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PROLOGUE 

 

 

 

Sally tilted her chair back, propped her feet on the desk and wiggled her toes. 

The ruby varnish on her toes was horribly chipped. Damn Flo for taking so much of 

her time. "Come on, darling," she wheedled down the phone. "Just for me? Pretty 

please?" 

A thousand miles away, Rosie's heart sank. The last thing she wanted was a 

stranger hanging round the house, upsetting the dogs. "A writer? What would a writer 

do here?" she said evasively. 

"Write, of course. You're miles from anywhere..." 

"45 minutes from Aix." 

"Exactly. Lost in France. And that place of yours is huge, you've got twenty-

five bedrooms, you won't even notice him. It's ideal - isolated, quiet, no distractions. 

He'll have nothing else to do."   

"Most of those rooms are uninhabitable and it's not quiet here. The dogs..." 

"Oh, darling!" Sally swivelled her chair so she could look out of the window 

at the people strolling over Waterloo Bridge. "They're only tiny likkle puppie 

wuppies!" 

"They bark," said Rosie. "They howl, and Spike hates people, he tries to bite 

them, he's enormous, he's got big teeth." She sighed noisily. If it had been anyone else 

she would have hung up but Rosie knew that if she did, Sally was quite capable of 

appearing on the doorstep the next morning with her horrible writer in tow. She pulled 

a despairing face at a scruffy white lapdog lying upside down on the sofa. Dolly 

winked, waved her paws, and panted back at her. 

Sally steam-rollered on. "Look sweetie, the point is it's a perfect hideaway. 

No-one will know he's there, no-one will recog... It's the perfect... " 

"What do you mean, no-one will recognise him? Don't tell me he's one of 

your disgusting, arrogant film stars wanting daily massages and boiled egg whites?" 

Sally stopped wiggling her toes, swivelled her chair back to the desk and sat 

up straight. "No, darling!  Absolutely not!" She tugged at her short, peroxide hair.  "I 

meant, um, where he lives obviously people know he's a writer so he... people ask him 

how the book is going when he's trying to go shopping at... Woolworths!  So utterly 

distracting, darling." She could have kicked herself. Woolworths? Did it even still 

exist? Irritated, she lit a cigarette.   

Rosie was also irritated and also sitting bolt upright. "Oh really? And what 

kind of book is he writing? Not a Hollywood kiss-and-tell, by any chance?" 

Sally shook her head until her earrings rattled. "Darling! As if I would! No! 

Oh come on, Rosie! Anyway he doesn't live in Hollywood. He lives here in London.  

He's a neighbour of ours as a matter of fact. Would I lie to you?" There was silence. 

She dropped her voice to an intimate caress. "Sweetie... just give him a chance?" All 

that earned her was an unresponsive grunt but Sally couldn't afford to give up. "He 

really needs this break, poor thing. He's divorced, and so lonely." 

"You are making it worse." 

"No! You're wrong! He's not looking for anyone. I mean, he won't bother 

you!" 

"Oh? And why is that?" Rosie was fast losing her temper.  

Sally crammed her cigarette into the ashtray and reached into the filing 

cabinet for the gin. "I mean," she said, hastily unscrewing the top, "because he's gay!" 



"He's divorced and gay?" 

"Same sex marriage, darling. Get with the programme." Sally took a large 

swig of Gordon's straight from the bottle.  

"So he'll want to re-arrange all the furniture?" 

"No, I told you he's a writer. A gay one, but he doesn't do furniture because... 

he's short-sighted. Practically blind... not aesthetically aware at all, lives in his own 

world... won't even notice the furniture." That bit at least was true. "Come on, Rosie. 

For Christsake, say yes. I really need this, and you owe me!" 

"I do? How come? How? Why?" 

"Because I smuggled that horrible dog back from Italy for you." 

"But that was 25 years ago! We were just kids." 

"And if we'd been caught, I could have gone to jail.  Stop saying but. I could 

have been locked up, and I don't even like dogs." 

"You were heroic." 

"I bloody was, and now I need a favour in return. No danger, no prison, no 

police, no international smuggling. Just a harmless little writer spending a few weeks 

in your vast château, finishing his book. You won't even know he's there." Sally took 

another swig of gin. "Is that too much to ask? Considering the scar that I still have on 

my leg?" 

"You don't!" 

"Livid and puckered, my dear." 

"I wish I'd never answered the phone." 

"Darling! I knew you wouldn't let me down," said Sally, breathing a huge 

sigh of relief. She put the bottle down. "Right. Now. His name is er, Bernard. Let me 

find my pen, ah, yes here we are..." 

"Bernard? No-one's called Bernard!" 

"Michael Bernard. You wouldn't have heard of him.  He writes specialist 

books, you know. Factual stuff on, er, Roman china. Very boring and dull. He'll be 

arriving on Tuesday, I'm sure I can arrange an early morning flight." 

Rosie sighed heavily. "Which airport? I suppose he wants collecting? What 

time?" 

Sally realised it wasn't the moment to mention a private plane. "No, that's all 

right. I'm arranging transport. He'll make his own way from the airport in a hired car. I 

should think he'll be with you sometime between lunch and supper." 

"Oh goodie.  I'll spend the afternoon loitering at the lodge gates." 

"Perfect!" 

"I've got nothing else to do," pursued Rosie, but the shaft went wide. 

"I'll send you a cheque to cover expenses," said Sally crisply. "Don't argue. 

Rather you than the taxman, dearest." 

"I don't need a hundred quid. The state I'm in it won't make any difference..." 

"Oh, we can stretch to more than that," drawled Sally, screwing the top back 

on the gin. "How about three grand to start with? I'll arrange a transfer this afternoon. 

You do have an IBAN number don't you, or do I have to pay you in little lumps of 

muddy gold?" 

Rosie choked. "Three grand? Are you mad? What?" She was just short of 

4,000 euros to finish paying the annual property taxes on the château. If Sally was 

serious, the taxe foncière nightmare would be over for another year.  

"For God's sake Rosie. I know you're broke and honestly, I'll just write it off 

as a business expense. It's nothing. But I really need you to put up with this guy; you 

don't have to train him or groom him, or whatever you do with those ghastly canines. 



Just house him, and feed him from time to time. And keep him sober, OK?" 

Rosie was still absorbing the implications of a large cheque. "Sally, you don't 

know how much this..." 

"Just shut up and listen." 

