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CHAPTER ONE

The chicken came first, we know that now.


Then egg followed chicken followed egg followed chicken in an orderly way.     
Reliable. Comforting. One of life’s constants. Sure as eggs.

Your average hen will, given the chance, settle down when she has laid a dozen or so eggs in what she believes to be a safe place. She lowers her fluffy skirts and warms her clutch, taking only short breaks for water and a peck of corn for the next three weeks. Then it’s up to the chicks. Somewhere in their ovoid universe a flag is dropped and they’re off, pecking their way to freedom. 
Then out they come – Maran and Warren and Sussex and Border; Speckeldy, Welsummer, Orpington, Rhode Island Red and Black Rock alike – bendy beak, two stringy legs, soggy feathers and slow, blinking eyes. 

But some chickens are different.

Withy Hill Farm chickens were different.

Very different.
Happiness for Neville was a successful soufflé.

On this particular day he was entirely focused on an authentic Cassoulet Provençal. This was a fresh challenge for him, and as always when embarking on a new recipe, he felt the familiar tension in his abdomen which only well managed excitement can bring. One might think a Cassoulet, Provençal or otherwise, was, in the scheme of things, no big deal. It is, after all, bean and sausage stew. Even cooked for the first time, how hard can it be? You gather the ingredients, follow the directions in the recipe, and there it is. No complex kneading and proving involved; no paper thin pastry to handle, no eggs threatening to curdle – in fact, no volatile ingredients whatsoever. Sausage and beans. But Neville did not see it that way. Finding a recipe which met his own exacting standards had required extensive research. Having settled upon the definitive receipt, he selected the ingredients with equal care. The authentic French saucisson had necessitated a trip to Bournemouth. Fortunately, he already had in his possession the ideal vessel – a terracotta pot (with well fitting lid, naturally) purchased on a gastronomic holiday in France the previous year.

It being Friday, Neville had no difficulty slipping quietly away from his desk at the Council Planning Office shortly before four o’clock. The journey home on his well-maintained bicycle had taken a mere fifteen minutes, eager anticipation of an evening’s cooking lending wings to his pedalling heels.

He found Cilla, his ginger cat, waiting for him on the doorstep, as was her habit. She shared his passion for cooking and sprinted up the stairs to take her position on a high stool, from where she had a clear view of proceedings. Neville parked his bike in the hallway and followed her up the narrow staircase. In the kitchen he wriggled out of his small backpack and unloaded the contents onto the table. His lunchtime shopping trip had yielded some exceptionally fine smoked garlic. Ignoring the blinking light of his answering machine, Neville flicked through his box of CDs marked cooking music, and chose an early Dave Brubeck. 

‘We’re cooking tonight, Cilla,’ he said. ‘This is going to be something rather special.’

He removed his jacket and hung it over the back of a chair before rolling up his sleeves.

‘Now, let’s get these haricots drained and rinsed. The perfect cassoulet cannot be rushed, you know. Dinner will not be served much before nine tonight.’

Sometimes, while Neville waited for some crucial cooking process to take effect, he would take advantage of the fine view from the first floor window. The small flat, and the Post Office on which it sat, benefited from the village green to the front, and open countryside behind. A long-shadowed, late spring afternoon fringed the fields and tagged the trees with cool tails. The sweet smelling Dorset landscape was in its prime. It did not dazzle with drama, nor attempt the spectacular. It made no pretence at wilderness, nor did it lay claim to impressive size or height. Instead it quietly got on with what it knew best – gentle greenery; an impressionist’s palette of meadows and hedgerows; fescues inclining their weightless heads in the baby’s breath of a breeze; a high sky freshly painted bridesmaid blue; timeless oak; impressive chestnuts; rustling poplars; the burnished pinchbeck bark of the birch; over-ripe hawthorn blossom filling the unremarkable hour with notions of bubble-bath; every leafy corner overflowing, growing, plumping out and spilling; the spreading turf a plush flat matt mat inviting chequered picnic cloths and lovers’ recumbent forms, private but daring in the longer grass.

The village of Nettlecombe Hatchet had fought against change and modernity and won. Vigilant residents were quick to spot the smallest unnecessary signpost, unsympathetically painted porch, or plainly parked caravan lingering too long in a driveway. A ruthless policy of ethnic cleansing was applied to house style and construction, driving out all but the very best reproduction Portland stone. Living in a seventeenth century cottage would gain you coveted invitations to Cynthia Danby’s soirees. Thatch put you beyond reproach.

