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			Prologue

			

			

			Finally, Wanda Williams was getting out of here.

			Punching the air as she tore off her dirties, her last Saturday shift at the family campsite was over. 

			Next week was the official start of her gap year – she’d spend six months working at Get Lost travel agents to save up for a backpacking adventure Down Under, starting in February, before uni the following September.

			She’d had it all planned since she could walk, according to Dad, who’d fed her globetrotting tales from his navy days. Wanda by name, wander by nature, he always said. Mam didn’t get why anyone would leave the village: ‘We’ve got a chemist and the pub does a lovely Sunday roast – everything you could ever want is here!’ If you were after incontinence pants and gravy dinners, that was. ‘Plus, everyone knows one another!’ Precisely. Gobaith was a claustrophobic cauldron hemmed in by the mountain: a speck on the map, in an area known as the Desert of Wales. Remote, inward-looking and smack bang in the middle of the country, people here were vastly outnumbered by sheep. There was nothing to stay for. Particularly as the unrequited love of Wanda’s life was leaving too. Not that she’d stay for him, obviously, because she was an independent woman with a future. 

			As the shower water drummed down on her she told herself, as she had told herself before, that had anything ever happened between her and Lewis Jones, she’d feel far worse about him going away. Her heart would be broken rather than bruised. And it was aching enough already at the thought of saying goodbye to him tonight …

			Dry, dressed and her freckles toned down with foundation, Wanda dropped a kiss on her mother’s head in the kitchen.

			‘But there’s tea, here,’ Mam said. ‘Your favourite, lasagne.’

			‘Ah! Plate me one up, I’ll have it later. No idea when I’ll be back.’ 

			Carrying the scent of canvas on his weathered skin, Dad appeared from the back door, rubbing his huge hands with glee at the sight of a laid table. ‘Another August bank holiday is nearly over, then. Best one yet, I reckon.’

			Towering over her, he came behind Mam to give her a squeeze and she turned her adoring face to his for a peck. It brought a lump to Wanda’s throat to see they were still in love after all these years when their hair was turning grey. ‘All down to you,’ Mam cooed like the little bird she resembled.

			‘Us, you mean, Lyn,’ he said, nodding at the Best Small Campsite 2004 trophy gleaming alongside another five from the previous years, which commanded a shelf of their own on the dresser. ‘We all earned that. Even you, Wanda! I don’t know what I’ll do without you when it comes to cleaning the loo block.’

			Their laughter was interrupted by the screech of a chair pulled back on the centuries-old stone floor. Wanda’s sister Carys gave her a hormonal once-over. ‘I prefer your hair when it’s natural and wavy. God, and the sisterhood, love you for who you are, not as you think you should be.’

			Wanda tossed her straightened-till-it-was-singed ginger mane at her. Fourteen-year-old Carys was in the middle of a Christian feminist phase and any reply would lead to a lecture of letting love wait. Abstinence was, unfortunately, enforced on Wanda rather than a choice. 

			‘Right, I’m off,’ she said, as casually as she could.

			Slipping out of the farmhouse, the night was warm, but Wanda still shivered as she made her way through the twilit campsite. Beyond the bustle of barbecues and the hushed voices of parents getting their kids ready for bed, she could feel something in the air tonight. She didn’t want to go all Phil Collins about it but what if, what if it was something she’d been waiting for all her life? Yet again she wondered why she and Lew had never got it on. Five years ago, aged thirteen, she had woken up one morning and suddenly seen him no longer as a boy with a waft of feet about him but as her destiny. Now, even more so, she felt they had such a connection – their in-jokes, their shared love of hikes up the mountain and pints in the pub.

			Stop it, she commanded herself, you’re just lopsided with love and prone to high emotion. That feeling, of being unsettled, is because things are about to change, that’s all. This is the end of the summer, no, your childhood, and the beginning of the rest of your amazing life. Work your Kate Moss Glastonbury chic instead.

			Breathing in the sweet smell of grass, she ran a mental inventory of her little waistcoat and cut-off denim shorts, but when she got to her wellies, she could only hear the whoosh of air as she trod the path. Then her insides began to bubble because there he was, sat on the steps of Dad’s shepherd’s hut, a corrugated-iron shed on wheels, at the far end of the silvery lake, in the shadow of the mountain. So gorgeous with that messy dark mop of curls; he was big and broad, a proper farmer’s son, with ripe biceps and chunky thighs straining his black T-shirt and camo shorts. That face of his, oh my days, eyes the colour of spring ferns; those full lips, all wrapped up in olive skin and scaffolded with proud cheekbones and a jaw you could crack conkers on. Yet inside he was soft as anything, bottle-feeding abandoned lambs and feeling no embarrassment when his mother asked him to get some pink loo roll from Blod’s Shop.

			As she got closer, she was grateful her feelings didn’t leap out of her chest in a throbbing cartoon heart. People had teased her over the years about their ‘friendship’ but the mud hadn’t ever stuck. She’d gone out with other boys to prove it – and also to herself, because maybe she’d just go off him if she tried. It never happened. If Lew got it in the neck, he would pull a face which said ‘as if I fancy her!’ and he’d had girlfriends, the lucky, lucky cows. She’d never told anyone how much she adored him in case it got out and ruined everything. The vibes between them, claimed by some to be completely and obviously a sign of their attraction, were simply platonic or else he’d have made a move. And he never had. At least with his departure she could get over him.

			‘I can’t stay long, sorry,’ Lew sighed, his brow heavy with sadness. ‘Dad wants to take me for a beer.’

			‘’Course,’ Wanda said cheerfully, but really thrown by how little time they actually had. ‘You’re leaving crack of anyway …’

			‘Yeah, he wants an early night. Long drive tomorrow.’ 

			He was off to Scotland on an intensive six-month course to train as an outdoors instructor. When they’d next see one another had been floated many times over coffees, smoothies and beers and he’d say soon, Christmas, next year, maybe he’d join her abroad when he’d finished, as if it was inevitable and besides, they could call and email. But with the inevitability now seeming flimsy, she steeled herself for their farewell.

			‘And I’ve got loads to do too.’

			He made a show of budging up for her but she couldn’t let her naked leg touch his. So she went inside the rickety old hut to give herself some space, switched on the cosy gas lamp and sank down on one of the sheepskin rugs on the wooden floor. Lew didn’t take the hint though and joined her, laying back on an arm so his body curled around hers.

			‘How was it then? Your last day?’ He blinked slowly with his thick black eyelashes and smiled that wonky smile of his which turned her to jelly. Dazed, she drank him in, trying to save some for a rainy day. Or a very sunny one in Australia. Words wouldn’t come to her: she felt sick now that the reality of her loss loomed. ‘Can’t be worse than mine. Had a hand up a sheep’s bum. Unless you were on bog duty again?’

