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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         
 
         The villages pubs and churches in this story are real,  as are the Cotswold Canal and Siccaridge Wood.  The houses and people, however, are fictitious, and  any resemblance to actual persons and homesteads  is pure coincidence.
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            Chapter One – Saturday
            

         
 
         It was difficult to avoid the conclusion that Hepzibah did not initially like it at Juniper Court. She didn’t like the geese, for one thing, and Thea could hardly blame her for that. For a small spaniel, it must have been terrifying to be faced with huge white birds in possession of necks like demented snakes, and heads that lunged and darted and hissed and squawked alarmingly.
         
 
         ‘I’m afraid they’re a bit protective,’ Julia Phillips had said, shortly before she and her family had merrily climbed into the Espace and set out for Swansea. From there they planned to take a ferry to Cork, and disappear into the hills and loughs of Ireland for a fortnight. ‘Or perhaps I should say overprotective,’ she added. ‘My advice would be to give them a wide berth. They don’t always back down if it comes to a confrontation.’
         
 
         Thea and her demoralised pet were left in befuddled charge of a beautiful old stone house, an aged pony suffering from some strange condition known as laminitis, quantities of poultry, two guinea pigs, two lop-eared rabbits and a Siamese cat. Thanks to a succession of unfortunate injuries at the previous house-sit, the spaniel had lost some of her former bonhomie. Her body still carried the scars to prove that not all people and animals were benign. Thea had seriously considered abandoning the whole idea of house-sitting after everything that had happened, before giving herself a shake and assuring herself and Hepzie that lightning never struck twice.
         
 
         This second venture could not be more different from the first. Here was a cluttered family home, displaying a cheerful exuberance that came as a fresh and uplifting breeze compared to the previous experience. The Phillipses clearly had respectable quantities of money at their disposal, with a five-bedroomed Cotswold house, several outbuildings, a three-acre paddock, plus two more fields (rented out to a local farmer) and sizeable woodland beyond. There was also a vintage Lamborghini housed in the garage alongside many more of the trimmings of affluence. But they clearly hadn’t let it weigh them down. There had been no mention of a security system, no high-powered instructions concerning phonecalls from stock-brokers. Their prevailing concern was for Pallo the pony, who had sore feet and needed close attention. He was kept indoors, because his problem was mysteriously exacerbated by access to grass. He was also to be kept on a starvation diet, Julia insisted. This, she explained, was the root of his problem – a serious excess of protein, largely thanks to his young owner’s inability to refrain from overindulging him.
         
 
         There were four children, introduced swiftly and superfluously as ‘Naomi and Harry, aged ten and twelve – they’re mine. Those two are Desmond’s – Harry and Flora, aged twelve and fourteen.’ Hearing their names, the foursome looked at Thea, but only Naomi smiled. The others appeared to have an ongoing disagreement simmering between them, to do with seating arrangements in the car.
         
 
         ‘Two Harrys?’ she noted.
 
         ‘’Fraid so. Only a few weeks’ difference in age, as well. Daft, isn’t it. It nearly put me off marrying him, I can tell you. Sign of the times, you see. Reconstituted families, and all the chaos that results. We tried calling them Potter and Prince, for nicknames, but they both wanted to be Potter. Now they’re just One and Two.’
         
 
         ‘They all live with you and Desmond, do they?’
 
         ‘Yup.’ Julia was almost too cheerful to be credible. ‘They all go to the Steiner school. Their terms are shorter, which is why we’re beating the general rush before the other schools break up for the summer.’
         
 
         Thea knew almost nothing about Steiner schools, but it sounded expensive. ‘They don’t board, do they?’ The house felt far too lived-in for that.
         
 
          
         ‘No, no. They should be so lucky. They’re stuck with me more or less the whole time. Harry and Flora’s mum’s got ME, poor thing. Hardly ever gets out of bed.’
         
 
         ‘Oh dear.’
 
         ‘Well, it’s not for me to judge or anything. It’s all come on in the last year or so. She was fine when Desmond and she separated. We can’t have you thinking he walked out on a sick wife, can we?’
         
 
         Thea had no difficulty in displaying an entirely non-judgemental demeanour. She was much more interested in the cat and the pony. ‘Does Milo object to dogs at all?’ she queried. Milo was sitting on top of the kitchen dresser, his head pressed against the ceiling, tail twitching warningly.
         
 
         ‘He objects to most things, to be honest,’ Julia laughed. ‘Ignore him. He thinks he’s the king of the world. He and Desmond have an ongoing battle to claim Head of Family status. If it gets too much for him he’ll go and have a grumble to Frannie and Robert over the way. If you can’t find him, that’s probably where he’ll be.’
         
 
         Over the way was not immediately identifiable. The Phillipses did not have close neighbours, but there was a stone cottage just visible behind a clump of trees about three hundred yards to the south, down a steeply sloping lane. Julia was too rushed to clarify the matter. Thea followed her from room to room, trying to fathom any systems or procedures she might need to know. All she had really gleaned so far was a jumble of family background.
         
 
         Julia, who must have been in her late forties, had evidently started on parenthood at a fashionably tardy age. Desmond, on the other hand, had been twenty-five when Flora was born. ‘He’s only thirty-nine now,’ Julia breezed. ‘Much more sensible this way round, when you think about it.’
         
 
         Thea acknowledged a stab of envious admiration. Julia’s husband seemed entirely desirable: good looks, money and an easy temperament, by all appearances. The fact that he had not spoken one word to her since her arrival did not dent her approval. Few husbands could have inserted a remark into the microsecond pauses in Julia’s prattle.
         
 
         ‘’Course, it meant I had time to whistle up the career ladder,’ Julia burbled on. ‘You wouldn’t believe what I was earning before I plateaued out. It’s all different now I’m working for myself, but I certainly can’t complain.’
         
 
         Thea didn’t get a chance to enquire into the precise nature of Julia’s work, but her envy expanded to uncomfortable levels. And yet the woman didn’t seem to be boasting. If anything, she seemed to find the whole business rather funny.
         
 
         ‘Look, we’ll have to go,’ she said, snatching up a shoulderbag. ‘It’s all perfectly straightforward, honestly. Just do your best to keep Pallo alive, okay? The vet’s standing by if he goes off his legs, but quite frankly, that’s what we’re trying to stave off. Once that happens, it’s the end of the road for the poor old chap. He’ll miss us, I’m afraid. Try and spend time with him, talk to him, take him a carrot. He’ll probably like your dog.’
         
