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About the Book

The sparkling new novel from Mavis Cheek

When city girl Molly Bonner arrives in the village of Lufferton Boney, she creates quite a stir. With her non-country-style boots, determined manner and alluring looks, she sets off a wave of intrigue that ripples through the lives of everyone there, from Julie the barmaid at the Holly Bush to antiques dealer Dryden Fellows and Montmorency the cat. Nobody knows exactly what she’s up to, but one thing seems certain: her presence will alter the lives and loves of the village and its people for good.

Molly is a girl on a mission: to discover the truth behind Lufferton Boney’s much-loved and most notorious resident, the giant (and slightly obscene) Gnome, a fertility symbol etched into the face of Pound Hill. As she works her way into the villagers’ hearts and lives, Molly needs to keep one step ahead. For she has a few personal demons to settle, as she pursues the wonderful secret that only the Gnome can reveal…
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GNOME

‘dwarf-like earth-dwelling spirit,’ 1712, from Fr. gnome, from L. gnomus, used 16c. in a treatise by Paracelsus, who gave the name pigmaei or gnomi to elemental earth beings, possibly from Gk. *genomos ‘earth-dweller.’ Popular in children’s literature 19c. as a name for red-capped Ger. and Swiss folklore dwarfs. Garden figurines first imported to England late 1860s from Germany.

The Blessed, that immortal be,

From change in love are only free …

… Were it not madness to deny

To live because we’re sure to die?

‘To a Lady asking him how long he would love
her’, by George Etherege (1635?–1692)


PART I


One

THE SUN SHONE out of a clear blue sky and bestowed its gentle rays upon the well-kept exteriors of Lufferton Boney. Lufferton Boney is remarkably well-kept, thought Molly Bonner, as she walked down the village high street. Her boots – long, leather, black and shiny – were not country boots; her skirt – short, muslin, pink and frothy – was not a country skirt; and her hair – close-cropped, redder than anything of a hirsute disposition to be found in nature, and bouncy – was definitely, definitely not a country haircut. And if one were to continue one could cite other outrages; her car, now parked at the top of the street near the church of St Etheldreda (as instructed by Miles Whittington) was nowhere near the kind of car country people drove, it being small, fast and of startling blueness with a silver stripe down its back; the briefcase she carried was scarlet patent leather, the papers inside the briefcase were of a very potent yellow, and the words printed thereon were printed in something that was dangerously near to puce. Miles had told her that the curve in the road where she parked her car designated the separation of the old village from the new, that the church was the marker between ancient and modern. Its porch faced the end of the village street, its entrance opening towards the landscape beyond. So the church seemed to be set there in a stand-off. Fanciful or what? As she passed the old lychgate she looked up once, raising her eyes to the Hill at the end of the village street. Now she could see that the monstrous figure cut into it, though partly obliterated by thorn bushes, seemed to weigh down upon the village below. Maybe not so fanciful then? With a little hiccup of excitement she hurried on.

You would not, thought Dryden Fellows, as he saw her pass by his emporium, Beautiful Bygones (antiques, ephemera and objects of delight), you would certainly not want your son to bring her home with a view to marrying her into the family … Nigel, Dryden’s son, was of marriageable age, still single and still silly. His only hope, so his father thought, was to marry someone considerably sillier than himself. But whom? Dryden had a very good reason for wishing Nigel married apart from the usual one of parental relief, and he could only live in hope. It was the one wish he could remember being asked of him by his now dead wife (ten years deceased and mother of the very silly Nigel) and that was made on her deathbed. And for various reasons, not all of them human, he wished to get it sorted out and settle the matter.

The sound of a horse’s hooves clip-clopped away in the distance and Dryden watched, thoughtfully, the chestnut’s shining, undulating rump and the little jodhpured rump above it that also undulated past the Old Holly Bush and disappeared around the curve in the road. That jodhpured rump was unmarried, had blue blood and was born in the same year as his son. There was a terrible yearning in Dryden’s eyes.

