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Synopsis
New home, new friends, new love. Can starting over be that simple?
Tess Riddell reckons her beloved Freelander is more reliable than any man - especially her ex-fiancé, Olly Gray. She’s moving on from her old life and into the perfect cottage in the country.
Miles Rattenbury’s passions? Old cars and new women!
Romance? He's into fun rather than commitment.
When Tess crashes the Freelander into his breakdown truck, they find that they’re nearly neighbours – yet worlds apart.
Despite her overprotective parents and a suddenly attentive Olly, she discovers the joys of village life and even forms an unlikely friendship with Miles. Then, just as their relationship develops into something deeper, an old flame comes looking for him ...
Is their love strong enough to overcome the past? Or will it take more than either of them is prepared to give?
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Subject: Wedding …
From: Olly<ollygray@ollygray.co.uk>
Time: 18:14
To: Tess<tess@tessriddell.co.uk>
Tess,
No easy way to say this so will be direct.
Given it loads of thought and the idea of moving in with you & your messy workroom has got to me. I’ve gone cold on the wedding.
You’re normally the first to walk away from a bad situation but this time it’s me that’s recognised the issues & I think you’ll be glad I did, some day.
I’ve spoken to the travel agent re the honeymoon. I expect you will want to see to the return of the prezzies & whatnot, as I won’t be around. Am taking a contract in Scotland for a couple of months – good opportunity. As soon as I send this I’ll be out the door.
No point talking, anyway. My mind’s made up.
Sorry.
Married bliss is just not me.
Love
Olly x
Tess’s vehicle stopped as if a giant had slammed a door in its face.
Metal screeched, glass crashed, the seat belt wrenched the breath from her body and the airbag thumped her in the face.
Then, slowly, the bag deflated.
And everything went quiet apart from the ringing in her ears.
She found herself gazing into the flatbed of the breakdown truck she’d been following for the last two miles. Her windscreen had dissolved into a million crystals twinkling in her lap, on her chest, on the floor, on the dash and on an Izmir Blue bonnet bent up like a broken beak. One wiper twitched in mid-air. The rain that, until now, had been pounding on her windscreen, began to pound on her.
‘Shit!’ she croaked.
A man ran from the breakdown truck, dark curls swinging around his eyes as he leant through the space where the windscreen used to be. ‘Are you hurt?’
‘My face is hot,’ she mumbled.
‘Yeah, airbag. But you seem to be breathing and thinking. Sit still.’ He fished out a phone.
‘Don’t ring anyone. I’m fine.’ She swivelled her head from side to side, flexed back and legs, then pushed at the driver’s door. It groaned outward, allowing her to fumble out of the seat belt and slither gingerly onto the road where the rain burbled into a gully.
The man glared, phone still poised. ‘What are you doing? You could have a spinal injury!’
She pointed to her legs. ‘Working!’ Checking her nose for blood, her hand came away wet only with rain. She didn’t think it was the rain that was blurring her vision, though.
‘You need checking over.’ He seemed not to feel the torrent that flattened his hair and rolled down a hard-cut face and into blue eyes. If he needed two shaves a day it looked as if he seldom bothered.
Tess tried again to flex. Her back felt as if she’d just done a bungee jump. She hunched her shoulders. ‘I don’t like hospitals. Look, sorry I didn’t see you stop, I turned on the heat and the windscreen misted. My insurance will cover your truck OK.’
He glanced at where her Freelander was gnawing at his breakdown truck. ‘Doubt you’ve done more than add a couple of new scratches to the wrecker. It’s your Freelander that’s bent.’ He narrowed his gaze on her once more and his voice softened. ‘Better go to hospital, you know.’
She shook her head. And winced. ‘You’re from a garage, right?’ She indicated the sign on the side panel of the truck. ‘MAR Motors is the garage in Middledip, isn’t it? At the Cross.’
‘Yes. You’re not local, are you?’
‘Just moving in – to Honeybun Cottage.’ Not that it was any of his business. ‘Can you give me a tow?’
He grimaced. ‘You’ll sue me if it turns out you’ve got a cracked neck.’
‘I won’t because I haven’t!’ she snapped. ‘But the Freelander’s undrivable. I’d appreciate a tow. If I have to call someone else I’ll be sitting here in the rain for hours.’
He hesitated. Then sighed. ‘Come on, then!’ Ungraciously, he installed her in the passenger seat of the wrecker before spending ten minutes clanging around at its rear, while Tess sank her swimming head on a seat that smelt of old oil and closed her eyes.
Finally, he climbed back into the cab, shook the rain off his hair and drove her the remaining mile or so to Middledip village. As the breakdown truck began to rumble along, he flipped his thumb in the direction of her poor Freelander. ‘Were you fond of it?’
‘Loads. Everyone said it was a posey vehicle – I was living in London. But I love it. What’s left of it since it hit your truck.’
‘Nobody forced you to run it up my backside,’ he pointed out, disagreeably.
Tess’s head was pounding and sudden tears pricked her eyes, blurring the already blurred raindrops that drummed on the windscreen and hissed beneath the wheels, bouncing and bubbling off the expanse of tarmac at the centre of the village, where three roads converged at the point known inaccurately as the Cross, and where there was a building with the sign: ‘MAR Motors’.
Wordlessly, she eased out of the cab and squelched across the forecourt, following her disagreeable saviour out of the deluge and in through a long run of folding doors. The floor was painted grey, like the pit garages at the motor races on television.
An office chair stood in front of a computer. He nodded at it. ‘Sit there while I have a look at your car, then we’ll talk about what to do.’ He raised his voice to a masked figure welding under a ramp at the back of the garage. ‘Jos! Can you get her a cup of tea? She’s had a prang. Pete! Give me a hand, will you?’ A man uncoiled himself from under the bonnet of a little red sports car, pushing back floppy fair hair, smiled at Tess and ran to help at the back of the breakdown truck.
Aching and shaking too much to object to being ordered about, Tess gazed out through the hammering rain to where an old-fashioned van in baker’s livery graced the forecourt along with two old cars. Not banger-type old but 1950s old, all grinning chrome grills, candy colours and swiping tail fins. The forecourt looked like a classic car show.
She let her chin sink onto her fist and once again closed her eyes. What a crappy beginning to her fresh start.
Jos, welding mask discarded, wiping his hands on his overalls and stamping about in motorcycle boots, rattled cups and filled the kettle. His long dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail and he had a beard like Hagrid, not the trendy goatee worn by so many men she’d known in London. He brought her steaming tea in a mug with the MG logo on the side and an open pack of sugar with a spoon sticking out.
Through the strands of dripping hair she managed a smile, even as she shivered. ‘Thanks.’
His eyes were gentle. ‘Ratty’ll soon get you sorted.’
Presumably, he meant the disagreeable man. She made a face. ‘Ratty? Yes, he is, a bit.’
The eyes smiled. ‘Rattenbury.’ And pointed to the ‘M. A. Rattenbury’ sign on the wall.
‘Oh. I get it.’ The owner of the blue eyes and black curls was the boss. She should’ve known.
In a few minutes, he was back. Draining a mug of tea, he bent over the computer, so close that Tess could feel the chill of the rain from his arms and shoulders. The sleeves had been cut from his T-shirt to exhibit small tattoos. Sculpted by physical work, he was a different breed from Olly with his designer labels and career in IT.
She jerked her gaze away.
She was done with men. She was here to concentrate on getting better, on freeing herself of the lassitude that had left her vegetating these past months.
He tapped the computer screen. ‘Want me to book it in?’
Her mind flipped to Channel 4 documentaries about tow bandits. Maybe he’d stick her with a £500 bill and she wouldn’t be able to argue because she’d asked him to bring the Freelander … ‘Wouldn’t it be better at Land Rover?’ she enquired dubiously, through her headache.
He tapped the screen again, harder. ‘Yes! There’s their number – ring and arrange for it to be fetched.’
Belatedly, she realised that what he’d called up on the computer was the contact details of the Land Rover main dealer in Bettsbrough.
He turned to a toolbox, obviously having a hundred better things to do than deal with her any further.
She didn’t need his tight expression to tell her she’d been out of order. Having run up the arse of his truck and demanded he rescue her, she supposed it would, actually, have been polite to put the resultant business his way. And starting at square one with another garage suddenly seemed exhausting. ‘Actually … I’d like to book it in here for the repair.’
A flash of those hard eyes. ‘Probably better at Land Rover.’
She propped her head back on her hand. ‘So you can’t do it here, at your garage?’
‘I can do it, but it’ll be best at Land Rover.’
He was annoying, scraping through his tools and not wanting her business. ‘It’ll be convenient to have it done here.’
‘Oh shi–– Book it in, Pete. Sheet it up until we can bring it inside.’
In silence, Tess watched as Pete and Jos fixed a faded blue tarpaulin over where the windscreen used to be, to direct the rain away from her front seats.
In silence, Ratty worked at the bench.
The Freelander looked so forlorn all bashed, squashed and abandoned on the forecourt. Tess groaned. ‘All my gear’s in the car.’
He glanced up. ‘Anyone you can call?’
She sighed. ‘Not really.’ It sounded so sad.
Silence. Then, ‘OK! Just to Honeybun Cottage? I’ll bring the van round.’
It was shameful, really. The situation was all her fault and yet she sat in the echoing chill of the garage and watched the three men like ants in the rain, transferring her sacks of clothes and boxes of books into the back of a van. But concrete was setting into her muscles, her head clanged and she felt so sick.
Boxes, cases, bags, a behemoth of a computer and an awkwardly large printer … Finally, Ratty had everything transferred to the van, what seemed to be all the worldly possessions of the accident-prone owner of the Freelander.
Impatiently, he loped back over to the doorway. ‘Anytime you’re ready ...’
He watched the woman hunch her shoulders against the rain and clamber stiffly into the front seat, obviously prepared to endure the tortures of hell rather than admit that she was hurting. Her hair was a sodden rope and her T-shirt clung interestingly. During the short, rattly journey she stopped shivering only long enough to offer, ‘It’s this road.’
‘Yep, this is Little Lane all right.’ He nodded. ‘What happened to the commuters who had Honeybun after Herbie died? Mortgage rate get them?’
‘I suppose. I bought it as a repo. My father’s field of expertise.’
‘Profiting from someone else’s bad fortune.’
‘Like you, fixing breakdowns?’ Her face was tight with irritation.
He half smiled. ‘Got me. But repair’s not my market.’
‘Really? But you are going to fix my car?’
‘When you get the OK from your insurance company.’ He turned in between the gateposts of Honeybun Cottage and pulled up as close to the kitchen door as possible, beside a lawn full of clover and daisies. He knew these cottages and the way the door opened straight into the house. ‘They’ll probably tell you that it has to be done by Land Rover. I’ll dump all this crap in the kitchen, shall I?’
For the first time she smiled, and it lit her face like a sunbeam on a stormy day. ‘You’re a regular Sir Galahad.’
Trotting to and fro from van to kitchen, he got wetter and wetter, until he was really tired of it. He didn’t suggest the woman should help, though, because she was so pale that a dusting of freckles was standing out across her nose. Then he saw her rubbing her eyes and blinking. ‘I think you’re concussed,’ he said shortly, piling four black bin bags, round and puffed with clothes, beside the kitchen table.