 
         ‘Are you leaving me a mobile number or something, so I can tell you if there’s a problem?’ It irked Thea to have to ask. It made her sound pessimistic and incompetent.
         
 
         ‘Oh, I’d much rather not. The whole point is to escape from phones and all that stuff. I’ve told the kids we’ll be out of touch with everything here.’
         
 
         Thea struggled to keep her face bland. ‘Well, okay then. But you appreciate that I’ll have to do whatever I think best, if I can’t contact you for instructions.’
         
 
         Julia pulled her lips back in an exaggerated wince. ‘You’re absolutely right, of course.’ She glanced over her shoulder before grabbing the nearest piece of paper and rapidly writing a string of digits on it. ‘There! That’s Des’s mobile. He did finally agree to take it, in case they want his advice at work, even though it’ll be switched off practically all the time, and he’ll be away fishing on some remote riverbank where there won’t be any signal. You can leave a message on it, if you have to. He’ll probably have a quick listen every evening.’
         
 
          
         Thea pinned the sheet of paper to a crowded corkboard beside the phone. ‘I’ll make a list of any phone messages,’ she said, ‘and pin them up here, shall I?’
         
 
         Julia shrugged. ‘There probably won’t be many. The canal people are the biggest nuisance just now. I’d rather not know what they have to say. It’ll be wonderful to escape all that for a fortnight.’
         
 
         Thea badly wanted this last remark elaborated. ‘Canal people?’ she repeated.
         
 
         ‘Oh, you know. They’re restoring the Cotswold Canal, at the rate of about an inch a month. It runs slap bang through our woods and they’re forever wanting permission for one thing or another. To be honest, it’s a total nightmare.’
         
 
         ‘Why?’ In Thea’s world, restoring canals was one of the most godly of all activities.
         
 
         ‘Oh, I haven’t time to explain. There’s just so many implications, the mind boggles. Don’t worry about it. I’m sure they’re all on holiday at the moment, same as us.’ Something about this final reassurance felt forced to Thea. She resolved to go and inspect the canal at the earliest opportunity.
         
 
         And then, after a final skirmish which saw Flora in the front seat next to her father and Julia laughing in the back with the others, they were gone in a whirl. Thea was left to yearn briefly for the copious detailed notes she’d been given by her previous clients. Julia Phillips hadn’t written a thing apart from the grudging phone number on the back of a bank statement. ‘Just use your common sense,’ she had said, twice.
         
 
         ‘Well, then, Heps,’ said Thea. ‘Let’s go out and explore the neighbourhood.’
         
 
         
                

         
 
         The house was on a small road with minimal traffic. To the west was the Golden Valley, and then Minchinhampton to the south. To the north-west was Stroud. Chalford was the nearest settlement of any size, but the tiny village of Frampton Mansell was a lot closer, with Sapperton and Daneway beyond. It was the more industrial edge of the Cotswolds, with the defunct canal running through from east to west and the remnants of old woollen mills to emphasise the origins of the long-standing prosperity of the region. Woollen cloth had been the prime product of the area for many years, with place names to prove it. There was also a railway line, with a viaduct, tunnel and bridges to deal with the rises and falls of the topography as well as a network of very minor roads criss-crossing the A419. If she got too bored, she could pop into a library in Stroud and do a bit of local research. The canal had already piqued her curiosity, not only from what Julia had said, but also from a visit to the Tunnel House Inn at Coates during her previous house-sitting assignment, and she promised herself a walk along what might remain of the towpath.
         
 
          
         Within two hours of the Phillipses’ departure, Thea and her dog were embarking on their first exploratory walk. The weather was disappointing, but summer disappointment was a fact of British life and Thea bore it with stoicism. Cool grey skies met the gaze at every compass point, draining the colour from the tidy gardens. The Cotswolds, however, had a way with grey. From the not-quite-white of the sheep to the deep slate of some of the roofs, the monochrome hues presented a spectrum that effortlessly avoided the depression often associated with an absence of brighter colours.
         
 
         Thea had found a large-scale Ordnance Survey map badly folded and crammed on top of a row of books in the living room during a fruitless search for a current Radio Times. With the dog on a lead, she took a downward-sloping route to the bottom of the valley. A brief inspection of the map had suggested the possibility of a number of walks, in all directions, replete with dense woodland alternating with delightful views and absorbing history. The reality was even better than the map had indicated.
         
 
         The levels, as in most parts of the Cotswolds, were chaotic. To the north, across the river Frome, was a settlement she had overlooked on the map, nestling on rising ground. Everywhere the classic Cotswold stone architecture added beauty to the landscape. The old buildings, surrounded by lush summer vegetation, seemed to have been there forever. Many had stone-tiled roofs, the variegated sizes of the tiles and their wobbly edges bringing all sorts of associations with fairytales and picturebooks. There were no straight lines, no clear runs. Everything was crowded and cluttered, crammed between hedges and stone walls.
         
 
         Thea walked with a bounce in her step. Life was definitely improving, month on month, now that the first anniversary of her widowhood was behind her. All the birthdays and festivals without Carl had been endured, and from now on she knew the sting would steadily lessen. Money might prove to be a worry unless she found the motivation to retrain in some sort of career that offered a reasonable salary and a useful pension, but there was time enough for that. At forty-two, the thought of pensions was still amusingly irrelevant. After all, this house-sitting lark paid well enough, and she could presumably continue doing it until she was seventy or more. People did.
         
 
         Her route led eastwards, into Frampton Mansell itself, where the familiar characteristics of a Cotswold village made themselves apparent. An absence of voices, music or engines laid an eiderdown of silence over the place. She found a pub with a lawn at the front, containing the usual bench-and-table furniture, but embellished by the largest garden umbrellas she had ever seen. The lane snaked down to the railway line, with a footpath heading off towards dense woodland, where Thea calculated that the defunct canal must also run, having traversed the Juniper Court woods. That, she decided, would be the next area of exploration.
         
 
         She managed to find a way back that did not involve retracing her steps, taking a risk on a footpath across an open field to the south of the wooded area, where she let the dog run free, hoping her sense of direction was functioning adequately. They emerged onto a road she didn’t recognise, but a helpful fingerpost directed them back to familiar ground. In a corner of the field was a stone barn, rare in having escaped conversion into a substantial house. A movement caught her eye as she climbed over the stile onto the road. One of those unnatural flickers that only human beings could create. Other species managed a harmony with the scenery that people seldom could.
         
