He looked around him, the expression on his face still that of lost despair.


  ‘Look, young man, I know you’re not yourself but you really have got to crisp up a bit, you know? This is a house. Remember what houses are? Places people live in? And this, here, is my kitchen.’


  ‘You are a cook?’


  ‘Well, yes, I suppose I am, or rather have been. Yes, I have cooked a great deal during my life, as a matter of fact.’


  As he frowned at her response, Florence took stock of her situation yet again. She knew she should have marched the stranger out of the cottage, down the drive and off her property, not taken him into the house.


  ‘If you are indeed what you say, I would ask you to be courteous enough to cook for me something that will tempt my appetite.’


  Florence frowned. ‘Do you have to talk like that all the time?’


  ‘How should I speak?’


  He looked so hurt that Florence quickly bent down to her saucepan cupboard and took out a frying pan.


  ‘Very well. Bacon, our own eggs, sausages and some tiny Italian tomatoes, will that do you? After which I’m dreadfully afraid, rain or no rain, you are going to have to be on your way, young man.’


  She struck a match and applied it to the gas ring.


  Whoosh! With a howl of singular terror over went the stranger, arms flailing in the air, feet slipping on the marble tiles, cafetière sent flying across the table, all in a split second.


  As he fell, the side of his head caught the edge of Florence’s chopping block.


  ‘Oh my God!’ Florence dropped to her knees beside him. ‘Oh my God, oh my God!’


  But wherever God was, he could not hear her, and neither could the young man.


  Chapter Two


  Rob was leafing through one of Amadea’s carefully arranged glossy magazines. He was in her flat because, a few minutes earlier, Amadea had announced that she could not stand another minute in his.


  ‘Do you know something? I have just realised I don’t have to visit downtown Swinton to see how dropouts live, Rob. I have, after all, visited your flat.’


  It was as if she had not spoken, because Rob was busy reading, and he now gave a contemptuous laugh.


  ‘Oh come on!’ He pointed to an illustration in Top Interiors. ‘Who in their right mind would put a broken bust on the floor where everyone’s going to trip over it? And as for all those perfectly arranged boxes of pebbles on the coffee table …’ He shook his head.


  Amadea took the magazine from him and put it back in its place on her own coffee table.


  ‘Look, stick to flicking through the British Formulary, why don’t you?’


  The telephone rang. Amadea cradled the receiver under her chin while she used a nail file. Multitasking was a mild obsession with her. She could paint her toenails, clean her shoes, wash up, all while taking a call.


  ‘Ma?’ She pulled a face at Rob, and mouthed ‘my mother’ at him.


  ‘Not so surprising, most people have had one, I think you’ll find,’ Rob murmured.


  ‘How’s the migraine? What do you mean it’s gone? That was quick. So do you want me to come across for lunch—’ At least that would save her shopping. ‘No? You want me to stay where I am because you’re coming to Swinton in an ambulance? Are you hurt? … No, you’re not hurt, but you’re in an ambulance. I mean what kind of migraine have you got? What do you mean, it’s not you? … What young man you’ve had staying? … What do you mean, “not exactly staying”? You said he was staying – he came for an interview about a gardening job? But you do the gardening! You don’t have a gardener … He came across to see you about hedge-clipping? And he fell and hit his head while you were giving him a cup of coffee. Well, that’s not your fault.’ Amadea threw the nail file down and covered the phone. ‘She’s afraid this gardener might sue her,’ she said to Rob.


  Rob paused, raising one cynical eyebrow. ‘Ask Mrs Fontaine if she’s rich?’


  ‘Rob Greer, my neighbour, you remember Dr Greer? Well, he says to ask, are you rich?’ Amadea looked across at Rob. ‘She says no, she’s not at all rich.’


  ‘In that case tell her to relax. Poor people don’t get sued.’


  Rob picked up Top Interiors and started to flick through it again. It took his mind off how beautiful Amadea was looking, despite the fact that she was wearing no make-up. Actually he liked her better like that, not so uptight, not so tense, hair all over the place, tumbling down her back, her neat features already a little brown from the good weather they’d been having. He stared hard at a particularly boring stone bench, to take his mind off Amadea.


  Amadea was still talking to her mother, but her tone had changed to one of kindness.


  ‘Look, you can’t blame yourself, Ma, it’s not your fault, really. Don’t worry, just ring me when you get to Swinton.’