Further down the street in Hill View House Miles Whittington flitted and darted around his beamed and much furnished sitting room like a hornet in heat, or so thought Dorcas Fairbrother, his secretary (Miles was old-fashioned enough to call her that rather than the altogether more charming term Personal Assistant). She sat at her desk in the far corner, very still, very quiet, and tried to concentrate on Miles’s long letter to the local council. This concerned the Gnome of Pound Hill and money – when did his correspondence with the local council not? And she wanted it out of the way so that she could concentrate on this morning’s visitor and – with luck – have a little fun at Miles’s expense.

‘May as well keep on at them,’ said Miles absently. ‘Though it is to be hoped that our visitor will have the answer.’ He paused, tweaked a curtain (Colefax and Fowler, 1986) and added with a smile that did not go all the way up to his eyes, ‘Should she, I wonder, sit facing the window and the sun, or with her face away from the light?’

Dorcas said nothing. This, she guessed, was a rhetorical question. As was so often the case with Miles, Dorcas was right. After a short pause, and a pose with his hand placed to his brow for maximum effect, Miles answered himself. ‘When they interrogate prisoners they have strong light shining in their eyes. Dorcas?’

‘They do, Miles.’

‘Good, good.’ He moved the Bishop’s chair (oak, 17th century) to a suitable position and then stood back, hands now at his side, and surveyed the new placement.

‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘Excellent.’

With a spring in his step Miles moved closer to the window and looked up and down the street. His gaze fell fondly, even dreamily, upon a newly deposited, steaming pile of horse manure. Such things added to the rural image and might be an encouragement to future visitors – but … just for a moment he lapsed and then blinked as if remembering the task in hand. He stiffened his back and stiffened his resolve, turned to Dorcas and clapped his hands. ‘The horse, Dorcas, has left a deposit. It might give our visitor a bad idea of the place. Would you take the shovel and …’

Dorcas, who also smiled, and whose smile did not reach up to her eyes either, said, ‘Miles – what do you think our visitor would make of it if, on arriving, she saw your secretary shovelling up shit?’

Miles winced. Sometimes Dorcas betrayed her origins. He looked out of the window again. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I suppose this is the countryside, warts and all. I could have done with it for the vegetables.’ He stood thinking for a moment longer, regret in his eyes. Then he shook his head and went over to Dorcas’s desk and stood, hands on meagre hips, looking down. ‘Now. This is where you come into your own.’ His secretary duly removed her hands from the keyboard of her computer (Dell, 1997) and waited. ‘Refreshments. Your department.’ He strode over to the chair by the fireplace (empty), it being towards the end of March, and absent-mindedly picked up the cat, Montmorency, to put him down on the rug. Montmorency opened one eye, shuddered, and waited. Miles turned his back and Montmorency resumed the chair. The cat had been his absent brother Robin’s cat and for some reason Miles felt he could not dispose of it. Not yet, anyway. Soon, he would croon to himself, soon.

‘Dorcas, should I – we – offer her tea or coffee? Or should I suggest sherry? Or beer …?’ He turned to the empty Bishop’s chair and posed as if lost in thought again. Then he twirled in Dorcas’s direction. ‘Beer would be very good, I think,’ he said, malevolently. ‘Put her nicely in her place. I have looked her up on the Internet and the family originates from nowhere. A hundred years ago they were nothing. Well, not in the paternal line. Better on the distaff but only just. Money from trade. Beer it is. That will show her. Do you agree?’

‘I think beer would put her in a place, certainly,’ said Dorcas.

‘Good, good, good,’ said Miles and he clapped his hands once more.

Susie and Pinky Smith toiled up Pound Hill towards the Gnome. Pinky, so called for his tendency to go pink in the sun, in the shade, in the pub – and generally anywhere – puffed. Susie, stout and draped in a not very well put together kaftan, snorted through her nose in the determined way that Pinky had come to dread. He looked back down the Hill, past Miles’s house, to the village street and all its serenity.

