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Chapter One

The village looked like something from a postcard—honey-stone cottages clustered around a green, an ancient church spire pointing towards a pale April sky, daffodils blooming in cheerful defiance of the lingering cold. It should have been charming.

Olivia Morrison hated it on sight.

She pulled her car to a stop outside what the rental agency had identified as Primrose Cottage and sat with the engine running, gathering herself. Through the windscreen, she could see the cottage waiting—smaller than the others, tucked at the end of a row, with a garden that should have been blooming but looked strangely dormant. Even the daffodils seemed subdued here, their yellow heads drooping.

Perfect. The cottage looked as miserable as she felt.

The drive from London had taken nearly three hours, which was two hours and forty-five minutes longer than she’d needed to spend second-guessing herself. She’d turned the car around twice on the M40 before deciding she was committed, and spent the remainder of the journey practising what she was going to say to Hugh.

She had quite a lot to say.


Lower Thistlewick. She’d found it on Facebook, of all places. Hugh’s Facebook profile, to be precise. His posts over the past year had been increasingly cheerful: photos of Emma smiling, shots of the village green in various seasons, and worst of all, pictures of him with her. Joanna Hartwell. Joanna, who apparently painted watercolours, volunteered at the school and wore her hair in a way that looked to her as though she was trying to look younger. Joanna, who appeared in photo after photo with Hugh’s hand at the small of her back, with Emma laughing at something she’d said, with all three of them looking for all the world like a family.


A family that had never suffered any loss.

Four years ago, it had been Sarah with Hugh and Emma. And now she was dead. Sarah had been gone four years. They’d only been in the village a short time before Sarah fell ill.


Four years.


She had stared at those photographs until her eyes watered. She’d grouped them by occasions, and they seemed to be endless. Christmas in front of a tree Olivia didn’t recognise, Emma in a new Halloween dress she’d probably chosen with Joanna’s help, a birthday dinner to which Olivia had not been invited and had not, until she saw the photos three days later, even known was happening. Hugh had posted it all publicly, as if none of it was shameful. As if none of it would hurt Olivia.

As if four years were long enough.

She cut the engine and sat in the sudden silence. Outside, a robin landed on the garden wall of the cottage across the lane and regarded her with a beady gaze. She returned the look, her gaze as judgmental as the robin’s.

She’d arranged the cottage rental through Mrs Willoughby, the owner, via email. One month, she’d requested. Just a month to visit, to check on Emma, to make sure her niece hadn’t forgotten her mother entirely. Mrs Willoughby’s responses had been warm but oddly cryptic.


Primrose Cottage will be perfect for you. That one she had read twice, uncertain whether it was reassurance or something more.



I do hope you’ll find what you’re looking for. That one had made Olivia frown. She knew what she was looking for. She was looking for signs that Hugh was making a terrible mistake. Signs that Emma was confused, that she needed her aunt, that someone ought to be paying attention to what this woman was doing to Sarah’s family.


She got out of the car.

The front path was narrow, edged with stone, and the front door was painted a cheerful yellow—or had been once. Now the paint was peeling, revealing grey wood beneath. The brass knocker, shaped like a primrose, was tarnished to the colour of old pennies. Everything about the cottage seemed tired.

The key was where Mrs Willoughby had said it would be, under a terracotta pot by the door. The pot was empty, the soil inside dry and crumbling despite the damp spring air. She retrieved the key and let herself in.

The air inside the cottage was freezing.

Not just cold from being unoccupied—not the stale chill of a room that needed airing. This was a biting cold, the kind that came up from the ground and settled in your bones. She stood in the hallway for a moment, surprised that even inside she could see her breath misting in the air.

She dropped her overnight bag and went immediately to the thermostat. The heating should have been running for hours. But when she pressed the buttons, nothing happened. The display didn’t change. The radiators, when she touched them, were stone cold.

‘Brilliant,’ she said to the empty hallway. ‘Just absolutely bloody brilliant.’