Rosie stopped trying to speak and started taking notes. Her head was 

spinning. Finally putting the phone down, she looked at her daughter in the doorway, 

flicking her hair impatiently. 

"Larrie darling," said Rosie, feeling numb with financial relief. "Home from 

school already?" 

Larrie was trying her best to look angelic. "Can I go out, Mummy?" 

"Riding? No. Do your homework." 

"Mummy! No, please!" Larrie scowled and stamped her foot. "There's no 

point anyway. Horses don't speak German!" 

"Viennese Lipizzaners do. Go on, get a move on." 

"Who was that on the phone?" 

"Your godmother, Sally. She's sending one of her writers to stay with us." 

Larrie's eyes lit up. "Because you owed her a blood bond?" she said, with 

gleaming eyes. She advanced on her mother wielding an imaginary dagger. 

"No, just a favour."  

"Ah ha! Blackmail!" Larrie leaned over the desk. "If you refused, she'd sell 

incriminating photographs of you naked on the beach." 

"Naked photos of me? I should cocoa. He needs somewhere to write and in 

return Sally's paying the taxe foncière." 

"She is! What, all of it?"  

"No, that would be mad, and I've already paid most of it. Anyway, he's 

coming on Tuesday." 

"I bet he's hiding out from Interpol!" 

"You monkey," said Rosie but she wasn't really listening. She was already 

mentally sorting bed linen looking for a sheet that wasn't torn, mended or stained. "Go 

and do your homework." 

"So who is he, then? Is he a maniac? Is he going to burn the place down in 

the middle of the night? Will I have to tie my sheets together and escape out of my 

bedroom window? He'd better not try riding Sobie or I'll kill him." 

Rosie laughed. "You've been reading too many adventure stories! He's no-

one. Just some lame-duck writer friend of Sally's. She always seems to have at least 

one of them on her books. I shouldn't think he'll want to go riding. Apparently he's 

withdrawn, half-blind, divorced, gay and only interested in Roman coins." 

"So what is he writing?" 

Rosie laughed. Larrie was so transparently trying to do anything to avoid 

opening her schoolbooks. "German homework, mostly," she said, shaking her finger 

in Larrie's face. "Go on, skedaddle!" 

Defeated, Larrie stamped off to her bedroom and Rosie's gaze wandered over 

the bookcases, untidily stuffed with every book ever written on canines, to the 

fireplace painted crazy ice cream colours by Chris when he was about Larrie's age, the 

thick curtains, the sofas and armchairs, the side tables, the sheepskin rugs, the flowers 

and jugs and general cosy clutter of her favourite room.  

Eyeing Rosie from the comfortably collapsing sofa, Dolly yawned and put 

her head on her paws. No walkies yet.  

She wouldn't let Sally's writer in here, she decided. He could have the yellow 

bedroom. It was big enough to work in, it had its own bathroom and it was in the 



modern wing of the château. She would ask Chris to help her put a bigger table in 

there. A writer would probably have loads of papers. And he'd want wifi. She 

wondered how Spike would take to a new man in the household. 

Dolly's beady black eyes gleamed. She yawned, deliberately making a noise 

like a rusty hinge. Her tongue curled out of her little pink mouth and she stretched her 

fluffy bottom into the air, staring fixedly at Rosie.  

"All right! I'm coming!" said Rosie getting to her feet.  

Trotting at her side towards the door, Dolly wagged happily - after walkies it 

would be time for din-dins. 

 



CHAPTER ONE 

 

 

 

"So Muma, what's this I hear about a writer?" said Chris, passing his plate 

over. "One of Aunt Sally's young boy protégés, is he? Why does she want to send him 

here?" 

"He's a murderer and he's on the run from the law," said Larrie waving her 

fork at her older brother. "His pockets are full of blood and he walks the ramparts 

when the moon is full..." 

"Don't talk such nonsense, and take that salad out of your pocket," said 

Rosie. "I've told you before, don't filch food off the table for that wretched horse. 

Now eat up, and stop telling stories about the poor man." She tore a chunk off a stale 

baguette.  

"Poor, is he? Hasn't he got any money either?" said Larrie, obediently pulling 

a large and very crumpled lettuce leaf out of her pocket and putting it back on her 

plate. "I thought all Sally's gang were rich." 

"He can't be that rich," said Rosie. "Or else why is he coming here? I mean if 

he was rich he'd go to some posh hotel in Cannes, wouldn't he? In fact, I don't know 

exactly why Sally was so keen to send him here. She knows it's a mess. Perhaps it was 

just her way of doing me a favour?" 

"She's paying the foncière," Larrie told Chris. "As a bribe. Because he's a 

bandit. On the run. From the mafia." 

Chris rolled his eyes at his younger sister. 

"Sally says he's intellectual, weedy, and into stamps," said Rosie. 

"Apparently he also has impaired sight, so you mustn't leave stuff around. Especially 

not on the stairs, or he'll break his arm and we'll never get rid of him. And don't make 

fun of him either. He's sensitive. What's the betting he gets sunburn?" 

"What does that mean?" said Chris. "Sensitive? You mean he's gay?" 

"Well he's not riding Sobie!" said Larrie, shoving a lump of dry bread into 

her pocket. "I don't care how sensitive he is!" 

"Better make sure Spike doesn't take a dislike to him," said Chris. "Or you'll 

have a lawsuit on your hands." 

Hearing his name, Spike lifted his massive, scarred face off his paws, sat up 

and nudged Rosie's elbow with his huge wet nose. She absent-mindedly gave him a 

piece of cheese rind and, on the other side of the room, Dolly instantly woke up and 

bounced off the sofa. She was followed by three big dogs who rose up as one from 

beside the Aga, playfully biting at each other's ears. And then a pair of large 

marmalade tomcats uncurled themselves from a sagging armchair and wove their way 

between the chair legs meeping for treats. 

"Muma, didn't you say we shouldn't feed the dogs at the table?" said Chris 

severely. "You've set them all off now." 

"You're totally right darling," said Rosie dipping a chunk of stale bread into 

the lentil sauce. "Be nice now, don't snatch. Spike! Sit!" Spike's huge bottom 

obediently sank to the ground and he plonked one massive paw on her lap. His big 

eyes were pleading and sincere. 

"Muma!" 

