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For my beautiful nieces Camilla and Darcy, 
the stars are shining for you…
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Chapter 1



The chime of wedding bells echoed through the church, bounced off the rafters and drowned out the conversation beyond the wooden door she now stood in front of. The sun shone through the stained-glass windows, reflecting the red, blue and gold of religious scenes onto the white of her dress. Lottie hadn’t been inside a church since her mum’s funeral nine years ago when she was just seventeen and she wished more than anything that her parents could be with her now, although she was unsure whether they would entirely approve of her choice.


Her fiancé Chad had proposed after a day of drinking on his parents’ yacht, and she’d accepted without a second thought. He was handsome, exciting, rich and, most importantly, he made her feel like the most beautiful girl in the room. What more could she want?


He’d hardly noticed her at school but then nobody did; she was grieving the loss of her mother for most of it. She knew who he was, but then it would have been hard not to – he was the popular guy that all the boys wanted to be and all the girls wanted to be seen with. It was years later that he’d asked her out after seeing her dance at a party with her dance troupe. She could hardly believe it. He hadn’t even remembered her from school, she’d been that forgettable, and now as she stood in the foyer of St Michael’s Church, she could hardly believe that the girl standing there in the wedding dress was her. Lottie Daniels, soon to be Lottie Mills.


His mother Greta had taken over the planning as soon as they’d told her the news, which was why Chad’s dad Albie was walking her down the aisle and not her older brother, Blake, who lived in England now. Lottie had tried to protest politely but was guilted into agreeing because Albie didn’t have any daughters of his own. Lottie had always sensed an underlying disapproval from Greta but Chad dismissed any such suggestion when she raised it.


As if summoned by her thoughts, Blake appeared in the church foyer with his fiancé Camilla. Lottie’s breath caught in her throat and her heart began to race; he looked so like their dad when he’d been younger that for a minute, she almost believed it was him. He gave Lottie a hug, trying not to crumple her dress or catch her veil and, holding her gently by each arm, he stepped back.


‘Well, will you look at you, my little sis looking so beautiful … Mum and Dad would be … well—’ His words caught in his throat.


‘Stop or you’ll get me started,’ said Lottie, overwhelmed by the love and pride in his voice and the tears in his eyes. The last time she’d seen him cry was at their mum’s funeral. She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. ‘I don’t know how you manage it, Blake, but even at twenty-six, you still manage to make me feel like a dorky younger sister.’


‘Oh yes, I forgot to say beautiful and dorky, but I love you anyway,’ he replied, his brown eyes twinkling.


Lottie smiled through her tears. ‘I love you too.’ He wasn’t just a brother; at ten years older he was like a father to her. He had always been her protector and kept her safe. Dealt with all her teenage tantrums, getting drunk and hanging out with the wrong crowd.


‘Oh, come here,’ said Camilla, her calm voice cutting through the emotion like a hot knife through butter. She pulled a packet of tissues out of her bag and handed one to Blake before folding one into a point and dabbing at a few dots of mascara under Lottie’s eyes.


‘There we go, all better now. He’s right though – you look absolutely stunning. Is that a vintage dress? It looks so expensive.’


Lottie ran her hands along the material, feeling the hand-stitched pearls and sequins. ‘Yes, I would have liked something more modern, but this was Greta’s dress when she got married and she insisted I wear it. Chad loved the idea, so …’ She stopped talking and noticed Camilla looking deep into her eyes.


Camilla blew out a long, deep breath. ‘Are you OK?’ she asked.


‘Yes, of course, I’ve just got pre-wedding jitters, that’s all.’ She shook her head and laughed. ‘I’ll be fine. Anyway, how are you and how’s my little baby niece or nephew doing in there?’


‘I’m fine, thank you, and all good with our little cupcake.’ She patted her tummy.


‘Ah that’s so cute – I can’t wait to meet him or her and I’m coming to England as soon as you go into labour.’


‘That will be lovely, and you’re welcome anytime.’