  She finally put down the phone.


  ‘Why she had to go with him in the ambulance I wouldn’t know.’


  She picked up her nail file again and started to file her already perfect nails. ‘Oh my God, Rob.’ She looked up, biting her lip.


  ‘Mmm?’


  ‘Rob! God, Rob—’


  ‘Demi-God Rob might be a little more suitable.’


  ‘No, but don’t you see?’


  ‘I might well do, if you tell me what to look at.’


  ‘No, no, don’t you see – it’s obvious, seriously.’


  ‘It is?’


  ‘Yes, seriously, seriously, I’ve got there in one. I think Ma cancelled me going over because – because she has a toy boy!’


  Rob looked at her and smiled his mischievous, warm smile. ‘Good for her.’


  Amadea paused in her enthusiastic filing and frowned at him. ‘You would say that.’


  Jamie always found it hard to leave home during the school holidays. Leaving Dylan behind was so difficult. Dropping him off at nursery was not so bad because he was only one of many being dropped off, but leaving him behind with Mrs Jenkins, her kindly neighbour, was agony. Jamie would always stand in the forecourt of their block of flats and wave up to him, while Mrs Jenkins waved one of Dylan’s hands at his mother standing below them in the road, which Dylan allowed, while at the same time sticking the four fingers of his free hand firmly in his mouth.


  Today, however, Jamie had no reason to feel bad, because it was Sunday. Nevertheless she did feel bad, because they were due to visit her mother. It was not that it was a long journey; it was actually quite a short drive, out of Swinton into the countryside, down small country roads to the newly fashionable village of Shotcombe. So, no, it was not the drive – it was her mother.


  Jamie stood back and surveyed Dylan with as critical an eye as she could, trying to see him as someone else might. She had dressed him in the smartest clothes she could afford, London clothes that were made in France and supplied through a chic mail order catalogue. Even so, she thought she could see her mother’s expression as she stared down at Dylan, half pitying, half resentful. Her grandson, the leftover from Jamie’s wild youth. No matter how smartly he was dressed, Jamie was sure that her mother would look at him as if he was wearing dirty jeans and worn-out trainers.


  ‘Come on, kid.’


  She picked up her nappy bag and umbrella in one hand, holding tight to Dylan’s hand with the other, while at the same time wishing from the bottom of her heart that she could actually look forward to seeing her mother, instead of dreading it.


  She could at least enjoy the drive. It took them through narrow country roads and past signposts which either pointed the wrong way or had long ago lost the greater part of the name of any village. In this way the sign to Shotcombe read only ‘Shotc’, the last part having snapped off before even Rosa Charlbury had moved into her small, square village house with its perfectly black railings, its white-painted façade and its entirely correct Farrow and Ball ‘studio green’ front door.


  ‘Hallo.’


  Rosa Charlbury was elegant, prematurely white-haired, and classically beautiful. She opened the front door before Jamie and Dylan had time to close the black-painted iron gate that bordered her small front garden. Jamie knew by this that she must have been waiting for them long before their arrival. This should have flattered Jamie, but it only flustered her, making her feel as if she was actually late, instead of dead on the button.


  ‘Hallo, Mummy.’


  They kissed the air either side of each other’s head in the approved fashion, and Dylan smiled shyly up at his grandmother.


  ‘How are you?’


  Jamie had long ago given up any hope of her mother addressing Dylan by his first name. There was a very good reason for this. Her mother was not only ashamed of her daughter being a single parent, she hated Dylan’s name.


  ‘I suppose,’ she had said when told the name of her newborn grandson, ‘I suppose we’re lucky he’s not called Glastonbury.’ This was a less than oblique reference to the fact that Jamie had met Dylan’s father at the Glastonbury Festival five years ago. That their meeting had resulted in a fatherless baby being born seemed to justify Mrs Charlbury’s dislike of both pop festivals and single parents.


  Jamie’s father had been bright, handsome, and a charity worker. He and Jamie had loved each other, for a short while, but she had never had any intention of marrying him, for the very good reason that she knew his only goal in life was to go to Africa to work in famine relief.


  They had lost touch, as people do, and eventually, because she either could not believe it or did not want to believe it, Jamie had discovered that she was pregnant. Dylan had been unplanned but not unwanted, and sometimes the unplanned, in demanding commitment, can become a source of delight – and that, as far as Jamie was concerned, was Dylan.