‘Come along, Pinks,’ said his wife. And carried on upwards snorting all the way. She made the same noise when they were having sex. It was the noise of determination. The Smiths had been married for nine years and Susie was determined that this year, the year of their tenth anniversary, would be the year of pregnancy. So far this had not occurred, hence their toiling towards the Gnome. You could almost, thought Pinky through his puffings, see the path our feet have created over the years. His own personal belief, one he kept to himself after the unfortunate occasion, eight and a half years ago, when he voiced it to his new young bride, was that by the time they got to the Gnome and his vital organ, they were both so knackered that the likelihood of conceiving anything short of a snooze in the grass was minimal. Eight and a half years ago, after he spoke these words, Susie had stopped cooking and taken to sitting in the garden with a book, not so much reading it as gripping it as if she would choke the life out of it. And when she did come round, with a dire warning that if he ever showed that kind of defeatism again she would be off, he knew who was boss and what the boss required. It was the same with her crystal garden. He dug the soil over in readiness, regretted the loss of cabbages, and said nothing. Best not.

Over the years and unobserved from time to time he had slipped out of Chrysalis Cottage to the village street and stared up at the offensively rampant Gnome, and shaken his fist at it. He had sent it a telepathic message, scattered with curses, some of which were very obscene and the upshot of which was that the Gnome had ruined his life. What had once been a gentle art had become a marrow-sucking demand that left him weak and unhappy. His wife’s once desirable and luscious curves left him pale with fear. Sex was a nightmare, and the nightmare was the Gnome’s curse.

After these bouts of secret rebelliousness Pinky went back indoors and gave himself up to whatever would come – for he was a married man and he had married for better or for worse. And here was the worst he seemed to have married for. On seeking the advice of a therapist in Woolmington (thirty-five miles away to avoid discovery) a few years ago, Pinky was overwhelmed with silence when the therapist leaned forward and said, ‘Trouble in the bed department?’ He had a strange and totally unnerving vision of himself involved in a punch-up in Beds-R-Us. He found his voice enough to say a very faint, ‘Yes’ and was then treated to a long and sympathetic discourse on how to arouse his wife. Since that was very far from the issue he paid his fee and never went back.

Funny, though – in all those years of going through puberty and beyond when he wanted a randy woman more than anything in the world – any woman – when his thoughts strayed hourly to all kinds of wonderful wickedness – it had never occurred to him that to find one might not live up to his fantasies: not at all, nowhere near, in fact. But then, Susie was not randy in the way he had imagined, no, she was randy in a businesslike way. The Gnome saw to that. Their visits up the Hill were frequent and deadly. She had even taken him up there once in the snow but luckily what it did to those parts of him that were required made this inappropriate in future. Alas, none of the constant demands from this concupiscent wife now felt nice, rude or naughty. It felt – how could he describe it – deadly and determinedly proper. Nor did it help that Pinky was a plumber. The analogies with his craft simply would enter his swirling head.

Susie was sure the fault lay with Pinky. So, despite going pinker than ever, he’d had a thrill in the fertility clinic when the nurse put on her white plastic gloves and looked up from her tray to give him a lipsticked smile. Thank goodness Dr Porlock had suggested laying off for a while, and not going at it. Dr Porlock had a straightforward way with words – conserving your potency, he called it. Which they did for short (too, too short) periods of time. Otherwise, Pinky was quite sure, he would have been dead within the year. To die from excessive shagging had been his hope and aspiration for much of his early life. But when it so nearly came upon him he found it strangely unappealing.

The Gnome and his very dreadful member were partially hidden by the thorn bushes and gorse and other hardy verdure that clung to his edges. But the land being mainly chalk, these game bits of foliage scarcely hid the upward thrust of his massive shape. The Cerne Abbas Giant had nothing on him for masculinity. It occurred to Pinky as they clambered over the last few tussocks of grass (for some reason the sheep simply would not graze anywhere near the Gnome – Farmer Braddle constantly tried his best to persuade them but they clearly found the idea offensive – and, looking at it again now, Pinky could hardly blame them) that if Miles Whittington had his way this might be the last time they could enact their marital requirements up here on the free basis that had been the villagers’ right since time immemorial. Miles had more than hinted that he had a plan to have the Gnome restored to his full … impact, and then to charge for the privilege of visiting him. Well thank God, was all Pinky could mutter, though he had little faith.

On he toiled with Susie’s happy snorting trumpeting behind him. It was at this point that Pinky always felt a sense of panic; kaftans were strangely unalluring items at the best of times, and none more so than Susie’s. How he longed to tell her that he had never favoured purple, but – fortunately – looking down towards the village, he saw the distant figure of a young woman striding along the main street, wearing long black boots with quite a lot of knee and thigh showing and not a purple billowing in sight. It’d have to do.

