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The End

OK, the happily-ever-after goes like this.

You’re on the doorstep, lit by the kindly gold of the afternoon sun. For some reason, which you’ll come up with in the fullness of time, you have reacquainted yourself with the contents of your make-up bag. Your eyebrows are plucked, your legs waxed, and you have even paid a recent visit to the hairdresser. You’re wearing some ﬂoaty white number, or maybe a cuddly sweater, depending on the weather. White, either way. We’re talking domestic goddess here, the kind of female who could advertise face cream for the mature skin. Get the picture?

Anyway, the old familiar car is trundling down the hill – look, there’s the dent in the right wing where you fell foul of a supermarket trolley. That was in your other life, to be sure, where there were such luxuries as decent-sized supermarkets. In Plan A, the car would wind down through hosts of nodding daffodils, with clouds gambolling like lambs across the pale spring sky. This was necessarily amended to B, in which it meandered between the blossomy, blowsy summer hedgerows. Soon it will be nosing past coppery tangles of brambles and berries. Whatever – whenever – that vehicle will halt with the squeal of an outraged cat, because there’s no way, in your absence, that the dodgy brake-pad will have been seen to.

He almost falls out of the driver’s door – yes, he does. Staggers towards you as though he’s disembarking from a ship come into harbour after a long and particularly stormy passage. Which, metaphorically speaking, he is. He looks – older. There’s more grey round the temples, new lines etched on that handsome brow, shadows round those famously bright blue eyes.

‘My darling,’ he gasps. ‘What can I say? I’ve made the most godawful mistake. Can you ever forgive me?’

The domestic goddess smiles her wise, womanly smile.

‘Only after I’ve strung you up on piano wire,’ she breathes – no, she doesn’t. Of course she doesn’t because, unlike this pillock, she knows what love is. And it isn’t a pulse-jittering, wit-shattering fever you catch like the measles. That, as all we grown-ups realize, is mere infatuation. Which is instant, intoxicating, infectious and that much more injurious the later in life it’s contracted. Also, by and large, involuntary. Whereas love, real love, takes sweat, sacriﬁce and a healthy dose of common sense, as she bloody well intends to tell Casanova here. But perhaps not immediately.

For now, with saintly forbearance, she just stretches out her loving, compassionate hands (NB, maybe include a manicure along with the leg wax) to embrace this errant lamb, this father of her innocent children, and her face is as tenderly forgiving as that of any Madonna.

‘Welcome back to the rut,’ she crows – sorry, croons.

Cue music, applause, curtains.

So much for the ending. What about the story so far?

Well, we can skip over twenty-one years of marriage; they’ve passed in a ﬂash, anyway. One minute you’re scribbling your ﬁnals papers with, OK, an unrevised-for bulge under your waistband, the next you’re packing that bulge and its little brother off to universities of their own, and you and their dad are rattling round the family home like two peas in an unnaturally tidy drum. But that’s ﬁne. Now’s the time to become a couple again, to relax, hang loose and enjoy the rewards of your frantic, twenty-one-year obstacle race. What’s more, you have the means to do so, because not only is the business thriving at last, but, in the ﬁrst well-timed act of her existence, your mother-in-law has popped her poisoned clogs, leaving you (or rather him) a quarter of a million smackers. Net. In the Halifax. You can almost ﬁnd it in your heart to forgive her for presenting you last Christmas with a bottle of Woolworth’s bubble bath. Again.

To be sure, her only and best-beloved son (who received, that same Christmas, a fridge-sized hamper of Dior for men, not that you’re counting) might have some barmy notions about what to do with this delicious lump of lolly, but that’s only to be expected. Forty-eight is a dangerous age for males, even when they haven’t suddenly found themselves orphaned. The half-century is looming, the hairline receding, the waist expanding, and they start asking why God put them on this earth instead of where you’ve put their clean underpants. Goes without saying, according to them, that dear old mum would want them to use her bequest to realize, at last, their long-suppressed life’s ambition. In your average husband, this might mean buying a yacht to circumnavigate the globe for a year or so – or at least the local reservoir of a Sunday afternoon in a natty peaked cap. If, however, like me, you were dumb enough to hitch your star to an Andrew Lloyd Webber manqué, then your man will see this legacy as his chance to ﬁnance for himself a staging of one of the musical masterpieces he has been dutifully shelving through all the long child-rearing, nest-feathering years. Perhaps it isn’t kind of you to remind him tartly that, far from shelving such masterpieces, he has been composing them at regular intervals ever since you’ve known him, and hawking them round the ofﬁces of anyone in the business of musical theatre. It certainly isn’t kind of you to add that the resounding lack of enthusiasm shown by these gents over the years might be justiﬁed – adding, for good measure, that if you fancied gambling a quarter of a million quid, you’d rather back racehorses than a musical. At least you’d have fun, get to wear a pretty hat, and there might be a gnat’s chance of a return. He soon sees sense.