At 3 Brook Terrace, a tatty blue transit van came to a smelly halt. The driver threw open his door and started to roll a cigarette. 

Fliss Horton and her daughter Rhian climbed out the other side. Physically they were out of the same mould, but from very different schools of decoration. The same cane-straight auburn hair - half plaited, half flowing in Fliss’s case; sleek and sharp on Rhian. The same angular, rangy body although Fliss was swathed in tie-die and velvet, while Rhian was buckled into cutting-edge high street. Both even had the same ivory complexion - naked and natural on Fliss, heavily kholed on Rhian.

Their temperaments could not have been more different. Rhian was salt to Fliss’s sweetness. Rhian was quicksilver; a stormy night; a fiery drink; a fanfare. Fliss was a rainbow; a log fire; a dove; a nocturne. 

‘Oh look,’ said Fliss, ‘the honeysuckle’s out. Mmmm, smells delicious.’

Rhian gave her the sort of withering look that teenagers do so well. ‘Hoo-bloody-ray,’ she said, sitting down on the low wall in front of the little house.

‘It’ll be great to have a garden,’ Fliss went on. ‘This bit’s just full of flowers, and the one at the back has plenty of space for sunbathing. Or barbeques. Or badminton.’

‘Oh well, that must be why we moved here then.’ The expression on Rhian’s face could have turned milk. ‘So that we can freeze to death trying to sunbathe, because we are in fact in Dorset, not Ibiza; have pathetic, taste-free barbeques, because you don’t want us to eat meat; and prance about playing badminton, like we know how.’

Fliss’s bright smile stiffened into a grimace.

‘That’s the spirit, Rhi, hate everything before you’ve even given it a chance.’

‘Look, this move wasn’t my idea.’

‘As you never tire of reminding me.’

‘I didn’t want to leave London. I didn’t want to leave my friends. I didn’t want to move to the arse-end of the planet, so don’t expect me to suddenly start liking it just because you do.’ Rhian pushed past her mother, hauled open the rear doors of the van and started pulling at the overstuffed boxes. ‘And if my CD player is damaged after being in this crap van, Mr Driver of The Year can fork out for a new one.’ 

Fliss opened her mouth to speak but the ringing of her mobile saved her from having to think of a suitable reply.

‘Daniel?’ As a reflex Fliss stepped out of her daughter’s hearing range, quickly walking to the stile opposite the house where she leant against the small sign that pointed walkers in the direction of Withy Hill Farm.

‘Hi, Babe.’

‘Where are you? I thought we were meeting here at three – it’s gone four now.’

‘Sorry, Sweet Thing. I’m up to my ears in it here.’

‘You’re still at work?’

‘I know, I know, I feel terrible. I really wanted to be there to help, you know I did, but ...’

Fliss drooped visibly.

‘Oh Dan, I was counting on you.’

‘Please don’t make me feel any worse about it. Look, I’ll get away as soon as I can, okay? I can still be down there for supper. We can crack open a bottle of wine together, hmm?’

Fliss allowed a hefty sigh to answer for her.

‘Anyway,’ Daniel went on, ‘it’s not as if you’ve got any actual furniture to lug about. It’s just your stuff, isn’t it? And you’ve got White Van Man to help you.’

Fliss looked at the lumpen figure still in the driver’s seat, most of his bulk obscured by a crumpled copy of The Sun he was pretending to read.

‘Blue,’ she said.

‘What’s that, Babe?’

‘The van is blue, not white. Actually, I didn’t really want you here to cart boxes. I thought it might help, you know, with Rhian. Present a united front. Stop her bitching at me all day. And I thought it would be nice – first day at our new home. Well, home for me and Rhi, weekend retreat for you. I wanted us to do it together.’

‘Sorry, Fliss, had some idiot talking to me – didn’t catch a word of that. What were you saying?’

‘Oh. Never mind,’ she shook her head and straightened up. ‘Look, I’d better get on with it. I’ll see you later.’

‘Love you, Sweet Thing.’ Daniel disconnected.

Fliss took a deep breath and moved towards the van.

‘Right,’ she said brightly, clapping her hands to the accompaniment of her tambourine of bangles, ‘first person to find the box with the kettle in it gets a Hobnob.’

Across the lane from Fliss’s home, set back a little in its frothy garden, sat the low thatch of Honeysuckle Cottage, the cosy nest of Daddy, Mummy, and Baby Behr. As the slow afternoon began to touch the soft edge of evening, Rose Behr held her sleepy baby in her arms and rocked him gently. For her, the moment of his bedtime was an exquisite point in the day. To lull him to a quiet, restful sleep and see him tucked snugly into his safe, gingham-trimmed crib filled her with pride and satisfaction. She was able to gaze upon him as he slumbered, knowing she had successfully nurtured him through another day. She found it hard to pull away, to separate from him so that she could go downstairs, straighten the house, and get everything ready for when next he awoke.