			In spite of herself, she laughed. But it only reminded her how much she’d miss their familiarity.

			Lew tilted his head, sensing her unusual restraint. ‘You okay?’

			Yeah. I’m just feeling a bit devastated that this is it and I’ve loved you forever and nothing will be the same again. No biggie. 

			‘Fine,’ she lied. Wanda wrapped a strand of hair around her finger to busy herself, but there it was again, a kind of buzzing just out of reach of her fingertips.

			‘I’ll call as soon as I get there. This won’t change anything, will it?’ He gave her a plucky grin, but she couldn’t match it and before she could stop it, the tumult of her yearning and grief came out as tears. ‘What is it?’ he said, concerned, taking her hand. His touch melted her defences.

			‘It’s just … I know we’ve talked about this the whole summer but now it’s here … I can’t process it,’ she sniffed. ‘That I won’t see you tomorrow or the next day or the day after that.’

			He dropped his head. ‘I know,’ he said, quietly. ‘It’s horrible.’

			She waited for his breezy ‘but it’ll all be fine!’ as he lifted his chin. But instead he looked as haunted as she felt. 

			‘Well, this is fun!’ she croaked.

			She saw his Adam’s apple rise then fall as his eyes wandered the hut. Then they fell on hers and that something she’d been sensing seemed to come into focus. His cheeks were pink and he looked unsure.

			‘Look …’ he gulped.

			‘Don’t, honestly. We’ll be over this by tomorrow.’

			‘No. Listen to me …’ he said. ‘We’ve never been … available at the same time, have we?’

			‘Really?’ She pretended to wonder, as if it had never occurred to her. But she knew the cyclical pattern of Lew dates girl, Wanda pines, Wanda dates boy, Lew dumps girl, Wanda dumps boy, Lew dates girl and on and on. 

			‘Not till now, no.’ He pressed his lips together, looking nervous. She wouldn’t let herself even think where this was going. But that thing that was coming in the air, well, it was kind of giving her a nudge. ‘I’ve always wanted to … be with you, Wanda. Stupid of me to say it now, I wish I’d been brave enough to tell you before …’

			Wanda’s breathing went shallow. ‘Lew? You serious?’ She wondered if he was just saying this as if he’d heard her most private of thoughts and was doing it out of kindness. Through the little square window of the corrugated-iron hut she saw the sky was at its finest, dressed in sapphire velvet studded with diamonds. Were those stars aligning? No. They couldn’t be. ‘Even if we … where would we go from here?’

			‘I’d meet you on the other side of the world if I had to.’ 

			Was this real? Was he trying it on, maybe? Yet he looked as if he meant it and he was no player. Wanda couldn’t think straight and she hesitated. Could she start something only to have to let him go? Agonisingly, he read her silence all wrong.

			‘Ha! Forget it!’ He ruffled his hair awkwardly and cleared his throat. She couldn’t bear this misunderstanding: her heart, her overjoyed heart, overruled her head.

			‘No, Lew …’ She inched towards him.

			His eyes widened and then desire tumbled in, dragging them under, and their lips were almost touching. Wanda heard nothing but their breathing; only they existed in this moment. But then another face appeared and it took her seconds to register that their friend Annie Hughes was at the doorway, looking panicked and saying their names over and over. 

			‘Have you seen my brother? Have you seen Ryan?’ Annie’s black eyes were flashing with fear.

			Their intimacy forgotten, Lew swivelled round and got to his haunches, poised for action, while Wanda went to Annie’s side. A bit of a tearaway, Ryan was one for going walkabout, but this time Wanda sensed it was different.

			‘He’s in a bad way, a falling out with his dad, I had to get in between them. I’ve looked and looked, but nothing.’

			‘Have you been up the mountain?’ Lew asked. The pair of them, in fact the four of them, had spent hours up there all of their lives. It was their backyard, their playground: as kids, sledging in winter and surfing the slopes on flat pieces of cardboard in spring and summer and making dens; then, as adolescents, they’d sneak away from prying eyes, taking cans to The Bunkhouse, a dilapidated old stone barn, and play truth or dare.

			Annie shook her head. ‘I’ve been all around the village.’

			‘I’ll go,’ Lew volunteered, knowing its every rock and crevice.

			‘We can look round the campsite,’ Wanda said and then to Lew, ‘Come back, to say goodbye.’

			‘’Course,’ he said, placing his hand on his chest.

			They bundled out, Lew disappearing up the mountain path into the darkness, and there was Annie’s scrawny boyfriend Dean sucking on a fag. His small eyes travelled up and down Wanda’s body as he declared, ‘Let the little shit stew.’

			Wanda grabbed Annie and led her away. They checked every hedge and tree, the outhouses and storehouses on the land, asking campers if they’d seen a skinny thing of a young man in tatty skateboarder clothes, but after half an hour there was no sign. As they worked out what to do next, Annie suddenly cried out in anguish, pointing to the silhouette of the mountain.

			A strip of orange, the colour of furious lava, was glowering above them – and streaking along the tinderbox of dry scrub. Grass fires weren’t unusual: at school, they’d had regular visits from the fire service to warn of the dangers of ‘arson for fun’ carried out by yobs who claimed it was just harmless entertainment when there was nothing else to do. Sometimes you’d see smoke rising or small circles burning, but they’d either fade or be put out. This blaze, though, looked different: aggressive and hungry. Within minutes, it was zipping down towards them and thick smoke rolled onto the site. 

			Mesmerised by its speed, Wanda’s feet at first couldn’t move. She and Annie could only grip one another, her friend wondering aloud, aghast, if Ryan and Lew were safe. It was Dad running out of the house, with Mam and Carys, shouting into a phone, waving arms to evacuate that kicked them into action. Wanda banged on caravan doors and stormed the ladies and gents, yelling into tents to get out and run to the lane. Crying children in sleeping bags were carried away; there was coughing from the thick acrid fumes, people were scattering, terrified. Blue lights, yellow helmets, breathing masks and oxygen tanks, the crackle of walkie-talkies and villagers running in to help. Blod Evans from the shop directing the way to the community hall; Glanmor Hopkins, her boss from Get Lost and Dad’s best mate, gathering extinguishers from the fire points; faces she recognised from the bakery, the curry house and the café lining up with buckets by the lake but being shooed away from danger. It was all pointless as the flames licked the fringe of the house. Wanda scanned the crowd desperately, where the hell was her family? Then, among them, as close to the searing heat of the farmhouse as they could bear, were Mam and Carys, both sobbing and shaking. 

