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For my mum




Chapter 1

‘I can’t decide, cider or a glass of Chablis.’ Jessie Roscoe leaned her elbows on the bar and chewed one arm of her paint-splattered sunglasses while she gave the matter some thought.

‘I don’t know if I should serve you. Are you sure you’re old enough to drink?’ said Oliver.

‘Oh,’ Lili sighed, ‘I wish someone would say that to me.’

Jessie searched energetically in the pockets of her jeans, at last unearthing a fiver. She waved it lovingly under Oliver’s nose.

‘Cider for your dear old mother. Better make it a shandy, don’t want to fall off my ladder. Lili, how about you?’

‘Coke. Don’t want to fall into a drunken stupor.’ Lili looked regretful. A proper drink would be lovely, but that was the drawback with small children: when they were around you had to be so alert.

The lounge bar of the Seven Bells was cool, dark and faintly musty, the ingrained aromas of beer and cigarette smoke mingling with beeswax polish and the smell of sizzling onions and garlic wafting through from the kitchen. When Oliver had finished serving them, they made their way through the empty pub and out into the enclosed back garden.

It was five past twelve and the sun was blazing down. Lili parked the cumbersome double buggy in the shade of a lilac tree while Jessie batted curious wasps away from their drinks and tore open a packet of Twiglets.

‘Look at them. Like a couple of pensioners on the beach at Bournemouth.’ Jessie nodded at the children, both fast  asleep in the buggy, facing away from each other with mouths open, chins lolling on chests and knees apart. Two-year-old William, Lili’s youngest, clutched a naked Action Man. One-year-old Freya, whom Lili looked after for another couple in the village, was managing to snore gently and simultaneously suck her thumb.

Lili prayed they’d stay asleep. If they woke up, William would bellow to be pushed on the swing and Freya would scream even louder because she wanted to go on it too. They would then yell for crisps, drinks and more drinks, and since they were both at that stage where they were driven to investigate everything - bits of broken glass, other people’s drinks, the contents of ashtrays - Lili knew she may as well give in at once and take them home.

Twenty minutes, that’s all I ask, she thought without much hope of getting it. Twenty minutes of blessed peace and adult conversation.

‘God, that’s better,’ Jessie gasped, having gulped down half her ice-cold shandy in one go. Swivelling round on the bench she patted both back pockets, located a tube of Ambre Solaire and passed it over her shoulder to Lili. ‘Could you put some on my back?’ Her scoop-necked vest was low-cut, front and rear, and although her skin tanned easily there was a definite pink tinge to it. She squirmed as Lili dribbled cream on to a burnt bit, and said, ‘Heard from Michael?’

‘He phoned last night.’ Lili heard the lack of enthusiasm in her own voice and was secretly appalled by it. Her husband had been away for six months, for heaven’s sake, working half-way across the world in Dubai, and she couldn’t even summon up the energy to miss him. Honestly, what kind of a wife was she? ‘He’s flying back next Friday - for eight weeks. I’ll have to get some marmalade in.’

‘And plenty of tranquillisers,’ Jessie glanced over one shoulder at her, ‘in case you explode with over-excitement.’

Lili pulled a face and screwed the top back on the sun cream. It wasn’t just her. Absence didn’t appear to make Michael’s heart grow fonder either.

‘Do you know, when he first took the job out there I  thought it would be so romantic.’ She scooped a dog-paddling greenfly out of her glass and deposited it carefully on the rose bush behind her. ‘I imagined astronomical phone bills, not being able to sleep at night because I missed him so much, driving up to Heathrow at four in the morning to meet him off the plane, the two of us running towards each other in slow motion, him lifting me into the air and twirling me round’ - in Lili’s fantasy she was a sylphlike seven stone - ‘and after that,’ she concluded with a shrug, ‘well, overwhelming lust and passion, I suppose. And wall-to-wall, non-stop shagging.’

‘Do it next Friday.’ As she spoke, Jessie pulled the purple scarf out of her falling-down hair, flipped her head over, gathered together the mass of dark ringlets and retied the scarf in a lopsided bow. ‘Drive up to Heathrow at four in the morning and throw yourself into his arms. See what happens.’

‘One, I’d look a berk because his plane doesn’t get in ’til eleven. Two, he’d say, “What the bloody hell are you doing here and if that’s lipstick you’re wearing don’t get it on my shirt.” And three,’ Lili finished counting off on her fingers, ‘I’d squash him.’