Well, not soon exactly. But he comes round eventually.

In fact, you gotta hand it to the boy. He comes round big time.


PART ONE

‘When men make promises of eternal constancy they are always deceivers. Alas! We love without heeding reason, and cease to love in the same manner.’

Giacomo Casanova, History of My Life
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‘All right, lover,’ said Mike, jerking up the shrieking handbrake. ‘You can open your eyes now.’

I didn’t, though, not at once. Tell the truth, I hadn’t been keeping them tight shut. Nor would you, if you’d been clenched in the passenger seat of a car driven by my lunatic husband down what felt like a lumpy roller-coaster track with water splash at the bottom. No, honestly. We’d hit that water with such a smash my feet had nearly gone through the ﬂoor, stamping on imaginary brake and clutch. Bet your life my eyes ﬂipped open then. Once I’d clocked that we were ploughing across a ford rather than into a brick wall, though, and caught a sideways glimpse of a dinky rustic footbridge, I’d obediently blocked out the world again, and resumed my prayers. I wasn’t asking for my life to be spared, actually, just that this great ‘surprise’ wouldn’t be too – surprising. After last night’s disrupted slumbers, I was afraid I might not be up to manufacturing the appropriate effusions of gratitude, and I didn’t want to hurt Mike’s feelings. The poor sap had been seething with excitement ever since he’d loaded me and our overnight bags into the car yesterday afternoon, and headed for the A1.

‘Well?’ he said now.

So I squinted up one eyelid, then the other – and I rather think my heart stopped. Just for an instant. It was a blindingly silver-bright November morning. We were parked in the crook of a valley banked by rusty crags of moorland, with a stream twirling below, and a trio of handsome old trees stretching coppery branches up to a sky as blue as a swimming pool. Beside us stood a cottage. Not just any old cottage, but the deﬁnitively perfect country cottage, right down to the fat, frost-nipped roses nodding over a white-painted porch as it snoozed in a sunny fold of the hillside – the sort of haven you dream about in stinking tube trains, or horn-honking trafﬁc jams of a Monday morning. And the whole glorious higgledy-piggledy patchwork of lichened stone, blistered woodwork and curly russet tiles was tied round, like a gigantic box of chocs, with metre-wide shiny red ribbon, puffed into a bow the size of a sofa across the front door, and bearing a suitably outsize gift tag.

For my love, with all my love.

That’s what the tag said, in print as bold and black as a newspaper hoarding. Even so, I could hardly make out the words, through a fog of tears.

‘Hey-hey-hey, Jo, this isn’t like you,’ said Mike, as I ﬂung my arms round his neck.

‘Not like – not like you, either,’ I wailed, and I was still snivelling into a ﬁstful of tissues as I stumbled after him up the mossy path.

‘Strewth,’ he muttered as he shunted the hardboard gift tag to one side and prodded the girdling of ribbon. ‘The boys certainly went to town on the gift-wrap. I warned ’em to make it weatherproof, but . . .’ Heaving up the bow, he grinned over his shoulder. ‘I slipped the stand-ﬁtters a few quid to drop by on the way back from a fancy goods fair at Newcastle.’ As I joined him at the door, I saw this was no ﬂimsy satin ribbon. More like the heavy-duty vinyl you might use to upholster the benches in a burger joint. Mike gave the bow an experimental tug. A bird rocketed out of the roses with a squawk, but the sash didn’t budge. ‘Shit,’ he muttered, grabbing it with both hands now, bracing himself, and heaving for all he was worth. To no visible effect. I felt a wicked tremor of laughter, and had to blow my nose loudly. Eventually, after a couple more grunting assaults, looking this way and that as if expecting a handy machete to materialize in the undergrowth, my hero turned back to me. ‘You, um, haven’t by any chance got a penknife or something, have you, honey?’ Just so might Romeo have looked if he’d had to apply to Juliet for a rope-ladder. ‘Only this stuff’s as tough as chainmail, and the dickheads seem to have stapled it right across the door . . .’