She pressed her palms to her forehead. ‘Probably.’ She turned both her palms into a Halt! sign. ‘But I’m not going to hospital.’ She picked up one bin bag and one overnight case. ‘This is all I need for the first night. I’m going to be incredibly rude and ungracious but do you mind if I go to bed?’
‘No prob.’ He waited until she’d clambered up the twisting staircase before adding under his breath, ‘You seem pretty good at being rude and ungracious.’
A bottle of milk. Then a pot of jam. Now a bunch of chrysanthemums, incurved yellow petals silky under Tess’s fingertip.
Somebody, a reader of too many magazine stories maybe, was leaving daily gifts on her doorstep.
The sun lit the reddening leaves drifting on the brisk breeze into Little Lane and suddenly she wanted to move, go, get into the fresh air instead of hiding like a mole in its hole. Out. It wasn’t as if she was accomplishing much indoors, fiddling with the arrangement of her new workroom instead of actually producing any work. After two days her headache and swimming vision had improved, but her neck still felt as if she had an overdose of Viagra stuck in her throat.
As an illustrator, she was used to working from wherever she lived but Honeybun Cottage didn’t feel like home, yet. Her new home. Her new hidey-hole.
Her parents’ house in Middleton Stoney was once home, also her garden flat in Finchley. The house she’d owned with Olly in Brentwood should’ve been home.
She was away from Olly.
And away from her parents, James and Mari.
She especially wanted to be away from her father, who had taken an uncomfortably philosophical view of what Olly had done, saying, ‘He must have had his reasons.’ James had always got on well with Olly.
When Olly changed his mind about loving her forever, her first instinct hadn’t been to run to her parents; but she had wanted to be just about anywhere except that house where every empty room reminded her of what Olly had done.
And then she’d been ill and her parents’ house had been the obvious place for that, good or bad, depending how you looked at it. But now she was living in Middledip where she knew nobody. And she was glad.
Honeybun Cottage was small and sweet with its uneven walls, black doors, wonky lattice windows and mossy tiled roof. James had negotiated for much of the furniture, which The Commuters had bought in turn from the estate of the previous owner, no doubt the ‘Herbie’ that the garage man, Ratty, had referred to. Desperate to discharge frightening, escalating debt, they’d settled for a stupid price for the carved oak furniture.
‘But,’ she warned the old walls, as she listened to her footfalls on the quarry-tiled floor, ‘don’t get too used to me. I don’t always stick around. Sometimes, I like being away from prying eyes.’
The first time had been when her looming A levels stressed her out. She’d reappeared in time for the exams; but had been where no one knew or cared why she was there, long enough to acquire the taste for the delicious, naughty distance from real life. Four days in the Cotswolds, here. A month in France, there.
She found her purse and gave into her compulsion to escape the house. She’d go shopping; she’d enquire about who might have been leaving kind offerings. Village shop proprietors were omniscient.
At the Cross, opposite MAR Motors, the sign over the shop door read ‘A. & G. Crowther’. The door pinged open to reveal shelves to the ceiling, a middle-aged lady and a girl with twin enquiring expressions above smart grey smocks.
‘You’re from Honeybun! Seen you going in and out.’ Gwen Crowther the lady’s badge declared.
Tess hovered on red and grey vinyl tiles. ‘That’s right.’
‘Settling in all right? Nice little place, Honeybun. What can I get you, duck?’
‘Apples, please, a bag. And oranges.’ She didn’t look at the biscuits, waiting to seduce. Away from Mari’s sugar-stocked kitchen she was going to make room in her waistbands. ‘Tomato soup. And a loaf.’
Before parting with the change, Julie – said the other name pin – and Mrs Crowther closed in adroitly on the subject of Tess. ‘And do you work, duck? An illustrator! An artist, really, then? Never known an illustrator, have you, Julie? What do you illustrate?’
Tess shuffled. ‘Folk tales, animals and dragons. Kids’ stuff, whimsy.’
‘Books ’n’ that, then?’
‘And cards.’ Looking over at the racked cellophaned greeting cards, Tess recognised some of Crowther’s stock. She pointed quickly. ‘That’s one of mine.’ Little wolves dressed in breeches and aproned frocks, with toothy grins and feathered ears. The card company was a useful source of income, providing bits and pieces between commissions of book work obtained by Kitty, her agent. The wolves had recently been reproduced on mugs as well, another fee.
Olly had wanted her to design something funky, had urged her to try and break into CD covers, implying that her chosen market must be of a lesser quality. CD covers came under design, not illustration; there were few openings and little money in it – but trust Olly to ignore little things like that.
Mrs Crowther gaped. ‘Get away!’
‘Really? You drew that? Oh, sign one for me!’ Julie, flicking back her long blonde bunches, snatched up a birthday card and stripped away the wrapping. ‘Where’s a pen? You don’t mind, do you?’
‘’Course not.’ Tess wiped her palms on her jeans, scribbled Best wishes, Tess Riddell self-consciously on the front, alongside the T inside the little star that she added discreetly to her illustrations.
She was out of practice at being sociable, felt worn out by such beady interest. But, as supposed, Mrs Crowther could pinpoint the likely giver of gifts. ‘That’ll be Lucasta Meredith at Pennybun Cottage, I’ll bet! That’s her style.’
‘Where’s Pennybun?’
Mrs Crowther snorted with amusement. ‘Next door to you!’
‘I didn’t know there was anything but trees next door to me –’ She scurried aside as Mrs Crowther rushed to the door to help drag in a tandem buggy, disregarding Tess instantly. ‘Hello Angel! Hello Toby, hello baby Jenna!’
The little boy in the front seat of the buggy looked up at Tess. ‘My daddy’s in prison.’
His mother corrected him gently. ‘Preston.’
Tess smiled politely and made for the door.
Breaking off simultaneous conversations with the pretty mother and sturdy son, Mrs Crowther called after her, ‘Fifty steps past your gate, my duck, you’ll see old Pennybun Cottage.’
As the door swung behind her, she heard, ‘Is that the new one from Honeybun?’ She grinned. Looked across at the garage; scowled.
Last night, Jos had dropped in an invoice for the tow into the village. Jos was nice, she couldn’t stay wary with him for more than the two minutes it took him to pull out a chair and invite himself for coffee. The biker gear disguised a real sweetheart.
Must pay, next stop.
That abrupt, sarcastic man. Yuk. She could always write a cheque, pop it through the door when they were shut? Yes, she’d do that.
‘No, you won’t!’ she muttered crossly to herself. ‘He doesn’t worry you! You can deal with annoying gits, you’re not a wimp.’
Crossing the forecourt, she took a good look at her Freelander, still under the tarpaulin, and almost bowled into Ratty, right by the door. Damn, the surly pirate. She’d hoped to deal with one of the others.
She whisked out her credit card. ‘I’ve come to pay my bill.’
‘Great.’ He glanced up from the falling-apart manual in his oily hands. ‘So your insurance company insisted on the repair being done by Land Rover? They’re picking it up later.’ His voice was clipped, accentless.
She flushed. ‘You were right about that.’
He grinned. He looked more relaxed today. ‘They’ll do a good job. And if your policy allows for a courtesy car … well, I haven’t got one. But there was no chassis damage and the engine still runs. It’s just cosmetic stuff, bolting on the new panels and lights – looks worse than it is. Feeling OK, now?’
She pushed back her hair that was blowing out of its clasp. Flushed, self-conscious under his intent gaze. ‘A bit stiff. Nothing to worry about.’ Then, as an afterthought, ‘Thanks for asking. And for delivering my stuff.’
‘No prob.’ He returned to his reading.
He gave her time to march away across the forecourt.
Then, ‘She paid,’ Ratty told Pete’s legs. ‘Funny woman.’ He turned a page that was no longer attached to the manual. ‘Amazing colouring, hasn’t she? When her hair was wet it looked nothing special. But it’s extraordinary – kind of amber.’
‘Who?’ Pete’s hollow voice floated up through the engine compartment and out of the open bonnet of an MG Midget.
‘The funny woman from Honeybun who pranged the wrecker.’ Not auburn, not blonde, somewhere between. Long, long hair swung carelessly in a thick ponytail. Turquoise eyes, like in a romantic novel. Alive, those eyes, in a face bearing the slightest sprinkling of freckles. Unusual, she was. A pair of studs in one ear, a pair of big hoops in the other, gold bands, some patterned, some plain, all without stones, on every long, upturned finger but not the thumbs.
‘But “funny”?’
A pause. ‘Interesting.’
Pennybun Cottage proved to be snuggled into the trees only a few yards from the end of Tess’s garden. A mirror image of Honeybun Cottage in a teeming garden of big white daisies, golden rod, the last hollyhocks taller than herself, papery old laburnum pods rustling as she wandered to the door, obligatory deepest red rose around the doorway ...
‘Good morning, dear! You’re the new one –’
‘– from Honeybun,’ she agreed. Before she’d lifted her hand to the door, before she’d completely made up her mind to knock, even, the door was opening and Lucasta Meredith was waving her in like an old friend. A silvery chignon complemented a dress patterned in eight shades of blue, a stick propping up a walk that had become a jerky dance. Lucasta scarcely looked capable of walking round to Honeybun with her little gifts.
Tess was ushered into a parlour of hanging plants, glass and ivory ornaments, with a floral cottage suite nestled in the middle.
‘Tea? Coffee? Sometimes you younger ones prefer ...?’ Lucasta swung open a spindly-legged black japanned cabinet, exhibiting a fine selection of bottled lagers and alcopops.
Tess grinned to see club-trendy booze where she’d expect sherry. ‘Tea’s fine.’ She flicked a glance at her watch. She hadn’t meant to get involved in a tea ceremony. If she’d thought at all, it was that she’d offer quick thanks for the doorstep gifts and go home.
To do what? Wander round in circles achieving very little? Maybe think about a card illustration but not begin it? She gazed at the dull sheen elegance of a Liberty pewter tea set complete with raffia handles. She must start work. Over the past year she’d lost the habit.
Along with the tea in tiny cups of eggshell china, Lucasta produced crudités and cheese dip, chips of carrot, celery and red pepper. One old lady who’d broken away from petticoat tails, evidently.
And she admitted happily to being the doorstep-gift giver. ‘Just to make you welcome, dear. Are you meeting people?’
‘Not really.’
‘I said to Miles that the young lady had moved into Honeybun. Do try the peppers, I grew them, Miles watered them for me. Or do you prefer biscuits? I always worry that they clog the heart.’
Tess let Lucasta shoulder the bulk of the conversational burden as she munched and sipped, Lucasta lifting the pot in both knobbly knuckled hands, wincing, to refill the dinky cups. ‘Are you feeling better? And is your vehicle mended now?’
Oh God. A nosy neighbour.
She fidgeted. She didn’t need to be overseen, explanations expected, she shouldn’t have come. How long before she could slink away? ‘Not yet.’
‘Miles said, when I asked if he’d met you, he said your motor needed to go for repair.’ From Lucasta’s twinkle, it seemed likely that she knew how the Freelander had come to grief.
‘Miles?’