Jessie ignored this last remark. To listen to Lili you’d think she was the size of a tank, which she wasn’t. Lili was simply well rounded, with big hazel eyes, shiny light-brown hair, terrific dimples and a little mouth like a rosebud. If it weren’t for the old jeans and the stripy cotton shirt she could have been a character out of a painting by Renoir. She certainly didn’t weigh enough to squash her husband.

Which was a shame, Jessie felt. Because if anyone needed a good squashing, it was Michael Ferguson.

As they sat there idly mulling over Lili’s husband’s deficiencies, they heard the low rumbling sound of a lorry accelerating away up Water’s Lane, interrupting the peaceful silence of Upper Sisley on a hot Wednesday afternoon.

‘Removals van,’ Lili said brightly, remembering that this was the bit of news she’d meant to tell Jessie. ‘Two of them turned up at Sisley House this morning, huge great things. Someone’s going to be living there at last.’

She sounded so much more animated now. Jessie saw the spark of interest in her eyes. The prospect of new people moving into Sisley House was clearly a far more enticing prospect than that of Michael’s return.

‘Removals lorry,’ Oliver announced, ducking his head to avoid the honeysuckle framing the doorway as he came out to join them in the garden. ‘Signs of life up at the house.’

‘Old news,’ Jessie said airily. ‘We already know that.’

Oliver looked disappointed. ‘Okay, but you don’t know who’s bought the place.’ Leaning across the table, he helped himself to the Twiglets. An irritating air of mystery had been engendered by Harry Norton, the local estate agent handling the sale of the property, who had remained uncharacteristically tight-lipped about the identity of the new owner. Even Jessie, whom Harry fancied like mad, had been unable to weasel it out of him.

‘Soon find out,’ she said, slapping Oliver’s hand away as it slid back for more Twiglets. ‘Don’t you have any work to do?’

‘You’re the only customers.’ Oliver grinned at his mother in her paint-splashed sunglasses and pinched another Twig-let anyway. ‘I’m clearing the table for you.’

‘If Harry’s being this secretive it must be someone famous,’ said Lili.

‘We told old Cecil it was Madonna,’ Oliver’s grin broadened, ‘and he went out and bought one of her CDs.’

‘I heard about that.’ Jessie gave him a look. ‘Poor Cecil. He tried to play it on his wind-up gramophone.’

‘Might be royalty,’ said Lili, her hazel eyes widening.

‘Might be a drugs baron,’ said Oliver, ‘or an arms dealer. Or a recluse.’

Freya stirred and whimpered in her sleep as Jessie’s mobile phone rang.

‘J.R. Decorating Services, can I help you?’

‘I hope so.’ It was a male voice. ‘I need some work done and I’ve been given your number. I understand you’re a small firm based in Upper Sisley?’

‘That’s right.’ Jessie pulled an apologetic face at Lili, who was on her knees frantically attempting to lull Freya back to  sleep. Disturbed by the girl’s fretful cries, William’s eyes snapped open and he too began to wail.

‘Oh dear, sounds like trouble.’ The voice at the other end of the phone seemed amused. ‘Look, I’ll just give you my number. Maybe you could ask your husband to call me back.’

Jessie watched as Oliver gamely tried to help. He flinched as Freya jabbed a finger in his eye.

‘I haven’t got a husband.’

‘Well, sorry - whoever does the work. If he rings me, we can arrange a time for him to come and look at the job.’

‘Actually,’ Jessie raised her voice to make herself heard over the bawling, ‘it’s not a him. It’s me.’

‘Good grief. What about the children?’

He sounded appalled.

‘Aaaargh,’ yelled Oliver, clutching the front of his jeans as William made a furious bid for freedom. ‘He kicked me.’

Jessie grinned and forced herself to concentrate. The line wasn’t great. ‘Don’t worry, hardly any of them are mine.’ She stood up and moved away from the noise, angling the phone this way and that in an effort to improve the reception. ‘Now, whereabouts are you, and when would you like me to come round?’

She still couldn’t hear properly. Where was this guy phoning from, Bucharest? She hopped on to one of the rustic benches, then up again on to the table. Now she had a clear view over the high wall bordering the pub’s garden, right across the village green. Another removals van was just arriving, inching around the corner and slowing as it approached the entrance gates to Sisley House.