			‘We couldn’t find you!’ Mam grabbed hold of her. ‘Dad’s gone inside to see if you’re in there!’ Mam covered her mouth but the scream ripped through Wanda’s heart.

			The fire was devouring the roof. Wanda broke free and began to run towards their home. A fireman setting up a cordon caught her and held her back and she struggled in vain to fight him off. From the pit of her soul, she howled ‘No!’ just as the top windows blew. The curtains were alight, then incinerated to ash. And the front door exploded in a blast of raging flames.

			Life didn’t happen here, she’d thought today. Now she was certain that death had come to prove her wrong.

			

			

			

			

			

			1

			Fifteen Years Later …

			Very clean but basic. A satisfactory four-night stay. An answerphone and online booking system would be helpful as we found it very difficult to make a reservation. 

			The Smiths, Birmingham

			Campsite Visitors’ Book

			

			Wanda Williams was doing the Right Thing. 

			Everyone had said so. In their own particular way, of course, not missing the chance to point out her round-the-world trip had been delayed by fifteen years. 

			‘About bloody time,’ Blod Evans had bellowed across the counter of Blod’s Shop. ‘You’re not getting any younger!’ With arms aloft, she’d come at Wanda in a blur of cerise lipstick, red glasses, spiky silver hair tipped peacock blue and a dazzling gold-sequinned plus-size jumper, repeating it at volume in her ear in a huge cwtch of a cuddle. Telling the matriarch of Gobaith before anyone else had meant news of Wanda’s solo adventure raced up and down the bustling one-road high street faster than Usain Bolt, saving her the job of breaking the story. 

			And so she’d been on the receiving end of good wishes wherever she’d turned. Alis at Coffee on the Corner had cried, ‘At last! Don’t you go getting fancy tastes, mind. I’ve only just got the hang of soya lattes!’. Geoffrey at GoBooks had quoted something in Latin at her, but with a smile, so she’d guessed it was congrats. Only one was less than convincing: Phil the Pill, so-called because he was the pharmacist, who, along with a pair of deep vein thrombosis socks for the flight, gave her a wet-eyed ‘Well done!’ because he’d finally realised she would never say yes to a date. 

			Whether it was the charity-shop volunteers calling to her as she passed, Amir from Keep Calm and Curry On asking who’d be his best customer now, the butcher boys giving her the thumbs up or the staff at Oh My Cod parcelling up her fish and chips, the support was enormous. Partly because life was quite samey here and this was out of the ordinary, it was also because her ambition to travel was part of their version of Wanda. These people, who were both shopkeepers and friends, saw it as inevitable; like a feel-good next chapter of her story. It was meant to be: after all, it had been in the making for years.

			It had been inconceivable that she would go away after she’d lost her father and her home in the fire. Mam and Carys had fallen to pieces and Wanda had somehow propelled herself through it to take care of them. She’d kept tears at bay, busying herself with funeral arrangements, and had watched the entire village overcome with grief when it emerged that Ryan had been found dead and red-handed at the scene. Worrying about money while the insurance was processed, Wanda had abandoned backpacking and uni to stay at Get Lost. As Carys got on with her education and Mam worked herself into the ground to rebuild the campsite, Wanda got her travelling kicks from booking others’ holidays. Still she wouldn’t leave, though – her sister and mother needed her. The years flew and before she knew it, she was shop manager and a mortgage payer with a flat in the village. The desire to see the world remained, though – so when Glanmor retired to Spain two months ago, selling up the once-thriving, now-dying business because the industry no longer relied on footfall but internet sales, she decided this was her opportunity. ‘It’s what Dad would’ve wanted,’ she’d say, echoed by Glanmor, who had encouraged her to fulfil her dream. Inside, Wanda’s grief remained a rock in her belly. Anger too, at Annie, who refused to condemn her brother, and at Lew.

			She’d never seen him again after the fire – he hadn’t come back to say goodbye that night and he’d left the next morning. He had messaged and tried to call, but in the fog of devastation, she’d been numb, wanting nothing to do with anyone. He’d sent his apologies for missing the funerals because he couldn’t afford to fall behind on his course. Deeply hurt, she let time pass and reviewed his declaration of love as false; as him trying it on. As for Annie, she had married Dean and moved away, no doubt to escape the shame. Neither of Wanda’s two oldest friends had figured in her adult life.

			Back in January, around the time she’d discovered Get Lost was closing, Wanda had found out Annie was moving back to Gobaith and Lew had bought The Bunkhouse to turn it into a hostel for hikers, overseeing it from East Anglia, the flattest place you could get, which was ironic for a man of the mountains. Privately, that was another reason why Wanda had decided to follow her heart. The thought of seeing Annie or hearing about Lew’s project was too painful. Publicly, though, she said nothing about them, merely that the time was right to go. Having badgered her for years to do it, Mam and Carys were thrilled for her: they were a team of their own. Carys, who still lived at home, ran the mud-and-wellies manual side of the business, while Mam did the books.

			So tomorrow she was off. Wanda heaved her rucksack onto her back as she took a last look round her near-empty flat, which was up for rental from next week. She’d shifted her stuff into boxes and up to Mam’s and there was nothing left to do but lock up. Down the stairs, she wobbled onto the pavement, where she nearly barged into Sara, who was shutting Gobaith Gifts, which sat below Wanda’s place.

			‘You taking the kitchen sink then, lovely?’ Sara said, gasping at Wanda’s wide and heavy load.

			‘This, would you believe, is the pared down version of kit!’ Wanda grimaced, her hips already aching from the weight of her bag.

			‘I think I’d die without my home comforts,’ Sara said. Her straight blonde long bob, black jumper and skinny cigarette trousers made her look every inch the winner of the Most Stylish Shop in the annual high street awards – for six years running. ‘I almost did during my year out.’ She shuddered at the memory. ‘The grubby hostels and strangers’ pubes in the showers, they made me realise I wasn’t cut out to be a bohemian artist. Glad I got it out of my system though, it’s important to find these things out about yourself …’

			How reassuring. Wanda had increasingly found herself awake at 3 a.m. wondering if her filtered fantasy would live up to the true grit of the experience. While she worked in travel, how prepared was she really when she’d only ever holidayed in Europe and most of her clients had been of a certain age, either heading to Whitby on a coach or a fortnight on the Algarve?

			‘Oh, I’m going to miss you!’ Sara hugged her and gave a final squeeze of her hand. ‘What am I going to do without our Wine and Woe Wednesdays upstairs? Who am I going to share a curry with and moan at about life, the universe and men?’

			As much as she’d had a skinful of village life, Wanda was sad to be leaving Sara. 