Nigel Fellows, Dryden’s son, was deeply in love by the time Molly Bonner had reached Miles’s door. Being deeply in love was his accustomed state and one that he relished. Love had happened to Nigel very frequently over the past few years, mostly, it should be said, induced by young women whom his father considered highly unsuitable.

It was the sound of the girl’s footsteps ringing out so loud and clear that first caught his attention. It was the bouncing redness of the hair and the other accoutrements that held it. On the whole the people of Lufferton Boney did not have footsteps that rang out. On the whole Lufferton Boney was a quiet village whose passions and turmoil raged silently within.

The children of the village lived mostly in the two developments of modern houses on the newer edge of the village, round the curve of the village street and beyond the church. There was a playground there, tucked behind a row of may trees, and that was where they made their noise. Like corralled baby animals, they were kept away from the lower part of the village and – it was to be hoped by their parents – from the sight of the Gnome. If this had a little to do with the superstitions of the ancients about evil eyes and suchlike, it was largely because the modern parents of Lufferton Boney did not want to have to answer the kind of questions that might be asked by their offspring should their houses be set too close to Pound Hill. They were perfectly happy to be sited well out of the way. That this was also convenient for the older, more established members of the village was not a concern.

All modern amenities were to hand for the newer inhabitants. Beyond the church was the post office and stores so it made convincingly practical sense that the housing developments grew up close to that (sweets, cigarettes, local eggs, milk and bread, newspapers – mostly the Mail, Express and Telegraph) and the playground and the new, rather brutal (post-Lasdun but with none of his spirituality about it), village hall, erected (thrown up, some preferred) in 1966. Some who lived beyond the curve at the top end of the village occasionally ventured down the street and into the Old Holly Bush, but most were content to drink and meet together in the social club attached to the Lasdunlite village hall.

To the men of the village the Gnome with his monstrous appendage was not a sight to be encouraged, being somewhat alienating to the masculine mind. And disturbing to the female one. Once up the street and beyond the church the Hill was quite hidden. Happily the primary school was three miles away in the larger village of Bonwell from where the Gnome, in all his terrible glory, could also not be seen.

Thus it was strange to hear bootsteps ringing out, and Nigel was brought to the upstairs window of Beautiful Bygones where he was polishing the lock escutcheons and little brass handles of a small George II sideboard, an enjoyably rewarding job in an otherwise unprepossessing sea of meaningless meniality. He went to the window, loving one woman, and returned in love with another. He stood there transfixed, spellbound by the vision as it bounced and swayed along the street. She, this creature in her pink and leather, with her shining red hair (totally and wonderfully artificial in its hue) was everything he had ever wanted. Suddenly. His eyes followed her as she passed and continued to follow her as she made her ringing way down the street. Above her – outlined on the Hill – sat the Gnome. It was as if she were walking defiantly towards him in acknowledgement. Nigel felt a twinge of something very profound which had nothing to do with the pleasures of polishing brass. Julie Barnsley at the pub was no more. This was it. No, no – this really was it.

The Gnome seemed to wink his approval as the girl in the boots (Russell and Bromley, vintage, £22 in Sue Ryder) made her way to the little iron gate fronting Miles’s front garden. Now that the figure was well past the shop, getting smaller and smaller, Nigel saw how she swung that skirt and swung that red bag and swung – well – swung everything – and he was certain. Whoever you are, he vowed, whoever you are – it is you I have waited for. But Miles? She knew Miles? Now that was very odd and highly unlikely. Were Miles to be receiving a visit from a young lady, Nigel Fellows would have expected her to be wearing something that covered her knees and did not move in the slightest as she walked, in quiet and demure fashion, up to his gate. Miles? Miles? Nigel must find out who the, what the, why the – and quickly. He returned to his rubbing with tremendous brio – as if showing the girl how committed to anything he chose to do he could be.

In The Orchard House Winifred Porlock sighed. Donald Porlock did not respond. There was an utterly entertaining article in the Lancet about DNA and testing for racial/ethnic identity, which backed up all he had ever thought about commercial meddling with such information. Winifred sighed again.