‘Sisley House,’ said the voice on the phone, ‘and you can call round as soon as you like. We’re pretty chaotic here, but the work needs to be done.’

The reception had abruptly improved, the crackling had cleared. Jessie felt her stomach do a slow, swooping somersault. She gazed stupidly at the gabled roof of Sisley House, and at the few upstairs windows not obscured by trees. If she was speaking to who she thought she was speaking to...

Oh God, thought Jessie, how could I not have recognised that voice before?

Behind her the screaming had stopped. Oliver was wearing Freya’s pink and white sunhat and pulling fearsome faces, reducing William to fits of giggles. Lili, still on her knees, was placating Freya with a bottle of blackcurrant juice.

‘You do know where we are?’ prompted the voice at the other end of the phone.

I’m in shock, that’s what it is, thought Jessie. She pulled herself together. She was standing, suddenly, at the edge of an ice-cold river, and she could either ease herself into the water inch by inch, or close her eyes, take a deep breath, and dive.

‘Yes.’ She took the necessary deep breath. ‘I know where you are. In fact I’m in the pub just across the road from you. Why don’t I come over now?’

‘Mum’s gone a funny colour,’ said Oliver, looking up. ‘Is she going to faint? Mum, are you all right?’

‘Sorry, could I have your name?’ said Jessie, just to be sure. No point making a twit of herself if it wasn’t him after all.

‘Gillespie. Toby Gillespie.’

‘Come on Mum, get down from there.’ Oliver grasped her hand and helped her off the table. The line promptly went fuzzy again.

Jessie said, ‘Okay, I’ll be with you in a minute,’ and switched off the phone.

Oliver gave her an odd look. ‘Who was that?’

‘The new owner of Sisley House.’

‘Seriously? Who is it?’

‘Toby Gillespie.’

‘No!’ squeaked Lili, lighting up like a Christmas tree. ‘You mean Toby Gillespie the actor?’

If you were about to plunge head-first into an ice-cold river, thought Jessie, it was only sensible to take precautions.

She looked at Lili, who never went anywhere without the contents of Boots the Chemist in her massive shoulder-bag.

‘That’s the one. Um... got any waterproof mascara?’




Chapter 2

The lorry she had just seen arriving was now parked at the top of the drive. As Jessie approached, two removals men, perspiring freely, carried a dark blue velvet Chesterfield down the ramp, across the gravel and into the house.

The heavy oak-panelled front door was wide open, but by the time Jessie reached it the men had disappeared. Trying the doorbell, she discovered it had been disconnected. She hovered uncertainly in the doorway, feeling a bit of a lemon. It almost came as a relief to hear a tinny crash behind the door ahead of her and to the left, and a bored-sounding male voice drawl, ‘Oh shit.’

Time to take that plunge.

Pushing the door open, Jessie found herself in the kitchen. Crates were piled everywhere, and a teenage boy with shoulder-length dark hair was standing by the sink staring down helplessly at an empty green tin and an explosion of sugar on the floor. A pretty blonde girl wearing a white T-shirt and plenty of lilac eyeshadow to match her shorts was sitting cross-legged on one of the unpacked crates reading a magazine.

The boy looked at Jessie, his expression defensive.

‘I didn’t do it on purpose. It just slipped out of my hand.’

The blonde girl, without bothering to glance up, said, ‘I bet you say that to all the girls.’

The boy went red.

‘Mum said I had to make the removal men a cup of tea. It’s not fair. What am I going to do now?’

As he spoke, the kettle at his elbow came to the boil. Steam billowed out over his arm and he let out a yell,  leaping away from the sink and crunching sugar underfoot.

‘Scoop it back into the tin,’ suggested the girl. She looked up at Jessie, eyebrows raised. ‘They won’t notice, will they?’

Jessie hesitated. The boy’s trainers didn’t look that hygienic. Not very hopefully she said, ‘Do you have a dustpan and brush?’

‘Somewhere. In one of the crates, probably.’

The boy finished pouring boiling water into five unmatched cups and a blue and gold gravy boat. He threw teabags into each of them, wiped a spoon on the leg of his jeans, then knelt down and began painstakingly piling sugar from the floor into the spoon.

‘Hang on.’ Jessie held up her hands like a traffic cop. ‘Leave it. I’ll be back in a second, okay?’

‘Who are you, anyway?’ The blonde girl seemed curious rather than concerned.