 
         This was a tall angular male individual, with hunched shoulders and something odd about one leg. He had his back to her, so all she could see was his hair – light brown and rather long. He had evidently not been aware of her or the dog, but was intent on something alongside the barn.
         
 
         Thea did not investigate. She barely even registered the image before it disappeared. Hepzie showed no sign of having noticed the figure. There was no reason for either of them to show curiosity or concern.
         
 
         That’s what Thea said later, when questioned. ‘Why would I?’
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two – Saturday into Sunday 
            

         
 
         The day proceeded slowly. On their return to the house, Thea and her dog had been severely challenged by the geese. Three of them had come at a wing-flapping run to the gate, the sinuous necks lunging unambiguously at canine head and human knee. ‘This is ridiculous,’ said Thea, taking hold of a convenient stick. ‘I’ll show them who’s boss around here.’
         
 
         The birds manifested absolutely no respect for her weapon, weaving and dodging as she waved it in their direction. But neither did their snapping beaks connect with flesh or fur and Thea permitted herself a small victory. ‘They’re all hiss and no peck,’ she told the spaniel.
         
 
         A casual glance around the kitchen and living room revealed no sign of the cat. No doubt he would show up for his supper, which Julia had vaguely scheduled for ‘any time after six’.
         
 
         ‘Better go and see poor old Pallo,’ Thea suggested. She had a feeling there would have to be regular hourly visits to the decrepit pony, if she were to justify her fee. In the absence of his devoted young mistress, he might simply lose the will to continue his unrewarding existence. Only frequent conversation with Thea and stimulation from an unfamiliar dog would be likely to keep him going.
         
 
         Despite the greyness of the day and the confusion inherent in the Phillips household, her spirits remained light. Back home lay the usual burdens of council tax and roof repairs, dripping taps and weedy garden. The mere fact of leaving them all behind was cause for rejoicing. Some people achieved the same effect by swanning off to Barbados or Thailand; Thea had gone one better than that. She achieved a change of scene and got paid for it. And she could take the dog. Humiliating as it might be to admit, she had long ago concluded that her wellbeing mostly depended on the presence of Hepzibah.
         
 
         The attractively marked pony seemed comparatively hearty. His eye was bright and his manner alert. He ate the carrot Thea took him and cocked a suspicious ear at the spaniel. So far, so good, Thea decided. There had been no mention of mucking out, which now struck her as a serious omission. The floor of the stable was generously covered with straw that was clearly newly-strewn, being dry and a nice bright yellow. How long, though, would it stay like that? And where were the bales with which to replace it? A glance upwards answered the second question. The substantial building was of considerable height, although quite narrow. A loft floor had been fixed at the rear of the building, projecting roughly halfway from the back wall, and on this platform were eight or ten bales of straw. A sturdy wooden ladder was fixed close to one wall, giving easy access to the upper level, some twelve feet or so above the floor. It looked high enough for a person to stand upright under the roof and had a large square opening at the back. The pony could position himself underneath the half-floor for warmth, or move out towards the door for greater light and airiness. It seemed to Thea that he had everything an animal could wish for in this arrangement. Even the door provided options, being in two halves, so the top could be left open without risk of him escaping.
         
 
         The pony did not take to Hepzibah any more readily than the dog had adjusted to the geese. He took a few arthritic steps backwards and lowered his head. Then he lifted a front hoof and made a stamping motion. A fitter animal might have managed to connect with the spaniel’s head, as Hepzie stupidly stood her ground. Thea’s heart lurched, first with fear, then with anger. ‘Hey!’ she shouted. Both creatures looked at her, and then at each other and decided to abandon their hostilities. Thea did her best to like the pony, despite his behaviour. It would be difficult to nurse him through the next two weeks if she hated him. His main appeal was the colouring, hinted at by the name. ‘Pallo’ was evidently short for ‘palomino’, of which he appeared to be a handsome example. The mane and tail were a creamy white and the body a hue she could only describe as apricot. Despite his obvious age, he was still a beauty. She recalled her grandfather’s scorn for all equines. ‘Brainless beasts,’ he would say. ‘Not an imaginative cell in their bodies.’ He would tell stories of his early years, before the advent of tractors rescued him from the moods and malaises of his working horses. Thea had never questioned his judgement on the topic, having seldom spent more than a few minutes in the presence of a horse in her entire life.
         
 
         She took Hepzie on a more extended exploration of the yard and paddock, before retiring to the house for supper. The stable was a free-standing building and they walked around it, admiring the stonework and investigating interesting smells respectively. At the back was a flight of steps running edgeways up the wall, leading to the square opening in the upper storey. It was between the house and the road, with the larger barn opposite, and a pathway running inside the road fence leading to the back of the stable. Thea imagined the games the four children could devise, hiding and chasing around all the buildings. Or were they like others of their generation, obsessed with electronic games and television, and hardly ever venturing outdoors?
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
          
         There was a warmth to the house that she was increasingly appreciating. These were nice people, she decided, unspoilt by their material fortune. A reconstituted family that had, to all appearances, made a real success of the new situation. Despite their hasty attempts at tidying up, there was evidence everywhere of an openness that was rare in an age of obsession with privacy. Letters were pinned up on a corkboard revealing the state of their finances, the existence of headlice in Year 6, an invitation to some sort of social evening at the Cotswold Club, and a dusty Christmas card from somebody who might have been Kate Winslet, if the signature could be believed. A large framed photo of Desmond, looking outrageously young and handsome and holding some sort of fish in the time-honoured pose of a jubilant angler, was displayed on a small table in a corner of the living room. How refreshing, Thea felt, to be amongst people with no secrets.
         
 
         The cat put in a stately appearance promptly at six, and delicately consumed the half-tin of meat Thea provided. He suffered himself to be stroked for a minute or so, before making an equally stately exit, tail held high and eyes straight ahead. Not an indoor cat, Thea concluded.
         
 
         She had brought her laptop with her, anticipating long hours in which internet Scrabble or lengthy emails to family and friends would make all the difference. Furthermore, access to webpages had become one of life’s necessities in recent times. You could never really be bored with the internet at your fingertips.
         