			‘I’ll be back before you know it!’ she sang. ‘I’ve got to go; last supper at Mam’s.’

			Wanda set off up the high street. It was a typical early evening in March, the crisp and cold made her chest tight – and then the air was squeezed out of her when she saw what had become of Get Lost. The jaunty red sign, underlined with an aeroplane and its vapour trail, had gone last week and, ever since, workmen had been hammering away inside. Everyone knew it was going to be a hardware store; they’d all pictured an old-fashioned Aladdin’s cave of drawers filled with hooks and nails and staff with waxed moustaches and aprons. But this … it looked like a discount pound shop! The windows were cluttered with a riot of colourful plastic tubs, garden pots, steel bins, pegs, brooms, cheap toys, T-shirts, camouflage netting and God knows what else. And why was it called Fork Handles? If this was a reflection of the owner, he was sure to be an absolute crazy mess of a man. 

			What would Glanmor make of it, she wondered. He’d be horrified … then again, would he even care now he was in Spain with the early heat of spring, knowing Gobaith was still being bitten on the arse by winter? And really, why should she care either; she’d soon be in her flip-flops. Instead, she braced herself for the solid ten-minute uphill march to her Mam’s house and went through her itinerary. 

			As the high street faded into fields and farms bathed in a glorious red sunset, Wanda laughed as she remembered how easy she’d thought it would be to pick a route. Stick her on the spot and she could reel them off – clockwise or anticlockwise, overland or by air. When it came to the reality, it hadn’t been so straightforward. At eighteen, it had been simple: Australia, New Zealand and South East Asia for beaches, extreme sports and even more extreme drinking.

			But now that she looked forward to nights in and drank wine priced more than a fiver, she couldn’t think of anything worse.

			Then there was the cost – she couldn’t afford to go to one-hundred-and-eighty-odd countries, not without a private jet. 

			There was also the time factor: a year was the ideal, but within the week of Wanda’s bombshell, Carys had had some news, so it was six months max. Wanda wasn’t going to miss out on becoming an aunty. Especially when the father had no idea he was going to be one. Carys and dark-and-handsome Danny had met in December when a bunch of city lads from Manchester had come in a convoy of camper vans to the campsite for an outdoorsy stag do. After hitting it off at first sight, then over drinks in the pub, where they hogged the jukebox with their love of nineties grunge, they spent the night together and waved each other goodbye, promising to stay in touch. Only recently had Carys confessed the cock-up that followed – she felt embarrassed she’d tried to play it cool and she hadn’t wanted to drop Mam in it. It turned out he’d tried to give her his number but because she hadn’t wanted to seem too keen, she’d said she’d find it in the booking details. Except it wasn’t there, and neither was his address or surname or anything. Just ‘campervan x six’. Under questioning, it came to light that Mam hadn’t been on top of things, what with Christmas coming and the end of the season. The adventure company wouldn’t give out the party’s details; Facebook threw up nothing, and where did you start looking when all the detail you had was Daniel Platt, call-centre worker, and, according to Carys, the perfect man? Carys had insisted she would keep the baby. Which turned into babies at the twelve-week scan, at which Carys nearly ripped Wanda’s arm from her socket in disbelief when they heard two heartbeats. Wanda had refrained from asking if Carys regretted abandoning her ‘let love wait’ teenage days.

			It had been a traumatic time for her, especially with morning sickness to contend with. But with the grainy ultrasound photos pinned to the fridge, and having named them Rock and Roll, Carys kept the faith – what was meant to be would be, and that included the hope that she’d find him. Wanda wasn’t so sure; there were stories of people pretending to be somebody else, giving fake names and identities, just to get a leg over. She hadn’t said as much, but she had told Carys that if she wanted her to stay around, she could delay her trip. Carys wouldn’t hear of it – she had Mam, and tons of friends. 

			With that law laid down, Wanda devoted herself to her expedition. And she encountered so much more than she’d bargained for. Did she go the way of a bucket list, ticking off all the big beasts of Niagara Falls and New York, the Taj Mahal and Thailand, the Great Wall of China and the Great Barrier Reef, the Sydney Opera House and Christ the Redeemer in Rio de Janeiro? Or did she go off the beaten track and look for hidden gems?

			It became obvious over hours of self-examination – not to mention drunken chats with anyone who’d listen – that this wasn’t about where to go but rather who she was and what she wanted out of it. To know that, she had to first work out what she didn’t want. She wasn’t eighteen any more, when she’d been set on happy hours, BFFs and sharing a dorm. Now, in her just-about early thirties, Wanda wanted to learn things, have an authentic journey – and snap a billion pictures to put up on her Instagram account, @WandaLust, which had zero posts so far because what was there to photograph round here? 

			And so tomorrow she’d fly to Colombia for a three-week course to learn Spanish, head down to Buenos Aires to be taught the tango, volunteer on a community project in Chile, hang out on a South Pacific beach, get to grips with yoga and surfing in Indonesia, take a class in Indian street food in Kerala and finish off in a last blast of shopping in Moroccan souks. And if the fancy took her, she could add on destinations and take a few detours. Perhaps she’d end up living somewhere exotic. Maybe the next time she was here she’d be packing up for a new life … Wanda’s heart pounded with excitement all the way to the turn in the narrow lane where a piece of wood against the hedgerow announced in Mam’s painted handwriting, Campsite This Way. Coming here always caught in her throat. It was a place of laughter and life, where she and Carys had been born, the scene of long happy summers playing with the kids of campers and winters when the lake would freeze and the air nipped your nose. But still she saw Dad’s ghost everywhere.

			She went over the sheep grid and up the gravel drive, knowing now, at dusk, how the darkening sky would swallow the mountain, reducing it to its actual official status of just a hill – much to the locals’ irritation, the peak fell short of two-thousand-foot mountain status by mere inches. She’d once loved those slopes, but after the fire, she had only ever viewed them with loathing. 

			Letting herself in to the restored grey-bricked farmhouse, she flopped her rucksack down in the hall and called out, ‘It’s me!’ There was only silence though: no lights were on and neither was there the smell of Mam’s lasagne. How odd. She went back out and saw the Land Rover was still there. Where could they be? She wandered into the garden, around the near-empty campsite field, where just two tents were pitched, past the shower block and found nothing. Back to the house she went and she began to run when she heard her phone ringing. She got there just in time to catch her sister’s call. Carys was bound to be saying they’d only have been up the road feeding someone’s cat or putting some chickens away for the night.

			‘Hiya, Caz!’ Wanda said, moving into the kitchen and switching on the light. ‘I’m here. At home. Where have you two—’

			‘Wanda,’ Carys interrupted, ‘don’t panic, but we’re in the hospital.’