‘Men, eh?’ said the woman, smiling.

‘He was so crestfallen, poor baby,’ I sighed, shivering and clapping my arms to my sides. ‘He’d have taken a tyre jack to it, only I said I’d sooner he didn’t demolish the place before I’d set foot inside. Still, I could forgive him anything just now.’

‘You’re sure there’s nothing I can do? There may be tools in my car.’

‘Don’t worry. He’s only whipped over the hill to the pub where we stayed last night, to borrow some kit. He should be back before I lose any toes to frostbite. That’s assuming the bar hasn’t opened yet, of course.’

She laughed. ‘Oh, but of course.’

I’d opted to wait here because, like a kid on Christmas morning, I couldn’t be separated from my present. ‘Beck Holme’, I’d learned my new domain was called, from a splintered sign beside the gate. Having wandered round to the back, I’d looked up from my rapt inspection of a water-trough – a weather-battered, moss-dripping, granite monster any Home Counties gardener would kill for – and found I wasn’t alone. A spaniel, pretty as the ornament off a ﬁreplace, was gazing at me and, behind it, stood an equally pretty woman, a doll-like creature nearly lost under a big dark-green coat and ﬂuffy fur hat.

‘Gosh, I am sorry,’ she’d cried, thrusting out a tiny gloved hand to steady me, because I’d nearly toppled into the trough. ‘Did we startle you?’

There was a charmingly musical timbre to her voice, and not a trace of Yorkshire. This was a voice you could imagine reading poetry. She looked poetic, too. The ﬂowing skirts of her coat were nipped into a tiny waist, and the tawny halo of fox fur framing a pale, heart-shaped face put me in mind of the heroines of doomy Russian novels – Lara, Anna Karenina, that sort of female – although there was a merry and not at all doomed twinkle in her eye as she watched me wrap my skimpy mac more closely round my ribs against a wind blasting direct from the North Pole. They don’t manufacture winds like this on Wimbledon Common.

‘You are the new owner of Beck Holme, aren’t you?’ she’d begun, with a shy smile. ‘Only, when I couldn’t see a car, I began to wonder whether you were perhaps just a passing hiker, taking a look round.’

‘In these heels?’ And my explanation for Mike’s absence had inevitably led to our sharing sisterly jokes about the loopiness of the male of the species as we strolled back to the front garden to escape the gale.

‘So sweet, though,’ she said, smiling down at the gift tag. ‘Even if it does make my mission seem hopeless.’

‘Mission?’ Ahefty four-wheel-drive vehicle, richly mud-splattered, was pulled up by the gate. Her car, like her clothes, was eminently more suited to these parts than mine.

She shook her head and laughed. ‘Oh – oh, it doesn’t matter.’

‘Go on,’ I urged. I’d taken a fancy to this woman. We were much of an age, I guessed – which was to say forty-one in my case – and of similar height, because I’m also on the short side, although I felt a clumpy dwarf beside this wispy fairy.

‘To be honest’ – she pulled a face – ‘I came to make you an offer for your house.’

That startled me. ‘You want to buy it?’

‘Not me,’ she said instantly, ‘a friend, or rather a family member. Peter’s my husband’s cousin, and he’s wanted a place of his own up here for a while. He would’ve snapped up Beck Holme the ﬁrst time, back in spring, if only – well, if only we’d known it was on the market. Rather an absurd situation, actually, because—’

I interrupted. ‘The house has already changed hands once this year?’ My enchantment was momentarily spiked with apprehension. Not that I don’t trust my husband, but . . . ‘Pity’s sake, don’t tell me it’s falling down, or they’re building a nuclear power station next door?’

‘Heavens, no. I don’t know exactly why the chap’s selling on again so quickly.’ An impish smile tilted one corner of her mouth. ‘Although the word locally is that his wife’s behind it. However . . .’ She hesitated, and then continued all in a rush: ‘The fact is, Peter inherited some money – rather a lot of money.’ She blushed rosily. ‘I mention it only because we would – that is to say, he would – be prepared to offer you, say, twenty thousand more than you’ve paid?’