Rosie popped the dripping bread into Spike's mouth. Drooling, and jerking 

the stump of his tail, he retreated to a basket beside the solid fuel stove. Bustling into 



his place, Dolly gave two sharp yaps and a twinkly wink. Every inch of her white fur 

was demanding her rightful share of crispy bread and lentil sauce. 

"Muma!" 

"Oh darling, it's only a little bit and she's so cute. Look at her little nose all 

wrinkling up!"  

Dolly panted loudly, her bad breath sweeping over the table like a wind from 

a rotten cabbage patch. Larrie held her nose. "God, she stenches!" said Chris, pushing 

the cats off the table. "So exactly when is this effete Roman mole of Aunt Sally's 

arriving?" 

"Tuesday. And Sally said she'd transfer £3,000 to begin with," said Rosie. 

"Isn't that nearly 3,000 euros?" 

"Probably more," nodded Chris. 

"That's what I thought," said Rosie. "I can pay the last of the taxe foncière." 

"But what about his expenses?" said Chris. "How are you going to pay for 

them?" 

"Oh well," said Rosie vaguely. "I don't suppose he'll eat that much." 

"That's what you said about Spike." 

"How much is she sending exactly?" said Larrie. "Exactly three thousand 

euros, or a bit more? Can I have a new saddle pad? Eglantine's got one for Pompom. 

Pink and green. Heinous, but it is really thick because he's got a cronky spine but 

that's her fault cos she's always galloping him on the road and she's got a seat like a 

coffee grinder. So can I, Muma?" 

"Can you what? Gallop on the road? Certainly not." 

"And no saddle pad either," said Chris. "Whatever this scribbler is paying, 

once the foncière is paid there won't be enough to kit that equine tractor of yours out 

like a bloody Grand National runner." 

"A new kitchen fridge would be useful," said Rosie, thoughtfully scraping 

round the lentil dish. "If there was any money left over. I could put the old one in the 

kennels. The fridge in here has moss growing on the door, and I'll soon have to buy 

coal for the winter because there's none left." 

"He won't be paying that much," said Chris getting up and putting the kettle 

on. "By the time he's eaten and drunk everything he can get his hands on, broken a 

few things, nicked a few more and run up a huge phone bill ringing some wannabe 

publisher in Toronto five times a day, there'll be nothing but bills, whatever Sally 

sends."  

"I'll hide the phone," said Rosie. Chris was frighteningly acute at times. Most 

of the time, actually. Far too grown-up for his age.  

"Where's he sleeping?" said Chris. "Do you want a hand sorting it out?" 

They inspected the yellow room in the east wing the next morning while 

Larrie was at school. It wasn't too bad; the wallpaper was still more or less sticking to 

the walls and there were no holes in the floor. In fact, the parquet in there was rather 

pretty. They opened the windows to let the sunshine in, and dragged in various bits of 

furniture to replace the stuff which was too old or broken to be of any use. 

"What do you think, Chris?" said Rosie gazing round the room. Although it 

was brilliantly sunny and hot outside, inside it was cool and dark because Rosie had 

half-closed the shutters of the three tall French windows like a row of hands in prayer. 

Apart from the four-poster, there were various dark oak chests and wardrobes and a 

large glass-topped dressing table. They had added a large desk near the window, but 

despite the additional furniture, it still looked as if someone had just moved out.  

"It's fine," said Chris, his dark eyes serious in his pale face. "I mean, it's not 



precisely luxurious but it's correct - the curtains match the armchairs and the 

wallpaper isn't new but at least there is wallpaper. I know what you mean about our 

side, but we have 12th century stone floors and the windows don't close properly. The 

bit we live in is medieval." 

The east wing was the most recent extension to the château, having been 

constructed in the late 18th century using romantic grey stone. It had elegant turrets at 

the corners and a massive front door surmounted by slim pillars. The facade 

overlooked a large inner courtyard covered with grey gravel in the middle of which 

was a long-dry fountain. The main reason Rosie hardly ever used the rooms was 

because of the high ceilings which made them so hard to heat. 

"You're right," said Rosie. "He'll be better off here. Less noise too. Thank 

you darling. You've been a real help."  

Chris slid out of the room in the direction of his studio and, picking up a 

large wickerwork basket of cleaning stuff, Rosie also left the room, Dolly pattering at 

her heels. At the end of the corridor the landing formed a slight gallery with another 

door which was locked and bolted because the west wing was truly derelict, with 

gaping holes in the roof and weeds growing out of the windows. 

Rosie walked down the shallow stairs. She hardly ever came this way, it was 

far quicker to go down the back stairs, but she just wanted to check, and a good job 

too because the cats had caught a large rat and were sitting over its remains looking 

bilious. 

"Oh no!" she said. "Not here and don't be sick! Out cats, out!"   

Rolling her eyes to the ceiling, Rosie noticed a black cobwebby rope slung 

between the tarnished chandelier and the wedding cake mouldings. She would have to 

get the big stepladder out. She picked up the remains of the rat in a cleaning rag and 

shooing the cats along, went back through the rambling corridors to the utility room. 

She had a mass of things to do. Unwelcome guest or not, she had to exercise the dogs 

and catch up with the horrible accounts. She hated paperwork, and sending out 

invoices was just as awful as getting them from other people. She never knew what to 

charge. In the kitchen she let the dogs out and went off to find towels for the guest 

room. 

Dolly was about to follow but then she heard a strange noise. Not the 

dilapidated hairdryer noise of Chris's crème-de-café Renault 4 with the seats smelling 

of firewood, and not Rosie's fire-spitting, rattlesome pickup, Johnny, either. Johnny 

was in disgrace for sicking up all his oil anyway, so Dolly knew it couldn't be him. 

No, this was a noise she'd never heard before and didn't recognise. It was the satisfied 

growl of a powerful engine in perfect working order. Following the noise, she 

followed the path round to the courtyard, and saw a sports car pulling in through the 

gates.  

Turning the engine off, Flo climbed out of the scarlet Porsche, and stretched 

his long legs. Half a mile down a leafy tunnel, a pair of tall, wrought iron gates - this 

had to be it. Christ, it was grim: a formal pile of grey stone presiding over a large 

square of gravel, and a long-dry fountain. No neat box-hedges, no symmetrical 

clumps of topiary and instead of window boxes bursting with flowers and colourful 

sun-blinds, the entire facade was hung with louvered grey shutters, most of which 

were closed. There was no sign of a welcome mat, a luggage trolley or a uniformed 

lackey. 