‘By the way, thank you so much for offering to make the cake but Chad’s mum had it all under control. I’m sorry.’


‘No problem, I’ll make you a special one when you visit,’ she smiled.


‘You must be the brother,’ said Albie as he appeared through the door holding his hand out.


‘Yes. This is my brother Blake and Blake, this is Albie,’ said Lottie, pointing from one to the other.


‘The future father-in-law,’ said Albie, shaking hands with Blake, ‘and who might I ask is this delightful creature?’


‘This is my fiancé, Camilla,’ said Blake.


‘Pleased to meet you, Albie,’ said Camilla sweetly.


Lottie had to stifle a giggle when she saw Camilla use her tissue to wipe Albie’s sloppy kiss off her hand; many a time she’d had to discreetly wipe her cheek after one of his greetings.


Camilla took her hand and squeezed it. ‘Well here goes – I’ll see you on the other side when you’re Mrs Mills. Good luck, darling.’


‘Thanks Cami,’ said Lottie.


‘Ah Lottie, you look almost as beautiful as my Greta in that dress. Come on then, let’s get you wed and our son off our hands.’ Albie held his arm out for her to link it and her heart cracked open on seeing the look on Blake’s face. Even though he’d said he was fine when she told him that Albie had been asked to walk her down the aisle she could see how much it hurt him to actually see it.


‘I’m sorry, Blake, I wanted you to …’


‘I know,’ he said, ‘it’s all OK. I’m here for you anyway, always. May you be as happy as Mum and Dad were,’ he said, and pulled her close to him. ‘But if you have any doubts, it’s still not too late,’ he whispered in her ear, his beard tickling her cheek.


He pulled away again, winked at her and followed Camilla into the church.


Lottie’s eyes opened wide, and her stomach lurched; she didn’t know if she’d imagined those words or whether he’d really said them. He’d only met Chad a couple of times and while he hadn’t said he disliked him – I mean how could he? Chad was charm per­sonified – he had made several references to the fact that they hadn’t been together long. Lottie felt she had made a mistake once by moaning about Chad to Blake and he told her that he sounded like a spoilt little rich kid terrified of losing his inheritance. Maybe Chad was immature but they had fun, so much fun, didn’t they?


She remembered how her mum always said that she had an angel on one shoulder and a devil on the other and that every once in a while, she should listen to the angel. Lottie knew that Chad was definitely the devil’s choice.


Rachel, her best friend and bridesmaid, appeared and began titivating her veil.


‘You look gorgeous – you’re gonna knock him dead in there.’


‘Oh, thank you, so do you. Is everybody ready to go?’


‘Yes, don’t worry, it’s all going as planned so far.’ She pulled out a lip gloss from a little satin bag dangling from her wrist and began applying it to Lottie’s lips. ‘By the way, I thought you were still waiting to hear back from that job at Winters Dance School?’


‘Yes, the head dance teacher one. I am.’


‘Well, that’s strange because I’ve just been talking to Jodie and she said that she knows the person who got it and they said you’d been offered it but had turned it down.’


‘What?’ Lottie’s eyes opened wide and her stomach almost dropped to the floor. ‘No, I haven’t heard from them.’


‘She said you emailed them to say you wouldn’t have time now that you’re getting married. Here, blot.’ She placed a tissue between Lottie’s lips and Lottie did as she was told.


‘But that’s ridiculous, that’s my dream job.’


‘That’s what I thought. Oh well, we can sort that out later. Here goes.’ Rachel blew her a kiss and wished her luck.


‘Are you ready?’ Albie interrupted her thoughts, they moved forward, and the organ began playing ‘Here Comes the Bride’.


All eyes of the congregation were on Lottie and Albie now; a sea of joyous smiles greeted them and a quiver of excitement ran through her body. She saw a couple of her dance troupe friends who gave her the thumbs-up and butterflies began to multiply in her stomach. It was almost time for the surprise for her husband-to-be; she was so nervous she wondered if she should call it off but when the music stopped, and she heard the loud noise of a needle scraping across a record, she knew there was no going back.