 
         She was feeling entirely contented and relaxed, the first day having proved less strange and restless than expected. The livestock would all settle down quickly and accept the new woman and dog who’d unaccountably replaced their usual rowdy family.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         The peacocks came as a complete surprise, sometime before six the following morning. Extraordinarily, this detail had been overlooked on the day of arrival, as well as on her preliminary visit in May. The unearthly sound of their cries penetrated a rather pleasant dream causing Thea to sit up in wild alarm, staring round the unfamiliar bedroom for the banshee that was surely right beside the bed.
         
 
         Hepzie was cravenly hiding under the duvet. Thea had to haul her out and speak reassuringly before she’d stop quivering. Within minutes, they’d both gone back to sleep, but the noise came again, hauntingly conjuring other worlds. But this time Thea listened with a more relaxed ear. ‘Peacocks!’ she told the dog. ‘That’s all.’
         
 
         It took her quite a while to locate the birds when she went in search of them after breakfast. Three large exotic males were roosting in a cherry tree in a corner of the garden. The incongruity was startling. To see such big birds in a tree at all was odd; brightly coloured ones with trailing tail feathers were simply not as nature intended. She stood for several minutes admiring them and wondering why Julia hadn’t told her about them. They seemed docile enough and the vivid blue of their breasts was enough to send any heart soaring. She decided to like them, to permit them their exotic enhancement of her sojourn and forgive them their early-morning cacophony.
         
 
         The house was superficially tidy, but the first cupboard Thea opened revealed a hasty bundling-out-of-sight exercise that would inevitably mean that nothing would be found by the owners for the next several months. The small bedroom she’d been allocated belonged to the older daughter, Flora. ‘Too many of us now for a spare room,’ Julia had said. ‘You’ll be all right in here, won’t you?’
         
 
         The room’s décor had apparently been executed by the child herself. Dragons were stencilled in shades of orange and blue over two of the walls, in random clusters, while a third wall was completely covered with cut-out pictures of a pop star Thea could not recognise. He was an ill-looking fellow, apt to open his mouth much too wide when confronted by a camera, it seemed. His clothing was minimal and unstylish. Thea rather feared that his face would haunt her for some time to come.
         
 
          
         The duvet cover was clean and plain, the curtains likewise. The carpet was equally acceptable. In fact, the tidiness was not at all as she remembered from her visit in May. Young Flora, unlike the rest of her family, had gone to a lot of trouble to tuck everything out of sight, leaving no personal items on view. Except for the dragons. There were shelves containing about thirty model dragons, made of porcelain, plastic, metal, wood, paper and other materials. One had actually been knitted. Some were a few inches high, and the largest measured a good two feet from nose to tail.
         
 
         ‘Well, it makes a change,’ Thea muttered. ‘Nothing wrong with dragons.’ A closer inspection persuaded her that many of the models had been skilfully made and were far from unattractive.
         
 
         Flora was not the daughter obsessed with the welfare of the pony. A glance into Naomi’s room across the landing made this apparent. A large poster of a show jumper in mid-jump met the eye first, followed by a mass of other horse-related objects. A chest of drawers had a jumble of possessions littered on top of it and there were clothes on the chair near the window. Of course, there would be no reason why she should clear it up, since nobody was intending to use it during her absence. Thea wondered whether Flora had resented the need to make her room available.
         
 
         For the first time, Thea sat down and asked herself just what the definition of a house-sitter was. This was only her second assignment, and already it proved to be entirely different from the first. In the absence of detailed instructions, she felt both constrained to invent her own job description, and free to do as much or as little as she liked.
         
 
         The poultry were to be shut in at night and released in the morning – except for the peacocks, which were evidently free range. The pony required some magical therapy that would maintain life until his devoted owner’s return. The cat, guinea pigs and rabbits had one meal a day, and were otherwise self-sufficient. Burglars were not a worry, it seemed.
         
 
         To Thea’s relief, she noticed that Hepzie was cautiously pottering outside, her feathering flowing in the cool breeze. For July the weather was proving sorely defective. Thea caught regular glimpses of the dog from the front window, noting that she kept well away from the muddy patch which was obviously the preferred territory of the geese. A shallow pond was full of thick green sludge and bordered with long untidy grass. The birds seemed very attached to it. Thea heartily shared Hepzie’s antipathy to the whole area. Not only was it smelly and gloopy underfoot, it was also determinedly guarded by the incumbents.
         
 
         The living room window was broad and high, letting in all available light, and probably a lot of summer heat on a good day. The view extended from the green pond to the right of the main big barn that faced the house, past the front gate and lane beyond, to one corner of the pony’s shed. Everything had been set at the customary odd angle, as if carelessly deposited without any planning, and yet the result was as idyllic a rural homestead as could be imagined.
         
 
         Thea set up the laptop on an antique oak table close to the window, and plugged it in to charge the battery.
         
 
         She saw the shiny silver car draw up in the gateway, hesitating a moment and then proceeding through the open gate into the yard. She saw the wide-hipped, grey-haired woman get out. A large woman, though light on her feet, she slammed the car door and stood for a moment taking in the house and yard. Thea watched her through the window trying to gauge just how welcome this visitor might be. She was assisted by her dog, who had gone running out of the open front door at the sound of the slamming car door. Two geese were waddling purposefully towards her, too.
         
 
         Thea got up and went to show due hospitality. ‘Hello,’ she called, raising her voice to carry from the front door. The woman was not approaching, but simply standing by the car, watching Hepzibah, who was wagging ecstatically from a short distance. When Hepzie wagged, it involved most of her spine, as well as the long undocked tail. Most people instinctively smiled or laughed to see it.
         
 
         This woman did neither. ‘It won’t jump up, will it?’ The voice was tight.
         
 
         ‘Come here, Heps,’ said Thea, hearing the soppy affection in her own voice. The dog complied easily and Thea bent down to fondle the soft head. ‘Good girl. Watch out for the geese,’ she warned. ‘They’re far worse than the dog.’
         
 
         This statement turned out to be false. As if barred by an invisible fence, the geese halted, exchanging muted gurgles, and then diverted their attentions to microscopic morsels of food beneath their feet.
         
 
         ‘I don’t think I need worry about them,’ the visitor observed. ‘I take it the Phillipses aren’t here?’
         
 
         ‘That’s right. I’m their house-sitter. Why, do you know them?’
         
 
         ‘Vaguely. I’m Cecilia Clifton. I live a mile or two away. I’m afraid I’ve got bad news.’
         