She explored quickly, trying to ignore how her freezing fingers were already going numb. The sitting room—small, crowded with mismatched furniture—held a fireplace with an iron grate that looked as though it hadn’t seen a fire in a very long time. Olivia touched the mantelpiece, and her fingertip came away dusty, though the rest of the room seemed clean enough. The kitchen was old-fashioned, with an Aga that radiated a faint warmth. She sighed; at least one room had a bearable temperature. A scrubbed pine table with two chairs sat beneath a window overlooking a back garden that was entirely bare, with not a tree or a flower to be seen. It was not the sort of garden you would expect in a village like this, nor in a cottage named for a flower. It must have been a rental for a long time.

She made her way upstairs, rubbing her arms. Two bedrooms and a bathroom filled the top floor. The main bedroom had a large iron-framed bed with a quilt that looked comforting from across the room and proved, when she sat on it, to be as cold as everything else in the cottage. The second bedroom contained a single bed, a small chest of drawers with a window that looked out over the lane, through which she could see the other cottages glowing with warmth and life.

Olivia sighed and went out to unpack the car; one overnight bag and the box she’d put together for Emma with loving care.

The photos of Sarah. Emma’s baby book, the one Sarah had filled in with love, every milestone recorded in her looping handwriting. She stood there looking at Emma’s early drawings that she had meant to bring here for years. Sarah would have loved to have seen them.

Pushing those thoughts away, she explored the bottom floor of the cottage. Through the kitchen was a conservatory. She stepped into it and stopped.

The space should have been beautiful—all glass walls and high glass ceiling, built across the back of the cottage, letting in floods of pale April light. It was the kind of conservatory you imagined, filled with tumbling greenery, with jasmine climbing up the framework and pots crowding every surface and the space filled with the smell of earth and greenery.

Her eyes widened. Every plant inside was dead.

Brown and withered, some collapsed entirely from their pots, others still standing but with their leaves papery and crumbling. Whatever had grown here—and it must have been beautiful once, given the number of pots, the careful arrangement of shelves and hooks and hanging baskets—was now dust and dry sticks. She touched a leaf, and it crumbled between her fingers.

The smell was musty and cold, as though the cottage had been empty for a long time.

‘What on earth happened here?’ she said to the empty room. ‘What is wrong with this place?’

She pulled out her phone to call Mrs Willoughby, whose number she had noted in case she couldn’t get into the cottage, and checked for a signal. Of course, there was none. She’d need to find a landline or drive back to the main road. Restless and frustrated, she returned to the sitting room and tried to work the fireplace instead. The wood basket was full, properly full, as if someone had stocked it for her arrival. The kindling was dry. She found long matches in a box on the mantelpiece.

The first one sparked, caught…and went out.

She tried again. The same, a brief flare, then nothing, the flame dying as if the cold air itself were snuffing it.

Again. Again. One after another, the matches sparked and failed. There was no draught, no particular cold in this corner. There was simply no reason for it.

‘This is ridiculous.’

The sitting room door, which had been standing open when she came in, swung slowly shut.

She stared at it. Then at the dead fireplace. Then at the thermostat on the wall, still displaying twenty degrees. With a cross grunt, she went in search of warmth.

She found every blanket in the cottage—three in the airing cupboard, the quilt from the main bedroom, a heavy throw from the sofa—and made herself a bed on the sitting room sofa. She pulled the blankets over her head and tried not to think about how dark it was getting outside, or how isolated this felt, or how she hadn’t told anyone where she was going because she’d known they would have tried to talk her out of it.

* * *

Olivia woke to a knock at the door; she must have dozed off despite the cold. The light had changed completely—evening now, the sitting room was filled with deep blue shadow, the village outside bright with cottage lights. She extricated herself from the blanket nest and opened the door to find an elderly woman standing on the path with a covered basket.

White hair swept into a soft bun, eyes a warm grey-green that missed very little, Mrs Willoughby studied her with a quiet, knowing look. ‘Hello, Lily.

‘Mrs Willoughby?’ she said. ‘And it’s Olivia Morrison, not Lily.’

A pause, then a small, almost amused smile. ‘Of course. Olivia.’ She tilted her head slightly. ‘But to your family… you’re Lily. Aren’t you?’