‘Sorry?’

‘Twenty-ﬁve?’ But she must have read my face, because she bit her lip. ‘Never mind, I had to ask. I do hope I haven’t embarrassed you.’

‘Don’t be daft.’ I gestured round, shrugged. ‘But I’m afraid there’s no way I’m parting with this place. It’s my every dream come true, if that isn’t too corny for words.’

Her smile was warm, if wistful. ‘Sounds heavenly to me. I hope you’ll be very happy. Gosh, here’s your man roaring down the hill to the rescue, and my car’s blocking the lane. Floss? Here, darling.’

And with a wave and a wag of the tail, they were gone.

‘Twenty-ﬁve thousand quid, though,’ I breathed, as I stroked the pitted, blackened beam above the ﬁreplace of what was going to be my sitting room. Chintz curtains, I’d already decided. Big, fat, crumpling-on-the-ﬂoor curtains, and to hell with trendy minimalism. ‘Just like that, clear proﬁt.’ Not that I was remotely tempted, but it wouldn’t have been me if I hadn’t felt obliged to spare at least a thought for our bank balance.

‘No bloody way,’ retorted my husband, who’s never felt obliged to give much thought to bank balances. Nor to insurance policies, pension plans or anything else that comes in windowed envelopes. Money in the bank, in his view, is money going to waste. He regularly marvelled – most recently that very morning – at how he’d managed to stay married for twenty years to a tight-ﬁsted old killjoy like me. I marvelled, too – didn’t I just. And now that we’d ﬁnally dropped anchor in the safe havens of ﬁnancial solvency, he would probably never appreciate just how much skilful navigation and sweated baling-out had been required to deliver us here. Anyway, just because my ﬁrst words on opening a bleary eye today had been that the landlord of the Stowham Arms should bloody well knock half off our bill, that does not mean I am, by nature, either tight-ﬁsted or a killjoy.

Look, we’d been kept awake until nearly dawn by the carousing downstairs which had culminated – I kid you not – in gunﬁre, interspersed with the shattering of glass. Pillow over my head, I’d braced myself for the wail of police sirens, but that’s what living in London does to you. Here in rurally remote North Yorkshire, it had ended only in a bout of angry shouting, predominant in which I recognized mine host’s voice. No, he’d told us this morning with a weary half-smile as he dished up our bacon and eggs, his dining room wasn’t actually strewn with bloodied corpses. The revellers had been a shooting party from the castle, regulars who should know better at their age, silly buggers, but a card game had gone on too late, and they’d taken to ﬁring at empty bottles. Only an air pistol, he’d added.

‘Only?’ I’d squeaked, but the poor bloke looked so bog-eyed as well as shame-faced that, far from demanding refunds, I’d found myself adding a hefty tip.

‘Stop fretting about money,’ said Mike now, tweaking my fringe.

‘Wasn’t actually.’ I measured the gap between window and wall with my outstretched hands and wondered if my old pine corner cupboard would ﬁt. ‘Although I can’t believe I’m turning down all that dosh without a blink.’

‘Didn’t you always say you wanted a place in the country?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘We can afford it. However – with a ﬂourish he produced a sheaf of papers from his inside pocket – ‘you wanna sell, I can’t stop you. Because this joint’s all yours, Mrs Patterson. See? The deeds are in your name only.’

‘Oh, Mike, you fool.’

‘Bought outright for cash, I might add, before you mention mortgage repayments.’

‘Four bedrooms, all that land . . .?’ I stared at him. ‘But it must’ve cost a fortune.’

‘Strike you as a bargain at two hundred and ﬁfty K? Good old Mum.’

‘You’ve used your legacy?’ My eyes were ﬁlling up again. ‘You’ve spent everything your mother left you, to buy me this? Oh God, and I was such a cow about you wanting to mount your musical, and now you’ve given up on it, just to—’

‘Given up on it?’ He grabbed me into a bear hug. ‘Course I haven’t given up on it. There’s more ways than one to get a show on the road, as Gaynor keeps telling me.’

‘But—’

‘Mind, the way she’s ripping the book apart, I’m beginning to wonder if we’ll ever ﬁnish the rewrite. Memorize this face, sweetheart. You may not be seeing much of it.’