He put the magazine down slowly and gazed at her sternly.

‘Winnie?’

‘Yes, Donald.’

‘Why are you sighing?’

‘Am I, Donald?’

‘I think you know you are.’

‘Ah well.’

‘And when you add an Ah well, you know very well that you are.’

‘Well, perhaps I am.’

‘No perhaps about it. If you got any more wind up and out of yourself you’d be cooling my tea from over there.’

‘Well, I am sighing.’

‘That much we have established. Now we want to establish why.’

The strange thing about doctors, thought Winifred, was that in their surgeries they were the very essence of charming interest. If a woman sat down and sighed they would not rattle their medical magazine at her and put on a sardonic voice, no, they would lean forward and ask in a low, warm, enquiring tone, ‘Now, what’s the problem?’ Or, if you were Donald, lean forward, use a warm, enquiring tone, and have already made up your mind. Between the ages of 15 and 25 and female – hormones. If male 15–25 it would be sex. 25–40 both sexes, it would be the need of iron and more sleep (children) – with, possibly, the odd pick-me-up in pill form. After that – if female – it would be hormones. If male it would be blood pressure and lay off the fried foods.

Donald’s once enquiring mind had been replaced over the years with something more dictatorial and his patients were, in the main, rather a nuisance. Partly, Winifred told herself, this was the natural consequence of spending so many years in a profession, and partly it was the seduction of status. Least said soonest mended, was the proper working spirit, according to Donald. Nowadays if anyone came to him with anything of an emotional nature and became strident about it (women) or determined (men), he would class it as Mental – and pass it on to his partner, a woman. Oddly, most of those he saw went away from Donald’s surgery feeling better than when they went in. Perhaps because his diagnosis and remedies were so simple, so comforting; if a little confusing occasionally. Like the time Mrs Webb went into the surgery and put her hand on her bosom and said she had severe pain and Donald prescribed a little muscle relaxant called Valium. Mrs Webb, who also had housemaid’s knee, had been fearful that an operation might be necessary (the offending joint had never been right since she tripped over her fishing gnome on the front path) but once she got home and took a pill, all such fear vanished. The knee still hurt but she cared not one jot. Nor did she again until the bottle was empty.

All so very different, sighed Winifred, if the doctor was your husband and you were sitting in the breakfast room of a large old house in a small village in the heart of the South-West. She loved The Orchard House, she loved the landscape – she was just not sure if she loved Donald. Or, indeed, if he loved her. If she asked him he’d probably say he had wax in his ear and leave the room rapidly. Sighing again she remembered how, when they first met, he was radical, fired up with notions of medicine helping the dispossessed and out to change the world. She was thrilled by this. Feminist principles and the making of documentaries for the BBC were set aside for the greater good. But where would they go? Why, they would go anywhere. And then, of course, the newly wedded Winifred became pregnant. Never mind. Honourable activity was still possible. Doctors of conscience were needed everywhere, even in England. Rural poverty was the keynote now, Winifred counselled her husband, only too happy that he seemed to accept her pregnancy with good grace; even – she thought – with something that looked like, but could not be, relief.

And so they came to Lufferton Boney where they arrived full of the thrill of having made the move from sophisticated town (London) to very rural country and dared to do it when she was pregnant with their first child, the sweet and docile Charlotte. And she herself was sweet and docile, with Donald taking charge. How sweetly she became a mother and a doctor’s wife – with two more children arriving it was all so perfect. How she forgot her years as a maker of documentaries – a rare profession for a woman in the mid-seventies – though its reminders were all around her since the filming for her last piece – Ancient Landscapes – had taken place in the surrounding countryside near Lufferton Boney.

She fell for the place then, knew enough about the hard times experienced by those who lived on the land to consider it a good place for Donald’s practice, and so it was. But Donald had drifted. Donald found the honour in which the doctor was still held in rural society to be to his taste and succumbed. Winifred, getting on with the domestic side of things, failed to see it grow and extinguish his social conscience. Now he was too old, too set in his ways. Why he could not even, as he proudly told anyone who would listen, boil an egg. It was too late. And Winifred had let it happen. She had fallen for the place and she had loved living here. Now it seemed to admonish her. You loved me once, it seemed to say, why not now? She did not know. Doctors cannot be everything to everyone (as Donald said to her waspishly and increasingly often), which was true. She soldiered on. Donald was a good man. But she sometimes found herself staring up at the Gnome with a tender ache that she couldn’t, quite, describe. Now that Donald had taken on a brand new surgery with other doctors in Bonwell, she saw him even less. And she had no idea, absolutely none, if this was a good or a bad thing.