Olivia’s gaze slipped past her, fixing on nothing. No one had called her that in years, not since Sarah. It had been Sarah first—small, determined, her tongue stumbling over Olivia until Lily had settled and stayed. Then Hugh. Emma. The name carried forward, softened by use, by love.

Something tightened low in her chest, sudden and sharp. Not quite grief, not quite anger—something more instinctive, a recoil she couldn’t smooth away. ‘Yes, they do.’


Mrs Willoughby’s voice cut gently back in. ‘Well then, Lily, if I may… I thought you might need some supper. Travelling days can be exhausting, and I suspected the heating might be giving you trouble.’


‘The heating isn’t working. And none of the matches will catch. And every plant in the conservatory is dead.’ Lily heard the whiny tone in her voice and tried to soften it. ‘I was going to ring you, but I couldn’t get a signal.’

‘No, the signal does struggle in this corner of the village. May I come in?’ Mrs Willoughby gestured, and Lily stepped aside.

She set the basket on the kitchen table— Lily could smell soup, something herby and rich, and bread, and something sweet that might be apple cake—and then she turned to survey Lily.

‘You’re here about Hugh and Emma,’ Mrs Willoughby said.

Not a question.

‘I’m here to visit my niece. And to check that she’s being properly looked after.’

‘And you disapprove of Joanna Hartwell.’


Lily’s jaw tightened. ‘I don’t know Joanna Hartwell. I’ve seen her in photographs. I think that four years is rather soon to be moving on from losing your wife. I think that behaving as though everything is perfectly cheerful, posting photographs on Facebook, introducing new women into your daughter’s life—I think that’s not enough time. That’s what I think.’


Mrs Willoughby tilted her head. ‘What makes you think Hugh has forgotten Sarah?’

‘He’s seeing someone new. Emma is calling her by her first name and is clearly attached to her. They look like a family.’

‘And that bothers you?’

‘Of course it bothers me. Sarah was my sister.’ The words came out harder than Lily intended. She forced her voice to soften again. ‘My sister was my best friend. We talked every day. I watched her get the diagnosis and go through the treatment, and I watched her die, and now four years later, her husband is posting holiday photographs with another woman, and her daughter is smiling in them, and yes. It bothers me. Of course it should.’

Mrs Willoughby said nothing for a moment. She was looking at Lily steadily, but her expression held neither judgment nor sympathy.

‘And so, you’ve come to do what, exactly?’ she asked. ‘To make Hugh feel guilty for healing? To use Emma’s love for her mother as a reason to disapprove of Joanna? To insert yourself into their lives and remind them that there’s another way things could have been?’

The words were quiet, but they landed hard. Lily opened her mouth to object and found, to her own irritation, that she couldn’t quite manage it.

‘I’ve come to make sure Emma is all right,’ she said finally.

‘I’m sure you believe that.’ Mrs Willoughby moved to examine the thermostat, pressing the same buttons Lily had tried hours ago. Nothing happened. She pressed them again, unconcerned. ‘I should warn you about Primrose Cottage. It’s particular about its guests. Rather particular, in fact.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means the cottage responds to the state of your heart as much as to the state of the central heating.’ Mrs Willoughby said this in the same tone she might use to say the bin goes out on Tuesdays. ‘All the cottages in Lower Thistlewick have their own quirks. Personalities, one could even say. They help the people who stay in them, but only when those people are willing to be helped. If you arrive carrying anger and bitterness and the intention to cause harm, you’ll find the cottage rather less cooperative than it might otherwise be.’


OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		

April Blossoms





		

Dedication





		

Also by Annie Seaton





		

Chapter One





		

Chapter Two





		

Chapter Three





		

Chapter Four





		

Chapter Five





		

Chapter Six





		

Chapter Seven





		

Chapter Eight





		

Chapter Nine





		

Chapter Ten





		

Chapter Eleven





		

Chapter Twelve





		

Chapter Thirteen





		

Chapter Fourteen





		

Epilogue





		

Annie Seaton





		

Annie’s Print Store 





		

Awards