 
         Thea did not immediately feel any concern. There was only one piece of truly terrible news that could come, now, and this woman could not conceivably be the bearer of it. She did not know Jessica; there was no possibility that harm to Thea’s daughter could be reported through this mouthpiece.
         
 
         ‘What?’ she said.
 
         ‘The cat. Julia’s Siamese. Unless I’m very mistaken, he’s lying dead on the road, two or three hundred yards that way.’ She pointed eastwards.
         
 
          
         ‘Oh Jesus!’ said Thea, feeling suddenly sick. ‘Are you sure?’
         
 
         ‘You’d better go and see for yourself.’
 
         The woman did not offer to accompany Thea on her unpalatable quest. ‘You can’t miss it,’ she said, before getting back into the car. ‘It’s just around the corner.’
         
 
         ‘Can’t you show me?’
 
         At last a smile flickered on the broad face. ‘I would if I could, but I’m in rather a rush. You’ll be all right.’
         
 
         It seemed an odd thing to say. ‘Will I?’ she wondered.
         
 
         The woman turned the key in the ignition and then seemed to reconsider. Without turning the engine off, she leaned out of the window. ‘Listen – I’ll be free after lunch. I’ll come back then and we can have a talk, if you like. It must feel rather odd, being alone in a strange house. And you won’t have bargained for dealing with a dead cat.’
         
 
         Thea was rueful. ‘No. But I can hardly complain about any of the other aspects, can I? I knew what it would be like. And I’ve got the dog.’
         
 
         ‘So shall I come back or not?’
 
         Thea looked into the greenish eyes that awaited her reply, seeming to say it wouldn’t much matter either way. If Thea declined the offer, she felt there’d be no hard feelings. ‘Yes, do,’ she said. ‘I’ll have coffee on.’
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
          
         The cat’s body was limp and muddy and still not quite cold, the pelvic area crushed. Thea slid it into the plastic carrier bag she’d equipped herself with before walking down the lane. The creature’s lips were drawn back in a rictus of suffering that filled Thea with pity and rage and rank despair. ‘Carnage,’ she muttered to herself. The word embraced a bitter pun she had been aware of since her husband had been slaughtered in a road accident. Human or animal, to die at the wheels of a motor vehicle was to pay a sacrificial price accepted almost calmly by the population at large.
         
 
         ‘Now what?’ Thea asked Hepzibah, who was as always only a few yards away. ‘Better get you off the road, before you’re splattered as well. Come on.’
         
 
         But before they’d got any distance there was a voice calling from a gateway further down the lane. ‘Hello! Has something happened?’
         
 
         The gateway opened into a modest cottage garden with low-growing plants and a scrap of lawn. Behind it stood a classic Cotswold dwelling in the usual pale stone, flanked by trees.
         
 
         A young woman stepped out into the lane, and Thea stayed her ground. ‘I’m the Phillipses’ house-sitter,’ she said, raising her voice to cover the distance. ‘I’m afraid I’m off to a bad start. Poor Milo’s been run over. It must have happened only a short time ago – he’s still a bit warm.’
         
 
          
         The reaction was dramatic. Covering the ground between them at a run, her mouth widened in a sob, the woman positively shrieked. ‘Oh God, no! Let me see. Oh!’
         
 
         ‘You must be Frannie,’ Thea guessed. ‘Julia said he visited you a lot.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, yes, Frannie Craven. Oh Lord, this is terrible. What’s Robert going to say? He’ll think it’s all my fault. Poor Milo. I can’t bear to look at him!’
         
 
         Thea had opened the carrier bag to reveal the contents. Frannie reared back in horror. ‘How did you find him?’
         
 
         ‘A woman called Cecilia Something came to tell me.’
         
 
         ‘Bloody cars. Nothing’s safe, is it. You’d think on a quiet little road like this…’
         
 
         ‘Right. But you know – cats do dart out at just the wrong moment.’ Why am I defending the motorist, she demanded of herself.
         
 
         Frannie was not swayed. ‘Have you ever killed a cat?’
         
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘Neither have I. It’s bad driving, I don’t care what you say.’
         
 
         ‘So why will Robert think it’s your fault?’
 
         Frannie clasped her hands together and jittered on the spot. ‘He says I shouldn’t encourage him to come over to us. He doesn’t like cats much. And the boys! They’ll be devastated.’ Her wide blue eyes gazed into Thea’s. She was blonde and slight and about thirty. Just the sort to have a bossy husband, Thea noted to herself.
         
 
         ‘Boys? You mean yours?’
 
         ‘Oh, no.’ Frannie put a hand over her mouth. ‘I haven’t got any.’
         
 
         ‘Julia’s two Harrys, then?’
 
         ‘Actually…well, yes, that’s right. The boys love Milo. He’s a sort of mascot to them.’
         
 
         ‘Well, it’s done now. I’d better bury him, I suppose.’
         
 
         ‘You can’t. Not without asking Julia where she wants him. They’re away for a fortnight, aren’t they?’
         
 
         Thea nodded. ‘Maybe I could put him in a freezer or something.’
         
 
         ‘In with the food?’
         
 
         She wasn’t at all sure she liked this Frannie. The overwrought responses to everything she said were beginning to irritate.
         
 
         ‘I expect I could clear a compartment. And wrap him up well.’ Absently she reached into the bag and stroked the dense creamy fur. It had been a very beautiful cat. She turned to go when a man came out of the house and walked towards them, his face framing intense curiosity.
         
 
         ‘What’s going on?’
 
         ‘Oh, Robert. This lady’s the one Julia’s hired to look after their house. I’m sorry – I don’t know your name? She’s just found Milo, look. He’s been run over.’
         
 
         ‘My name’s Thea Osborne. I only arrived yesterday. This isn’t a very good start, is it.’
         
 
         Robert was a lot older than his wife. He looked to be in his early forties. He did not seem the least bit distressed at the death of the cat. In fact, Thea noted, he almost shrugged.
         
 
         ‘We’ll be late, Fran, if you don’t get a move on.’
 
         ‘Oh, sorry.’ Frannie threw Thea a glance full of helpless excuse. He’s a man, how can I withstand his instructions? ‘We’re going to see Robert’s mother today and he likes to make an early start,’ she explained. ‘Even though it’s only a few miles away.’
         
 
         ‘Well, nice to meet you,’ Thea said.
 
         ‘And I’m terribly sorry about poor Milo.’
 