Chapter 2



The uplifting beat of Bruno Mars singing ‘I think I wanna marry you’ resounded around the church and Lottie’s bridesmaids began to dance. Two of them approached Albie and danced him up the aisle, much to his confusion and Lottie’s relief; she’d decided if she couldn’t have her brother giving her away then she’d have her friends instead.


Lottie broke into her dance routine and more of her dance troupe friends joined them to rapturous cheers from the congregation. Two of the guys cartwheeled down the aisle to her and lifted her, whilst others held circular frames to the side of her, two bridesmaids danced like dressage horses at the front and two more guys twirled large white spoked wheels alongside her. The overall effect was as though she were in a carriage; she felt like the leading lady in a Broadway musical. As they neared the end, they mimicked the door opening and another dancer helped her step down, then each member of the troupe twirled her then bowed before moving on.


Lottie’s heart sang with joy as she caught sight of Blake and Cami, who were clapping and dancing along with most of the congregation. She was so looking forward to catching up with them properly afterwards.


She turned to face Chad, only to see him and his mother exchange a glance and roll their eyes. Instead of the look of joy she expected to see on his face, she saw anger and possibly embarrassment. The butterflies in her stomach turned into a swarm of angry wasps, the scratched record sound happened again and ‘Here comes the bride’ resumed from where it had left off. Lottie’s heart raced and her breathing felt shallow.


Chad insinuated by jerking his head that she should get a move on. She looked down at the dress, beautiful but not hers, then at the engagement ring on her finger, expensive but bulky and not her at all, not chosen by the man she loved but inherited from his grandmother. As much as she loved the sentiment, she realised that apart from her brother, the only bit of her that she’d brought to this wedding was this dance. Her heart palpated and as the music came to a stop, she almost felt she could hear it beating out of her chest. A wave of nausea washed over her and Rachel’s words began swarming around in her head. A little niggle began to intensify in her head; Chad had been using her laptop lately but surely he wouldn’t have infiltrated her emails. There must be another explanation – he knew how much she wanted that job. She’d already turned down a job on a cruise ship because he didn’t want her to be away for so long, but this job was local and it was perfect.


Chad called her in a loud whisper through clenched teeth. She couldn’t move forward, as though a forcefield were stopping her. Her head began to feel woozy, and she took a couple of steps back.


‘Are you OK, Charlotte?’ asked the priest.


His concerned face swam before her and she worried that she was going to faint.


‘Lottie, what are you playing at?’ said Chad, his voice gruff.


‘I’m sorry, but I’m afraid I don’t think I want to marry you!’ she said, shaking her head.


Chad’s jaw dropped and she thought his eyes were quite literally going to pop out of his head.


‘Did you intercept my emails? Did you turn my job offer down?’


The look on his face said it all and her pre-wedding Prosecco almost made a reappearance, as she shook her head.


‘Look, we can talk about this later. You don’t need a job – it’s not like it pays anything worthwhile,’ he sneered.


‘That may be so, but having that job would have made me feel worthwhile. Winters is one of the most prestigious dance academies around. I can’t believe you did that.’ The shock was turning to anger and tears stung the backs of her eyes. The angel on her shoulder looked like she was about to say I told you so, but then seemed to think better of it and shouted ‘Ruuuun!’


Lottie didn’t need telling twice. She shoved her bouquet in Albie’s hand, lifted her dress slightly at the front, turned on her heels and ran as fast as a greyhound after a rabbit. She heard loud gasps and people calling her name as she ran. It all seemed like a dream, and she half expected to wake up and for everything to be OK again but there were two things she knew for certain: one, she was not marrying Chad Mills and two, she was never going to humiliate herself by dancing in public again.





Chapter 3



A couple of days later, Lottie got out of the taxi and walked up the path to Cupcake Cottage. She took a deep breath and with a shiver of trepidation, she knocked on the front door.