			‘What? Oh God,’ Wanda clutched her chest, ‘is it the babies?’ 

			‘It’s not me, Wanda. It’s Mam.’

			‘Mam? Oh no!’ Wild thoughts raced through her head – losing a parent in a tragedy made you doubly fearful for the surviving one. 

			‘She had a fall at home, she was trying to change a light bulb, it’s a suspected hip fracture. She’s fine, on pain relief, we’re waiting for X-rays then we’ll know more probably tomorrow.’

			Relief swept through her. ‘So she’s not dead?’

			‘No!’

			Wanda was embarrassed that she’d revealed her default trait of expecting the worst; this was a hangover from Dad being taken from them too early. Feeling defensive, she went on the attack. 

			‘Why didn’t you leave a note? Or ring me?’ she snapped.

			‘Because it all happened in a flash, the ambulance came and then off we went, and I didn’t want you to do … this.’

			‘Do what?’ Wanda felt her hackles rising further.

			‘Go into a fluster, get all worked up, assume it would be the end of the world, as you tend to do.’ Carys could be infuriatingly calm.

			‘Hang on …’ Wanda stopped. This wasn’t the time to have a row about what she tended to do or not to do. She took a breath and then spoke. ‘Never mind. I’ll be there now.’

			With that, Wanda grabbed Mam’s nightie, toothbrush and her bedside photo of Dad, then scooped up the keys to Mam’s spluttering old 4x4 from the dusty silver bowl in the hall and left without giving a thought to her rucksack in the hall.
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			PS. It might be an idea to have someone on duty in the evenings as no one was around to help when the loo roll ran out. 

			The Smiths, Birmingham

			Campsite Visitors’ Book

			

			‘You can still go, you know,’ Carys said over a midnight cup of tea at the kitchen table.

			‘I’m going nowhere. I told you.’ Wanda rolled her shoulders, done in from the dash to hospital, the trauma of seeing Mam looking so vulnerable in a threadbare gown and the concentration of the ride home in the pitch black through wet, winding country roads in a downpour so heavy it had been raining knives and forks.

			‘But your trip …’ Carys said with anguish.

			‘What about it?’ Wanda sighed. 

			‘You’ve waited so long to go.’ Carys’s arm cradled her belly as if she was trying to protect her babies from the disappointment.

			‘It won’t do any harm to wait a bit longer then, will it?’ Wanda gave her a big-sister smile to convince her. ‘It’s all insured.’

			‘So you can go in a few weeks then! When Mam’s better.’ Satisfied with her conclusion, Carys tucked her blonde bob behind her ears, looking so much younger than twenty-nine. 

			‘Yes! Now stop worrying and take yourself and Rock and Roll to bed. I’ll tidy up here.’

			Wanda held her calm composure until Carys had disappeared up the stairs and then dropped her head in her hands. A few weeks? There was no way she would be able to leave that soon. From the second she’d had the phone call, she’d known her plans were finished: not in a self-indulgent way but in a simple fact of acceptance, which was underlined when she’d seen her mother groggy from pain relief and heard the diagnosis. 

			Mam was going to need some time to recover from her broken hip – the operation would take its toll and there’d be months of physio. But that was just the shark’s fin of it – Carys would need support too and Mam wouldn’t be up to it while she was getting her strength back. Twins would take it out of Carys physically and then there was the emotional side of facing parenthood, most likely, alone. 

			Still smarting from Carys’s accusation that she was a drama queen, Wanda had swallowed hard every time her heart raced up her throat, telling herself it was big-girl-pants time. But now she was alone she was overcome by the position she was in. And, damn it, her sense of catastrophe was having a riot. Because the campsite was in an absolute mess. That was the third and most troubling thing. Worst of all, Wanda hadn’t even noticed it until now. 

			Mam’s mistake over Danny Platt’s booking details should’ve flagged it up, but Wanda had put it down to the stress of the run-up to Christmas. She kept her nose out of the business, too, because it was Carys’s and Mam’s responsibility. Then, since January, she’d been preoccupied with organising her travels. 

			It was only when they’d come back to the farmhouse to find a note from the campers asking for loo roll – such an obvious requirement to be overlooked – that Wanda had stopped to look around her. The kitchen was in even more chaos than normal. Mam had never been a tidy person; she was too busy living. Yet now the paperwork pile was taller and stuffed with red bills, the dust on the cobwebs had grown fingers and no surface was visible beneath the clutter of odds and sods. 

			She’d thought back to when she’d gone looking for Mam and Carys and then it registered that the garden was overgrown, the campsite field wasn’t clipped and tidy but sprawling with weeds. When she’d nipped out to replenish the toilet roll while Carys put the kettle on, she’d been stunned to see the showers were mouldy. A scroll through the visitors’ book revealed that while everyone loved the big Welsh welcome, they were less than impressed with the facilities and surroundings.

			Now, overtired and anxious about Mam, Wanda couldn’t rein in her drama queen. The season started in a week’s time and it would never be up to scratch. Her father would be mortified. How had her mother and sister let it get to this? And where did she start with what needed to be done to get it ready? Because it would fall to her, and quite rightly, because Carys wouldn’t be up to it, the larger and more exhausted she got; her job would be to look after Mam.

			Her agonising took her to a place Wanda had long ago buried – back to the darkness of being fresh with grief, blaming herself for Dad’s death. He’d gone in to the house to look for her, so it was her fault. Her mind was hurtling back to the fire and forwards to Mam’s accident, making a connection which would have to be shaken off in the light of day, but here, in the silence of the farmhouse, in the lonely hours of the night, she wondered if she was jinxed. Yes, it was self-pity, but it was also fear, and she couldn’t stop herself wondering if there was something in her daring to leave that led to bad things happening. 

			Cross with herself for playing the victim, Wanda wiped away tears and turned off the lights. But the voice of common sense was drowning in the darkness and right now it felt as if she would forever be going nowhere.
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			A trickle of sweat ran down the small of Annie Hughes’s back as she wielded her roaring two-metre strimmer through a jungle of brambles.

			Sunrise was glinting off the blade and already her feet were sodden from the frost, she stank of petrol and her nails were black as coal.

			Remind me again, she thought as her hot breath made clouds in the crisp air, why do I call myself The Lady Gardener? 

			That business card of hers, of a dainty hippy female silhouette among flowers, birds and bees, was as close to the reality of working life as her marriage had been to Mills & Boon. The name was also open to interpretation – one woman had rung asking if Annie ‘did those waxes, you know, the South American ones’. 