         ‘Oh, well, at least it’s not the pony,’ Thea said, without really thinking.
         
 
         ‘Don’t count your chickens,’ said Robert with a slight snicker that put Thea completely off him.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         The immediate dilemma, once she got back to the house, was whether to tell Julia and Desmond what had happened. Her strong inclination was to leave them in cheerful ignorance, since there was nothing they could do. On the other hand, if it had been her in their shoes, she would want to be kept informed. If (fingers crossed, God forbid) anything happened to Hepzie, she would want to be told instantly. There was something dreadful in allowing a person to continue to assume all was well when it wasn’t.
         
 
         But Julia had given unambiguous instructions on this topic, albeit more by implication than direct speech. Only if a grim decision was required concerning Pallo should they be troubled. Otherwise it was down to Thea to use her best judgement. And the burial of a cat could wait. There was plenty of space in the large chest freezer housed in the barn that doubled as garage, general store and all-round useful space.
         
 
         ‘Well, at least I’m meeting the neighbours,’ she said, congratulating herself on finding a bright side to the sorry start to the day. And when she went to check on the pony, he stretched his neck towards her, wrinkling the soft floppy lips that for Thea were the best feature of the equine species, and snatching the carrot she proffered. The energy he displayed seemed to Thea a good omen for his survival.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Cecilia Clifton returned on schedule, just as Thea was making coffee in a machine identical to the one she had at home. She heard the car, but was too slow to prevent Hepzie rushing out and leaping at the woman as soon as she was accessible.
         
 
         ‘Get down!’ she shouted, pushing the spaniel away.
         
 
          
         ‘Gosh, sorry,’ said Thea, wishing for the millionth time that everybody else loved dogs as much as she did. ‘She thinks you’re an old friend, you see.’
         
 
         ‘Her nails are dreadful.’
 
         ‘You don’t have to tell me. I’m trying to cut them, one or two at a time. She absolutely hates it, so it’s rather a battle.’
         
 
         ‘Would you like me to hold her while you do it?’
 
         Thea knew she ought to agree to this offer. ‘That’s ever so kind, but somehow I’m not in the mood. You wouldn’t believe how it upsets her. And after Milo… Well, I can’t face it, to be honest.’
         
 
         Cecilia nodded accommodatingly and Thea warmed to her. ‘What did you do with the body?’ Cecilia asked.
         
 
         ‘Put it in the freezer. According to Frannie Whatnot, that’s a very insensitive thing to do.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, Frannie. Take no notice of her. She’s bonkers.’
 
         ‘Really?’
 
         ‘Not certifiable, but inclined to excessive emotion.’
 
         ‘I know what you mean,’ said Thea with a laugh. ‘But what about that Robert? Are they married?’
         
 
         ‘Oh, yes. Biggest wedding around here for years. He’s from an old Chalford family. His granddad was a manager in one of the mills. Frannie’s not the partner anybody envisaged for him, but after a disastrous first marriage in his twenties, I think the family was grateful that he finally seems to have settled down again, even though she is so young.’
         
 
         ‘No kids?’
 
         ‘Not yet, but I gather they’re working on it. Robert’s mum is the matriarchal type and so far there’s just one granddaughter, born to Robert’s little sister. And she lives in York.’ Thea had the impression there was more family information itching to be disclosed, but Cecilia evidently decided she’d imparted quite enough.
         
 
         ‘Do you know the family histories of everybody here?’ Thea prompted.
         
 
         ‘Not the incomers, and that’s most of them. But I get around, you see, and people talk to me. Now I’m retired, I’ve really thrown myself into community matters.’
         
 
         ‘Like the WI, you mean?’
 
         Cecilia’s eyes widened in horror. ‘Certainly not! Listen, the Cotswolds is virtually the only area of southern England where there’s still a chance – a slim one, admittedly, but not completely gone – to stem the tide of urbanisation.’
         
 
         Thea gulped at this. ‘Oh,’ she managed. ‘Good for you.’
         
 
         ‘It’s a full time job, let me tell you. Everybody thinks their little bit of desecration will go unnoticed, won’t make a difference, they can dodge the regulations and guidelines. But we’re winning.’ Cecilia paused with a smirk of satisfaction. ‘We are definitely winning.’
         
 
          
         ‘Well,’ Thea asserted, feeling like some sort of Girl Guide, ‘you can include me on your side. I’m all for conservation. My husband—’
         
 
         Cecilia gave her no chance to finish. ‘Let me show you around, while you’re here. We’ve got a lot to be proud of.’
         
 
         Thea nodded, struck dumb by such enthusiasm.
 
         The woman went on. ‘Not that this is a wholly rural area, of course. It actually has quite a strong industrial history, just across the river from here. It’s hideous new homes and misguided attempts to attract tourists that we mainly object to.’
         
 
         Thea found her voice, explaining that she was quite well apprised of the past glories of the region.
         
 
         Cecilia laughed delightedly. ‘Well, you are a find, to be sure. Such genuine interest is hard to come by.’ She paused, before adding, ‘Would you like me to show you around? What are your interests? I can do you wild flowers, William Morris, clothmaking, canals, architecture, railways, local personalities…’ She ticked each topic off on her fingers.
         
 
         Thea’s eyes widened. ‘Are you proposing to give me a tour, or just a lecture?’
         
 
         ‘Either. Both. Chalford’s just over there, as I expect you know. It’s almost a ghost town now, compared to how it was less than a century ago. I never get tired of roaming its streets, imagining how it must have been. A veritable hive of industry it was.’
         
 
         ‘Clothmaking?’
 
          
         ‘And the rest. Dyeing, weaving, wood-turning, bone-turning…’
         
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘It’s true. One of the mills was converted into a bone-turning works for a while. They made bone knitting needles and crochet hooks.’
         
 
         Thea gulped half her mug of cooling coffee. Her lifelong knack of slipping into a different historical period had taken over. From the kitchen window at the back of Juniper Court, the slopes of Chalford were faintly visible. It did not look like a busy mill town, but with some imaginative exertion, she could visualise the streets full of workers thronging to enter the mill gates before the appointed time. Hooters would summon them from their gossip and hurried shopping forays. It was a scene more associated with Yorkshire than south Gloucestershire.
         
 
         ‘And what’s that place up there?’ she asked, pointing at the settlement across the valley.
         
 
         ‘Oakridge. Nice little village, though I hardly ever go there. Looks its best from over here, quite honestly.’
         