She looked back at the immaculately laid breakfast table and had an overwhelming urge to break things. The young woman who became so proud of her nice china, nice tablecloths, nice vases of flowers, nice children, nice husband, had given way to the middle-aged woman who was stick thin, energetic, never wore make-up and wished she had thought more about life and less about china, napery and the arrangement of blooms. A Winifred who was now as far removed from the woman whom Donald first met as Lufferton Boney was from tribal Africa. Glancing over the middlebrow perfection of her table setting, she thought of the last programme she’d made. It was almost the perfect ending to the series. They were filming Iron Age burial sites in the surrounding hillsides which had yielded up serious jewellery. You learned on the hoof in those days. At the end of the assignment words such as torque and fibula tripped off her tongue as if she were born to them. It took her breath away, as it did the breath of the audience. It was a good moment to leave the stage.

The jewellery was now safely in the British Museum and, on occasion, when Winifred went up to London for dentistry or to visit her sister, she would pop in and have a look at it. Among the golden ornaments and swan-necked clothes pins were some black, polished beads – made from shale, also called cannel coal, usually cracked or damaged with holes bored into them – and she always felt she was like these broken beads – plain, unadorned, overshadowed – and ultimately mysterious even to herself. What were they? Who was she? The beads were brought from the coast, the archaeologist had said, and valued despite the state of them. He rather thought that this part of the world was included in the Mesolithic Causeway, the great road that was used for thousands of years before the Romans arrived. Ritual sites existed on every bit of the landscape around Lufferton Boney, except, it seemed, on Pound Hill. So far the Hill had shown no traces of ritual sites, except of course the Gnome. Perhaps that was why. Whatever the date of the figure it was enough for anybody who wanted to recognise a message. No one knew for certain what that message was, of course, beyond the obvious one of fertility. Winifred felt it was all a mockery, that Gnome: suggestive of promise, yielding nothing. Just like life.

Well, Charlotte was now well over thirty, of a pierced mien, with her pale hair done in dreadlocks, very strong opinions and given to wearing stout boots when she came to visit. She’d been the last one of the three to leave and was the least conventional. Her mother harboured a warm admiration for her of which she did not speak to Charlotte’s father. Donald could barely manage a ‘hallo’ before the phone was passed to ‘your mother’. Winifred saw in her firstborn something of the girl she once was. Where did she go?

The desire to break things subsided. Winifred surveyed the room. The little carriage clock on the mantelpiece tick-tocked away, the slightly tilted gilded mirror hanging above it reflecting the two of them, both with rather more grey in their hair than brown, both with decent garments on, even for breakfast. There was the Spode set on the table, as usual; there was the silver toast rack and the butter dish; there was the little silver stand for the marmalade pot lest one drip should dirty the pretty Belgian tablecloth. Wedding presents, all. Nothing out of order, all very tasteful, all as familiar as the rings on her hand. She sighed once more, quite involuntarily. Barefoot in the kitchen, she murmured. Or rather, comfortable in Marks and Spencers slippers in the kitchen – which only made it worse. Out loud she said, ‘I am very, very bored, Donald. Very. Bored.’

‘Yes. So you keep saying. So you keep sighing.’ He laughed, amused at his wit. His wife mimicked his little laugh. She looked at the teapot and then quickly looked away.

‘Not amusing, my love. Not amusing at all.’

‘So why get the feeling of boredom again all of a sudden?’

‘Well, I can’t be a country lady – I can’t sew, knit, cook, garden or find a flair for paint colours – and I’m past childbearing – and I seem to be past my sell-by date in the bedroom nowadays …’ She paused and tapped her finger against her teeth as if sunk in thought. ‘In fact I really can’t remember—’

‘Yes, yes,’ said Donald Porlock quickly and sharply. ‘But none of that is new.’