It was his stoicism that cracked me up. Under the brave grin, the sturdy protestations that I deserved every penny, he must have known he’d kissed goodbye to his last chance of seeing one of his shows staged. No one had ever offered to put ﬁfty quid into a Patterson masterpiece, let alone a quarter of a million. But without a murmur about the monumental sacriﬁce he’d made, he was asking – asking anxiously – whether he’d done the right thing in buying me this cottage instead: ‘You do like it, don’t you?’

‘Like it?’ I howled. ‘Like it?’
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To say Beck Holme was the best present Mike had ever given me doesn’t come near. At a quarter of a million quid, how could it be otherwise? But the money didn’t mean nearly so much to me as the fact that, for once, my husband had taken soundings in my soul and come up with something I truly, passionately wanted.

Oh, he’d always been one for the big romantic gesture – Valentine cards the size of barn doors, sheaves of out-of-season roses in a red to match the even thicker sheaf of unpaid bills on the mantelpiece. Most memorably, four weeks after I’d given birth to Ben and had breasts like angry watermelons and thighs the size of telegraph poles, my devoted spouse presented me with a wispy, peek-a-boo bra and suspender set. In magenta pink and size ten – and to add insult to injury, he’d absent-mindedly charged them to my own store card. I rather think that was when I told him if he ever wanted to see me wearing this ensemble, he’d better consult a surgeon about a vasectomy, pronto.

Yes, yes, I’m an ungrateful old bag with no sense of romance – as I’ve been told a million times. But someone has to be sensible – as I’d retorted a million times. Beck Holme, however, was an acquisition as practical as it was beautiful, and not just because property is always a sound investment. I never for a moment saw it as belonging to me, incidentally, whatever sweet nonsense Mike had put on the deeds. This was a weekend cottage for the whole family, and with our daughter in her second year at Leeds and Ben just starting at York, what could be more useful? Moreover, unlike the island-hopping Caribbean yacht Mike had chartered at mind-boggling cost supposedly to mark the fortieth birthday of a wife allergic to sun, sailing and nightclubs, I couldn’t suspect self-interest here. My husband might have been happy to gyrate his conker-tanned body round plunging decks and throbbing dance-ﬂoors for three interminable weeks, but he’d always regarded the English countryside as so many gaps on the map to be motorwayed past as speedily as possible. No, he really had been thinking of me when he bought Beck Holme.

So I could hardly resent his being too busy to join me at our new cottage. Well, I was too bogged down in the pre-festive scrum myself to manage more than one swift foray before Christmas. Once I’d dished up the roast turkey, cold turkey and turkey curry, though, I began heading up the A1 at every chance, to scrub, strip and paint. Mike, bless him, was very tolerant about microwaving himself frozen lasagne for days on end, quite uncharacteristically so. In return, I didn’t complain about ﬁnding myself home alone at Wimbledon, because he was round at his lyricist’s again, bashing away at the poor bloody musical. I knew the score would join its dusty band of brothers up in the attic soon enough.

Lover, this one was called. At least, that was the working title being discussed over the Christmas pud for this rocking romp through the adventures of Casanova. Giacamo Superstud had been my daughter Sarah’s witty alternative, although Mike didn’t seem to ﬁnd this as funny as the rest of us did. It’s hard to be a genius in your own family. I had a hunch crisis point would come earlier than usual on this oeuvre, not least because he had opted, halfway through, to rope in a collaborator on the words side. Since Mike’s compositions are only marginally less precious to him than his children, and his new lyricist was a strong-minded female who was already working with him all day at the company, I’d queried the wisdom of this at the time. Now, though, in the interests of maintaining our new-found harmony, I kept quiet. Mike and I hadn’t co-existed in such serene accord for – well, ever. Nice when a marriage ﬁnally grows up and settles down, isn’t it? That’s what I said to myself, as I roared back up North to get on with my decorating. There was so much to do.