 
         ‘And what about the canal? According to my map, it goes right through the woods between here and Daneway.’
         
 
         Cecilia’s pause was long enough to be meaningful. ‘There’s a terrible lot I could tell you about the canal,’ she said, eventually. ‘It might be best not to get me started on the canal.’
         
 
          
         Thea seldom thought of herself as contrary or unduly argumentative, but this remark was entirely too provoking to ignore.
         
 
         ‘But it’s the canal that interests me most,’ she said. ‘Believe it or not, my dissertation for my degree was on English canals and railways. The period from 1870 to 1890, when the railways were in full swing, and stealing all the business from the canals. You might say I have a special interest.’
         
 
         Cecilia sighed. ‘I might have known it. But there isn’t a lot to see. They haven’t even started on any restoration along this section, although they’re talking it up and trying to raise money. It’s going to be a massive job, if they ever do knuckle down to it.’ Her face darkened. ‘And that’s rather a big if, the way things are going. Besides, there’s obviously nothing I could tell you. Why don’t we pop along to Daneway instead? Did you know that William Morris had a house there? Quite a few houses in the area go back to the Arts and Crafts movement. We could walk from here, through the woods.’
         
 
         ‘How far is it?’
 
         ‘Barely two miles.’
 
         ‘Each way?’
 
         Cecilia nodded. ‘Why? What else do you have to do?’
         
 
         Thea wriggled her shoulders. ‘Not a lot, really. It’s just – the weather, for a start. It’s going to rain, by the look of it.’ She couldn’t have stated precisely why she felt a reluctance to embark on a woodland walk with this woman, other than a sense of being bulldozed into too sudden an intimacy. The walk would lead to tea and cakes, in all probability, and beyond. It was Sunday, she remembered. Why did Cecilia not have a family to spend the day with? Was she so lonely she had to descend on a temporary stranger for company?
         
 
         ‘You’re probably right,’ Cecilia agreed comfortably. ‘I’m doing my usual trick of rushing people into things. But you must go and see Daneway House. And the tunnel. And the pub’s not bad.’ She gave Thea a straight look. ‘And it isn’t a lot of fun going to a pub by yourself, now is it?’
         
 
         ‘That’s true,’ said Thea, who had a profound resistance to entering a pub alone. ‘This is all very kind of you.’ And it probably was, she concluded. The woman was just being kind and she was being churlish to entertain suspicions as to her motives.
         
 
         Cecilia got up to go five minutes after finishing her coffee. ‘Here’s my phone number,’ she said. ‘I’m not doing very much in the coming week. I mean it about filling you in on local history. You seem interested – it’s only good sense to avail yourself of somebody like me.’
         
 
         ‘Thanks,’ Thea smiled, taking the slip of paper with the phone number. ‘As soon as the weather improves, I’ll take you up on it.’
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
          
         Even when it began to drizzle, her mood remained buoyant. Retreating to the big kitchen, she turned on the radio.
         
 
         As very often happened, the programme fitted well with her situation. Tuned to a local station, there was a woman talking about Minchinhampton Common and its mysterious history. Stories of gypsy encampments, amateur golfing and perennial kite-flying made the place sound unremarkable at first. But then the voice altered to a lower key, and the talk changed to sudden thick mists and dangerous trenches dating back to World War Two, all of it worthy of a much larger wilderness. Although people used it as if it were a country park, there were still echoes of a wilder darker history. And then, as if to lighten the mood again, the speaker went on to talk about courting couples from Thrupp and Brimscombe and Chalford spending their Sundays on the Common, walking miles for the pleasure of open grassland and bracing air.
         
 
         The programme ended, to be replaced with the bland popular music that local radio tended to favour. Thea was left with a desire to visit the Common for herself. If nothing else, it sounded a perfect place for exercising a lively young spaniel. ‘We’ll go as soon as the rain stops,’ she told Hepzibah.
         
 
         But the rain got worse and the sky even darker. The house seemed to wrap itself around her, seducing her into remaining indoors, where there was a big new television with incredible sound and countless channels to choose from, slightly raising Thea’s hopes of classic movies or fascinating nature programmes – if she could work out how to operate the thing. There were also books, CDs, DVDs, magazines and games.
         
 
         ‘There aren’t any no-go areas,’ Julia Phillips had said. ‘Help yourself to anything you might need to pass the time. I hope it won’t get too tedious for you.’
         
 
         At random Thea chose a recent copy of Cotswold Life and found a page of listings advertising local garden fetes, barbecues, country shows and antique sales. Every village apparently had some ambitious scheme to celebrate the summer and raise some funds. Thea entertained pleasing visions of community jollity, until she remembered similar events she had attended in previous times. When Jessica was small, and Carl just embarking on his new vocation as an environmentalist in rural Oxfordshire, he had insisted they engage in as much ‘grassroots activity’ as they could. It had never quite been Thea’s cup of tea, waiting around for the results of the raffle to be announced, and the number of currants in the kilner jar. She’d never once won anything, and only reluctantly purchased a few leggy home-grown plants and dog-eared paperbacks from the stalls.
         
 
         Time was passing slowly and she was beginning to miss human company. If she’d been at home, she could have dropped in on any one of half a dozen friends. Women her age were often still encumbered by young children and therefore not generally working full time, despite the perception to the contrary. Some had given it a try for a year or two and then returned thankfully to the freedom and fulfilment of life without a job.
         
 
         ‘Doesn’t look as if this one’s going to be as exciting as the last,’ she muttered, with a wistfulness she almost instantly came to regret.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Neither Thea nor Hepzie heard anybody drive into the yard or come to the front door, so the first thing they knew was a loud knocking.
         
 
         She trotted across the hallway with an eagerness she felt to be almost pathetic. Was she so desperate for human contact, despite the two encounters she’d already had that day? Was she going to have to admit to herself that there were aspects to this job that seriously disagreed with her?
         
 
         A middle-aged man was on the doorstep, shoulders hunched against water that ran down his neck from soaking hair. His sodden trousers stuck to his legs. He shook himself and grinned at her. ‘Sorry to be a bother,’ he said, with no appearance of regret. ‘But I’m totally lost. Where exactly does this road go?’
         
 
         Thea grinned back. ‘That’s a very good question,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t actually go anywhere, really. I mean, it just links to the A419. Where are you trying to get to?’
         
 
         ‘Some Godforsaken village called Daneway. I must have missed a turning.’
         