‘Miles Rattenbury. It’s so nice, don’t you think, people restoring those old cars? Come from all over to MAR Motors so Miles can sort their precious MGAs or Cadillacs.’
Ah. The old American cars on the forecourt, the ageing Jaguar. ‘So he specialises in old cars?’
‘Old cars, fast cars, funny cars. It’s where the money is, Miles says. Fascinated by anything with an engine when he was young, always hanging round Carlysle’s place to have a go with the tractor or mess around with someone’s car.’ Lucasta waved a matchstick of carrot. ‘Making a complete nuisance of himself whenever he could get into the paddock at Silverstone.
‘His parents, Lester and Elisabeth, they would’ve liked him to follow Lester into law, perhaps, or accountancy. But no.’ She tipped out the final few bronze drops from the teapot.
‘And Miles did a year of an accountancy course but he hated it, dear. Hated it. Used to come home and be simply miserable when it was time to go back. So one day, he didn’t.’
Crunching celery, Tess considered. Miles Rattenbury; Ratty, sarcastic grumpy guts. But her impressions were shifting slightly. Strip away the tattoos, the sleeve-discarded T-shirts and the oil stains and the well-spoken, educated son of a solicitor began to come into focus.
The anniversary clock on the china cabinet rang the hour softly. Interrupting herself, Lucasta reached for an ivory box and took out a tablet. ‘Mustn’t forget.’ The last draught from her tiny cup. ‘Stupid thing. Getting old.’
Before she’d realised she was going to, Tess said, ‘I had to take tablets for ages ...’ An uncontrolled bleed, that’s what the hospital had called it, that terrifying, consciousness-sapping deluge of blood. She waited for a stream of questions but Lucasta just tutted sympathetically.
‘Horrible for you.’ A frail-boned hand bestowed a momentary, butterfly touch. Then Lucasta launched into a dry monologue about the trials of growing old. ‘It’s such a bore! I was quite lively, in my day, but I need to write everything down, nowadays.’ She flipped open a floral-covered pad of lists and notes in gorgeous script. ‘I don’t know where I’d be without my notebook. Look here, “put chicken in oven by 10.30 a.m.”. How silly can you get?’ More pages. ‘And here, debating whether to move to sheltered accommodation.’ A sudden creaking laugh over a page split into ‘plus’ and ‘minus’ columns.
Tess looked, waiting politely for when she could make her excuses.
Lucasta smiled, skin as soft as rose petals, eyes faded to nearly grey, smiled gently. ‘I’ve rattled on! I won’t keep you.’
On her feet like a dog hearing its lead clinking, Tess paused at the front door. In the interests of graciousness, she ought to offer something in return for the little gifts. ‘You know where I am if you need anything.’
Lucasta creaked another laugh, tapping her stick. ‘Miles keeps an eye, though I’ve told him there’s no obligation. I’m used to looking after myself, my husband and I kept separate establishments.’
Wrong-footed, Tess managed only, ‘Really?’
Grey-blue eyes gazed across the garden. ‘It’s what we did in those days. Live apart, remain married. Pointless. Wasting our lives.’ Another touch of the fragile hand. ‘At least there’s Miles.’
Tess escaped, wondering what Miles Rattenbury had to do with anything.
And then, as she walked the few yards home, there he was, black curls swinging across his forehead, turning into the lane. A raised hand, perfunctory. She returned the smallest possible wave and bobbed through her own gate.
Workroom. To kid herself that she was doing some work she opened two new files, side by side, on her Mac. The first headed Every Day, the second Overall. Under Every Day she began a list, just like Lucasta’s: work, correspondence, walk, shopping, read.
Moving to Overall she typed: be positive, stop looking back, relax, phone home sometimes, go out, give in to the Curse when you have to, don’t eat sugar, don’t buy a television, get on with your life.
Back to Every Day: eat sensibly.
A burst of energy, another new file, To Do. A quick glance around the workroom. Roughs for book jacket, ideas for two new wolf drawings.
Back to Overall, and finance. Royalty cheques had come in whilst she’d been ill. Funds were accumulating. Grandmother leaving her capital had helped start the ball rolling; James’s dealings had improved her position. And, of course, she was successful. She sometimes forgot that.
Under all three headings she added, SURVIVE WITHOUT OLLY!
With the lists stuck up on the wall, she got down, finally, to sorting the boxes, pads, portfolios and spilling folders.
At bedtime she wrote begun by roughs, and ticked phone home.
‘Did you realise ...?’
Tess woke from her dreaming study of the rippling countryside’s geometric browns and late dusty yellows and greens. Shook her head to clear the image of the baby that never was, that had never focused or grasped puffs of air with starfish hands. Never cried. Never fed. Never been a warm weight in her arms.
The baby that had quit her body and, minuscule and unformed as it had been, left an awful, gaping hollow in its place.
The man, striding up the hill in waxed jacket and green gumboots, glared from under a mop of brown floppy hair. Tess rose, warily. He didn’t seem too pleased to see her.
‘You’ve left the footpath.’
‘Oh, I’m sorr––’
‘I’ll have to ask you to leave. My father thinks all walkers are hell-bent on ignorant destruction.’
She flushed. The morning’s sketches had eaten the day until she’d dashed out to grab a last slice of autumn daylight. She’d so enjoyed the walk, the wind whisking her spirits, that she’d forgotten that large bits of countryside belonged to people.
Embarrassed, she turned to battle through the long grass up the hill. Then, realising the entrance into the copse lay to the right, changed direction. Or did it? She changed again. Halted.
Then the man was at her side, brown eyes kinder. ‘I’ve startled you. But we’ve had such a packet of trouble recently, my father gets so infuriated! We’ve had travellers on the land, crops spoilt, place turned into a furniture dump.’
He had an attractive smile. Tentatively, smoothing stray hanks of hair back behind her ears, Tess tried out her own smile in response. ‘I didn’t mean to trespass.’ Watched, with satisfaction, his eyes become interested. Nice eyes, too.
He seemed now to be recovering his manners. ‘Let me walk you a little way.’ He led her towards an opening that Tess now recognised quite plainly as the way home. ‘Are you visiting the village? Oh, you’re the new one from Honeybun!’
By the time they’d stumped back along the uneven footpath, pace slowing as conversation quickened, and he’d delivered her to the edge of the village, she was laughing and chatting as if they were old friends. She’d learnt that his family, the Carlysles, owned the estate, and that he, Simeon, helped with the management, ‘mainly by keeping out of everyone’s way’. He let his arm brush against hers as they walked, and made shameless use of his terrific smile.
And, somehow, she found herself agreeing to let him take her to the bonfire night on the estate later in the week. ‘All the village’ll be there, beer and hot dogs, great night.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Must go! Pick you up at six on the fifth?’
Marching up Port Road and Cross Street, Tess assessed Simeon Carlysle. Pleasantly friendly compared to Miles Rattenbury, he’d liked her, had been aware of her body, she’d caught him peeking. When she’d glanced back as she walked away, he’d been staring after her. Balm to her flattened ego.
He seemed harmless. Having a Seriously Nice Man interested in her would cheer her up a bit.
Absorbed in these thoughts, she stopped abruptly when she reached the bronze stone and slate roof of the village pub, The Three Fishes. She’d managed to turn the wrong way up Main Road.
But the pub looked inviting. Tubs of ivy, lights shining into the dusk, the sound of a guitar. In you go, then. Mmmm ... is it a good idea? Yes, no one’s going to bite you!
Initially, the buzz of after-work drinkers seemed welcoming enough. Someone was playing the guitar and singing a song that she’d heard Sting sing. But, as she stepped resolutely into the front-room atmosphere, she saw that it was Ratty, cradling the guitar, perched on a stool with his back to the bar. When he saw her, he stopped singing. The buzz halted as sharply.
Every head turned. It’s a bad idea.
She froze. Smile! Order a drink, nod at the men from the garage. The sudden silence had not been – could not be – planned to make her feel like an intruder.
But ... Spinning suddenly, she ducked her head and blundered back through the door, hands clammy, heart bumping. She wasn’t ready, yet.
‘You’re not having a good day, are you?’ Tess studied the house spider as it floated, despairing legs spread, in her bleach-laced floor-washing water. ‘Drowning and poisoned. I wonder which will kill you?’
‘D’you generally talk to buckets?’
Tess jumped. The young mum she’d seen in the shop with the buggy was hovering by the open door, enquiring eyes smiling.
Carefully, Tess scooped up the casualty. ‘I’m counselling a dying spider.’
The intruder grinned like a pixie. ‘Kind of you. A big dog hasn’t come in here, has he? Springer?’ She dangled an empty collar.
Tess wiped damp hands. ‘Don’t think so.’
Rapid remarks carried the visitor into the room. ‘We haven’t met properly. You know Pete Sissins, from Ratty’s garage? We’re married, I’m Angel. Stupid name, isn’t it – Mrs Sissins. Missississins. Mustn’t be long, I’ve parked the children at your gate.’ A backward step, a peep to check. ‘It’s Ratty’s wretched dog, anyway, whenever he’s at an auction good old Angel gets stupid dog McLaren to mind, McLaren the escape artist. As if I haven’t got enough with two tiny kids!’
‘Absolutely.’ Tess wiped her hands again, wondering whether to invite Angel to stay. Or to offer to help find the dog.
But a fresh subject was already on Angel’s lips. ‘I want the kids to sleep so they won’t be grizzly this evening. Simeon says he’s invited you to the bonfire bash?’
Tess nodded, unsurprised that Angel and Simeon knew each other. Such was village life.
A laughing-faced springer appeared casually at the door, head on one side, much like Angel. ‘Here’s McLaren, look!’ Angel lunged with the collar. ‘Don’t put your dirty paws on the nice lady’s floor!’
‘Doesn’t matter.’
‘He’s like his master, never knows when he’s not welcome.’ Angel laughed, the comfortable laugh exchanged between friends. Tess felt a warmth awakening in response.
Backing towards the door with the dog, Angel kept up a stream of chat. ‘So shall I see you tonight? Oh, stupid dog!’ Angel giggled as McLaren, applying the brakes, slipped collar and lead again to have another look at Tess, tongue lolling. Tess laughed, too. ‘Yes, I’ll see you at the bonfire party.’ Simeon seemed easy, amiable company, Angel open to friendly overtures. Maybe a few friends would lift her, make everything fall into place. Middledip could be a kind of emotional Wonderbra.
‘Tess, if you’re there, pick up! It’s Kitty.’
Kitty, forthright, brisk, clear-sighted, was Tess’s agent, working from a large desk in a small office in the King’s Road, flicking through work submitted on spec by ‘supplicants’ and caressing a marmalade cat. Her enthusiasm, when Tess finally announced her readiness to return to full book work, had been reassuring. Kitty valued a good illustrator.
Tess snatched up the phone, frowning at her hair in the mirror. It needed to be washed before the bonfire party. ‘Hi Kitty! Been to Bologna?’ Kitty would’ve spent a hellish, frenetic few days at the children’s book fair discussing the agency portfolio with a different publisher every half an hour, stirring up interest in her artists. Tess was hoping to benefit.
‘Haven’t I just and haven’t I got such a job for you!’ Kitty’s enthusiasm rang down the line. ‘The Dragons of Diggleditch is being relaunched – possibly the whole series – and they want a new illustrator!’