			But she forgot the brutality of eight hours’ physical labour as many days a week as she could manage to cover the costs of no income in winter. She set aside the beef of working in all weathers, in the finger-numbing cold, like today, and the blistering heat and the punishing wind and rain. She accepted the pain of injury, from her industrial lawnmower battering her arms, to thorns stuck deep in her skin. And she rose above the misunderstandings and cheap innuendoes about trimming bushes.

			Because The Lady Gardener was hers and hers alone. It paid the bills and it had given her the security to afford the biggest decision of her life. It made Annie feel strong and capable: she had the muscles to show that. It was a defiant cry of self-respect and a very firm two fingers up at her ex, and anyone else who’d bad-mouthed her, and there’d been plenty. No one had ever called her a lady before. Ever. 

			Besides, it was all she had – she had no qualifications, contacts or family money to fall back on. Her sideline of herbal remedies, which soothed her own scrapes and aches and teased thorns out of her hands, was more of a hobby than a source of income. And when it came down to it, how many people were one hundred per cent happy at work? Despite the chill, the sunstroke and the back-breaking digging, Annie was blessed – she was her own boss and, as of two months ago, her own woman. Okay, she might have been forced to move back home to Gobaith, where she was still tagged as ‘one of those Hugheses’, to sleep on Blod’s sofa for a while until the sale of the house went through. But The Lady Gardener had given her a second chance at life. And wow! Just as the shadow of the mountain retreated, Annie saw something. She cut out her power tool and lifted the scratched visor of her face shield to admire this gem: a long-abandoned nest, of spindly sticks and wispy feathers, damp moss and crunchy leaves, all useless apart but together, woven perfectly by a bird’s beak, it had been a home. 

			The Lady Gardener also gave her this – moments of sheer wonder at Mother Nature. These magical surprises, which happened every time she went to work, could be anything from a wet spider’s web twinkling like a chandelier dripping with diamonds or a single red poppy blossoming through a crack of patio, to a humble earthworm enriching the soil of a flowerbed or bulbs multiplying year after year.

			The best things in life are free, her Nanna Perl had always said. When Annie was young, she’d only feel sad because it reminded her how poor they were. But now she could understand what she’d meant: joy was all around you if you looked for it. And it was here in abundance, she thought, wiping her brow with a gloved hand. 

			Spring was definitely on its way – bare branches were coming alive with shoots of green, sprays of wild garlic were carpeting the ground and swooping red kites had begun their aerial displays in search of a mate. 

			Annie took a huge lungful of countryside air and felt almost at peace: there was just one thing missing and that was Teg. She stared into the distance, imagining her sniffing the grass, lolloping after a squirrel or resting, tongue out, as she held her face to the sun. Her ghost was everywhere, a gust of wind disturbing a bush was her ferreting around for a lost ball and a brush of her knees against a damp plant was her nose asking if it was treat time yet. 

			Teg was her five-year-old mongrel with the skinny legs of a greyhound, the shaggy grey coat of a wolfhound and the purest grey eyes, which were as deep with loyalty as the lake. How she missed her constant companion, whether outside with her at work or curled up by her feet on her bed; but because of Blod’s cats, Annie had had to put her in kennels. Huge, smelly and belonging to a Hughes, no one would’ve had her and she hadn’t even bothered asking. Yes, she could’ve brought her with her every day, but it killed her enough when she had to say goodbye at the end of her visits – it would only confuse her if she had to send her back every night. Teg was better off with a routine, in spite of the cost, but she’d halved it with an arrangement to maintain the kennel grounds. It wouldn’t be forever; soon she’d be reunited with her best buddy, her comfort – and her protector, who, if she was here now, would be stood as still as a statue, bar her nostrils flaring to catch the scent of the woman coming towards her in order to detect whether she was friend or foe …

			Annie’s stomach dropped when she saw this one was definitely foe. Her warmth deserted her as a blue-eyed stare turned the space between them glacial. 

			The figure of Wanda Williams had been purposeful but non-threatening as she’d squelched through the mudbath of the clearing, but now she’d recognised Annie, her body language became hostile, with a stern chin and forceful shoulders. Well, of course it would be.

			You idiot, Annie told herself, why did you think it was a good idea to come to the campsite? Did you really think you could nip in and out unnoticed with a noisy strimmer and then go to work shining your halo? 

			In what she saw now as a moment of madness, she’d decided last night to be a good Samaritan when Blod had told her Wanda’s mam had had an accident. To her trained eye, every time she drove past the site she saw how overgrown it was. Wanting to do something for Lyn, she’d come up with a quick tidy-up of the hedges. But obviously now she looked like a trespassing nutter. And that madness was actually desperation – of trying to make amends. Cutting a hedge uninvited was hardly going to make up for her brother’s suspected hand in Gobaith’s biggest ever tragedy, depriving a family of a husband and a father and a community of an upstanding man. 

			What had she been thinking? Even coming back to Gobaith at all – but then she’d had nowhere else to go. In the aftermath of the fire, her shameless extended ragtag family of cousins and aunties had upped and fled to the nearest benefits town on the coast. So thanks to Nanna Perl’s lifelong friendship with her, Blod’s it was, and she had stayed under the radar, up out and early to do her jobs across the valley in her old neck of the woods, only to return after dark and hole herself up to avoid ostracised silence or confrontation. But during the dark winter nights, when the fire was going and they pottered about, Blod doing her knitting and Annie making her ointments, Blod would fill her in on the goings-on of Gobaith and Annie felt herself being drawn back in. Every day for the last fifteen years she had felt loss: of Ryan’s death and of her friendship with Wanda. Hearing about the comings and goings had exposed her old scars – of guilt on Ryan’s behalf, the burden of being from ne’er-do-well stock. So she’d acted on it and with hindsight it was crazy. Like walking into a lion’s lair. 

			‘What are you doing here?’ Wanda said tightly. Her cheeks were flushed though, and she looked as if she was struggling to keep a lid on her emotions. That was the Wanda Annie had known. She crossed the arms of a shabby padded wax jacket across her chest. The coat was obviously not hers, it was too big for her, as were those gaping wellies. How could someone who had lived outdoors as a child look so foreign to it now? I suppose that’s what comes from sitting in an office all day, Annie thought. There was further evidence of Wanda’s indoor lifestyle close up: her face had barely aged. Yes, there were a few crow’s feet, and she looked tired. But her complexion was clear and her orange waves hung as if they’d been styled that way – as ever, she looked normal and loved and cared for. Annie was weathered beyond her years; her hair was a long dark tangle of black turning grey – she couldn’t afford the hairdresser – and her hands were gnarled and blistered. 

			She shrank into her leaking boots and laid down her strimmer in submission. 

