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Dedication

As always, to Ian.


Chapter One

The key was in an envelope slipped through the letterbox, exactly as the agent had promised. Sophie bent to retrieve it, her back aching from the four-hour drive from London, and found a handwritten note tucked inside.


Welcome to Violet Cottage. I hope you find what you’re looking for. The heating is on, there’s milk in the fridge, and please don’t hesitate to knock if you need anything. I’m at Rose Cottage, three doors down—the one with the red door. Mrs Willoughby.


Sophie read it twice, touched by the thoughtfulness, then looked up at Daniel, who was unloading suitcases from the boot of their Volvo. He’d been quiet for the last hour of the drive, and she hadn’t tried to fill the silence. They’d become rather good at silence over the past year.

‘Key’s here.’

‘Right.’ Daniel grabbed both large cases—hers and his—and carried them to the door in one trip, as if the weight was nothing. He’d been going to the gym more lately. She’d noticed but hadn’t mentioned it. They didn’t mention things anymore, not the way they once had.

Violet Cottage was smaller than it had looked in the photos, tucked at the end of a row of honey-stone cottages that faced onto a village green. March daffodils lined the front path, their yellow heads bright against lingering patches of snow. The cottage itself was quaint: mullioned windows, a slate roof, wisteria vines climbing the walls, even though it wouldn’t flower until May.

Exactly the sort of place you’d see on a postcard or calendar.

Exactly the sort of place that was supposed to fix things.

Sophie unlocked the door and stepped into a narrow hallway that smelled of lavender and old wood. To her left was a sitting room with low beams and a stone fireplace. To her right, steep stairs climbed into shadow. Straight ahead, she could glimpse a kitchen, and beyond that, glass walls suggested a conservatory.

‘It’s lovely,’ she said.

‘Yeah.’ Daniel set down the suitcases and looked around with the careful neutrality he’d perfected lately. ‘It’s okay.’


Okay. They’d reduced their marriage to words like “okay”, and “fine” and “no worries.” Sometimes Sophie thought about screaming. Not at him, not exactly—just near him, into the space between them that kept growing no matter how still she kept herself. She wanted a reaction. She needed one. Some proof that she hadn’t already disappeared completely, that Daniel would notice the silence only once she finally broke it. Anything would be better than this polite, careful distance.


But she didn’t scream. She picked up her case and walked towards the stairs.

The room stopped her in the doorway.

She didn’t know what she’d expected—something serviceable, something clean and adequate—but not this. The queen bed was made up in fresh white linens, crisp as a cold morning, the kind of white that took effort to maintain and someone who cared enough to bother. A folded blanket lay across the foot of the bed, soft and faded to the colour of old moss, the sort of thing you touch for comfort.

On the small table by the window, someone had placed a little china vase no bigger than a fist, and in it a handful of sweet violets, their purple heads still trembling faintly from being disturbed. Sophie touched one petal with a fingertip. Fresh. Picked today, or close enough. She looked around the room. No one had been here. The letting agent had sent the key in the post. And yet someone had picked violets and arranged them in this vase on this table, as if they knew exactly where Sophie would stand and what she’d need to see.

And then she noticed the lavender.

A whole sprig of it, laid across the pillow, fat with bloom. She picked it up slowly, turning it in her fingers. The colour was unmistakable—that deep, drowsy purple— and the warm, sweet scent rose from it immediately.

She looked at it for a long moment.

It was early March. Lavender didn’t flower until summer. Everyone knew that. She knew that. And yet here it was, fragrant and fully open, as if the season had simply decided not to apply to this room, this pillow, this afternoon.

She set it back down carefully; it was the third strange thing she’d noticed since turning off the main road into Lower Thistlewick, and she’d only been here twenty minutes.

On the nightstand sat a carafe of water with a glass inverted neatly over it, and beside it a saucer with two pieces of shortbread wrapped in greaseproof paper. The curtains were drawn to exactly the halfway point, letting in the soft afternoon light without glare. Everything was arranged thoughtfully.