She didn’t have to worry about her husband, as he would already be making his way to Dixie’s Bar in the High Street in Barnchester. On a Friday night Rose knew better than to expect him home for dinner. 

She hardly thought any more about how things used to be between them. Of how keen he had been when they were first going out together. Of how determined he had been that they get married and move into the cottage her grandmother had left her.  She knew that the extra weight she had acquired over the last five years did not suit her and that Ryan found not only her pregnant, but her post-pregnancy body to be repugnant. She had long known his romantic interests lay elsewhere and that at only 28 she had become in his eyes, and indeed her own, an uninspiring middle-aged housewife. 

But she didn’t care. Not any more. Not one little bit. For now she had Baby.

Baby Behr was four months old and a tiny, plump, pinkness of perfection. He had transformed his mother’s life. Now she knew what it meant to be in love. She was consumed by love – her love for her baby. This love was joy, was bliss, was warmth, home, hope, happiness – everything that was good and true and right. She had never imagined such a thing existed. The feeling fuelled her soul. The baby gave her all the emotional nourishment she would ever need. Her life had become golden, glowing, and special in a way that had altered her inestimably and forever. Let Daddy Behr dally with dolly-birds in Dixie’s; Mummy Behr would be all Baby needed, and his tiny, powerful presence would sustain her.

Or at least, this was what she told herself. This was what she had to make herself believe.

Back in Neville’s kitchen, steam had opaqued the windows, and Cilla now slept patiently on her stool as the dinner bubbled towards perfection. Neville sat at the table enjoying a glass of French red wine. The insistent light of the answerphone caught his attention at last. Reluctantly he reached over and pressed the button.

The first message was from his sister, Sandra.

‘Hello, Neville? It’s me.’ 
For Neville, her knowledge that he had so few young female callers that he would correctly identify ‘me’ was both depressing and irksome.  
‘Hope you are well, not suffering too much with your hay fever. Brian and the twins are off swimming, so I thought I’d grab a moment for a natter. You must still be at work. Anyway, I wanted to invite you for lunch on Sunday. Wendy’s coming over. You remember Wendy? From my Aerobics class? You met her at our New Year’s do – tall girl, big smile, nice nails – remember? Anyway, say you’ll come. I’m at a PTA meeting tonight, so ring tomorrow. Okay? Bye.’

Neville was fond of his sister, and knew she cared about him, but he disliked her clumsy attempts at matchmaking. She seemed unable to accept the fact that a man of 45 can be perfectly fine living on his own. Neville was not lonely. He was used to his bachelor existence. Since his fiancée decided against marrying him and moved to Australia five years ago, there had been no romantic interest in his life, and he was content to leave it that way. He had no desire to have his world turned upside-down again. On top of which, he liked his life the way it was. He was able to indulge his passion for cooking as much as he liked, without bothering anyone. He enjoyed the simplicity and orderliness of his existence. He also enjoyed peaceful, solitary Sundays, particularly if the alternative was a noisy few hours at his sister’s house, chewing his way through unyielding beef. Still, he would probably go. If the fine weather continued at least he could enjoy the bike ride into Barnchester.

The second message was much more disturbing. It was from Cynthia Danby. The very sound of her voice made Neville nervous.

‘Neville, darling boy!’ she boomed from the machine.
‘Cynthia here. Just wanted to have a word with you about a little idea of mine for the Nettlecombe Hatchet summer fund-raiser this year. It’s something culinary. Right up your street. I thought cuisine, then I thought Neville. I know you’re the man for the job. Do ring, so we can put our little heads together. I’ve such exciting plans. A bientôt, mon cher!’

Neville took a large swig of wine. The last thing he felt like doing was ringing Cynthia Danby, but if he didn’t she would probably turn up, and then he would have to deal with her in person. A thought terrible enough to kill anyone’s appetite. But she wouldn’t come at night. He could leave it till the morning. He really didn’t want the woman in his evening any more than she already was. There was something about her that made him behave like a sickly rabbit about to be devoured by an oversized fox. Although they had lived in the same village for four years, he had mercifully escaped her notice until quite recently. He had attended a French cookery weekend at the Hardy House Country Hotel, and the benighted woman had been there too. For reasons Neville would never understand, she had developed an instant, and to his mind insane, crush on him. He had spent most of the course sidestepping her advances. Had it been anyone else, he might have been flattered, but being pursued by a widow approaching sixty, apparently constructed entirely of tweed, reeking of lavender, carrying a stone or two more than was healthy, and with a tendency to become verbally incontinent after two glasses of wine, was an ego booster he could have done without. 