 
         Thea was not a nervous or suspicious person. She had never had cause to fear an apparently innocent stranger. But some instinct warned her not to reveal her true situation. The man was nice-looking, well-spoken. Hepzie was wagging at him from the dry of the hallway. On the surface, at least, there was no imaginable reason for doubting him. Perhaps it was his extreme wetness that she found mildly repellent. What in the world could he have been doing to get in such a state?
         
 
         Glancing over his shoulder, she saw a long, low, maroon-coloured car with a soft black top. A flicker of disapproval ran through her – something so sporty and speedy should not be venturing down quiet rural lanes where Siamese cats couldn’t cross to the neighbour’s without being slaughtered.
         
 
         ‘Daneway’s just a couple of miles that way,’ she said, pointing to the left. ‘You can’t really miss it.’ She injected a deal more confidence into her voice than she truly felt. All she was going by was her recollection of the map, and the blithe way Cecilia Clifton had suggested they walk to the village.
         
 
         ‘Okay,’ he nodded, with a half-smile that seemed much too knowing. As if he had been testing her and found her wanting. Maybe he’d hoped for a cup of tea and a chance to dry his trousers. ‘Thanks.’
         
 
         ‘I’m sure you’ll find it,’ she said, retreating slightly and gripping the edge of the door. The gesture was firmly unambiguous. He understood that he was being rejected, and a flicker of something like sadness crossed his eyes. Thea felt ashamed and then impatient. This was how it was between men and women, she reminded herself. It was not wise to trust or believe the words of a stranger. If, as half her instincts were urging her, she had asked him in, she would deserve whatever happened next. Her female friends would be aghast if she were to make such a terrible mistake. Her male ones would sigh and shake their heads and talk dispassionately about vulnerability and sensible precautions. And she would never know what the right thing would have been.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         ‘Oh, I expect I shall,’ he agreed. ‘Thanks very much.’
         
 
         She soon forgot about him, especially as the late-afternoon routines for the livestock were due to commence. The geese had to be braved, in order to get to the henhouse, where eggs must be collected. The nesting boxes were attached to a wire run, where the birds were confined at night. The pond lay only a few feet beyond and at the sight of her, the geese abandoned their paddling and mudlarking to waddle hurriedly towards her. Hepzie saw them coming and veered away, changing course in favour of an urgent foray into the pony’s quarters. Thea tried to make herself tall and assertive, holding the egg basket before her like a shield, thankful that she was wearing her raincoat for protection against pecks as well as precipitation. Three large white birds lined up in front of her, their black eyes unblinking. Without looking at them directly, Thea marched to the henhouse and lifted the flap to reveal five perfect brown eggs divided between two nesting boxes. The geese did not follow and she exhaled in relief.
         
 
         Collecting eggs had to be one of life’s most simple satisfactions, akin to finding mushrooms or digging new potatoes. The natural bounty appearing like a small miracle couldn’t fail to inflate the spirits. She would make herself an omelette for supper and think herself blessed.
         
 
         The rain did not abate throughout the evening. Having fed and watered the pony, shut the birds in and mourned briefly for the poor Siamese cat, she logged onto the internet to retrieve any emails she might have.
         
 
         There was one from James, her brother-in-law, who persisted in monitoring her movements and nagging her about keeping safe. In the light of events during her earlier house-sitting adventure, she could hardly criticise him for his solicitude.
         
 
         I hope all’s well in Minchinhampton? No strange farmers or such? You’re certainly a glutton for punishment.
         
 
         As it happens, Rosie and I are off to Deauville tomorrow for a week, and that means I won’t be able to rush to your side if there’s a crisis. So stay on the sunny side, there’s a good girl. Maybe Jessica can be on standby if you need anything.
         
 
         Seriously, love, do try not to get involved. Settle down with a good book, or go shopping in Cirencester. Anything that’ll keep you out of trouble.
         

         With our love, James.
         
 
         Hurriedly, she keyed in a reply.
 
         It’s all perfectly fine here, thank you for asking. Apart from the weather, of course. Nice warm family house, lovely people, easy animals. There has been one disaster, though. The cat got run over this morning – or during the night, I imagine. It was a lovely Siamese, so that’s quite a bummer. I’ve put it in the freezer for now.
         

         I’ve briefly met the closest neighbour, who seems a bit of a pain on first acquaintance. A chap got lost in the rain and asked me the way. I pretended I knew, so he wouldn’t guess I’m strange here myself. You’d have been proud of me.
         

         Enjoy Deauville. (WHY Deauville, I ask myself). Love to Rosie.
         

         Thea
         
 
          
         The next message was from her younger sister Jocelyn, who very rarely sent emails.
         
 
         Thea, where are you? Is it that house-sitting business again? I can’t get anywhere with your mobile, so this will have to be my last resort. The thing is, I’ve got a bit of a crisis here, and would love to get away for a couple of days. Can I use your house, do you think? If you’re away, I could water the plants and answer the phone. I won’t take any of the kids.
         
 
         Don’t phone me at home. That sounds much more sinister than it really is, but I just prefer to keep it all under my hat for a while. You can email me if you get this before Sunday evening. Otherwise I’ll try your mobile again on Monday.
         
 
         Love
         
 
         Joss
         
 
         Thea rattled off a reply almost before she’d had time to think.
         
 
         What in the world is all this about? No, you can’t just waltz into my house without me being there. And without any proper explanation. You’ll have to come here first and talk to me about whatever it is that’s going on. I’m at a place called Juniper Court, a mile and a half off the A419. The nearest village is Frampton Mansell. I doubt if you’d find it by yourself – we could meet in Minchinhampton or Stroud. Oh, damn, I don’t know what to say until you’ve told me the whole story. I’ll switch my mobile on, and make sure you call me as soon as you see this.
         

         Thea
         
 
          
         Jocelyn was four years her junior, and the mother of five children. Large, cheerful and apparently contented, she was the last person Thea would have expected to be sending panicky emails. Her husband, Alex, was every bit as equable as Jocelyn, house-trained and reasonably attentive. Thea could not imagine him being the cause of her sister’s crisis. The usual candidates were presumably infidelity, financial disaster, illness or trouble with the law. If forced to guess, Thea would opt for the second of these. Jocelyn was bad with money, and five children cost a lot to run. But why, in that case, would she want to get away from the family home? Impatiently, Thea awaited the call that would, she hoped, explain everything.
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