He shuffled through Sally’s instructions again. How peculiar. He crunched 

across the gravel and up the shallow steps to the front door, calling "Hello?" But still 

it didn't open, no-one came running, there wasn't a sound, not a movement, not a 



thing. It was almost as if he wasn't expected. He tossed the thought aside. Absurd. Of 

course he was expected. He was always eagerly expected.  

He pushed the bell and stood back, waiting for the double doors to be flung 

open, but nothing happened. A few moments later he pressed it again, more 

insistently. Then he saw a small white dog peering through a doorway in the courtyard 

wall. The dog yapped at him before suddenly turning away and trotting off. A canine 

bell-hop, he thought. Unusual. Whatever. 

He flicked the keys at the car and crunched across the courtyard. In contrast 

to the air conditioned car, the heat was stifling and he really wasn't in the mood, but 

he didn't have much choice so he followed the dog round the side of the house. A 

hurried and extremely haphazard attack with the nail scissors had ruined his carefully 

cultivated hair and he'd replaced his contacts with a pair of cheap, deeply unflattering 

glasses which obscured his high cheekbones. He thought the disguise would serve. He 

had no qualms about deceiving his hostess; Sally was probably paying her 

handsomely and in any case she would probably recognise him immediately, in which 

case he would simply persuade her to play along. All he had to do was lie low and 

besides Sally said she'd briefed the woman: "All fixed, heart. And don't forget you're 

Michael Bernard, okay? I haven't told Rosie who you are, although I shouldn't think 

she's heard of you in any case." 

"What do you mean? Hasn't heard of me?" Flo knew that was impossible. 

"Behave yourself," said Sally. "And don't forget to take a laptop. And don't 

try anything on with Rosie because she's immune, permanently off men. So don't 

bother turning on the charm or doing that famous smile thing. And try not to act like 

you're completely up your own arse. She won't take crap from anyone, least of all you. 

Just be sincere and nice. Try and be humble." 

"Why? What have I done?" 

"I told you, she's off men. Permanently." 

Humble, just channel Uriah Bloody Heep, he thought, noticing the weeds 

growing through the path. A woman emerged from the vegetation behind him wearing 

blue overalls and a headscarf. Was this her ladyship?  

"Hullo," he muttered as humbly as possible.   

"You," she said, pointing at him. "You search Rosie?"  

She must be garden staff, he thought. "Er, yes," he muttered, keeping his 

famous brown eyes on the ground. The woman made a slight disgusted pout and 

jerked her head sideways. He raised his eyebrows. She waved her hand in the 

direction he was going and shouted a long string of obscenities in French. 

"Right, fine," he said, the amazingly fluent creativity of Nicole's invective 

going straight over his head. "I'll just go this way then." The woman turned away with 

a shrug and disappeared back into the garden leaving Flo to continue round the side of 

the house, shamelessly peering through all the windows. Some of the rooms contained 

solid 19th century furniture and proper carpets, but others seemed to have been 

ravaged by wolves, with bitten cushions on unsavoury sofas and hairy old rugs on the 

floors. Was Lady Fitzwilson redecorating?  

He turned the corner and found himself on a long elegant terrace shaded by a 

series of majestic plane trees. Suddenly, just inches from his face, a dog’s jaws reared 

up, snapping, snarling and barking. He leapt backwards. A powerful boxer with pearly 

white teeth and sharp claws was barking hysterically at him and shivering with fury. 

Flo realised the bloody animal was about to spring at his throat and began to sweat as 

he backed cautiously away. 

"Spike!" exclaimed Rosie, coming out of the back door. "Play nicely!" 



The boxer stopped barking immediately.    

"Good boy," said Rosie, patting him on the head. "Who’s my baby?" The dog 

rolled over onto his back, displaying obscenely large genitalia. 

"Jesus Christ!" said Flo, wiping his forehead. The dog glanced calmly up at 

him as the patting continued and the stump of his tail twitched from side to side. 

"Noo, noo... Spikey is a good boy!" cooed Rosie reassuringly. "If he does 

that to you again, just ignore him. That's the best thing, you know. Just take no notice. 

Did he frighten you?" 

Flo was about to say the bloody animal ought to be shot but changed his 

mind. No point in antagonising the natives. "Scared the pants off me, if you want to 

know," he confessed, giving her one of his famous crooked smiles. 

Their eyes met and Rosie's stomach shivered. It was the strangest sensation. 

She'd never felt anything like it; dizzy, hot and cold all over, weak knees. Her breath 

was ragged and her heart was pounding. Irritated, she tried to pull herself together. 

What an inconvenient moment to have a fainting fit! 

Flo watched her with satisfaction. Even with a ruined haircut his sex appeal 

was intact; no woman could resist him. No woman ever had, and no woman ever 

would. His presence was obviously having the usual devastating impact. Feeling 

better, he stepped back slightly to lessen the effect on the poor woman. 

It must be indigestion thought Rosie, crossing her fingers that she hadn't 

picked up a stomach bug. She shook her head to clear the dizzy sensation and forced 

herself to focus. The new dog had a good coat, she thought, dark chestnut curls, good 

conformation, short back, long legs, broad shoulders. She liked handsome dogs. 

Firmly in control of herself, she shifted her gaze to his face. His expression was 

quizzical and intimate. It had made every woman Flo had ever met swoon, but Rosie 

merely raised her eyebrows. He looked to her like a dog with a good basic 

temperament but no real education. She fingered the training clicker in her pocket. 

She might be able to do something with him.  

"Is this Château Moission?" faltered Flo. He couldn't quite understand what 

was going wrong. He had perfected his smile years ago and knew it worked. It was 

world famous, after all. His smile said he understood and shared every thought she'd 

ever had; his eyes, half closed against the sun and crinkled at the corners, said he 

would never look at anyone except Rosie, and the little breeze which had sprung from 

nowhere and was ruffling his curls was saying, "It's all true, I'm unaffected, sincere 

and completely unselfconscious. And I think you're marvellous. In fact I've never met 

anyone like you before." 

Another wave of dizziness hit Rosie and she swayed on her feet. She'd never 

had indigestion this badly before. And then suddenly she realised what it was... She 

was bit young, and she hadn't realised it could hit you so suddenly, smack out of the 

blue, but it was clearly the menopause. What else could it be? She made a mental note 

to see her GP. Her heart thumped uncomfortably as his melting brown eyes gazed into 

hers, and with annoyance realised she'd have to get into the shade and cool down. 