He erased the messages, wishing Cynthia was as easy to get rid of, and picked up the Barnchester Echo. He needed to have his mind on other things by the time dinner was ready, or he wouldn’t feel like eating anything at all.

At 3 Brook Terrace, Fliss was also attempting to distract herself with the local paper. She turned the pages slowly, trying to summon up enthusiasm for the misdemeanours of unemployed youths, the recent wedding of Miss A to Mr B, the success of the Echo’s raffle in aid of retired postmen, and the delights on offer in the way of evening classes at the village hall. None of it really held her interest, but at least it prevented her from looking at the clock or the telephone.

Daniel had still not arrived. He was often late for their dates, but it was unlike him not to phone and reassure her that he was on his way, and not dead in a ditch somewhere.

Her mother had always had people dead in ditches at 20 minutes late, and that was before the days of mobile phones. To Fliss’s certain knowledge, she had not once been right. Perhaps, had they lived in Norfolk, she would have stood a better chance. In any case, there weren’t too many ditches between Docklands and Nettlecombe Hatchet. Daniel had probably got engrossed in something at work and lost track of time – that was all.  Fliss tried to focus on the paper once more to glean information about the area she had so carefully chosen as the best place to bring up Rhian. She was already beginning to question the wisdom of this choice. It had seemed so right, so sensible, so necessary. London was full of terrors and temptations for a young girl, and Rhian was not easily controlled. Maybe if she had a father’s influence things would have been different. But Fliss had felt her connection with her daughter slipping away as each day brought more complaints from her teachers, arguments with her friends, and minor dramas of all shapes and sizes.  A move to the country seemed the only possible solution.

Fliss’s thoughts were interrupted by the muffled ringing of the phone. She recovered it from beneath the sofa cushion, where it was hidden so she wouldn’t keep looking at it, and tried to answer in an unconcerned but somewhat pissed-off voice

‘Hello? Yes?’

‘Fliss! Babe! A thousand apologies. Had my head in a mess of figures and completely lost track of time. What can I say?’

‘Sorry, perhaps?’

‘Of course. You’re right. I am sorry, gorgeous. I’ll make it up to you, promise.’

‘Never mind,’ Fliss fell well short of the tone she had aimed at, hitting the mark somewhere near feebly miffed.

‘Hope you didn’t go to too much trouble. You have eaten, haven’t you? Tell me you didn’t wait with supper.’

‘I didn’t wait with supper,’ she lied. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter now, I’m just glad you’re okay.’

‘Oh God, you were worried. Now I feel terrible.’ 

‘No, no. Don’t be silly.’

‘Really! You weren’t sitting there imagining me dead in a pile-up on the M3?’

‘Pile-up! No, absolutely not. I’ve been reading the paper. Didn’t realise it was so late myself, actually. Wasn’t worried a bit.’

‘Oh.’

‘So,’ she tried to forget the whole thing and start again. ‘Are you going to make it down tonight, or …?’

‘Can’t see it, Babe. Traffic will be hell by now. I’ll come down in the morning. That okay?’

‘Of course. That’ll be fine.’

As she switched off the phone, Fliss fought to quell doubt as it grew in a fertile plot in the back of her mind. She had no reason to think Daniel was lying to her; he often stayed late at the IT Consultancy where he worked. In the two years they had been seeing each other she had known him bring huge amounts of work home for the weekend. He had a demanding job, and he was conscientious and hard working. She had never seen him so much as notice other women when they were out together. Indeed, she knew him well enough to be pretty certain he didn’t have the spare time to cheat on her, even if the thought chanced to enter his head. No, her fears were more to do with her past, and deep down she knew this. She had been let down once too often. She had trusted too readily and she had been hurt. Still she continued to think the best of people. It was just that sometimes she lacked the self-confidence needed to believe that she could be enough for any man – particularly a good-looking, successful, wealthy, popular one, who had the female population of London on his penthouse doorstep. And now she had moved so far away from him. Had he ever really meant to drive out and spend weekends with her, as they had discussed? 

In the kitchen she opened the oven and peered unenthusiastically at the patiently waiting veggie casserole. With a sigh she shut the door again, turned off the cooker, and went to bed.