‘No,’ she said, taking up a piece of dark toast and nibbling around the edges. ‘It is not new and it is like a pulled thread on a woolly jumper – it keeps unravelling. Eventually I shall not exist at all.’

‘Rubbish,’ said her husband. ‘Absolute rubbish.’

‘I was once one of the leading young BBC film-makers, or in line to be. I am now your wife, mother to three grown and confident children, all of whom have left home, member of the WI where I have seen, at first hand, my chocolate brownies being fed to the ducks, and was also – until recently – the clearer up of extensive dog’s mess due to our elderly Jack Russell’s kidney and bowel malfunction. When it came to it, you administered a shot of something into that same elderly Jack Russell, and that was that. I wonder, Donald, would you do the same for me?’

Donald, who had returned to his DNA by now, only heard the half of it and assumed that his wife was asking if he would do it again to a dog, if they obtained another one. ‘Like a shot,’ he said. ‘Without a blink of hesitation. Best way to go.’ He might have retracted those words had he seen the light that appeared in the eyes of his wife. But he read on until the fascinating DNA article took on an oddly opaque quality as that same wife stood over him and gently poured the contents of the teapot over his head. Fortunately, since it had been made over an hour ago, it was scarcely warm.

Julie Barnsley sidestepped the calling card left by the passing chestnut with distaste, paused on the steps of the Old Holly Bush and turned to watch the last flick of the pink skirt as it disappeared through the door of Hill View House opposite. The girl in the pink skirt had stood for a moment, looking up at Pound Hill, as if mesmerised. That in itself, thought Julie Barnsley, was not strange – many a visitor was mesmerised, if not downright shaken by the view up the Hill – but this girl had given a definite laugh. She just put her head back and gave a very throaty chuckle. It was the kind of throaty chuckle that Julie Barnsley would like to cultivate for herself. Not the usual response from someone new to the Gnome and his protuberance. And to be visiting Miles was also unusual. Miles was not one to receive visitors – especially not young women of high – or perhaps odd would describe it better – fashion with a bounce in their step. Odd, thought Julie, very odd, in every department.

She walked on towards the pub entrance. But something, or someone, made her turn and look in the direction of Beautiful Bygones and raise her eyes to the first floor, where she saw, just before he swiftly hid from her gaze, the owl-like stare of her beloved (secretly) betrothed. His expression, seen and noted before he vanished, was that of a starving man offered meat. Julie Barnsley did not like it at all, that expression, on his usually bovine features. He looked lively. He looked like he’d woken up to something. He looked, in fact, just the way he had looked at her, Julie Barnsley, not so long ago when she took him up Pound Hill and made a man of him … But she did not think the look was directed at her. She waited but Nigel’s face did not reappear. Eventually she pushed open the door of the Old Holly Bush and stomped in. That was not part of the plan – not at all. Nigel was supposed to be enraptured by her. Fortunately – she slammed the door behind her and made the ancient walls shake – fortunately a young woman who looked like that was unlikely to be hanging around for very long. But it did not bode well, not at all. Things must be hurried along before Nigel managed to stray.

Peter Hanker, the young man who owned the Old Holly Bush, gave her a cheerful grin. ‘Something got your goat this morning?’ he asked. ‘I’ve got a cure for that.’ But he knew that she would show no interest. Once it had been different, but Julie, it seemed, had different aspirations.

On the ground floor of Beautiful Bygones and not dodging out of sight of anyone, stood Dryden Fellows, duster in hand, staring at the now closed Hill View door. He shook his head as if in disbelief and turned away – catching sight, as he did so, of the still pausing Julie further down the street. His face, not usually very kindly, took on a darker hue than usual. Julie smiled, pouted, put up two fingers (she reserved one finger for exceptional circumstances) and then opened the pub door.