Sophie sat down on the edge of the bed. The mattress gave just enough.


Who are you, Mrs Willoughby, and how did you know we were coming?


She looked at the lavender again. Picked up the sprig, set it down. Picked it up once more.

Daniel came in the way he always did—filling the room without meaning to, already looking at his phone, already somewhere else. He glanced around once with the attention of a man checking a hotel room for adequate wi-fi and sufficient power points.

‘Not bad,’ he said.

‘Look at this.’ Sophie picked up the sprig and held it out toward him. ‘It’s lavender. In bloom. In March.’

He took it from her without really looking at it, turned it once in his fingers and set it on the nightstand.

‘Mmm.’


‘Daniel.’ She waited until he looked up from his phone. ‘It’s March. Lavender doesn’t flower until summer. Not even in the Cotswolds. It shouldn’t be—’ She looked at him.


He didn’t notice that either.

She turned back to the window. Down below, Lower Thistlewick sat quiet and golden in the afternoon light, the village green bisected by a millstream, the honey-coloured stone of the cottages glowing as though lit from within.

The lavender sat on the nightstand where Daniel had placed it—wrong and sweet-smelling and quietly insistent. Mrs Willoughby may have put it there.


Did the agent tell you we were coming? She’d ask her. Pleasantly, over tea. And she’d watch the woman’s face. Where do you find the lavender?


But the way Daniel had looked at her—that brief, mild glance, full of gentle reproach, sat in her chest like something swallowed the wrong way.

She didn’t argue. She never did anymore.

I am not wrong about this.

I am not wrong about everything.

Lower Thistlewick was a strange little place. She’d felt it the moment they’d turned off the main road and had told herself she was tired. Reading things into nothing.

The village was quiet in that specifically rural way, where the absence of traffic noise made everything else clear. She could hear birdsong, the distant bleat of sheep, and closer, the sound of Daniel’s footsteps crossing the room.

‘I can take the sofa,’ he said. ‘If you’d prefer.’

‘Don’t be silly. The bed’s enormous.’

‘I just thought—’

‘Daniel.’ She turned to face him properly. ‘We’re here to work on our marriage. Sleeping in separate rooms doesn’t seem like a particularly good start.’

He flinched, just slightly, at the word “work” as if their marriage was a project, something to be managed. Which, Sophie supposed, was exactly what it had become.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Of course. Sorry.’

‘Don’t apologise.’

‘Sorry.’ He caught himself, laughed without humour. ‘Christ, sorry. I mean—’

‘It’s fine.’ Sophie managed a smile that felt like it might crack her face. ‘Let’s just unpack, shall we? Then maybe we could explore the village. Find the pub or something.’

‘Good idea.’

They unpacked in silence together, moving around each other carefully, not touching. Sophie took the left side of the wardrobe, and Daniel the right. She used the top two drawers of the dresser; he took the bottom two. Everything divided neatly down the middle, everything fair and equal.

When had “us” become “yours and mine”?

Three years ago, when she’d bounced into Daniel’s office with a positive pregnancy test and a smile that could have lit the entire building. Three years ago, when two weeks later, she’d miscarried in the bathroom of their flat while Daniel stood outside the door, helpless and shocked. Three years of pregnancies, loss, and medical appointments that stripped away their hopes until there was nothing left but exhaustion.

‘I’m going to make tea,’ Daniel said, breaking into her thoughts. ‘Want some?’

‘Please.’

He left, and Sophie sat on the edge of the bed, alone in this strange cottage on a break that was supposed to save them and wondered if six months would be enough.

Wondered if anything would be enough.

***

Downstairs, Daniel stood in the unfamiliar kitchen and tried to remember how Sophie took her tea now.

Milk, no sugar. Obviously. He’d been making her tea for twelve years—ten married, two before that. But these days, every small gesture felt like a minefield, as if he might get it wrong and tip them further into whatever dark place they were steadily sliding towards.