			Because Wanda had every reason to hate her. Never mind her attempt at living an honest life and doing the decent thing, Annie was the only reminder left of her younger brother Ryan. Their mother wanted nothing to do with her, hadn’t done from the day she was born. Young and unable to cope, she’d handed Annie over to her own mam, Nanna Perl, who’d brought her up – but she had long since passed. Ryan’s father was dead and Annie’s had buggered off before she was born. That left Annie to face the music. She wouldn’t have left Mid Wales anyway – memories of her brother were all around and as much as they hurt, they were all she had of him. Her soon-to-be-ex-husband’s sneer, which he couldn’t even hold in until the funeral was over, was in her ears: ‘Good riddance to the little shit. He was only ever going to give you trouble.’

			Ah, she thought, catching herself, you don’t have to listen to Dean Pincher any more. Twenty years together with someone; it was a hard habit to break when you didn’t feel like you deserved a good man or a good life.

			But she had to, because she’d already wasted half her life – Annie owed it to herself to be herself. She was free; her ex had no idea she was here, he’d never think she’d return to this village. Her spine straightened a fraction because she was just forty and it would all come good …

			But probably not this second, she thought, as Wanda turned up the intensity of her contemptuous glare.

			‘Just tidying up the campsite; it’s opening full-time from next week, isn’t it?’ Annie heard the tremble in her own voice.

			‘I know when the season starts, thank you,’ Wanda said, oozing with sarcasm, as thick as Nanna Perl’s jam on a doorstep of bread. The sub-zero temperature of this reception was the very least Annie could expect.

			‘I heard about your Mam, I’m sorry.’ 

			Wanda twitched, catching but ignoring Annie’s attempt at conciliation. ‘I never asked you to come here.’ 

			‘I just wanted to help,’ Annie said.

			‘Why would you do that?’ Wanda asked, incredulous.

			Annie wanted to blurt it all out: I’m doing it to try to repair the damage caused by my brother. But she’d only get a well-deserved whipping of words from Wanda.

			‘Because it needs doing. A quick job before my day starts …’ 

			Wanda looked suspicious; unsurprisingly, considering Annie’s family history. She needed to explain that she wasn’t here casing the joint. 

			‘Because … you know how things are for the campsite …’

			Wanda’s eyebrows knitted together with fury at Annie’s clanger. Yes, it was run-down compared to its heyday of twenty years ago, but Wanda wouldn’t want to be reminded of its decline. Annie braced herself for a verbal battering. What came out, though, was rather more desperate.

			‘Yes, well, I’m sorting it. It’ll be ready.’ Wanda nodded firmly. ‘Now that I’m not going away.’

			In an instant, Annie felt sorry for her. She’d heard Wanda was leaving – Annie had always kept her ear to the ground, hoping one day she’d learn that Wanda had gone to see the world as she’d once dreamed. It had continually amazed her that every snippet about Wanda had been mundane chatter of her life in Gobaith. So to know that she’d almost made her getaway but had been prevented at the eleventh hour filled Annie with sorrow. While Wanda was no longer a friend of hers, Annie wished no ill on anyone. Not even Dean Pincher. Acceptance and moving on was a straighter path to happiness than bitterness. There was also a tiny speck of hope that maybe she might be useful – she’d grab any opportunity to make amends to the Williamses.

			‘I can help out,’ Annie offered. ‘Ask around, too.’

			Wanda looked at her as if she was mad and then stalked off back to the farmhouse. Annie understood why: she was tainted by association. 

			But Wanda hadn’t said no. Annie would hold on to that. She had to believe in the power of good: Blod hadn’t given a stuff about Annie’s past when she had offered to put her up.

			Getting this place back to its former glory, to the summers of bobbing dinghies on the lake and the sound of kids in the playground, could heal them all. Before that, though, this jungle of weeds, nettles and brambles needed to be cleared.

			Annie lifted her hand to drop her visor and saw the sun rise above the mountain: it turned the lake a breathtaking blue, as if the curtains had been drawn. She took it as a sign – a smile from the heavens. And then she pulled hard on the cord of her strimmer and revved it up. You had to start somewhere, didn’t you?
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			Stunning landscape and the sky at night is a thing to behold! It would’ve been lovely to go out on the lake but the canoes were broken. Lovely welcome from Lyn – we’re very sorry to hear she is in hospital – but the campsite could do with a freshen-up. 

			Mr and Mrs Green, Devizes

			Campsite Visitors’ Book

			

			It was bad enough with Mam in hospital and the mess of the campsite. Chuck Annie on top and Wanda couldn’t think straight. 

			She saw her hand tremble as it turned the back door handle to let herself in after the showdown with her former friend. Today, she’d woken up determined to be positive. Even though she’d slept fitfully in her room, which had never felt like hers after the house was renovated, she’d vowed there’d be no more ‘poor me’ after last night’s descent into self-pity. 

			And it’d been a good start, if a very early one. Over a strong cup of coffee, she’d gone online to inform the insurance company, airline, Colombian B&B and language school that she had to cancel. While her heart longed to be at Mam’s bedside, the practicalities meant Wanda needed to be here and so she’d seen Carys off to the hospital with a crack-of-dawn fry-up before beginning to tackle the pile of bills. But the nearby buzz of some kind of machinery had sent her outside to discover her former friend was on their land. 

			Shock that she would be here, of all places, after all these years, quickly gave way to anger and then disbelief as Annie stood there claiming she was cutting the hedgerows because she wanted to do Mam a favour. It was a blatant self-serving motive, that’s what it was – she wanted to appease her guilty conscience, more like. How dare she try to take advantage of Mam’s misfortune to wheedle her way back into the good books of Gobaith? 

			And the way she’d said she’d known how things were at the campsite had cut to Wanda’s core – the absolute cheek of her. Yes, it was obvious things weren’t fine and dandy; the cold light of day was unforgiving, but it wasn’t Annie’s place to say it.

			How she’d managed to restrain herself, Wanda didn’t know. Annie’s offer to help out would absolutely never be taken up. So why hadn’t she thrown her off the land? 

			Wanda didn’t want to answer that because it suggested that perhaps a very small piece of her had registered a kindness, as if to say time had passed and here they both were: if they were going to be within the same village then they should be on the same side. But that could never be, surely? 