The cottage might have struck me as heaven on wheels at the outset, but you know how it is. Soon as you start thinking about a tweak here, spot of paint there, one thing leads to another. Besides, it had its eccentricities. Most of the decor was inoffensive enough, but the biggest bedroom sported tiger-skin wallpaper, if you can believe it, while a downstairs chamber had purple mock-suede walls, with white shag-pile carpet crawling up the skirting board. The Seventies revival may the height of ironic chic, but not if you’re old enough to remember platform boots the ﬁrst time round. Still, Eden wouldn’t be Eden without the odd worm, and the banishing of such monstrosities gave me profound satisfaction, although the purple suede was a pig to strip. I ended up hiring a steamer.

It wasn’t until the beginning of March, however, that I discovered a less remediable drawback to my toy. The isolated situation had hardly troubled me, although I occasionally found myself wishing that the likeable woman who’d so wanted to buy the place might drop by to say hello. She never did, however, and I had my radio and too much work in hand to worry about a lack of neighbours. I didn’t even mind driving three miles for a loaf, and much further for custom-mixed emulsion. But there came a rainy morning when, realizing I’d run out of milk, I ﬂung myself into the car, zoomed down the lane – and nearly came to grief. In fact, if I hadn’t happened to slow as I neared the ford to check that my purse was indeed buried in my cluttered handbag, I don’t like to think what might have happened.

I suppose I’d noticed that the stream – that twinkling, friendly beck to which my house owed its name – was looking murky, and even that its steeply shelved, shaggy banks seemed curiously to have shrunk overnight, but I was absolutely not prepared for the roaring, gravy-coloured torrent which confronted me at the ford. A fallen branch, itself the size of an infant tree, was being whisked past on the current like so much dried grass, and the wonky, white-painted measuring pole, which normally stood well clear of the water, was not only in the stream now, it seemed to be telling me it was submerged to a depth of – three and a half feet? I hit the brake just in time, and stared round-mouthed. This isn’t the kind of trafﬁc hazard you encounter on the South Circular. It took a moment or two for the implications to sink in, for me to work out that, yes, there was indeed only one route to my house and, yes, that route truly did now lie waist-deep under water. As, with inching caution, I reversed away, I began to appreciate that the dinky footbridge arching to my right might be more than a picturesque piece of rustic set dressing.

‘Oh, aye,’ conﬁrmed the nice lady at the Stowham shop-cum-post ofﬁce, which was the only place I could think of to telephone for guidance, ‘always best to leave your car this side in bad weather, and walk over the bridge.’

‘I’m marooned,’ I wailed to Mike, ‘and it’s still pelting down. We’re supposed to be at the Burchills’ silver wedding, I’ve got the plumber coming in on Monday . . .’

My husband, with a stoicism I would once scarcely have believed, told me not to worry. He would handle plumbers, friends, everything, no prob. He’d be ﬁne on his own, course he would. And if I was going to miss the party anyway, wouldn’t I sooner stop in Yorkshire until next weekend? Finish the bedroom or whatever?

‘Bathroom,’ I said dazedly. ‘I’m on the bathroom now. Well, if you’re sure . . .’

This led, amongst other things, to my ﬁrst real encounter with the natives. Until now, an odd nod in the post ofﬁce, or a wave of thanks when squeezing past a backed-up vehicle in a lane, had been the sum of social intercourse locally. Three days after discovering I was cut off even from this minimal contact with the world, however – by which time I was heartily sick of milkless coffee, frozen pizza and my own company – I realized, with a quickening sense of shock, I could hear car engines. The slamming of doors, too, along with a faint echo of shouting. I was up a ladder at the time, pondering whether this blue wasn’t a touch too intense, but like Robinson Crusoe sighting a sail on the horizon, I scuttled down ladder and stairs and bolted through the front door without so much as casting aside my brush.

Even so, I emerged into the blustery morning only in time to see a scatter of ﬁgures heading off towards the top of the valley, too far away for me to tell whether they were male or female, never mind what they were up to, although I could discern sticks, hats and some frisky dogs. There was an engine still revving throatily by the ford, though, so I marched onwards. But then the noise died, and I mean died. You know that heart-sinking sputter? This was followed by a lusty curse and the most terriﬁc splash, at which I upped my pace and rounded the bend to ﬁnd a silver estate car with its backside thrust deep into the water on the far side. A lithe young man, presumably the driver, had just thrashed out of the shallows and now took off for the ﬁelds at a fast canter.

‘Hello, there?’ I called politely. ‘Anything I can do to help?’