Dryden Fellows shook his head, and his duster, for the second time that day. Julie Barnsley would not insinuate herself into the Fellows’ family. She might think she was being clever but she was not as clever as Dryden. If he must leave the business to his son and heir, and also fulfil his dead wife’s wishes, then his son and heir (he winced, as usual, at the prospect) must marry good stock. Very good stock. If silly. Dryden felt this combination would not be too hard to accomplish. His son must continue the upward haul towards good connections – and secure fortune. Then Dryden could treat Beautiful Bygones as a hobby and relax into his old age, knowing that he had a place in society and that the trials and tribulations of only managing to produce one son and heir, and a not very bright one at that, would not matter. In fact, in the light of Dryden’s marital ambition for his son, not being very bright could be seen as an advantage. He hoped for a bride from the social top drawer, someone who would bring respect to the House of Fellows. And he had his eye on just such a one. If he achieved this then surely, surely Lottie would show herself no more?

Marion Fitzhartlett, who that morning had ridden her chestnut mare from the Old Manor to the village street, as she did every morning, and was even now curving round the bottom of Pound Hill on her usual riding circuit, was Dryden’s goal. He saw her with her straight back, sturdy thighs, in all her well-bred glory and at her best on a horse. It was, of course, a shame that when she smiled she did so with a rather lopsided wink that could be a little unnerving for the uninformed. It was all to do with that wretched figure cut into the Hill. Up the Hill she had gone alone for the first time, riding her pony with tremendous skill and confidence though only ten years old, when the pony – obviously owning far less of each commodity – reared – and off she came, landing firmly on her head at the very top of the Gnome’s manliness. The nervous tic of a wink had stayed with her after the event.

There were some that said it was the fault of the Gnome that the pony stumbled on the edge of the cutting, that it was shocked to its equine core to find something so much better endowed than itself, but no one could be sure. What was known was that Marion should not have been up there riding alone – that her nanny or a groom, or one of her parents should have accompanied her – and the ensuing rows and recriminations in the Old Manor left Marion disinclined to ride up the Hill or go anywhere near the Gnome ever again. But she was of old Norman stock and her riding continued. She could not think of a life without it. The nanny was dismissed, the groom sulked for weeks, and Marion’s mother was never the same again. As to her father, Sir Roger, it was hard to say if he was affected by the incident or not. For he was also of old Norman stock where teeth-gritting was the best you’d get in a severe situation. Ever afterwards Marion skirted the Hill on her various mounts. Nor did she, as she grew into her teens, give up her love of horses for the love of young men. No. Marion stayed faithful to the equines in her life – and left the young men to dash about, snigger at the Gnome, and admit defeat where the possibility of getting Marion up the Hill and on to her back was concerned.

Nigel, when asked by his father if he liked Marion Fitzhartlett, said that in his opinion Marion Fitzhartlett looked like his infant drawings of his now dead mother: hair sticking out straight and untamed, face asymmetrical, eyebrows all over the place – and that peculiar facial tic. Come to that, she had no bosoms whatsoever. In vain did Dryden point out that she had a fine, curvaceous bottom (from many years of hard horse riding). Nigel did not see a fine, curvaceous bottom in the same light as the fine and curvaceous bust revealed to him atop the Gnome one moonlit night by his secret fiancée.

Until this morning, Nigel would have been perfectly happy to marry in secret and own that bust for the rest of his life. Until this morning Julie Barnsley, who might not have been the first love of his life but whom he was very happy to make his last, had been everything he wanted. And then, in a moment, just a moment, all that had changed. Julie Barnsley, the most perfect little woman in the world, the love of his life, the (secret) bride of his choice, was as dust in the street since the advent of Molly Bonner and the exciting pink, red and black of her. He did not know how he was going to effect this new relationship – but he knew that he would begin trying at once. He also knew that – unless he kept well out of her way – Julie Barnsley would not take it lightly. She had once told him that, should he stray, she would take it upon herself to make a gelding out of him. The laugh she had emitted after this statement still rang in his ears.

Nigel, turning away from the view which now held nothing of interest for him, nor would, he vowed, until the girl in pink re-emerged, caught sight of Mrs Webb out in her gnome garden, inspecting her little men. Nigel thought them rather sweet and liked their brightness. The houses at this end of the village street for the most part being rather dull and good and respectable with traditional colours, Nigel thought the gnomes added a bit of fun. Fun was not paramount in the hierarchy of the village but Mrs Webb, though much frowned upon with her garden of gnomes, was tolerated, since Mrs Webb was part of the occasional staff of the Old Manor and therefore untouchable.
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