Damned hormones. 

Flo wrinkled his forehead, gave a lopsided smile and cocked his head to one 

side. It was a gesture which had filled cinemas and graced the front cover of every 

magazine worldwide. It had earned him so much money that he had thrown it all 

away. He couldn't help it. Even when he was trying to be humble, his famous sexy 

charm was just second nature. She wasn't bad, he thought, even without make-up. 

With make-up she'd be stunning. He might as well flirt with her. It would make her 

day, after all. He reached out to kiss her hand, but she slapped him away and moved 



out of reach. 

"Basket!" she snapped. "Down!" No manners at all. He definitely needed 

training. "Name?" 

"I’m looking for Lady Fitzwilson," he said, the smile draining away from his 

face.  

"That's me," she said giving him a smile and a click for obeying. "And you 

are?" 

Flo could hardly believe his ears. Hadn't she recognised him? He blinked. 

What had Sally said? The woman was off men. Was that actually possible? He felt as 

if the world was turning backwards. "I'm Sally's writer-bloke,” he said finally. 

"You don't look much like a writer," she observed. 

Stung, he held his hands out, and Rosie raised her eyebrows. He'd obviously 

been very well groomed, probably by a professional. His nails were all the same 

length, perfectly clean and neatly filed. Not a mark, not a callous, not a scratch. He 

had obviously never been for a country walk in his life. He didn't even look like he 

could use a computer. He must be Sally's bloke.  

"You'd better come in then," she said. "Would you like some tea? Bic-bic?" 

Without waiting, she led the way into the house and Flo followed, ducking through 

the door behind her. The kitchen was huge, all scrubbed antique oak and cream paint, 

and after the blazing sun outside, it was deliciously dim and cool, but Flo only noticed 

that the paint was peeling in places and the window frames were rotting at the 

bottoms. 

"We keep all the windows and doors shut," said Rosie, shutting the kitchen 

door. "Do sit down. I know it's not desperately hot in September, but it keeps the heat 

out, along with the mozzies and the dust. So please don't open the windows." She 

pointed at a chair. "Sit!" 

Flo found himself obediently sitting at the long kitchen table while she filled 

the kettle. She was lithe and slim, wearing faded jeans and a frayed white cotton 

bodice. In the kitchen, she looked less pale than she had before. Golden, in fact.  

"There should be some biscuits," she said, from the other side of the table. 

"Unless Chris has eaten them all again." 

"Chris?" 

"Yes, my son. He’s nineteen, nearly twenty, but still eats everything he can 

find. I have a daughter too. Larrisa. Twelve. Didn’t Sally tell you?" 

"No," he said, ruffled. "No, she didn’t. She didn't mention dogs either. Just 

you and the château. Warned me not to move the furniture." 

"Oh," said Rosie, pushing a mug of tea in his direction. "Do you want to 

move the furniture?"  

He had no idea what to say and just watched her absent-mindedly pulling the 

knotted hair at the nape of her neck.   

"I suppose you can if you like," she conceded at last, "but only in your own 

room, I'd sooner you didn't move anything in here. But can I ask you something?" 

"Yes, ask me anything," Flo smiled. She'd just recognised him. Not 

surprising, really. And now she was about to ask him about his latest film. And 

obviously she was going to apologise. The world started moving forwards again.  

"Don't you fall over if the furniture keeps moving? With your bad sight?" 

"I'm not blind!" he snapped, snatching the cheap glasses off his face. 

"No, of course not," she said quickly. "It's just that Sally said..." 

"What? What did Sally say?" 

"Nothing," she said, revising her opinion of his temperament. He was 



obviously not as meek as she'd thought. She had a sudden image of him kissing the 

back of her neck, and decided to call her GP first thing in the morning. She was 

clearly having hallucinations. With an effort she gave him a bright smile. "Right, well. 

Welcome to the Château de Moisson. We're delighted to have you, although we don't 

have any particularly interesting antiques or Roman coins for you to play with." 

"Roman coins?" he said, baffled.  

"Your book? About Roman coins?"  

"Fascinating stuff," he said quickly. "Gripping. Nothing like a Roman coin to 

get the pulses racing." 

She didn't believe him, and Flo looked away. There was a battered solid fuel 

stove at one end of the room with a collection of dog beds beside it, a large wooden 

dresser to one side and a series of cupboards and shelves. There was also a white 

stone sink, a 50s Kelvinator and a large pile of dog blankets on one of the shelves. 

Counting round the table, he estimated that it would comfortably seat a dozen people 

although the seats were falling out of most of the chairs. At the other end of the room 

was a pair of huge shabby sofas covered with paisley shawls and cats. The room 

obviously doubled as a place for outdoor staff to relax. A sudden prolonged clattering 

noise from the direction of back door made him twist round in his chair. 

"Oh dear," said Rosie. She hurried to the back door where he could hear her 

laughing. "Oh Dolly! What have you got there! No, I don't want that in the house. 

Yuk! Disgusto-dog! You're stuck, you silly girl, stop wriggling! Oh God, that's 

revolting!" 

Flo tilted his chair back onto two legs and craned his neck to see what was 

going on. His hostess was crouching down beside a muddy cat flap trying to free a 

rabbit and a fluffy white dog, both of which seemed to have got stuck halfway 

through. "Oh I like rabbits!" he said, just as Rosie succeeded in pushing the dog back 

out of the door and pulling the rabbit's head into the house. It was just a rotten head, 

attached to a slimy bit of skin, two hind legs and a tail. The smell was indescribable. 

Flo reared away, holding both hands over his nose. Rosie bundled it up and took it off 

into a side room and then he heard bin noises and a running tap. The fluffy white dog 

poked its head through the cat flap again and barked loudly. "Come in, Dolly!" said 

Rosie, opening the back door. 

The little dog trotted into the kitchen and sniffed around the floor. "No!" said 

Rosie, sitting down at the table. "It's all gone. No bunny. Nothing for you at all!" 

Dolly scrambled clumsily up onto Rosie's lap, turned round twice and sat down. 

Breathing heavily, her chin on the edge of the table, she focussed her beady black 

eyes and gave Flo an evil grin. 