‘Painter and decorator. I’m here to see your father.’

‘Oh, right. He’s around here somewhere.’ The girl pushed her fingers through her silky, white-blonde hair and smiled at Jessie. Then she resumed reading her magazine.

 

Next door, at Keeper’s Cottage, Drew answered the door dressed in a pair of crumpled black and white striped boxer shorts.

‘Can I borrow a dustpan and brush?’ said Jessie.

‘God, I love it when you talk dirty.’

‘And some sugar?’

She followed him through to the kitchen, six times smaller and every bit as chaotic as the Gillespies’. Drew and Jamie, who were both vets, shared the rented cottage with Doug Flynn, an SHO in casualty at Harleston General. When they weren’t working they played rugby and cricket, and when they weren’t playing rugby and cricket they downed astonishing quantities of lager and watched rugby and cricket on TV.

All three were fast approaching thirty but none showed any sign of settling down yet. As far as Jessie could make out, Drew and Jamie spent a lot of time talking laddishly about girls while Doug just slept with an endless stream of  them. She got on well with all three of them, but was especially fond of Drew, with his merry eyes and boyish, self-deprecating smile.

Since domesticity wasn’t high on their agenda, she was impressed when he found the dustpan and brush almost straight away. She watched him yawn as he poured sugar into a mug.

‘Sorry, I woke you up. You look shattered.’

He turned and grinned at Jessie. ‘Not your fault. I was up all night with a cow.’

‘Good result?’

‘Twins.’ He yawned again, checked his watch, and glanced out of the kitchen window at the hopelessly overgrown lawn. ‘I’d better get a move on, surgery starts at two. Weird,’ he went on, shaking his head, ‘I dreamt the back garden was full of army tanks.’

‘You must have heard the removals vans reversing up next door’s drive.’

‘Someone’s moving in?’ Drew opened the fridge, sniffed a carton of orange juice and gulped down the contents. ‘Do we know who it is yet?’

‘Some actor chap.’ Jessie felt her stomach do that thing again, that nervous loop-the-loop. ‘Toby Gillespie and his family.’

Drew’s blond eyebrows went up. ‘Toby Gillespie? The one with the wife?’

‘Lots of people have wives, Drew.’ It was hard work, Jessie discovered, sounding normal.

But Drew was really grinning now, his wide mouth stretching practically from ear to ear. ‘Ah, but he has The Wife. Deborah - that’s her name, isn’t it? Now she’s what I call a serious bit of totty.’

‘She’s older than I am,’ Jessie protested. ‘She must be forty, for heaven’s sake. How can you call a forty-year-old a bit of totty?’

Drew’s shrug was good-natured. ‘Whatever. I’ll call her anything else she likes. Well well, Deborah Gillespie, our new neighbour.’ He winked lasciviously at Jessie. ‘Could be fun.’

 

By the time she got back it was too late. The removals men, now somewhat unattractively stripped to the waist, had made themselves comfortable on two black suede sofas on the driveway and were stretched out in the sun, smoking and drinking their tea.

‘Need any more sugar?’ Jessie offered them Drew’s chipped mug, but they shook their heads.

‘No thanks, love, got plenty,’ one of them said happily. ‘The lad gave us some. We’re fine.’

There was no sign of the lad in the kitchen, just a pile of sopping teabags on the worktop next to the kettle and more footprints in the sugar scattered across the floor.

‘Hi,’ said the blonde girl, evidently unfazed by Jessie’s reappearance. ‘If the men keel over and die, we can blame Dizzy. He’s just found something putrid stuck to the bottom of his shoe. Looks like a dead mouse.’ She shook her head. ‘Honestly, he’s such a pillock.’

‘Um... have you seen your father yet? The thing is, he’s expecting me.’

‘Don’t panic, he’ll come and find you when he’s ready. Why don’t you just relax?’ Toby’s daughter suggested. ‘Feel free to make yourself a cup of tea,’ she added generously, reaching down from her packing case and offering Jessie the Royal Doulton gravy boat. ‘Here, you can use my mug.’

 

Jessie was on her hands and knees sweeping up sugar under the kitchen table when the door burst open behind her.

‘Sav, put that bloody magazine down for a minute. Why didn’t you come and tell me the decorator was here? According to Dizzy she turned up ages ago and bloody went away again.’