The kitchen was old-fashioned but charming, with an Aga that was thankfully already warm and a deep ceramic sink beneath a window that looked out onto a small back garden. Everything was spotlessly clean; there was fresh milk in the fridge, tea bags in a ceramic jar, and what looked like homemade biscuits in an old-fashioned tin on the counter.

Daniel filled the kettle and set it on the Aga, then leaned against the counter and closed his eyes.

Six months. They’d agreed on six months for this break. Sophie had suggested it carefully, over breakfast one morning, her tone casual as if proposing they try a new restaurant rather than take a break from their normal life. He’d been surprised by how relieved he felt, how the idea of leaving London—leaving the fertility clinic and the sympathetic smiles and the constant, crushing disappointment—had almost brought him to tears.

He’d said yes immediately.

They hadn’t really discussed it after that; they had made the arrangements. Daniel took a leave of absence from the architectural firm, and Sophie had negotiated remote work with her publishing house. They’d found this cottage through a letting agent who specialised in “rural retreats for personal renewal”.

The kettle whistled. He made two mugs of tea, splashed milk in both, and carried them through to the sitting room where Sophie was sitting, looking slightly more settled.

‘I didn’t hear you come down,’ he said, handing her the mug.

‘Thank you,’ she said, cradling it in both hands. A gesture he remembered from when they’d first met, when she’d been an editorial assistant, and he’d been a junior architect, and they’d have long conversations over cheap wine and takeaway curry about books and buildings and all the places they’d travel together someday.

‘Shall we look around?’ Daniel suggested when they put their mugs on the table. ‘Before it gets dark?’

‘Sure.’

They found their coats and ventured out into the March afternoon. The village was picture-postcard perfect: a green with an ancient stone cross at its centre, with cottages clustered around each side, and beyond, fields rolling away towards low hills. A church spire pointed skyward from among bare trees, and Daniel could just make out a pub—The Swan & Millstream—on the opposite side of the green.

A millstream ran through the centre of the green, crossed by a low stone bridge, and Sophie could hear the water before she could see it—a clean, unhurried sound under everything else. To the right of the bridge, a tearoom with a handwritten menu card in its window: The Cosy Cup. Beyond it, a bookshop with a painted sign: Chapter & Verse, New and Secondhand Books. The air smelled of cold earth, woodsmoke, and something else Sophie couldn’t name—something green and alive and older than the cottages.

‘It’s beautiful,’ Sophie said, and for the first time since they’d arrived, she sounded like her old self. Almost.

‘Yeah.’ Daniel looked at her rather than the view. The light caught her hair—dark blonde, shorter than she used to wear it—and for a moment, she looked exactly as she had when he’d first seen her across a crowded gallery at a mutual friend’s exhibition opening. Beautiful and slightly sad, yet utterly magnetic.

He’d fallen in love with her in approximately three seconds. And then he’d spent the next twelve years trying to make her as happy as she’d made him.

He knew he’d failed, given where they were now.

‘Someone is coming,’ Sophie murmured, and Daniel turned to see an elderly woman approaching across the green. She walked with a stick but moved purposefully, wrapped in a thick coat against the cold. White hair pinned in a soft bun, kind eyes, and a welcoming smile.

‘You must be the Ashfords,’ she said warmly when she reached them. ‘I’m Iris Willoughby. I left the note for you.’

‘Mrs Willoughby.’ Sophie stepped forward, and Daniel noticed her shoulders relax slightly. She’d always been better with people than he was. ‘Thank you so much for the milk and everything. That was incredibly thoughtful.’

‘Not at all, dear. We like to look after our visitors. And please, call me Iris.’ She looked between them with eyes that were sharp despite her age. ‘You’re in the village for six months, is that right?’

‘Yes.’ Daniel found his voice. ‘I’m on sabbatical from work, and Sophie can work remotely, so we thought... well. A change of scene seemed like a good idea.’

‘Violet Cottage is perfect for that.’ Mrs Willoughby’s smile widened. ‘It’s been waiting for someone, I think. Been empty too long. I’m glad it called to you.’