  They were sitting in the small, chintz-covered sitting room. The room had no view until you stood up and then you could see the splendidly neat garden in which her mother so delighted. The herbaceous border would soon be coming into its own, a border that was always, rightly, her mother’s pride and joy. Meanwhile there were magnolias blossoming, and bulbs set in clumps around the edge of the lawn, just as there were pots of hyacinths on the sitting-room window sill, and in the centre of the small mahogany dining table at which they would soon be seated.


  ‘For the life of me I can never remember the name of the company you work for,’ Rosa stated, as she handed Jamie a long-stemmed glass of sherry. ‘Someone in the village was asking me, but I just couldn’t remember. I said, “Somewhere in Swinton and it has a funny spelling,” but that was all I could remember.’


  ‘It’s called Psemisis.’ Jamie had taken off Dylan’s coat and was now watching him with nervous eyes.


  Please, please help him to behave! There was so much that could be wrecked in her mother’s sitting room. China ornaments, little boxes from Halcyon Days, a small collection of antique thimbles, endless treasures that needed dusting, but not touching. ‘Now, don’t touch, sit,’ she told Dylan.


  The handsome little boy sat on the edge of the large chair, his eyes round and innocent as he stared at the small train in his hand before placing it firmly on the carpet and pushing it up and down.


  ‘No, Dylan, sit!’


  ‘Do you always address him as if he is a Labrador?’


  ‘I don’t want him breaking anything …’


  ‘You were always so good at sitting still. You were the stillest of children, everyone remarked on it, you know.’ Rosa Charlbury sniffed lightly and sipped at her sherry.


  Dylan was now back on his chair, and obliging his mother by running the train up and down the arm instead of the carpet.


  ‘So how is – what’s it called?’


  ‘Psemisis.’


  ‘Yes, how is it? Still finding your job interesting? Still calling yourself whatever it is you call yourself there?’


  ‘Jamie.’


  ‘Yes, still calling yourself that, are you? What was wrong with your own name? What was wrong with Lucinda, I would not know.’


  ‘It was too upper class, Sheila Pryor, my boss, thought. Because I lecture to students so much, they thought it would be better if I sounded a little less like a toff.’


  Jamie smiled. She hadn’t minded Sheila insisting on changing her name. She had actually found it quite funny, and in the event quite purposeful. Nowadays you had to be careful to seem as ordinary as possible, particularly if you happened to be lecturing on something that was extraordinary. It was just how it was.


  ‘What is it that you do? People in the village are always asking me that too.’


  Jamie sighed inwardly. Every fortnight they had the same conversation. She knew that it was her mother’s way of telling her that she thought what Jamie was doing was both inferior and unsuitable. By making her daughter repeat the details of her life every fortnight she was punishing her, over and over again.


  ‘I’m a genetic scientist, Mummy.’


  ‘Oh, that’s right. A scientist. You know no one has ever cured or discovered anything of significance from experimenting on animals, don’t you?’


  ‘I don’t do that sort of work. I am involved in research that does not use animals. I keep trying to tell you that – to reassure you.’


  ‘I am old, Jamie. That is what comes from being old, you need everything repeated. I didn’t have you until I was over forty, remember?’


  Yes, Jamie did remember. She could hardly forget since her mother always reminded her of it, every time she saw her.


  Rosa Charlbury put her sherry glass down, and stood up as if the very memory of Jamie’s birth had been too much to allow her to stay seated.


  ‘I am just going to put the sprouts on. Shan’t be a moment.’


  Jamie looked round the sitting room. It was dust-free, completely neat and tidy, filled with china ornaments, and it made her want to scream. The clock ticked loudly. It was as if it was mocking her. As if it was saying to her, ‘There will be another whole three hours before you can get up to leave. First lunch, and then tea, and then at last at five o’clock – but not before – you can leave.’


  The misery of it all struck Jamie afresh. Her mother’s life encased within the four walls of the chintz-covered, china-ornamented village house. A life that had seen her marry at the age of thirty-nine, give birth at forty-one, and be left a widow at forty-five. Jamie had no memory of her father. She glanced towards his photograph sitting on her mother’s small mahogany desk in its statutory silver frame. Evidently her father had been a very handsome man, the managing director of a large retail company, flying all over the world on business. He had died very suddenly, from deep-vein thrombosis probably caused by all the air travel he had done. Unfortunately he had been much older than Rosa, and had enjoyed, or not enjoyed, a previous marriage, not to mention other children, which meant that he had left Rosa and their small daughter badly off.