Tess forgot her hair, bonfire night, Middledip and Simeon Carlysle. The Dragons series had been legendary, stories from ancient Britain; of Slider skating on oversized feet, Winder slithering like an enormous worm, and Slinker, a sort of dachshund of a dragon. In a time long before this, these mischievous dragons had inhabited Pennine caves above a hard-working village, stirring up trouble between the villagers and other forest creatures. Always, the dragons, naughty rather than bad, after a rampant adventure of greed and magic, ended up satisfactorily bested by the honesty and intelligence of the villagers.
‘The original illustrations are dated. They like your work!’
Tess’s mind began to fill with visions of grinning dragons, pot-bellied and gorgeously coloured. She picked up a pencil, drawing a spiky tail with quick, sure movements. ‘Wow, will they use me?’
‘Can you hack it?’
‘Positively!’
‘The first anthology will be nine stories, two full pages, a half and two decorative borders to each story, plus end papers, plus jacket. Probably at least two further anthologies later.’
‘Definitely.’
‘I can’t recommend you if you feel any doubt. Particularly in view of the further anthologies in the pipeline.’
‘Didn’t I get those jacket roughs to you on time? Honestly, don’t worry, I want to do this.’
Kitty’s friend-voice replaced her business-voice. Theirs was about the only friendship that had survived the Olly Age; Kitty, not only necessary to Tess’s career, was not easily put off by a possessive man skilled in separating his woman from influences other than his own.
‘I don’t want you going backwards health-wise because I suggest a commission that’s too much for you. Olly rather put you through the wringer.’
Tess closed her eyes, wishing she could shut her mind so easily against the chilly knowledge that she hadn’t been strong when she’d needed to be. ‘I don’t know how I could let a man submerge me like that. Why I tried to be his idea of what I ought to be.’
‘First love’s meant to be painful. You get over it and make way for something genuine and lasting and totally beautiful.’
‘But what if second love turns out to be painful, too? At the moment I feel as if I’ll never even want sex again, because ...’ The words jammed in her throat.
Kitty’s voice softened. ‘Because of the miscarriage? That’s going to hurt you for a long time.’
Tess looked away from the mirror. ‘Every day. Just because the baby wasn’t planned doesn’t mean I wanted it to die! I should have known it was there, protected it. I must’ve done something to cause what happened.’
‘You didn’t!’
‘Then why did I haemorrhage? That doesn’t just happen.’
Kitty sighed. ‘Come on, Tess, we’ve been over this. What did the doctors say?’
Silence. Then, ‘Sometimes it just happens.’
‘That’s right. It doesn’t matter how careful the mother is. Sometimes it just happens.’
It just happens. Tess could see the hospital ward, cheerful lemon-yellow curtains around the beds full of empty women. Hear the doctor’s voice, ‘I’ve no neat explanation to offer, it just happens’. Words said a thousand times to a thousand bewildered women. Savagely, she changed the subject. ‘Tell them yes to the Dragons commission.’
Buoyed by such fabulous luck, she strolled up to Gwen Crowther’s crammed shop for hair conditioner and a face pack.
Forget Olly and the crippling disappointment; leave behind the brief pregnancy, rise above the illness. She had a great commission and there was a party to look forward to.
But, later, at the party, in the dark night, Tess was having a horrible time.
The muddy field was an oasis of bobbing orange light from a bonfire built to burn all evening. Stalls sold beer, hot dogs and lanterns to the inhabitants of Middledip, who churned the mud as they waited for the fireworks.
What had become of the sweet man who’d escorted her courteously off the Carlysle estate? He’d vanished, to be replaced by a drunken arse. Simeon had dived into the hot rum punch the moment they arrived and then swilled beer by the gallon. Tess had begun to hate everything about the big, dizzy lump with his insistent, heavy arm dragging on her shoulders.
The evening had promised better.
In jeans, boots and a long black coat, newly conditioned hair slithering in a curtain down her back, she’d been fairly satisfied with her reflection.
Simeon had arrived promptly in a tiny, dark-green sports car. ‘Frog-eyed Sprite, Ratty got it for me. Let me help you with the seat belt.’ He’d adjusted the sliding buckles of the belt, the old fixed kind, the backs of his fingers brushing her shoulder, her chest, finally her lap. That should have rung the first alarm.
But the bonfire party had been fun, at first. Simeon knew everybody. Angel and Pete had stopped to chat, Jos waved and Ratty raised a brief hand, passing his gaze over her. Everyone, mingling with easy familiarity, was jolly and friendly.
But it hadn’t lasted.
Simeon’s arm became an intrusive fixture as he drank, dragging her from group to group, his cheek meatily against hers as he roared with loud, beery-breathed laughter. Miserably, Tess lifted her face to the metallic rain of fireworks as all the children went, ‘Ooooooh!’, wishing that she’d brought her own vehicle so that she could scarper.
Angel reappeared after the firework display, frowning, clasping a sleeping toddler. Pete carried Toby on his shoulders. ‘We’ve got to take the kids home. Simeon’s well oiled, isn’t he?’
Tess attempted again to escape the possessive arm while its owner honked at a conversation she was ignoring. ‘Can I have a lift with you? I’m not going to get in a car with this drunkard!’
Angel made an agonised face. ‘There’s no room in our car between the two kiddie seats. Ratty will have space, though.’
She might prefer to ride home bare-arsed on a porcupine’s back than ask Ratty. But, ‘Right, thanks,’ she said.
Watching Angel and Pete pick their way to their car, a happy family with their sleepy offspring, she felt a settling of disappointment. Light and friendliness seemed to drain away as the families departed, leaving only adults indulging in serious drinking in the bonfire’s sinister dipping light.
The crashing of Simeon’s conversation was unrelenting. A headache pounded between Tess’s eyes, her feet were cold to the bone.
Maybe she ought to sidle over to Jos – or even Ratty as she was getting desperate – and cadge a lift? Simeon was in no fit state to drive. Yes, she’d pick her moment and do that. In fact she’d do it now.
But her effort to escape the insistent arm seemed to focus Simeon’s attention. He paused at last, staggering and beaming. ‘C’m’over here a minute. Before we go.’
‘You’re drunk. I’ll get a ride back to the village.’ She made another attempt to free herself.
He smiled as his arm tightened, crooning with drunken emphasis. ‘You’re very nice and I want to show you something.’
‘Get lost, Simeon! I’m getting a lift.’
‘OK, OK!’ He swayed, dolefully. ‘Take you to the car park.’
Glad to be heading in the right direction, she allowed herself – actually allowed it, she must be thick – to be steered through the mire towards the darkness of the parking area.
Simeon slid to a halt by a parked camper van, propelling her towards the denseness of the shadows. ‘Just a minute.’ He balanced his beer carefully on the van roof. And with unexpected precision swung her expertly between his body and the van side.
‘No!’ Too late. Her squawk was snipped off by the accuracy of Simeon’s plunging mouth. Strong arms pegged hers to her sides, his weight pinning her to unyielding metal.
Unprepared, she was trapped. She couldn’t avoid his tongue thrusting into her mouth, nor his body pushing against her. It was abrupt, overwhelming, awful! Could she bite him hard enough to make him stop? Stop, she should scream, no! Her nails should be finding his eye sockets, her knee jabbing into his groin. But his mouth kept hers propped unwillingly open, her body locked by his weight. The tongue intruded unrelentingly in her mouth as Simeon proved his kissing stamina. If it could be called kissing.
He broke away eventually to pant, ‘You sexy handful!’ Tess turned her face to avoid his lips, struggling for breath and, fruitlessly, to yank her arms free. ‘No!’
Leaning harder, Simeon bit her neck sharply. ‘Yum!’
‘Stop!’ The protest was again choked off by his wet, returning mouth.
His greater height blocked her vision, his weight engulfed her. She couldn’t even free a hand to slap him. Leaning heavily on her chest, he panted, ‘It’s OK.’
Her frantic wheezes, ‘No!’ and ‘Don’t!’, were lost as he crushed her against the van, blocking her airway with his repulsive mouth and tongue until her ears rang.
It was going on, on forever! No breath, no voice. Dizzy. Suffocating, she was suffocating under the mouth mashed over hers, panicking, no air, God-God, no air, screaming inside. Would nobody notice? A heart-chill. What if he tried to go further?
Simeon’s teeth scraped her lips, her chest heaved on empty, unconsciousness waited with the black swarms edging her vision.
‘Having a good time, Simeon?’ Those hard, accentless tones, she’d never dreamt of being so glad to hear them. Relief! Simeon would back off with Ratty watching. Twisting, reducing the burden, ignoring Tess’s pained whoop as sufficient oxygen finally entered unwillingly deflated lungs, Simeon rested his forearm casually across her chest. ‘Ratty! Just the man! Got a condom?’
‘What?’ What was intended as an enraged scream emerged as a croak. ‘What?’
‘Some in the car. Struck lucky?’ Ratty laughed, shortly.
Tess’s fear turned to bloody red fury.
‘Think so! Gorgeous armful, don’t you think? Love –’
‘Basta-a-a-rd!’ Rage and relaxation of Simeon’s grip gave Tess’s knee such upward impetus into his softest parts that she was free before his shrill howl had died. Bursting past Ratty’s smirk and Jos’s puzzled frown, humiliation, rage and mortification fuelled her jerky, slithering strides. ‘Keep away!’ she flung hoarsely behind her. ‘Keep right away, you shits!’
She heard, behind her as she floundered, away, away, must get away, a sudden cold snap in Ratty’s voice. ‘Things getting out of hand, Sim?’
And Simeon groaning sulkily. ‘Only a bit of fun. Only what she’d expect.’
‘Don’t think she liked it.’ The last word coincided with a dull, metallic clang.
Tears blinding. Slipping feet running. Pausing, retching. Brushing past the parked cars and puffing into the lane. Sniffing, stumbling. Bastard, bastard men. Three miles home behind the hedges, shrinking into the hawthorn every time a car passed.
Bastard men.
She fell out of bed, the carpet burning her knees, fumbling for the lamp, heart banging, ears rushing. It’s OK, OK. OK. Safe in her bed, bedroom, Honeybun Cottage, Middledip.
Trembling, she slid into her robe, wiping her clammy face with the cuff, heart still galloping.
Astounding after Simeon’s pass, so brutal and ruthless, that her nightmare should feature e-mail. E-mail! The age’s most popular method of communication. E-mail and Olly.
Wadding her hair into a scrunchie, she padded down the twisted staircase, thinking about Olly, his passion for computers, his sensual lips caressing words like virus and network.
Olly never turned off his mobile. Even lovemaking could be interrupted by a client’s call. And why should Tess feel insulted? It was Olly’s work.
And Tess’s work? Well ... it was a job. Its demands weren’t so precise, if the deadline was a month away, she had today, tomorrow, whenever, to work.
He never saw her argument that a month’s work, after all, took a month.
When she met Olly she’d just moved from a shared house into her own flat in a leafy street in Finchley, off the main road and under the railway bridge. Olly specialised in systems for private clinics and hospitals; they seemed in a position to afford him. None of her previous relationships had prepared her for what she’d feel for Olly. She’d been infatuated. Obsessed, even.