In that wind, of course he didn’t hear. And by the time I’d upped my voice from cocktail-party cooee to rugby-ﬁeld bellow, I was too late. I was just reﬂecting that it wasn’t surprising he’d got into difﬁculties over there, given the tangle of mud-splattered vehicles squashed into hedge and ditch, when a movement caught my eye, and I turned back to stare at the stranded car. At ﬁrst, I thought I’d imagined it, but then the entire rear end of the vehicle lifted again – gently, oh so very gently – skewed a few inches towards me, and settled once more. In the same instant, I saw the car was occupied. There was someone in the passenger seat, a man, judging by his height and the breath of his shoulders.

I cupped my hands to my mouth. ‘Hey! You OK?’

My words scattered on the gale like so many dried leaves. I pounded up the narrow steps of the footbridge and across to the middle. The beck was churning below in a fairish impersonation of the Amazon in spate, rocking the car as though it were a rubber dinghy.

‘You’re moving,’ I shrieked. Still no response. Was he asleep? Or too wimpish to get his feet wet? One more surge of that current, though, and it’d be a lot more than his feet getting damp. I looked round. Up by the wood, ﬁgures were converging on the driver, but they were a long way off. I still had the big paintbrush in my hand. What else could I do? After a swift shake to rid it of at least the worst of the Cerulean Blue, I hurled it down on to the roof of the car. Bingo! The dark head jerked forward, and at last he must have clocked what was going on, because he groped for the handle and ﬂung his shoulder against the door. But that side of the car was facing the current, with the water already lapping almost to window level.

‘You’ll never get it open,’ I bellowed. ‘Climb over to the driver’s side.’

He heard. I know he heard because he peered upwards. I glimpsed a pale, gaunt face scowling at me through the rain-spattered windscreen. But then, to my bewilderment, he just slumped back into his seat again. Made not the least attempt to scramble free, even though his car was bobbing like a cork. Was he mad? Sure, the idea of a grown man drowning in a tuppenny-ha’penny stream in broad daylight seemed far-fetched tome, too, but . . .

‘Here, Dad,’ yelled a voice from beyond the hedge. The lane ﬁlled with green-clad, ﬂat-capped people, variously shouting, whistling for their dogs or laughing. No one looked up my way. A rope appeared, and one of the Land-Rovers revved away from the hedge in foul blue gusts of exhaust. The young driver now waded back into the water to hitch up his vehicle, amid a chorus of jovial mockery from the bank.

‘Practising our three-point turns, were we, young Miles?’

‘I thought he’d passed his test?’

‘Driving test, maybe. Must be trying for his bloody seaman’s ticket now.’

‘You don’t think he backed into that beck by accident, do you?’ A sturdy old gent, with bowed legs and a bedraggled spaniel at his heel, cupped craggy hands round a roll-up cigarette as he touched a match to the tip. ‘Ask me, he were after polishing off his dad and getting his hands on his inheritance.’

With a ﬁnal tug to test the soggy rope, the lad turned, grinning. ‘Fat lot of good my inheritance’ll do me, Aidan.’ Unlike the Yorkshire brogues of his friends on the bank, his accent was very public school.

‘Nay, nay, bonny lad,’ sighed the other. ‘Never tell me you hadn’t the wit to tek some decent insurance out on your dad before you tried a-drowning him?’

‘You think I’d get anyone to insure a maniac like him?’

It had already struck me, observing the scene from on high like a cherub in a fresco, that this repartee was being swapped less to entertain the crowd than to jolly up the silent man in the car, when the window slid down and he poked his head out.

‘Your mother managed it years back,’ he roared. ‘Go ahead, cut the bloody rope and bugger off. Should see you OK for a few quid.’

Dad, it seemed, was not in the mood for jokes, and he certainly put a damper on the merry mood of the crowd. Even after the boy, scarlet-faced, had folded himself into the driving seat, and the sodden vehicle was being hauled up the hill with water spurting from every oriﬁce, there were uneasy glances exchanged, and some shufﬂing of boots.

‘Don’t look too rosy, Mr Jack, does he?’ grunted one.

‘Early days, yet,’ observed another philosophically. ‘Early days.’