It was Toby’s voice, and he sounded exasperated. Motionless under the table, Jessie swivelled her gaze to the left and saw his feet. Before she could move, the faded navy deck shoes were joined by a pair of flat bronze and white sandals, encasing possibly the most shapely, tanned, glamorous  feet she had ever clapped eyes on.

‘Darling, you’ll have to tell those removal men to put  some clothes back on. They’re sweating like pigs all over the black sofas.’

‘She came back.’ Savannah Gillespie sounded bewildered. ‘I don’t know where she’s gone now. She was here just a minute ago.’

‘I still am,’ said Jessie, hugely tempting though it was to stay under the table. Coming face to face again with Toby for the first time in over twenty years wasn’t turning out quite as she had expected.

Like my life, Jessie thought as she backed gingerly out of her hiding place. Rule number one: Nothing ever goes according to plan.

Deborah Gillespie, the rest of her every bit as elegant as her feet, burst out laughing.

‘Good heavens! What were you doing down there - hiding from us?’

Jessie couldn’t look at Toby; all she was dimly able to register was a faded denim shirt and battered jeans. She held up the half-full dustpan. ‘Some sugar got spilled. I was just sweeping it up.’

Deborah looked mystified. ‘I don’t understand. How did you manage to spill sugar in the first place? Don’t tell me my useless children stood by and let you make the tea for the removal men.’

‘No, you see, I—’

‘Jess? Jess, is that you?’

Toby was staring at her.

Jessie returned his astonished gaze. Smiling slightly, she nodded.

‘Yes, it’s me. Hello, Toby.’

‘Jess! This is ... amazing.’

He took a step forwards, hesitated for a second, then moved around the table and reached for her, clutching her forearms. Jessie wished she didn’t have a loaded dustpan in one hand and a brush in the other.

She glimpsed the astonished expression in Deborah Gillespie’s dark brown eyes as Toby kissed her warmly on both cheeks. Even Savannah had by this time put down her magazine in order to watch.

‘I take it you two know each other,’ Deborah said at last.

‘From way back. Years and years ago. My God, I can’t believe it.’ Still marvelling, Toby squeezed her wrists. Delight mingled with a flicker of guilt as he studied Jessie’s flushed face. ‘We were... well...’

‘Pretty close?’ Deborah guessed.

Jessie nodded. As she moved to balance herself, more sugar crunched underfoot. She’d made a lousy job of sweeping up.

‘You look just the same,’ said Toby. ‘You look great.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m still in shock.’

‘Weird,’ Savannah intoned. ‘Dad, lost for words.’

Toby turned to Deborah. ‘Do you remember when the estate agent first showed us details of this house? You asked him where Upper Sisley was and I said I knew it, I came here once, years ago.’ He waited until Deborah had nodded, then went on, ‘Well, this is who I came here with. Jess and I were on a cycling holiday—’

‘A cycling holiday!’ Savannah rolled her eyes; this was clearly hysterical. ‘Dad, that is so sad.’

‘I was a drama student. We didn’t have any money. We’d borrowed a tent,’ Toby remembered, ‘and even that was full of holes.’

‘Not to mention insects,’ said Jessie. Heavens, what was Deborah making of all this?

Clapping her hands over her mouth, Savannah gurgled, ‘I don’t believe it, a tent...’

‘You can mock,’ Toby grinned at his daughter, ‘but we had a brilliant time. When we came to Upper Sisley there was a cricket match being played on the village green. It was a blisteringly hot summer afternoon. We lay on the grass and watched the cricket. And when the players had finished their tea, we were invited to help ourselves to all the leftover cakes and sandwiches.’

Savannah began playing an imaginary violin. ‘So the good people of the village saved you from starving to death in your manky, wasp-infested tent. This is better than Oliver Twist.’

‘I think it’s romantic,’ Deborah protested.

‘Actually, it wasn’t,’ said Jessie. ‘The tuna sandwiches had been left in the sun too long. We spent the night rushing in and out of the tent bringing our boots up.’

‘But it didn’t put us off Upper Sisley,’ Toby went on. ‘I remember saying to Jess at the time how great it would be to live somewhere like this.’ He stopped abruptly and looked at her, and Jessie saw it again in his dark blue eyes: that brief, unspoken flicker of guilt.

‘And now you are,’ she said. ‘Living here, I mean.’

He nodded, clearly desperate to say more but handicapped by the presence of his family. ‘And you moved here too.’