"She's a bichon," said Rosie shying a packet of biscuits over the table. "Pretty 

close relation to the poodle, but calmer and different coat of course," she said, 

scratching behind Dolly's ears. "Not that she’s pure-bred, poor thing, but she’s mostly 

bichon. Do take a bic-bic!" 

A gale of evil-smelling dog-breath swept across the table, almost knocking 

Flo unconscious. "Why?" he choked. "Dogs, I mean, what's the attraction?" 

"Ooooh, Dolly’s my baby-heart," she cooed and then because he didn't say 

anything there was silence. "You can rely on them," she said finally. "Dogs won’t let 

you down. They don't lie and they don't pretend. They don't know how. Look at 

Spike. Hopeless case really; rude, aggressive, unfriendly, but at least he never 

pretends to be anything else. I mean, he's always revolting. With everyone. So you 

can rely on him." 

"To attack people?" 



"Yes, well. We’re going to have to stop him doing that..." 

She was obviously completely nuts, thought Flo. How was she going to train 

Spike? And why would a beautiful woman spend her whole life shut up in a remote 

castle with a pack of filthy hounds? Especially when, with her looks, she could easily 

find someone... "How did your husband die?" he asked abruptly. 

"He didn't," she replied. "He left. Years ago. Now, if you don't mind, Mr 

whatever..." 

"Flo... Michael. Michael Bernard."  

"Flo?" 

"My friends call me Flo. It's a nickname from school... I looked a bit girlie 

back then." 

"Well you don't look girlie any..." She went bright red. "Look, nice to chat 

but I've got to feed the dogs now, and I’d better check what Larrie has done about the 

horse nuts and there's supper to make, so, perhaps I could point you towards your 

room? I'm sure you can find your way, can't you?" 

Flo wasn't used to being dismissed and his hackles rose. How dare the 

woman prefer feeding some horrible pack of hounds to entertaining him? "I can leave 

if you prefer," he said shirtily. "I don't have to stay here if you don't want me." 

The words made Rosie's stomach drop. She didn't want him in her house, but 

she couldn't afford to let him leave, and sooner or later he would find out why. So she 

took a deep breath and confessed: "Well, if you want the honest truth, you've got to 

stay because I've already spent the money Sally sent to pay for your keep. I wrote a 

cheque for the taxe foncière this morning. So if you go, and Sally asks me for her 

money back, I'll probably end up in prison or something. Which means you can't go 

whether I want you or not. Want you here or not," she corrected herself. 

Flo blinked. She didn't find him good-looking or sexy or amusing. The only 

reason she was giving him houseroom was because Sally had written what sounded 

like an obscenely large cheque.  

Rosie stood up and put the mugs into the sink. "I know it's not ideal for you," 

she said. "I can tell you don't like kids and we've already established that you’re 

terrified of dogs..." 

"No, I bloody don't like dogs!" 

She turned round to face him. "I'm sorry but this is the doghouse. I have a lot 

of dogs here. What you've seen is just the tip of the iceberg. I also have two teenagers, 

and they always come first. And I can't keep any of it out of your way, although I can 

try to keep them out of your room. I suppose. Maybe." 

"I've never been so bloody..."  

But there was no stopping Rosie. Now she'd started, she was determined to 

finish. "I also have a leaking roof, a car with no brakes, a fridge with moss growing in 

it, and more debts than you can even begin to imagine. That's why I'm so grateful that 

at least the taxe foncière is paid. So if for some insane reason you might be able to sit 

upstairs and finish your book, I will do my best to make sure you're not disturbed. 

And I promise I'll stay completely out of your way. I won't come near you. I guarantee 

it. You'll have absolute peace and quiet. But you'll have to take us as we are. Dogs, 

kids... the whole damn thing. I'm sorry, but there it is! But please don't make me pay 

the money back." 

He gazed at her angrily, his hair springing into untidy tufts around his 

forehead. She gazed back, thinking that he really did look rather lost. An uncertain 

dog is a barking dog, she thought, and waited for him to start shouting. How had such 

a well-bred specimen become such a lost dog? 



"Mummy!" exclaimed Larrie, bursting in through the back door. "Call the 

vet! Quickly! Sobie has eaten his hoof pick!" 

"What? Eaten his hoof pick? That’s impossible, darling!" 

"Sobie?" said Flo. 

"Short for So-Big, he's a horse," Rosie told him out of the corner of her 

mouth.  

"No, Mummy, he has!" insisted Larrie, hopping from foot to foot in the 

doorway, her face drained of all colour. "Honestly!" I left it in his manger, and now 

it’s gone! He must have eaten it while I was putting his tack away!" 

"Have you put a sweat rug on him?" said Rosie, putting the milk in the 

fridge. "Sorry about this, Mr...” 

"Of course he's got his rug on!" 

"I’ll have to go and sort it out," said Rosie, and Flo stood up. "Sit!" she 

ordered. She took an apple out of the fruit bowl on the dresser, and pushed the palm of 

her hand towards his face. "Stay!" 

Dolly at her heels, she followed Larrie out of the kitchen to the stables 

thinking that Sally was a comprehensive liar. Flo obviously didn't have a sight 

problem, wasn't the slightest bit shy or effete, or gay or any of the rest of it. Judging 

by his hands, the only true thing she'd said was about being a writer. She realised he 

wouldn't stay and Sally would want her money back so she'd have to find another way 

of paying the tax bill. Perhaps she could sell something? Maybe the piano would fetch 

enough to keep them going for a while?   

"Mummy, oh help, Mummy, just think! He’s going to get it hooked up in his 

guts!" 

In the loose box on the other side of the yard, Sobie was swaying from side 

to side, balefully knocking at the bottom half of his door with one gigantic hoof. He 

was at least 17 hands tall, a gleaming chestnut giant of a horse with huge dark eyes, a 

black mane and tail, one white sock and a pale blaze on his forehead. 

"You see, Mummy?" said Larrie, with tears welling up again. 

"Calm down, darling," said Rosie. "Hello boy, how are you?" 

Sobie banged his massive head down over the edge of the door and nudged 

Rosie’s hand greedily. "Have you fed him, Larrie?" she asked, cutting the apple into 

quarters with her pocket-knife. 

"Mummy no! If I feed him, the hoof pick’ll get lodged, Mummy. Lodged!" 

"Darling, I honestly don’t think he’s eaten a hoof pick," said Rosie, feeding 

Sobie another chunk of apple. 