  Although she would have loved to have known her father, nowadays Jamie always thought that being the only daughter of a widowed mother had acted as the essential stimulus to achievement. She liked the fact that she had always had to earn her own living; that both she and her mother had depended on her doing not just well but brilliantly. If her father had been rich she would not have had to try so hard at school, would not have gone to university, would not have been ambitious. She had been hardly more than a teenager when she had cut out a quotation, ‘Embrace your reproaches, they are blessings in disguise.’


  Lunch came and went with Dylan bravely and silently trying his best to cope with his grandmother’s food.


  ‘Does he not like sprouts?’


  ‘Ye-es. He likes sprouts, don’t you, Dylan? It’s just that he’s more used to broccoli.’


  ‘Doesn’t he like jelly? I thought he liked jelly. He ate jelly last time he was here. I thought he would at least eat jelly.’


  ‘He is getting used to it. He just doesn’t know it very well yet.’


  Jamie stared at the game birds on her wooden place mat. What a stupid thing to say: nobody ‘knew’ jelly, jelly was not a person.


  ‘Strange, little boys always used to like jelly.’


  Rosa always said that too. Jamie now found herself staring miserably at Dylan’s jelly. What must he think of her, always bringing him to a place where he was forced to eat jelly?


  Anyway, why did her mother always make jelly when she must have noticed by now that Dylan didn’t really like it? Why else would he eat it so slowly? Worse than that, why didn’t Jamie tell her not to make jelly?


  There was a simple answer to that question. She did not tell her mother not to make jelly because she liked a quiet life. Besides, to tell her mother that Dylan did not like jelly would not make any difference to what was served when they next visited. Her mother would merely pretend that she had forgotten, and produce a jelly anyway.


  ‘Jellies and honeycomb moulds are becoming quite fashionable again, you know, particularly fruit jellies, jellies made with fresh fruit.’


  Jamie nodded silently, her eyes sliding over to the clock on the mantelpiece as her mother went to make coffee. Still only half past two!


  ‘Can I help you?’ she called out to her mother while grabbing Dylan’s plate, replacing it with her own clean plate, and bolting down mouthfuls of the wretched jelly stuff.


  ‘No, dear, really. I am better on my own, thank you.’


  Jamie stared at the immaculately set table. Better on her own? And some.


  When at last, after several tours round the garden and intermittent discussions about the state of the flower beds, the work Rosa was doing on the village committee and the closing of the village shop, five o’clock arrived and the small mahogany clock obligingly announced the hour, Jamie found it hard not to spring to her feet and run.


  Dylan, thank God, had behaved himself. He had remembered to ask to go to the bathroom, he had sat quite still, and he had even eaten a little jelly. Jamie sighed inwardly with relief as she took out an envelope and placed it on her mother’s desk. It was her ‘something towards the housekeeping’ envelope, filled with a small amount of cash to help her mother out. Nowadays they did not even refer to it. She merely left it on the desk, inside the Coutts leather folder, and presumably her mother spent it, wildly, on things like jelly.


  Jamie looked round for Dylan, but he had gone and there was only Rosa left in the room staring at the all too probable reason for his disappearance.


  ‘Oh no. What has happened? Oh no.’


  Amadea was looking confused. She was not used to her mother being anything except her mother, and mothers, as everyone knew, were meant to be found in the kitchen, standing by the kettle, waiting to make people coffee or tea, or rolling out pastry, or collecting apples to make chutney.


  ‘What spooked him so much that he fell?’


  ‘I only lit the gas …’


  They were seated in the all-too-dreary outpatients’ area of St George’s Hospital, Swinton. It was not a good place to be, filled as it was with the kind of people at the sight of whom you immediately tightened your grip on your handbag.


  ‘So, you lit the gas and he fell, hitting his head on the side of the chopping block?’


  ‘He took a frightful bang to the head – it’s left quite a gash.’


  ‘What is his name, Ma?’


  Florence looked away. ‘I, er – I don’t know actually, Amy. I really don’t know.’


  ‘But I thought you said you were interviewing him for cutting the hedges.’


  ‘Yes, I was, but he came to me via his advertisement in the Blackstone magazine. Regency Services, I think his firm was called,’ Florence added, improvising quickly. ‘Yes, I think that’s what it
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