Olly was gorgeous. Olly was popular, glad-handing his way across a favourite pub. Olly was exhilarating.
Tall with a squared, cleft chin, curtains of Nordic-blond silky hair, ice-blue eyes to sweep down to fix on Tess. Before she was ill, of course. Olly was lustful.
A lustful, exhilarating, gorgeous ... control freak. With a temper.
Initially, Olly’s intensity had been flattering. ‘I just want to be with you!’ It must have been obsession that prevented her from resisting as her friends gradually faded away. How could she have tolerated it? Or his attitude that, neither creativity nor kids being his thing, illustrating children’s books was a risible occupation.
He and his friends had careers in IT. Real work.
Despite the permanent question mark she felt she wore in her relationship with Olly, she was flat on her face in love with him. And in lust. Something else he used to manipulate her.
Olly couldn’t bear not to get his way. She shuddered as she made herself tea. Once or twice ... well, he’d slapped her face. Not a heavy blow, no bruise to show, just a short cut to Olly winning his argument. And then he’d be horrified and remorseful.
She sipped the tea, drawing her chilled, bare feet under her cotton robe as she looked out into the moonlit garden of Honeybun Cottage.
Even now that she could see Olly Gray for the self-orientated phoney he was, she understood that there had been plenty good in the relationship. They’d had a blast with Olly’s friends and their girlfriends, clubs and dinner parties – usually at Tess’s flat. Olly wasn’t keen on having his space invaded, the apartment with one bedroom and a grey office. Then a diamond ring, the proper announcements, the unusual and expensive presents from Olly’s clients. The house hunt; Olly settling, eventually, for the town house in Brentwood through James’s contacts. (Olly liked James; he’d never tried to get between James and Tess.) Tess’s flat was sold to provide the deposit, and Olly’s rented flat kept on.
‘It’ll be easier for you to move first,’ he said, ‘with me working from home.’
‘But I work from home!’
Olly laughed and kissed the sentence from her lips. ‘I know you do but it’s not the same. I’ll need time to organise the relocation.’
So she moved into the new house alone for the months leading to the wedding that would be in a smart hotel frothing with spring flowers. And it was a lovely bay-windowed house of lofty, airy rooms.
Olly hadn’t been able to contribute to the mortgage payments, with rent still to manage along with his everlasting finance company commitments. ‘Keeping up with technology is expensive! All right for you technophobes.’ He talked as if funds just fell into her hands and her work wasn’t a valid earner. She knew she was good in her field but it was difficult to access the appreciative part of Olly.
‘Technophobe or not, I can manage the mortgage alone!’ she hadn’t been able to resist.
He’d glared, and then decided to smile, running his knuckles down her back. ‘Yeah, who’d have thought you’d be so good with dosh?’
With two days to the wedding, Tess was in the midst of chaos as she tried to find places for presents. Was Olly ever going to get on with his move? Unlikely though it seemed, was he in the grip of pre-wedding nerves? These days he was preoccupied, absent-minded or just plain absent. Where was he?
She unwrapped their third non-stick wok, telling herself not to worry. He’d turn up any minute, with a plan of the way his hardware was to be organised in his new office, downstairs to give him space. Tess’s workroom, upstairs, had been fully functioning for ages.
Unfairly, Olly was now grumbling that Tess was lucky to have moved first and have the entire hassle behind her. Hadn’t that been his plan? Anyway, unpacking things she didn’t want wasn’t her idea of relaxation. She added the wok to the others hanging from the rack, wondering how many stir-fries people expected them to have.
Sod it, she’d finish later.
In a moment she was at the table in the deep blue of her workroom, picking up a pencil. The next book commission wasn’t to begin until after the honeymoon that Olly was organising. Somewhere hot and exotic, he’d promised, somewhere beautiful to walk entwined as lovers do. Bahamas? Scilly Isles? With a happy little hop of the heart, she sketched a cat in a wedding dress woven with ribbons, the dress she’d designed herself. Perhaps Africa?
She checked her e-mail. One new message: Tess, no easy way to say this so will be direct. Given it loads of thought and the idea of moving in with you & your messy workroom has got to me. I’ve gone cold on the wedding … But probably not as cold as her heart as she read his words.
And, then, a whoosh of reality, as if she’d gone down too fast in a lift. Olly was jilting her, to use a melodramatic, old-fashioned word. How could he? Why? What was wrong with her? Was she messy? What had changed for the tall, sexy god who until the last weeks had held her and murmured about love? OK, things had been a bit cooler recently, she’d noticed that – but surely they were just wound up in anticipation of the big day? Was it she who’d wanted the greater commitment?
If so, why had he proposed?
And then her parents arrived, ready to attend her wedding on the following Saturday, and she had to confess with floods of tears her failure to keep Olly, to howl out the ruins of her wedding day.
‘The bastard!’ Her mother clasped Tess too tightly to the cushions of her chest.
Her father, James, said very little to Tess, but he spent hours on the telephone dealing in a hushed way with guests and caterers, photographer and cars.
Tess lay on her bed, very still.
But later she overheard her father remark to her mother, ‘Olly must have had his reasons.’ He must. He must! And they must be down to Tess.
And then she’d miscarried her baby.
It had been safe inside her body and she’d let it seep out.
Steaming cup in hand, she trod back up Honeybun’s winding stairs, opening her wardrobe door for the full-length mirror, shrugging out of her robe and nightshirt. She examined her nakedness objectively.
Still a bit generous and soft.
When she’d been thinner and tauter, Olly had gone from lust to indifference in a month.
Last night, in distorted appreciation of her body, Simeon had snogged her half-senseless in a big muddy field.
Men. She shook her head as she dragged out a fresh sweater and jeans. Who could understand them?
She worked for the remainder of the night and into the day on a new wolf illustration, breaking only for coffee and a toasted sandwich.
She watched from the window as Angel came knocking and she explored shades of blue for Slider from The Dragons of Diggleditch.
Jos wandered up the drive and shouted for her. But hadn’t Jos, however worried-looking, stood by as Simeon Carlysle invaded?
In anticipation of the delicious, plum Dragons commission she played with the opacity and fairy-tale colours of gouache and ink. A very thin gouache mix for fragility and delicacy. Ink for emphasis and line. She washed out her pens, turning on the lamp as daylight levelled out to create shadows.
Even when Ratty escorted a sullenly hunched Simeon to rap the door, she paused only to watch them arrive and watch them leave.
She was working. Working like she used to before her life took on the tacky quality of a ‘reader’s own story’ magazine confession – maybe she could sell her story some time, and make three hundred quid?
But, just now, she was working.
‘Bloody Sunday. Fine day of rest.’ Face burning from the oven, Tess turned the joint, basted the potatoes and slammed the oven door. Her parents, judging from the piddling about she could hear going on in the drive with coats, bags and car keys, had just arrived for their first visit to Honeybun Cottage since she’d moved in. Like having a tooth out, it had to be done, but she wasn’t looking forward to it.
She suddenly realised she hadn’t given the red wine time to breathe and snatched it up, flinging open the back door at the same time.
Her father patted her shoulder. ‘Well, Tess!’
‘Hul-lo!’ Her mother, smelling of face powder and her brown hair blow-dried back from her face, kissed her cheek, glancing around. ‘The table looks nice! Are those Grannie’s glasses? Aren’t the chrysanths going on a long time, this year?’
Her father tried to take the wine bottle from her hands. ‘Shall I do that?’ His hair, too, silvering now, was also combed straight back. The pair of them looked as if they’d been in a wind tunnel.
Tess pushed down the twin levers of the corkscrew. ‘There, done it! Let me take your coats so you can sit down. Dinner will be about half an hour. Go through to the sitting room.’
The sitting room looked lovely. She’d polished, and vacuumed –
even the lampshade, even the cobwebs from between the beams. The fire burned behind the guard and more chrysanthemums glowed from the low table. She managed to settle her parents into the turquoise moquette chairs with sherry and coffee and more or less keep them there whilst she whizzed around in the kitchen. She hated it when Mari hovered, saying, ‘Should you be turning the meat?’ two seconds before she was going to turn it anyway.
So she made the gravy, poking her head around the door to keep up her end of the conversation then rushing back to catch the gravy before it clamped into jellified lumps, until she could call, ‘Come through! Dad, can you pour the wine?’
And the meat was tender and the potatoes crisp and everything was under control, except when Tess knocked over her wine. ‘Shit!’
James blotted his shirt with kitchen roll. ‘Doesn’t matter.’
Biting her lip, she picked up her glass. ‘Sorry, Dad, it has to be red wine, too!’
‘Don’t worry.’ He patted her shoulder and went on with his meal as if he always wore a maroon patch over his heart on his honey-coloured golf shirt. And she knew that her parents really did want the best for her, even if they irritated her like toast crumbs in bed.
Mari cut into her pork and said, ‘Red meat?’
Tess gulped her wine. ‘If it is, it needs to go back in the oven.’ Then she laughed, to show she was joking. And suddenly remembered that James was supposed to be eating mainly white meat and fish because of his cholesterol.
Over dessert, crumble made from apples from Lucasta’s garden, it was Mari who asked, in a suitably solemn, measured voice. ‘And have you heard from Olly?’
‘No. Would you like more custard?’
James took up the baton. ‘Ever consider getting in touch?’
‘No. I’ll make more coffee in a minute. Or tea.’
Mari laid down her spoon, having cleared her plate in a way that was ladylike but deadly efficient. ‘We were thinking – you mustn’t blame Oliver for everything.’
Tess felt her throat dry. ‘I didn’t ask him to jilt me and run away.’
James reached across the table and covered her hand. ‘We do appreciate how you feel over that, but don’t blame him for … everything. Everything else. He didn’t make you lose the baby. Nor make you ill.’
Mari looked anxious. ‘What we mean, Tess, is we’d be happier if you’d talk with him and get rid of some of your bitterness. Then you might not feel this need to seclude yourself over here. You might move nearer home again, to us, then we needn’t worry so much.’
Tess began to gather the plates, knowing her hand movements were too fast and uncoordinated; in a minute one of the dishes would crack. ‘You needn’t worry at all and I’m hardly the globe’s diameter away. Let’s have a walk before you go.’
It was a brisk walk because Tess set the pace and she needed exercise before she exploded with frustration. God, must they be so bloody reasonable about Olly? If she wanted to blame him, she would!
Rain flung odd spots against their faces, golden leaves spinning around their ankles and the wind in their ears as they marched to the Cross and up Main Road towards Bettsbrough.
And Tess wondered how quickly she could point her parents towards home.
‘Guy, you’re a pain in the arse.’ Tess sighed down the phone. Wintry rain skittered against the kitchen window like handfuls of gravel. Hardly had she got her parents out of the door and Guy was on the phone! She’d wanted to chill out. Well, that was out of the window!
‘Just for a week, Tess, I’ll pay you straight back.’
Tess wondered how many times it had happened now; Guy finding himself short and, reluctant to share the information with his wife, Lynette, approaching Tess for funds. Which, when Lynette discovered it as she always did, would make her resent Tess even more.
She sighed again. But Guy was her cousin. All those climbed trees and teenaged exploits counted, the learning together, the lying for each other.
‘The bank is being bloody,’ he explained apologetically.