‘I’m starving,’ Savannah announced, uncrossing her brown legs and waggling her toes.

‘Run over to the cricket club,’ said Toby, ‘see if they’ve got any leftover sandwiches.’

‘Ha ha. Mum, what can I eat?’

‘Don’t ask me.’ Deborah looked alarmed. ‘I haven’t a clue where anything is.’

Savannah clutched her flat stomach and pulled a piteous face. ‘This is serious, I’m really really hungry.’

‘There’s the village shop,’ said Jessie.

‘The pub!’ Toby exclaimed. ‘When I spoke to you on the phone you told me you were in the pub. Does it do food?’

Jessie was gripped with panic.




Chapter 3

‘Um ... um ... the village shop does great food. All kinds of stuff. Frozen, too.’ Wildly Jessie said, ‘How about pizzas?’

Deborah was looking unenthusiastic. ‘A pub lunch sounds far nicer. Anyway, we could all do with a break. Pub, Savvy?’

‘Great! Won’t be a sec,’ Savannah slid off her crate and out of the kitchen, ‘just need to brush my hair.’

‘That means back in twenty minutes,’ said Toby with an air of long-suffering, ‘while she trowels on a faceful of make-up.’

‘Men, they just don’t understand. Come on,’ Deborah grinned at Jessie, ‘while we’re waiting, you can see what needs to be done.’

The rooms they wanted her to decorate were upstairs. Two sunny south-facing bedrooms and a bathroom. Taking measurements and sketching a brief plan of each room in her notebook, Jessie said, ‘I’m busy for the next fortnight, but I could make a start the week after that.’

‘That’s fine,’ said Deborah. ‘Isn’t it, darling?’

Toby had been miles away, gazing out of the uncurtained bedroom window. He turned to look at them both.

‘Sorry?’

‘Jess can start on this in a fortnight’s time.’

‘Oh.’ He nodded. ‘Great.’

Jessie wondered what he had been so lost in thought about. She felt that strange, swallow-diving sensation again in the pit of her stomach. She wondered if, when she told him what she clearly must tell him, Toby would still think that having her working here in this house was oh, great.

 

Jessie did her best to get out of going back to the Seven Bells with them, but Toby wasn’t having any of it.

‘Don’t be silly. Of course you’re coming for a drink,’ he said as he dragged her along the hall. ‘Isn’t she, Sav?’

Savannah’s baby-pink lipstick glistened in the sunlight.

‘Definitely. You can tell us all about Dad and the things he got up to eighty years ago, when he was young.’

Leaving the removals men to it, they made their way across the village green towards the Seven Bells. Dizzy slouched along, kicking the heads off dandelions as he went. Deborah, effortlessly elegant in a black off-the-shoulder jersey top and white Capri pants, walked arm-in-arm with Savannah. Jessie, walking behind them with Toby alongside, realised he was holding back, attempting to slow her down.

At last he murmured, ‘Jess, I tried to contact you.’

They were a hundred yards from the pub and less than three yards from his wife and children. Hardly ideal.

‘I know. I moved away.’

‘Your parents wouldn’t tell me where you were. I was frantic—’

‘Not now,’ said Jessie.

‘No, I know. But we do have to talk.’

‘Plenty of time.’

Toby glanced over his shoulder at Sisley House. ‘We drove down from London the day after the estate agent gave us the details. As soon as I saw this place I knew we had to live here.’ He shook his head. ‘Is that fate?’

‘No, it’s a coincidence.’

‘How long ago did you move here?’

‘Fifteen years.’

‘And did you ever—’

‘We’re here,’ Jessie interrupted before they cannoned into Deborah and Savannah in the doorway.

‘Come on, Dad, get your wallet out.’ Savannah pushed open the door. ‘Your shout.’

Lorna Blake, the landlady, was serving behind the bar with Oliver. Lorna had run the pub for the last five years. A  forty-something divorcee with a tough, no-nonsense manner, a gin-soaked voice, an endless capacity for cigarettes and a piercing bright-blue gaze, she always reminded Jessie of a female Al Capone. Moll Harper, the other full-time barmaid, was carrying trays of food through from the kitchen, holding them high as she sashayed between the crowded tables. The Seven Bells, with its picturesque setting and glowing reviews in all the pub guides, attracted tourists as well as locals. The pub was far busier now than it had been at midday.