			Sunshine streamed in through the kitchen window and hit the dusty dresser where Dad’s camping trophies should have been. A lump came to her throat – he’d be here if it wasn’t for Ryan. The verdict at Dad’s inquest had been ‘open’ – she felt the outrage anew that the finger of blame had never conclusively pointed at Ryan. No one could prove that he actually started the fire. But everyone knew the truth – that in a fit of rage he’d torched the mountain, seeking destruction. Damn it, she thought, screwing up her fists, pulsing with grief. Tears came again and her shoulders began to heave as if she was back in the past. After the fire, when they’d spent the night at a neighbour’s, she and Carys had woken to Mam’s gentle moans from downstairs. They’d tiptoed out to the landing to see a policewoman bowing her head, having delivered the news they’d dreaded. The funerals had been so different: Dad’s was jam-packed and dignified, Ryan’s apparently poorly attended and drunken. She remembered Mam holding her back, pleading for her to behave when she had clocked Annie at her father’s service. 

			If only Mam hadn’t had her accident … she’d be checked in at the airport, putting thousands of miles between herself and the past. Instead, she was distressed about her mother, at the helm of a failing campsite and an emotional wreck, all compounded by being up against the clock. Was she being dramatic? She thought back to the most recent comment from the departing guests this morning, who had suggested a ‘freshen-up’ as if nothing more than a wet wipe was required. They’d been nice people, though; they were obviously being polite because Wanda could see the enormity of the task at hand. 

			At least there were only a couple of single tent bookings until next week, so the coast was clear for Wanda to get going. She sank onto a chair at the kitchen table and flicked through the admin. Plenty of unpaid bills told her that Mam was struggling with the finances. Luckily, Wanda had her travel savings and she could pay them off. But would it be so easy to fix the campsite? Maybe she should close it down until she’d managed it. But dropping the curtain would mean no income at all – and for God knows how long. This business was all about the summer trade – they simply couldn’t miss the season. Besides, there was a group arriving in a few days and it was too late, too unfair on them, to cancel. She had no other option but to grit her teeth and get on with it.

			But where was she going to find help at such short notice? There was only one place to start – Blod’s Shop. Wanda showered and found some of the clothes she’d boxed up because she wouldn’t be needing them in the tropics – if she was staying here, she couldn’t walk around in Dad’s old waxed jacket and wellies. She must’ve seemed like a madwoman to Annie, who, she had noticed, while lean and muscular in her body, with her big hair tied back, appeared softer round the edges, having grown into her striking looks.

			Then she was on her way on Cary’s bike, taking big breaths and trying again to be upbeat. Because Blod would help anyone. There was no need for a community noticeboard because she was the community noticeboard and she embodied the English meaning of Gobaith, which translated as ‘hope’. Barely had Wanda entered the gloriously old-fashioned parlour with its wooden shelves bursting with goodies than she found the Williams family was top-of-the-hour news.

			‘Terrible about your mam, Wanda,’ Blod said, buzzing her way to her from the vintage till in a black-and-yellow bumble-bee mohair jumper dress to give her a hug. ‘There’s a hamper going her way, I put it together this morning with all her favourites, you know, that local honey she likes, better than that rubbish jam you get in hospital,’ she chattered, boiling like pea soup, ‘a couple of bars of that lovely Cambrian chocolate, a snifter of sherry …’ Meanwhile Wanda was suffocating under Blod’s tickly woolly top. ‘It’ll be something nice to wake up to, you know, after her operation this afternoon.’

			‘This afternoon?’ Wanda cried as she released herself from Blod’s bosom. But Carys hadn’t messaged yet!

			‘Yes, so Bronwen says.’ Blod returned to her crow’s nest and popped a boiled sweet. ‘Welsh cake and custard,’ she winked, offering a bulging paper bag to Wanda. ‘New in, very popular.’

			‘But your sister’s in Portugal!’ Wanda said, waving away the distraction. She didn’t need Blod to go off on a tangent now.

			‘Yes,’ Blod said, smiling as if it was obvious, ‘but her old neighbour, Diane, her cousin’s son was visiting, out of hours, mind, but he knows someone who knows the sister on ward four, and he saw your mam this morning, see?’ She gave a firm suck like it was a full stop.

			‘Wow. Well, thanks for telling me. I think.’ This was the good-stroke-terrible thing – depending on what it was concerning – about Gobaith life. Secrets had to be buried deep to remain that way.

			‘Awful luck for you, Wanda, dear, with your travels.’

			‘Just a delay, that’s all it is.’ 

			‘That’s the spirit! No point lifting your petticoat after you’ve wet yourself, eh?’ Trust Blod to use the plain-speaking local version of no point crying over spilt milk. But her straight-talking was part of her charm. And it came at Wanda again: ‘So you’ve seen Annie then. She came back to grab her flask, told me all about it. Good to see you’re talking at last.’

			‘I wouldn’t say that, Blod.’

			‘In my long sixty-six years on this earth, Wanda, I’ve learned a thing or two about pain. If you hold on to it then it never stops hurting. She’s not a bad person, Wanda. You know that. She wants to help you too. Your mother never tarred Annie with the brush used on Ryan.’

			‘I understand why you’re on her side, you’re like family to her. But I can’t even go there.’

			‘Listen, I remember when she pinched a sausage roll from the shop, years ago. I could’ve given her a good hiding, but I heard her out. Ryan was hungry, there was nothing in for him at home. After that, I’d slip him something every now and then. She never did it again. The point is, people have reasons for doing things, everyone deserves a second chance.’ 

			But Wanda could never imagine being close to Annie again. And she didn’t want to discuss it any more – time was pressing on. ‘Anyway, I’m here because I need to pick your brains.’

			‘Anything,’ Blod said, and she meant it, she was the beating heart of Gobaith. 

			‘I’ve got six days until the season starts. The campsite’s a mess. I need some help. I can’t do it by myself.’ 

			‘What about some of the farmer boys?’

			‘They’ll want paying and we’re skint.’

			‘It’s going to be hard finding someone with so little warning. There is Spike at Fork Handles. He seems keen.’ Blod raised her eyebrows.

			Incomers, especially English ones, always wanted to throw themselves into community life. It’d be very weird going back into her old office. But what option did she have? Phil the Pill, who’d be thrilled she wasn’t leaving, would take it as a come-on if she asked.

			‘I’ll try him then,’ Wanda said.

			Blod suddenly froze – had she had a lightbulb moment? Wanda waited expectantly, praying she’d recalled a twenty-four-hour crack squad of altruistic grafters. But Blod’s eyes were aimed behind Wanda’s left shoulder. She turned round just as Blod bellowed a name Wanda knew so well. 

			‘Look who it is! Lewis Jones! As I live and breathe!’ 

			Wanda’s jaw flopped and he registered her at the same time, his face falling, taking a nervous step backwards. But it wasn’t just his actual physical presence that shocked her but what had become of him. In a dirty fleece and holey trousers, he was completely dishevelled. Exhausted-looking, sallow and with baggy moss-coloured eyes, which quickly darted away from her to Blod.
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