‘And you’re mystified that there’s no automatic unlimited overdraft for an unspecified period without collateral? Particularly as you’re on their staff?’ Tess couldn’t help a gurgle of laughter. Poor old Guy, life was tough on disorganised self-servers, sometimes, but Tess loved him. And it wasn’t his fault her mum and dad had made her feel stressy. She capitulated. ‘I’ll send you a cheque.’
‘Thing is,’ – she could picture Guy rubbing his angular nose at having to go into boring detail – ‘I need a couple of hundred cash straightaway or I can’t meet the mortgage. I was hoping you could transfer it online ...’
She laughed. ‘I’m not hooked up to the Internet here, yet. Out of luck, Guy.’
He wheedled, ‘I’ll take you to the cash machine.’ She pictured the beginnings of his triumphant grin.
‘You do that,’ she agreed. Let Guy come out of his way. If she was going to be two hundred pounds out of pocket and in Lynette’s bad books again, let Guy drive the necessary miles.
Waiting for the sound of his car in the lane an hour on, she finished her salad and cheese and thought about her Dragons illustrations. They were going well; it had seemed a big commission to dive into, but hadn’t it been ideal? A project that carried her along into a different world where she needn’t worry about people.
People. After the Simeon Carlysle debacle they’d lain in wait for her. Angel to commiserate, her pretty mouth an O of dismay. ‘Ratty and Jos just standing there like imbeciles! “We didn’t realise she was in trouble!” Would you believe it?’
‘I’m not sure I do.’
Angel half grinned, lowered her voice. ‘Did you know Ratty went for him? Smacked his head on the side of a van! But he wouldn’t have left you in that situation intentionally – he said it just looked like a bit of passion, from behind. He’s sorry you were ... upset. He did go looking for you but you seemed to disappear.’
Disappearing was something she was good at.
But all of this was irrelevant when Tess, two hundred pounds poorer, sat in the passenger seat of Guy’s car feeling the wheels spin impotently beneath them in soft, saturated soil. ‘You just about take the bloody biscuit,’ she sighed flatly, plaiting the front of her hair. ‘Doesn’t your brain ever engage? “Let’s stop, I need to talk,”’ she mimicked. ‘“Here will do.” Straight through a gateway and into a ploughed field, regardless of the fact that my warm, dry home is only a couple of miles away!’
Biting his lip, every emotion typically visible, Guy looked glum. However attractive he was, with his sandy hair and flat-planed face, he had an unparalleled affinity with trouble. After almost an hour of confidences, where Tess learned all about his expensive girlfriend and suspicious wife, they were stuck fast in good English farming soil.
‘If you ever thought,’ she griped, ‘it would make the national press.’
Guy sighed. ‘Now what do we do?’
Ratty backed the breakdown truck into the gateway, glancing left-right at each post half-hidden by the hedge. He secured the chain, checked clearance and, in a minute, had heaved Guy’s car backwards onto solid ground. He grinned through the window at Tess standing in the lane, shoulders hunched against the weather. The funny woman had a talent for calamity.
‘Another incident in a muddy field? At least I was here for you this time.’ The wrath in the startling eyes made him laugh out loud.
‘My cousin has the intellect of donkey crap.’
He leant his elbow on the sill. ‘Are you continuing your journey with your friend, ma’am, or do you require a ride to the village?’
Indicating her choice by suggesting a bizarre route home to her sheepish-looking cousin, Tess climbed into the cab of the breakdown truck. Ratty watched her fight the seat belt with tight, angry movements.
‘Thank you,’ she said coldly, ignoring Guy as he waved goodbye.
Ratty put the wrecker in gear. ‘Cousin, eh?’
Tess nodded, gingerly fishing long skeins of damp hair from her collar.
Ratty grinned. ‘Usually when I have to fish couples out of muddy fields they’re –’
‘Well, we weren’t! With a wife, a girlfriend and an overdraft, Guy’s pretty busy already!’
Angel, one of the least artful people Tess had ever encountered, had been quite open about her mission to winkle Tess out of her shell. ‘Come round!’ she insisted. Often. ‘I get so fed up stuck at home with the children.’
Slowly, it had become routine for Tess to call at the cottage in Rotten Row at one side of Cross Street, a home full of sunshine colours and children’s things. She felt at ease there, and sheltered. The children were easy, too young to judge, speculate, expect. Jenna, walking properly now, was happy with cuddles, food, the noisy entertainment of clapping songs.
As she was asleep now, Tess played with Toby on the floor with Duplo, listening to Angel, ever busy in the wholesale, harassed way of mothers of two small kids, wielding her iron or filling the freezer and churning out cameos of the village into Tess’s receptive ears.
‘She’ll have you broke, that really blonde woman. Lives up in the new village, always at your door for donations.’ Or, ‘You know Tubb from the pub? You do, he’s got that wiggle of hair at the front, here ...’
The iron would clatter back onto its stand as Angel shook a pillowcase out with a snap and folded it briskly. With a sigh, she turned to the awful task of ironing work jeans. ‘Don’t you think Jos is lovely? Quiet compared to the others, but lovely. Poor soul, when his parents split up neither of them wanted him! He’s been brought up by his grandmother. He keeps geese in his garden, they’re ferocious.
‘You couldn’t be horrible to Jos. He’s not as close to Pete and Ratty as they are to each other – it’s buy one, get one free with them.’ Having conquered the jeans she began folding sleepsuits. ‘’Course, it’s cars, cars, with the lads. No, cars and women. And the women are the lesser commitment – except Pete and me. Ratty says our marriage is the only half-decent one he knows. He’s good as gold, really.’
Tess looked up from the Duplo castle she was creating for Toby. ‘Really? Ratty?’
‘Generous, funny. Quite balanced.’
‘Presumably by a chip of equal size on each shoulder?’
Angel laughed delightedly, no doubt saving that one up to share with Ratty later, flicking a shirt round the ironing board. ‘When he’s good, he’s great; when he’s bad, he’s dire. But he can be really, extraordinarily kind – look how he is with Lucasta. He’s amazingly successful with women but he doesn’t involve Pete – probably because he knows I’d kill him. Apart from the garage and his place up Ladies Lane, he owns three houses in the village. Buys them, rents them out. He’s a right moneymaker and he says he’ll leave it all to Toby and Jenna if he never has his own offspring. He loves the kids.’
Tess began to select square blocks for her castle’s crenellations. ‘They’re gorgeous children. I’m becoming one of those sad singles who tag themselves onto a family.’
‘Oh well. I’m glad you picked this family.’
‘Don’t want a castle any more,’ said Toby, yanking Tess’s careful crenellations off again. Just returned from playgroup, he really needed a nap but was resisting.
‘Draw him something,’ Angel suggested, stowing the ironing board away. ‘There are crayons and things in that yellow box.’
‘What shall I draw?’ Tess looked enquiringly at Toby, his sturdy blondness, peachy skin and intent expression.
‘My pig.’ Toby carted a toy pig everywhere by a string that once used to activate a voice. ‘Draw Nigel.’ And he posed the soft toy, flaccid and drunk with too much hugging, on the carpet.
Full-length on the itchy smoky greyness of Angel’s woollen carpet, head supported on hand, ponytail looped over a shoulder, Tess took the pad that Toby plonked in front of her, feeling the familiar smoothness of paper under her fingers, and drew Nigel with swift, minimal strokes of soft blue crayon. Snout, trotters, wiggly tail, one bent ear.
Toby hotched closer. ‘Draw Nigel playing football!’
And, wax crayon, blunt pencil and brushy old felt pen her tools, she drew Nigel playing football in the England strip, porcine face pursed in endeavour. Running, heading, flat out in agony after a bad tackle.
‘Now driving,’ Toby demanded, breathing hard over the page, getting his head in the way.
Angel, a pile of clean clothes in her hands, craned to see the herd of Nigels cavorting about the large, cheap sheet of paper. ‘Oh wow! That’s so impressive! Aren’t you talented?’ She lingered to witness Nigel appearing on the page, a too-small sports car careering away with him, ears and pendulous cheeks pushed back by the draught, trotters protruding from T-shirt armholes and braced in panic on the steering wheel. Absently, she drew two tiny tattoos.
Toby slapped the page with a gleeful, podgy hand. ‘Watty got pictures like that!’
‘Really?’ She selected a once-black felt pen and added curly hair blowing back from the piggy features in the wind. And stubble.
‘Do the car green,’ insisted Toby, so close to the pad as to almost obscure the view, his hot little arm sweatily against hers, his head smelling of shampoo and biscuits.
His approval was heady stuff. Between it and Angel’s awe-struck, ‘You’re brilliant,’ Tess began to enjoy herself as her crayon flew over Nigel after Nigel. Too much to notice the back door opening.
But nothing so vital escaped Toby. He jumped up. ‘Look, Watty!’ he shouted. ‘Tess drawed Nigel, driving!’
Huge from her startled perspective, Ratty loomed above. ‘Clever. Very flattering. I hope we don’t have pork for lunch?’ He shot her a curious look, then smiled to prove he could bear being caricatured as a pig.
Tess hadn’t realised anyone else was invited for lunch, although entertaining was definitely one of Angel’s things. All the time that used to be spent at the pub pre-children was now spent at Pete and Angel’s house. Ratty, at least, seemed to half live there.
‘Steak pie, wedges and salad. Can you lay the table, Ratty, if you’ve finished admiring your portrait? Tess, do you prefer mustard dressing or mayonnaise? Will Jos be very long, Ratty? I hope one of you can work this bottle opener ...’
Tess was uncertain how she felt at being so … included. She wasn’t sure if she was ready for it. But Jos and Pete had come in, too, and to leave when there was a place set for her wouldn’t be friendly.
The page of Nigels was passed around with the salad, Pete and Jos both grinning at Ratty.
‘Would you paint a proper picture of Nigel for Toby’s room?’ Angel asked. ‘How much will it cost?’
Tess considered as she chewed her mouthful. ‘Another glass of wine.’
‘Wow, that’s a bargain! I’ll trim your hair sometime,’ Angel exchanged. Her hair and beauty salon in Bettsbrough, Tess already knew, had a bubbly, brisk manager until Angel got the kids up to school age. She was always being asked when she was going back and she always groaned about how much she missed it, the prettiness and the girlie atmosphere.
After lunch, concentrating on Toby in order to remain on the edges of the adult conversation, conscious of not being part of the easy familiarity the others shared, Tess drew him quick sketches of the three now familiar Dragons of Diggleditch. Slinker, the green-backed lizard-like one with red belly, amber spines and eyes. Slider, blue and mauve with a gun-barrel snout and tongue coiled neatly behind smirking fangs, sliding on huge feet. Finally, her favourite, Winder in cheery primrose with a green tummy and crimson spines, the inept one who kept rushing his snaky body into a knot.
Toby was rapt at being able to order what he’d like to emerge on the page. ‘Another Winder! Draw the knot.’
From the armchair, Ratty nudged Toby with his toe. ‘Swap you a Spiderman comic for the drawing of Nigel in the sports car?’
Toby protected his assets better than that. ‘Got Spiderman already,’ he growled, clutching his drawing to his chest.
‘Look, they’ve got the TR4 going – lunatics!’