"Do you want me to have a look?" asked Flo coming up behind them. "I used 

to do a bit of riding, years ago. Hello boy," he said, squinting up at the horse's great 

head and proffering his palm. "How are you?"   

Sobie blew on his hand, whickered and then lowered his forehead onto the 

man's shoulder. Flo scratched his forehead gently. 

"I thought I told you to stay," said Rosie.  

"Don't just stand there talking!" said Larrie in a rising panic. "Help him! 

Please!" 

Realising that she was on verge of hysterics, Rosie opened the stable door 

and they all shuffled into the loose box, which was big enough to have housed at least 

three normal-sized horses, and furnished with an ocean of fresh straw, a gigantic 

bucket of water, a large salt lick and a hay net capacious enough to have satisfied an 

entire herd of elephants. Reaching up on her tiptoes, Larrie hung on Sobie's neck 

calling him baby heart and little duck, and Flo kicked the straw. 



"What are you doing?" said Larrie, her voice rising and her face like 

beetroot. "That’s not going to help!" Tears sprang into her eyes. "Oh Mummy, he 

could die!"  

"Oh, I don't think so," said Flo bending down. "Is this the missing item?" He 

stood up with his hand out. There was a hoof pick in his palm. 

"Well done," said Rosie.  

"Oh!" said Larrie, hanging her head. "That's my... You think I might have 

dropped it?" 

"Who knows," said Flo giving it back to her. "Maybe the brute spat it out." 

"How dare you! He's not a brute. He's my baby!" 

"Well, he hasn't eaten a hoof pick anyway," said Flo, and if Rosie hadn't been 

permanently off men, she'd have patted him. Or at least scratched the top of his head. 

As it was, she absent-mindedly gave him a click. 

Leaving Larrie promising Sobie hot mash, Rosie and Flo walked back to the 

house with Dolly wagging at their heels. Dolly always enjoyed a visit to the horse 

kennel; muckheap smell was her favourite perfume. Specially if you rolled in it.   

"Do you know a lot about horses?" said Rosie, curiously. 

Flo was just about to say yes, when suddenly he realised how fast the topic 

would lead him onto dodgy ground. "No," he said. "Not much, really. I just had to 

research them once, for a par... a part of a book! And I spent a bit of time at some 

stables in um..." 

"Oh," said Rosie, and realised with a small shock that she’d actually hoped 

he knew something of practical value. How ridiculous. "Well, never mind," she said 

with false cheer. "Shall I walk you back to your car? I assume it's that red thing in the 

courtyard?” 

"Yes, it's a Porsche," he said. He looked down at her as she stood beside him, 

wiping her pocket-knife on the back pocket of her jeans.  

"Is that the best place to park it?" he said, and he could hardly believe his 

own ears. What was he thinking? 

She looked up surprise. "Why? Are you staying, then?" 

"Well maybe a couple of nights if you can put up with me," he said and even 

as he said it he could have kicked himself. Was he mad? She didn't even like him! 

To hide her relief about the taxe foncière, Rosie shrugged. With Dolly still at 

her heels, she led Flo through the kitchen into a long flagged corridor and up a 

shallow flight of steps leading to yet another door. "This way," she said, opening it 

and stepping into an echoing, musty-smelling hall. "Until you learn your way around, 

you'll probably find it easier to walk round the outside," she said. "But this is the door 

to the east wing." Flo judged that they must be in the part of the house which 

overlooking the courtyard. It didn't seem at all inhabited. 

"We mainly live in the back part of the house," said Rosie. 

Flo gazed at the formal high ceilings, the mouldings decorated with cobwebs, 

and felt like he'd just walked off the set of a 16th century pastoral romance and onto 

the set of a gothic novel complete with bats and a midnight shutter banging in a storm.    

"You'll have silence all day long in this part of the house. And no dogs," she 

said firmly. "I promise I won't come near you." 

"But..." 

"Sally said you needed peace and quiet. You are a writer, aren't you?" 

They were at the foot of a wide curving staircase leading up from what had 

obviously once been an impressive reception hall. Now however, the checkerboard 

tiles were cracked and the wallpaper was faded. 



"Come on, Dolly. Heel! Up the stairs we go! Leave that alone. I think she 

must have smelt a rat. The cats brought one in earlier. Don't worry, I've thrown it 

away now. Chris has organised wifi. Or at least, I hope he has. And there's a new 

bottle of gas in your bathroom so..." 

"Gas? What do I need gas for?" 

"Hot water. Unless you prefer cold showers? I mean, cold showers are fine," 

she nodded. "Absolutely. Fantastic. Very cheap." 

Reaching the first floor, she flung open a pair of double doors. "Here we are. 

I made the room up earlier. And I have swept, so there shouldn't be any scorpions. 

Don't worry, I turned the mattress myself and those sheets were airing on the line this 

morning."  

Horrified, he stood in the doorway gazing at the mismatched, second-hand 

furniture, the faded carpet and the dirty wallpaper. The place was a complete dump.   

"Sally was lying, wasn't she?" said Rosie. "You're not broke and you've 

never been to Woolworths in your life, have you?" 

"It's closed. It went bust. Years ago," he said automatically. How on earth 

had he got involved in this?  

"It did? Oh that's a shame, I rather liked poking around in Woolies," said 

Rosie, suddenly seeing the room through Flo's eyes. 

"Pick and mix," he said walking across the room to the window. "I used to 

love that when I was a kid. Raspberry Ruffles. Oh, there's my car." He was mentally 

flicking through his address book wondering where else he could go. 

"That's what I mean," she said coming to stand beside him at the window. "If 

you're a writer, how come you're driving that?" 

"It's hired, it's all they had," he lied automatically. 

"Well, I hope no-one sees it or we'll have half the village wanting to have 

their photos taken sitting on the bonnet." 

"No! Really?" He turned away from the window at exactly the same time as 

she did and their arms brushed.  

She jumped back from him as if he'd burnt her. "Right, I'll leave you now," 

she gasped. "I've unlocked the front door so you can bring your luggage up, and then I 

daresay... supper at eight. On the terrace. Bathroom through there." Without waiting 

for an answer, she walked straight down the stairs. Dolly skittered along in her wake 

with her tail turning in mad circles like a helicopter blade. Then a door slammed, her 

footsteps faded and Flo was alone in his hideous, musty, uncomfortable room. He 

pulled his mobile out and dialled. Thank God there was network. Sally answered 

almost immediately and he guessed she'd been waiting for his call. "Have you gone 

mad?" he demanded. 