‘Gosh, yes,’ burst out a tubby man behind them, ‘when you think what the poor chap’s been through.’ This speaker was distinguished not only by vowels even posher than the boy’s, but also by his headgear. In place of the ubiquitous ﬂat cap, he sported a tweedy, beribboned deerstalker. I’d thought the only creature in the world ever to own such a titfer was Sherlock Holmes. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have dragged him out with us, but I thought . . .’ Here, though, he broke off and raised a hand to his eyes, squinting up the hill at the departing vehicle. ‘Odd,’ he said. ‘Am I imaginin’ things, or is there some blue mess on top of Jack’s motor?’

This was my cue, and I cleared my throat. I can’t imagine anyone heard, but as if by magic all the ﬂat caps, one by one, turned up to stare at me. And I suppose I could understand why the collective gaze reﬂected a certain bemusement. Here shivered I, in the blustery March gale, in shocking pink leggings, interestingly holed and laddered, under a baggy old sweatshirt of Mike’s, much paint-spattered. My hair was bundled into a polka-dot scarf to stop unscheduled ﬂashes of blue being added to the blonde streaks already planted there at great expense by my hairdresser, and this dashing ensemble was completed by lime-green pumps, lavishly sequinned. One of those sales bargains that seem irresistibly witty after a bottle of Chardonnay with your girlfriends.

‘I’m afraid it’s paint,’ I faltered. ‘The man in the car didn’t seem to hear when I shouted. I threw my brush to try and alert him, you know?’

They looked at one another; they looked back at me. Ever been out-stared by a ﬁeld of cows?

‘He was just sitting there. I was afraid he might get carried away.’ I could have been talking Chinese. Possibly they were just too polite to tell me what a twerp I was to have imagined, even momentarily, there’d been any danger. ‘It’s only emulsion,’ I added feebly. ‘Should wash off.’

The roly-poly man in the deerstalker came to life ﬁrst. ‘Lord, yes,’ he said. ‘Not to worry, not to worry. Good of you to try. Snag is, the poor fellow can’t actually shift himself about these days, had a fall, don’t you know, pins all kaput. Nothing he could do.’

‘He tried to open his door—’ I began doubtfully.

‘Sure he appreciated your efforts, though,’ the man swept on, unhearing, ‘and all’s well that end’s well, eh, what?’ Yes, he did truly say that: eh, what? Whereupon, touching a hand to the brim of his absurd hat, he turned aside. ‘Where now, Aidan? Try catching up at Fettles Wood, or back in the cars?’

They were all moving, gathering up sticks, whistling their dogs. I scampered down the splintery steps on their side of the bridge. ‘But what are you doing?’

‘Beg pardon?’ Deerstalker blinked. His was a kindly, if not over-intelligent face, remarkably like that of the pufﬁng, chubby Labrador at his heel – no Sherlock Holmes this, but a dead ringer for Dr Watson. ‘Huntin’,’ he said. ‘Well, followin’, you know.’ It must have been obvious that I didn’t, because he added: ‘Beagles?’

Which wasn’t over-enlightening, but there were more pressing questions I needed answering. ‘Just tell me, the river – beck – does it often ﬂood like this? Only my car’s been stranded over there since Friday.’

‘Dear me, you must be at Beck Holme?’ He thrust out a plump hand. ‘Hugh Hough-Hartley, delighted to meet you, and I’m sure my friend in the car, Jack Bidcombe, would wish me to pass on his thanks, best wishes from the castle, new neighbours and so forth. The beck, well, hard to say really . . .’

‘Not above two or three times a year,’ contributed the bandy-legged old geezer, lurching up behind us, twig-thin roll-up still clamped in one corner of his mouth – Aidan, had the boy called him? Your Yorkshire yokel straight from central casting, anyway, with a waxed jacket which looked as if it might recently have been used to patch the roof of a pigsty, and a face cobbled together like a dry-stone wall. Only stonier. ‘Proper ﬂoods, I’m talking about,’ he continued, deadpan, ‘when t’watter’s high for a week or more. Not tiddly runs like this.’

‘Tiddly?’ I gulped. ‘How long will it last, then?’

He put his head on one side, as though giving the matter profound consideration. ‘Well, I do remember the time that house were cut off thick end of a month . . .’

‘Oh, Aidan, honestly,’ protested Hugh Hough-Hartley.

He didn’t relent. Although the fag might have twitched a millimetre. ‘Aye, well. Happen t’bugger generally goes down quick as it comes oop.’
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