Tess watched a noisy contraption heading up the lane towards them. Better, in her opinion, if their walk along Port Road, huddled into thickest jackets, between slapping hawthorn hedges budding already, had remained uninterrupted. Despite being included in lunch a few days ago, she still wasn’t sure of her welcome with anyone but Angel.
But there was no ignoring Ratty and Pete roaring up on a ‘vehicle’, for want of a better description – the chassis of a sports car, apparently short of the body shell, kitchen chair seats held in place precariously by bungee elastic luggage straps and a dashboard sprouting a taped-on rear-view mirror.
Angel was obviously far more impressed than Tess by this phenomenon, circling admiringly whilst Tess rested her hand on the tandem buggy where both children – though Toby, had he been awake to ask, would declare himself too old – slept in cellular blankets.
Obviously an event, this, a landmark. Something she couldn’t appreciate.
Pete bellowed over the considerable noise of the uncovered Triumph engine. ‘We’re going to the pub to celebrate, hop on!’
‘Be sensible, how can I?’ Angel indicated the buggy, throwing a yearning and, to Tess, incomprehensible look at the rear passenger accommodation, or lack of it.
Tess hunched her shoulders. ‘I’ll have the kids. You go.’ Patchy drizzle dashed against her cheeks but the bundles wrapped up beneath their protective plastic cover in the buggy dozed, uncaring.
Angel’s pixie face lit on a smile. ‘But that’s not fair on you, Tess! Don’t you want to go?’
As the invitation hadn’t been directed at her, Tess had no problems with this one. ‘I can go any time. I’ll go another day.’
So the car rumbled off, Angel laughing and glowing from her uncomfortable perch in the rear, waving, calling ‘Owe you one!’, Pete shouting ‘Cheers!’
‘Cheers,’ echoed Ratty, with what might have been approval. ‘I see you’ve got the Freelander back?’
She nodded.
He winked. ‘Try and keep it under control.’
The drizzly period had taken most of February to clear.
But what a day, now that it had! Tess gazed up at a china blue sky heralding glorious, fresh, sudden early spring when, after the winter of long jumpers and short days, it became briefly warm enough for shirtsleeves. Her first winter at Honeybun had been good, the months passing quickly with the joy of work that was going well, with walks in wild weather, which sometimes suited her mood.
But it was great to see the sun.
By the rockery, on the crazy paving where the thyme grew through the cracks and smelt peppery, she turned her face to the welcome warmth, breathed in, sighed out. Daffodils, forsythia, busy birds singing to the breeze. She hitched up her jeans.
Her clothes were no longer tight. Away from her mother’s sugar-based love she’d returned easily to her natural weight. She pulled the waistband away from her skin, marvelling at the gap that appeared. She could find her other jeans and –
‘Need any help down there?’
Whipping her hands away and spinning guiltily, she found Ratty leaning on her gate. Wicked grin. Wicked eyes. Curls lifting gently from his forehead. Tattoos over the cords of his arms exposed to the sunshine.
His grin widened as she coloured.
Her hair sailed about her shoulders in the spring breeze. ‘I didn’t realise you were there.’
‘Guessed not. Coming for a drink?’
‘Me?’
‘You said you’d come, “another day”.’
‘But that was only …’ When Angel had been longing to join the grown-ups for an hour in the pub, and Tess had sought something to say that would persuade her.
Straightening, Ratty shook back his hair. ‘I’m going to visit Lucasta. Call for you about twelve thirty?’
‘Um, right. Yeah, OK.’ She answered his parting nod with a flushed one of her own. So it was true, as Angel held out. He could be nice. Amazing.
Still more amazing, when he called at Honeybun to walk her briskly up Main Road to The Three Fishes, past the run of closed doors at MAR Motors, through the Cross, past Great End and finally into the pub opposite the ford, and, in the burbling beery warmth of a village pub on a Sunday afternoon, she found herself having a good time.
Who was this stranger, buying her wine, slouching on the velvet settle, making sure the brass table was a comfortable distance from her, being good company? After their first meeting being so prickly, he had progressed to civility as her relationship with Angel grew and their paths therefore crossed. But today he was warm, he was dry and funny, interesting and interested.
And he really seemed to be interested in her work, firing questions, eyes like seawater in sunshine. ‘So how do you know what a dragon looks like?’
Used to Olly’s condescension, she began warily. ‘I studied form from dinosaur and lizard books, sketched some exhibits in the Natural History Museum and even a fed-up lizard in a pet shop. Then a lot of character development sketches, dragons from the front, the side, lying, flying, smiling, laughing, snorting, roaring. I experimented and read the manuscript. The end of the commission’s in sight now but I’m still struggling with one character. He’s an enemy to both dragons and villagers, half lizard, half man. I haven’t “got” him yet.’
He seemed intrigued. ‘But how do you get into something like that? How does the industry work?’
Relaxing with another glass of wine she told him about her agent and friend, Kitty, her workroom, painted blue, her training at the University of East Anglia, the wolf cards.
Halfway through Sunday afternoon she was still rambling over glasses of wine and ploughman’s lunch. And laughing. Apparently making him smile. Oh God, a drink or five always convinced her she was the most captivating person in the room, witty, interesting, lazy yet sharp, wine-relaxed. Wonderful. Then suddenly, from nowhere, she heard herself volunteering, ‘Olly hated the card work, he said it was naff.’
And she was sober.
Just like that, invoking Olly’s name was an ice bath and Alka Seltzer. Her words dried.
As if such an abrupt silence was unremarkable, Ratty picked up the conversational ball, telling a story she needn’t listen to. She let the swell of bad feeling wash over her, recede.
Jos wandered in, dreamy eyes the colour of newly popped horse chestnuts, contributed his own view to Ratty’s story, drank barley wine, smiled and drifted off to some other conversation. Ratty talked on, about his abbreviated accountancy training and his garage. She recovered enough to smile about the customer who’d whizzed along one day in early autumn and crashed into the back of his breakdown truck.
Her blood gradually stopped thumping in her ears and her fists unclenched.
Then, armed with fresh drinks, apparently privy to the scant information Tess had given Angel, he prompted, ‘So. Olly was the guy you didn’t marry?’
The guy she didn’t marry. Tall, greyhound Olly, athletic from squash and tennis, still so vivid in her mind. Was it just the wine or did he still stir her?
‘What happened to him?’
She sipped. Cold, delicious white wine, so dry it made her ears hurt; her favourite. She licked the flat-tasting condensation from the outside of the glass. ‘He dumped me.’
‘Ah. At least it was before the wedding.’
‘Just.’ She focused on the corded forearm closest to her, just above a TAG Heuer watch, where a tattoo, blue-grey, flexed as he moved. An old-fashioned milestone inscribed with the words, One Miles. ‘That’s good!’ She laughed too hard, poking the tattoo, his flesh warm and only slightly yielding under her fingertip, letting herself slide away from the subject of Olly. ‘One Miles! Miles A. Rattenbury. Miles Alan Rattenbury? Miles Andrew Rattenbury?’
‘Miles Arnott-Rattenbury.’
She laughed again. ‘You’re not hyphenated?’
‘’Fraid so.’
‘God,’ she said again. ‘Hyphenated. Shall we have coffee? I’m half cut. Is that hyphenated, too?’
Coffee was good, they had a second. Ratty backtracked. ‘And so Olly told you marriage wasn’t for him? And you wanted to leave ... London?’
‘Brentwood.’ She nodded, considered. ‘That’s a version.’ The coffee wasn’t working too well in the sobering-up stakes. ‘I wouldn’t say he told me,’ she adjusted. ‘Olly e-mailed me. He complained that I wanted a commitment he didn’t – news to me. I was messy – I hadn’t realised, but I suppose next to his computer-brain compulsive orderliness, I might be. All stuff and excuses. Like men do. By e-mail.’
That squashed feeling which went with thoughts of Olly, settled her. She gazed into her coffee. Would it ever stop hollowing her out?
‘You – must – be – joking.’ His entranced distaste recaptured her attention. ‘He jilted you by e-mail!’ If he was registering the whiff of distress, it didn’t stop the dancing of his eyes.
She glared. He was trying not to laugh!
In fact, he was choking and giving in to it. ‘Christ, I’m sorry! But I’ve never heard anything so ludicrous, so ridiculous, so preposterously brutal! It’s outrageous! Didn’t you send your brothers round to give him a hiding?’
‘It wasn’t funny.’ She tried not to let her disobedient smile evolve into a laugh. ‘And I haven’t got any brothers. Just my cousin Guy, who you met when you pulled his car out of the muddy field ... Could you imagine Guy meting out a hiding? And, anyway, he likes Olly.’
Ratty laughed himself sensible again. ‘Pity,’ he remarked. ‘E-mail. What a shit. E-mail.’
Perhaps it was the wine, the relief at functioning normally in a normal situation, or just the sympathy – of a kind – from such an unexpected source. At any rate, she found herself telling him. Telling him what she hadn’t confided in Angel, confessions leaking from all her deepest hurts, oozing through the thin dressings of her tenuous recovery.
‘It got worse. I found out I was pregnant. Then I lost it.’
The amusement faded from his face. ‘Lost the baby?’
‘Lost the baby. Lost my grip. God, I lost my grip. Lost my self-respect and my confidence.’
The afternoon was nearly over. The wine had given her a headache. ‘When I miscarried, I bled and bled and bled. They couldn’t stop it, couldn’t keep me conscious.’ Blood on her clothes, the bed, the floor. Great scarlet splashes. She’d woken attached to a drip, someone else’s blood to replace what her body pumped out so incompetently and a taste as if she’d sucked a penny. Shaking with weakness, losing control of string legs and lead-weight feet.
‘It took a while to get over it. To be myself.’
‘And now you’re you again?’
‘Getting there. But with the amount of blood I lose every month, I’m surprised I’m not two-dimensional.’ What was she doing? Talking to Ratty about the Curse? An embarrassed snort and she changed the subject. She was sure she was going to regret this.
Would she regret this tipsy afternoon? His upper arm bounced gently against her shoulder as he walked her home. Angel was right – actually, Ratty was OK.
‘I hear you’ve been calling on Lucasta?’
She laughed. ‘She’s amazing. Sings your praises!’ Swinging back her hair that had sprung out of its clasp some time ago. ‘‘‘Miles does this for me, Miles does that, Miles is such a grand chap!” Difficult to believe it’s you she’s speaking about. More coffee?’
They’d reached Tess’s gate. Ratty was tempted. Turquoise eyes alight, her hair – he must remember to ask Angel what that colour was called – flying in the breeze, and her body neat and lithe, he was tempted to go indoors with her and see where he could make it lead.
He hadn’t set out with seduction in mind. In fact, he already had a date this evening with Catriona and could do with sleeping this skinful off beforehand. Yep. Sticking with Catriona would certainly be simpler.
So he addressed the remark before, instead of discovering what the offer of coffee implied. ‘My grandfather ruined her,’ he explained.
‘Ruined her?’
‘There was a grand affair between them when they were each married to other people. It became public, Grandfather unsportingly elected to remain with his wife. Lucasta’s husband, in self-righteous fury, stuck her in Pennybun whilst he continued to live it up in Chelsea. Poor old Lucasta.’