"Calm down, sweetie." 

"It's a fucking zoo! Wild dogs, giant metal-eating horses, apparently there are 

scorpions, and the woman doesn't even like me. Says she's only putting up with me 

because you paid some fucking bill or other. Get me out of here! Now!" 

"Listen Flo, said Sally in a level voice, "you're hanging by the thinnest of 

threads. One more drinking bout, one more scandal and the insurance companies 

won't touch you. You'll never work again. I need you out of the headlines. And the 

only way that's going to happen is if you're off the radar." 

"This isn't off the radar, it's off the fucking planet!" 

"Look, I didn't want to have to say this, but no-one else will have you." 

"What do you mean?" 

"I'm all out of favours on your behalf. There isn't a hotel, a hideaway or a 



rehab unit that will take you. You don't have a friend who can afford the damage. You 

don't even have a handy mother who will give you houseroom. No-one wants you. 

No-one likes you enough to take the risk. You're a pain in the arse, Flo. Rosie is my 

last call. She's the only person I know who is broke enough to bribe. You blow this 

and I'll have to drop you." 

"But I'm... you can't..." 

"You haven't got the money. You're broke. There's nothing left to pay people 

off with." 

"What are you saying?" 

"I'm saying you've got no choice. You just stay there, behave yourself and let 

me do my work. There's only one human being on this planet who can get you the 

Bond contract, and that's me, and you know it. Two outings as 007 and you'll be back 

on track. The rest will be forgotten. Then once you're out of the scandal rags, I can 

sell the idea of the new you. The cleaned-up, intelligent, adult you. The hard-working, 

talented, easy-to-work-with you. Then you can rebuild your career." 

"Fuck off. There is no new me, and you can't make me stay here." 

"No, I can't. So why don't you do what you usually do? Drive down to the 

nearest bar, make a big splash, buy drinks all round, get pissed and papped in some 

French tart's bed..." 

"I don't have to stay in France, I could..." 

"What? Buy a scheduled airline ticket? Go to an airport on your own? With 

no security? Are you mad? You'd be mobbed in a minute. Fly to the States? Then 

what are you going to do? Thump another policeman? Insult another fan? Get some 

teenager pregnant?" 

"This place should be condemned!" 

"Rosie is one of my oldest friends. If you upset her, you'll have me to deal 

with." Her tone suddenly softened. "Look, just give it a week and then if you really 

can't stand it I'll try and find somewhere else." 

"It's a fucking rat-hole, Sally." 

"Don't be a shit-head all your life, Flo. Ring me in the morning." 

The phone went dead, and he noticed a tall thin boy standing in the doorway. 

"The last of the fucking rat-hole residents, at your service," said Chris, icily. 

He'd have done anything to be able to chuck this simpering urban snob out of the 

house, but the way things were, he was going to have to put up with him. 

Flo smiled winningly. "I was talking about somewhere else!" 

But Chris was having none of it. He knew they lived in dereliction, and didn't 

need his nose rubbed in it. "I'm Chris. Son of Rosie, and your IT helpdesk rep for the 

duration," he said, without the glimmer of a smile. "Do you want me to get you 

online?" 

"Sorry," said Flo. "I didn't realise the door was open." But Chris's expression 

didn't soften. "I'll just go and get my stuff," said Flo, mentally cursing Sally. 

"You do that," said Chris. "I hope you're not expecting any of us to donkey it 

up here for you." 

Flo went downstairs. From the landing, Chris watched him tugging at the 

front door. "You have to push the top of the door at the same time as you pull the 

handle halfway down," he said. 

"Got it. Thanks," said Flo. He wasn't used to being dismissed by young 

teenagers and he didn't like it. Squinting against the sinking sun, he flicked the key 

fob at the car and the lights flashed reassuringly at him. At least something was 

working. He began lugging a series of expensive suitcases out of the boot onto the 



gravel.  

"You look vaguely familiar. I'm sure I know you from somewhere," said 

Chris suspiciously.  

Flo's heart sank. He really didn't want to have to listen to this kid's opinion of 

every single performance in every single film. "I don't think so," he said, turning his 

face away. "I'm sure I'd remember if we'd met before." 

"Do you always bring so much luggage? What on earth have you got in 

there?" 

"I thought I'd done rather well. I mean, I probably won't be... but I was 

expecting to stay for a month or so you know." 

"To finish this mythical book of yours? The Roman Coin and the Call Girl?" 

"All right," sighed Flo. "Pax, kid. Pax. Okay?" 

Chris narrowed his eyes. "I'm sure I know your face from somewhere," he 

said. "Which of those has your computer in it?" he said gesturing at the cases. "Bring 

that one first. And no, I'm not carrying anything." 

Boiling, Flo picked up a selection of the smaller cases and staggered up the 

stairs with them. He knew there was a laptop in one of them but he didn't really want 

the kid messing about with it. 

"We set up a desk for you by the window," said Chris gesturing at a large 

table adorned with a pile of dictionaries, a phone and a printer. "But that was when we 

still thought you might want to write. Give me your computer." Stung, Flo pulled his 

laptop out of its case and gave it to Chris. Opening it, he sat down, switched it on and 

started tapping the keyboard. "Still, I expect you'll enjoy surfing YouTube, won't 

you?" he said patronisingly. "And you'll be able to Facebook your pals."   

"The password..." 

"Don't need it. Your security is crap. I'll just register myself as the 

administrator, and there we go... yup. Think we have it. It might dip in and out a bit 

and you'll probably find you don't get much mobile phone reception at night, but that 

should keep you going anyway." He got up and stalked to the door. "Bathroom's 

through the other side. Don't go mad with the hot water. The gas bottles are hideously 

expensive." 

"Thanks. Listen..." From habit, Flo started fishing in his pocket for change.  

"I'm not a bell-hop and I'm not a waiter," said Chris and stalked away, 

leaving Flo feeling thoroughly ruffled. He'd only just arrived and already everyone 

hated him. The gardener, the mistress of the house, and her son... all three of them 

thought he was lower than a toad, and even the hysterical horse-mad girl didn't rate 

him as high as her precious nag. What was wrong with them all? He shuddered and 

then thought gloomily that the supper was also bound to be a nightmare. Probably dog 

food on toast. 
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