There was a brief, stunned silence as heads turned and brains registered who had just joined them. It was, thought Jessie, like walking into the OK Corrall.

But the Gillespies, presumably, were used to this. If they noticed, they didn’t show it. Jessie introduced them to Lorna Blake, who could be guaranteed not to gush and make an idiot of herself. Blunt, down-to-earth, chain-smoking Lorna never got excited about anything.

‘Pleased to meet you.’ As she shook Toby’s hand, she mustered a faint smile. ‘Welcome to the village.’

‘And this is Oliver,’ Jessie went on hurriedly, ‘and that’s Moll over there... Now, everyone’s starving, so let’s get some food ordered, then why don’t we sit outside?’

Oliver was giving her an odd look. Deeply aware of this, Jessie ignored him and grabbed a handful of menus.

Oliver leaned across the bar to attract her attention. ‘Lili had to take the kids home, by the way.’ Meaningfully, he added, ‘She said she’d see you later.’

‘Okay. The fish pie’s good,’ Jessie announced, feeling slightly frantic. ‘Or the fettucine Alfredo, that’s my favourite...’

‘Can you believe it?’ Deborah was speaking to Lorna, but her husky, actressy voice could be heard by everyone in the bar. ‘We move to a new house in the back of beyond and the first person we bump into,’ she turned and lightly touched Jessie’s arm, ‘turns out to be one of my husband’s old flames.’

Another silence, of positively Hitchcockian duration.

‘If you don’t feel like pasta,’ Jessie blurted out, ‘there’s always steak and chips.’

Oliver had been pouring a pint of draught Stella. The lager, unchecked, foamed over the rim of the glass. ‘You didn’t tell me you knew him,’ he said, his tone accusing.

Savannah, who had hopped up on to a bar stool, sat with her elbows on the bar and her chin resting on one hand. ‘Don’t panic, it’s ancient history.’ Amused, she tilted her head at Oliver. ‘Why so bothered, anyway? What are you, her boyfriend?’

Outraged, Oliver said, ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’m her son.’

‘Good heavens! Are you really?’ Deborah clapped her hands in delight. ‘A strapping great lad like you! What are you, six two? Six three?’

‘It’s half past one,’ said Jessie, by this time close to meltdown. ‘Oh God, I really, really have to go... I promised the Hartwells I’d have their kitchen finished by five...’

Nobody took the slightest bit of notice. Jessie watched in horror as Savannah, now perking up considerably, wriggled her bottom on the bar stool, crossed her arms beneath her pert breasts and focused all her attention on Oliver.

‘So you live in the village too? Well, that’s something. I was scared it’d be full of miserable old folk.’ She leaned closer and lowered her voice, too late to avoid offending all the miserable old folk hunched around a nearby table playing crib. ‘What’s it like, then? Dead boring around here - or are there places to go?’

Oliver began to unbend. ‘Oh, there are places to go. You just need to know the right people. A mate of mine from college has just opened a new club in Harleston—’

‘So you’re at college.’ Savannah’s lilac-shadowed eyes were bright with interest. ‘Whereabouts?’

‘Exeter. Maths.’

‘What year?’

‘I’ve just finished my finals.’

Oliver knew the grin was spreading all over his face. He couldn’t help it; every time he remembered the exams were over, it happened.

Savannah grinned back.

Deborah lit a cigarette and offered Jessie one. Jessie, who  didn’t smoke, wondered if this was the moment to take it up.

‘The Hartwells will have my guts for garters if I don’t get back to work. I’m sorry, I really must go—’

‘Maths. Crikey.’ Savannah pulled a face. ‘I couldn’t do that. Still, must come in handy when you’re working behind a bar.’ She sounded impressed. ‘You’re older than I thought, then. You must be twenty-one - three years older than me...’

‘Which makes you eighteen. See?’ Oliver said modestly. ‘I’m a genius.’

Savannah was giggling. Jessie, feeling horribly hot and sweaty, fumbled for her car keys. They promptly slid out of her hand and clattered to the flagstone floor.

Toby reached down for them at the same time as she did. Their heads met at table level. Jessie couldn’t bring herself to meet his eye.

‘I must go, I really must.’

‘Jess...’

Toby’s voice sounded strange. As well it might, Jessie had to concede. Trembling, she snatched the keys out of his hand.

But this time he forced her to look at him.

‘Oh, Jess, we definitely need to talk.’
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