Called to them? Daniel exchanged a glance with Sophie, who looked equally puzzled.


‘We found it through an agent,’ Sophie said carefully. ‘Online.’

‘Of course you did.’ Mrs Willoughby’s tone suggested she found this perfectly reasonable, yet unimportant. ‘But the cottage chooses, dear. It always does. You’ll see.’ She patted Sophie’s arm. ‘Now, I won’t keep you. I’m sure you’re exhausted from the drive. But do come for tea tomorrow if you’re settled. Rose Cottage, the one with the red door. I’d love to get to know you properly.’

‘That’s very kind of you,’ Daniel said, though he had no intention of accepting. They’d come here to be alone, to work on their marriage without an audience.

‘Three o’clock?’ Mrs Willoughby pressed. ‘I make excellent scones, and I’d hate for you to miss them.’

‘We’ll try,’ Sophie said, which was less vague than Daniel would have managed.

Mrs Willoughby beamed, nodded, and continued across the green, leaving them standing in front of Violet Cottage feeling slightly strange.

‘That was...’ Daniel started.

‘Odd?’ Sophie finished.

‘I was going to say, “a quirky character”.’

Sophie laughed, properly laughed, and the sound hit Daniel squarely in the chest. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard Sophie laugh. Months, probably. Maybe longer.

‘Come on,’ she said. ‘It’s getting cold. Let’s go back inside.’

That night, they lay in the large bed with a careful foot of space between them, not quite touching, and listened to the utter silence.

In London, there was always noise. Traffic, sirens, their upstairs neighbours playing music at odd hours. Here, there was nothing except the occasional creak of old timbers settling and the wind in the bare trees outside.

‘Daniel?’ Sophie’s voice was quiet in the darkness.

‘Yeah?’

‘Do you think this will work? Being here?’


Honesty or hope? He didn’t know which she needed. ‘I think it’s worth trying.’


Silence.

‘I’m scared.’

‘Me too.’

More silence. And then, hesitantly, her hand found his under the covers. Just her fingertips against his palm, the smallest point of contact, but it felt huge.

Daniel curled his fingers around hers and held on.

They fell asleep like that, touching but not quite together, and neither of them saw the first violet bloom in the darkness outside their window. Or the way the cottage’s windows glowed just a little warmer, as if content. Or heard Mrs Willoughby, three doors down in Rose Cottage, smile to herself and say, ‘Well then. Let’s see what we can do with these two.’

But in the morning, when Sophie came downstairs, she found the kitchen filled with the scent of fresh bread even though the Aga was cold and neither of them had been baking.

And in the conservatory she hadn’t noticed the night before, violets were growing in profusion, their purple heads turned towards the early light as if they’d been waiting for her to arrive.

Sophie stood in the doorway, and something eased in her chest. Hope or fear or some complicated mixture of both.

‘Daniel,’ she called. ‘You should come see this.’

And Violet Cottage, satisfied, settled in to begin its work.


Chapter Two

Daniel stood in the conservatory doorway, still in his pyjama bottoms and the T-shirt he’d slept in. He stared.

Violets. Hundreds of them. Thousands, maybe. They covered every surface—windowsills, the floor, and even climbed up the glass walls. Deep purple blooms with white throats, the kind you usually saw through woodlands in spring, except it was barely March, and these weren’t scattered. They were everywhere, thick and lush and the fragrance. It hit him like a wave—sweet and green and faintly powdery. He stood in the doorway and breathed it in.

‘What the hell?’ he said finally.

‘I don’t know.’ Sophie’s voice was tight. ‘They weren’t here last night. I’m sure they weren’t. I looked in here when we arrived, and it was just empty. Terracotta tiles and glass. Nothing growing.’

Daniel moved closer, knelt, and touched one of the blooms. It was real; the petals were cool and soft, and when he brushed against them, the scent intensified—sweet and earthy, like something that usually puffed out of a diffuser.
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