‘Treacherous men.’ Tess was looking sleepy, maybe the best of the alcohol had passed, for her. He skipped coffee.
‘This is for me?’
Pink and edgy without alcohol for insulation and in the cold light of a Tuesday, Tess fixed her eyes on the folder open in Ratty’s rimed hands, another picture of Nigel the pig, this time driving a shell of a car, black curls streaming, tattoos above his trotters.
‘If you want it.’ Uncertainty. She’d carried the folded card protecting the inked caricature as she’d walked up Port Road and out of the village between the hedges, almost to the next village of Port-le-bain, before turning back and making for the garage on her way home. How would he receive the little offering?
Awkwardly, feeling that Tess was showing off?
Or reluctantly, wondering if he was going to have to fend off a pass?
It was just a couple of hours’ work. Because Toby hadn’t wanted to part with one of his parade of Nigels, because Ratty had, in offering the innocent pleasure of getting squiffy in a village pub on Sunday afternoon, made Tess feel like any normal person. Shown outrage over Olly and put the whole thing more in perspective. In the past. She wasn’t sure how much she liked him, but she felt grateful.
Hands jammed in pockets, feet shifting as if ready to race off, she watched as Pete and Jos crowded round to look, wrenches and gauges idle in their hands.
‘Toby will be jealous.’ Pete grinned, tossing back perennially flopped-forward hair.
‘I’ve done his, Angel’s framing it.’
Jos, looking from Tess to the picture, kept saying, ‘Cool! Wicked! That’s amazing. Really amazing. Cool.’
Her doubts multiplied at Ratty’s continued silence. ‘You don’t have to keep it. But I was doing Toby’s ... Anyway, you could always give it to Toby. But you asked him for the other drawing ...’ Babble. Making him feel awkward, she was nearly sure, gaze fixed to the cartoon, embarrassed because he didn’t want it and didn’t know what to say? How stupid to take an idle joke with a three-year-old, a casual drink when he had nothing better to do, and make a friendship of it. She put out her hand. Even that felt hot and flustered. ‘I’ll take it to Toby, shall I?’
Bottomless eyes fixed on her. ‘No! I’m going to hang it in here, in the garage.’ Abruptly, he swung on her and pecked her cheek with soft, hot lips. ‘It’s great! Thanks.’
Relief. It was OK. A little gift from one friend to another, nothing to make a big deal over.
Pink satisfaction, relieved smile, eyes unguarded in pleasure. Ratty couldn’t help feeling that she’d made it easy for him. Catriona had bored him, on Sunday evening, with her self-self conversation, not particularly interesting. Tess had more to say in five minutes than Catriona had in an hour and he’d spent the evening wishing he’d explored the situation with Tess.
He lifted his eyebrows as though struck by an idea. ‘It isn’t much of a thank you, but I’ve a pair of tickets to the Spring Ball at Port Manor this weekend. Can you make it?’ Just the right amount of casual spontaneity.
And it nearly worked. A rush of something lit her eyes and her smile was shyly pleased. ‘Angel told me about the ball ... It would be lovely.’
But Jos was frowning. ‘Um, Ratty,’ he dropped in anxiously, ‘you’ve already invited Catriona.’
Ratty stared at Jos, swinging his new picture gently. ‘Christ, how stupid of me. I’ll ring Catriona ...’
‘Oh no!’ Tess thrust the idea away. ‘Really. It doesn’t matter!’ A glance at her watch, a quick farewell, and she was gone.
Ratty studied the caricature, Pete studied Ratty. The garage was silent and familiar. Ramp, fitted cabinets, lifted bonnets. A wheel against the wall where Pete struggled with a seized brake drum. The acrid smell of old oil.
Jos was gazing after Tess, trouble clouding his brow. Suddenly, it cleared. ‘I can take Tess, can’t I, Ratty?’ His pleasure at conjuring up a solution was written all over his face.
Ratty sighed. ‘I suppose you can, Jos, yes.’
And off Jos ran, ‘Tess, Tess!’ Out of sight towards Little Lane.
Pete had to clutch the front of an MG, he laughed so hard. ‘That didn’t quite go to plan, did it?’
Ratty had never been so disgusted with himself. ‘I was amateurish.’
‘Your face! Good old Jos. What next?’
He closed the folder over Nigel and tucked it high up on a shelf. ‘Don’t know. Yet.’ Turned back to a Mark II Jag. Thought about the Jag’s timing, tried to keep his mind on the fact that if it rattled at the top of the engine when revved to 1500rpm, the chain could be adjusted there. If it was the bottom chain, it meant the engine had to come out and he’d need to ring the customer for clearance before he went on.
He took the tagged ignition key down from the row of hooks. How could he have let it go wrong? Why hadn’t he lied that he and Catriona were over? He could easily have made it true. He turned the Jag’s engine over and listened carefully to the rattle.
Tess. There was something graceful about her. As if she ought to walk with out-turned toes, like a dancer. Instead she strode along as if impatient to move through the countryside and see all the pretty colours, hair streaming.
Angel said Tess’s hair was strawberry blonde.
Tess’s hair was strawberry blonde. Her eyes were greener or bluer according to what she wore, but tonight as turquoise as her silk dress, a skimming fabric sheath which bared a shoulder, hem flaring just above her ankles.
Angel had feathered the bottom few inches of her hair, whirled it into a pleat with a thick strand at the front snaking long over her bare left shoulder. Terrific.
‘You shall go to the ball, Tesserella! Even if it’s only with Jos.’
It had been quite funny, retreating from the embarrassment of Ratty being so overwhelmed with options that he’d almost invited two partners and Jos so thrilled he could relieve matters.
It would have taken a harder heart than Tess’s to wipe the smile off that bearded face with a refusal. Jos was so sweet. But what on earth did a biker-mechanic wear to a ball?
Black suit, apparently, black embroidered black shirt, black shoelace tie, black tooled cowboy boots, hair smoothed into a shining pigtail and beard newly trimmed close, revealing that he did actually have a jawline. ‘Jos!’ She stared at a Jos bashful under scrutiny on her doorstep. ‘You look ... amazing!’
The ballroom was spectacular with ruby damask curtains and snowy table linen beneath golden chandeliers. Vivid gowns, floating, swirling, set off by the marvellous, uncompromising sobriety of dinner jackets. Ages since Tess had dressed up for a good bash.
And it would have all been so lovely, so bright and friendly, if not for Catriona.
Pete and Angel, Tess and Jos were already at the table when an unusually quiet Ratty escorted in slinking, blonde-streaked Catriona, gorgeous in gunmetal satin. Expression blank, she was introduced to Tess.
‘Pimm’s, I think,’ she husked in Ratty’s direction, folding elegantly into the red plush chair. Her hair hung in a shining fall and she shook it constantly down her back.
‘I hate sitting with my back to the room.’ Catriona gazed at each of those who weren’t.
Pete immediately took Angel, startling in fire engine red, to dance, probably knowing generous Angel would offer to switch. Catriona moved casually to Angel’s seat, swapping drinks and evening purses.
‘Comfortable now?’ Jos looked stupefied by this little selfishness.
‘Fine.’ Catriona gazed past him.
Jos and Tess joined the dancing, abandoning Ratty to deal with the unlovely Catriona. Ratty looked grim and glared after them.
Apart from that, the evening was superb. Dancing with Jos – who, surprisingly, could – with Pete, all kinds of nameless men from other parties, even once with Ratty, although Catriona soon stopped that, declaring the dance a ladies’ excuse me. Dinner was excellent, the speeches funny, although Tess got only half the local references.
Champagne stood on the table in a glass bucket and, returning to the dance floor under the chandeliers dimmed now in favour of a blaze of candles, Tess floated on bubbles. The band, the laughter, the pretty lights. Wonderful.
Pete collared Ratty at the bar. ‘You’re a bastard.’
‘Well, you knew that.’ Ratty finished emptying vodka into Catriona’s Pimm’s. ‘I’m just helping her sleep.’
‘Have you nobbled Jos, too? He’s almost off his face!’
‘Total coincidence.’ Ratty looked Pete in the eye.
By midnight, he was pouring Catriona and Jos, helpless and liquid from spiked drinks, into a taxi, the driver demanding a fifty-pound bonus to deliver them home. He paid and brushed off his hands, grinning for the first time all night at an amused-disgusted Pete. ‘Now I feel like dancing.’
The great thing, Tess was assured, was to make it through until five in the morning when the Survivors’ Bus would take home everyone still standing.
She couldn’t remember having such a great time since she was a student. So many warm hands leading her onto the dance floor, black dinner-jacketed arms escorting her back. The chatter, the music, the DJ.
Simeon Carlysle kept staring. She blanked him.
He smiled and raised his glass to her. She blanked him again.
He made his way over. When he asked her to dance she snapped, ‘No thanks!’
‘Oh, come on!’ he cajoled. His eyes weren’t on her face.
Ratty’s voice from behind Tess was calm. ‘You’ve forgotten your manners, Simeon.’
Simeon reddened. Shuffled closer to Tess and lowered his voice. ‘Look, if I was a bit out of order that time, y’know, at the bonfire, I apologise. Blame it on the beer, shall we?’
And he laid his hand, heavy and strong and well remembered, on her bare arm.
Tess leapt to her feet. ‘Don’t touch me!’ People looked around and she didn’t care. ‘Go away, stay away, don’t touch me, and be grateful I haven’t reported you to the police!’
His flurried retreat had been fun.
The ball was all whirling, happy, mindless, laughing fun. For ages she’d been so concerned with getting over everything, she’d hardly thought about fun. But this was Tess Riddell, dancing, dancing, having fun.
Dawn edged the damask curtains, dinner jackets on chair backs and shoes with impossible heels discarded under tables among fallen napkins. And finally, the music slowed.
Hair long since tumbled down, cheek pressed against the latest in a succession of white shirts, enjoying the feel of warm flesh through fabric, dreamily she watched Pete and Angel smooching, Pete’s face against Angel’s hair, hands cupping her buttocks through the scarlet dress. Angel opened her eyes to look directly at Tess, grinned, raised her brow in a little gesture of surprise.
Tess couldn’t be bothered to wonder what Angel was trying to convey. She let her own eyes close, swayed within encircling arms. Nice. Light-headed. Tired. Tipsy. Nice.
‘Izzat you, Ratty? How come you’re not drunk?’ Was it really Ratty supervising his party’s retrieval of their possessions after the smoked salmon and scrambled egg breakfast with Buck’s Fizz, leading them through a sunny, misty morning onto the Survivors’ Bus? Identifying their stop, waving goodbye to Pete and Angel as they wove homeward across the Cross, steering Tess down Main Road and into Little Lane, arms linked. Was Ratty being so responsible? Amazing.
His voice seemed surprisingly loud. ‘Key?’
She proffered her open evening purse, swaying, eyelids drooping. She accepted his supporting arm around her.
Through the green door, trying to walk with her head resting on his shoulder, eyes shut, hair streaming across his dinner jacket.
‘Upstairs?’
She nodded, yes.
Breathing the warm, boozy, perfumed scent of her closeness, he took her long, turned-up fingers decorated by chased-gold rings, towing her up the turn of the stairs. Across the landing to the bedroom.
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