‘Surprise!’ said Lottie, doing jazz hands as the door opened.


‘Lottie, what are you doing here?’ said Camilla as she pulled her into a hug.


‘Blake, look who I’ve just found on the doorstep!’ she called.


Blake joined her and welcomed her into the house with a hug and a smile.


‘Well, you did say I could visit anytime and after you left to come back here, I just felt like I didn’t want to be at home anymore, not for a little while anyway. I mean, I should have been on my honeymoon to Bali, but to be honest, I’d rather be here with you.’


‘You can stay as long as you like,’ said Camilla. ‘Blake, can you put the kettle on and I’ll take Lottie upstairs.


‘I’m sorry, we’ve been using it as a storage space until the baby comes but we can clear some things out to make you comfortable,’ said Camilla as she opened the door to the spare room. It’s such a small house; Blake would like to move somewhere bigger but I love this cottage – I’d rather extend.’


‘Oh, it’s gorgeous, Camilla, so cosy, and I love the colour you’ve chosen for the walls too.’


‘Thank you – it’s called Lemon Delight,’ Camilla replied. Lottie took in the single bed, small bedside table, chest of drawers and mirrored wardrobes. Not for the first time, she wondered whether she had done the right thing in coming over. It felt a bit selfish now.


‘Here, let me move this.’ Camilla picked up the clothes horse and carried it through to her bedroom.


‘Where would Madam like her luggage?’ said Blake as he entered the room carrying Lottie’s suitcases.


‘Just next to the bed will be fine, thank you. I’m sorry for being a pain and I promise I won’t trouble you for long. I’d like to stay in England a little while so I’ll find my own place soon and be out of your hair.’


Blake put his arm around her and kissed the top of her head. ‘You might be a pain but that’s OK because you’re our pain and we love you. Besides, isn’t that what little sisters are for?’ he joked.


‘Come on, Blake, haven’t you moved that cot box yet – the poor girl has hardly got room to swing a cat in here.’ Camilla stuck her head in the door and winked.


‘Yes, come on, Blake, stop shirking,’ Lottie added, using a word her mum had said a lot.


‘Oh no, I can see I’m going to be completely outnumbered here once you two start picking on me. OK, I’ll get on with this if someone else makes the tea.’


‘I’m already on it,’ said Camilla as she made her way down the stairs. Blake grabbed the box and slid it under the bed. ‘There you go, I’ll just take these other boxes into our room and you just make yourself at home.’


‘Thank you.’ She smiled at the familiarity of him, feeling warm and safe from the connection they had to their parents. She could almost hear her mum’s voice calling them for dinner. She realised how much she’d missed him since he’d moved in with Camilla. Maybe the wedding fiasco was a blessing in disguise; she’d been stuck in a rut and now she could see she hadn’t wanted to get married at all but had been carried along with the arrangements. A fresh new start was just what she needed.


‘You’re going to be OK you know, kid,’ said Blake before leaving the room. She saw a hint of their beloved dad in his eyes, full of kindness and care. It hurt her to wonder what he would have thought of the mess she’d made had he still been around; everyone always said she was the apple of his eye, although she felt rotten to the core at the moment. She tried not to dwell on it too much.


She picked up a soft toy that had fallen on the floor, a little elephant, and stroked it with her thumb. ‘So soft,’ she whispered. ‘You know it’s really hit me seeing you and Camilla together here waiting for the baby. Mum and Dad should have been looking forward to their first grandchild being born.’


‘I know, life can be very cruel but we make the most of what we’ve got. I mean he or she is going to have the best auntie in the world and an amazing mum and dad of course.’ He put his arm around her shoulder and gave her a squeeze.


‘I must admit, the thought of a new niece or nephew is keeping me going. I’m going to give this baby so much love on behalf of myself and our parents.’


‘Even when you need to change a diaper?’ he asked, screwing up his nose.


‘Even the smelly diapers! I could help around the house and babysit,’ she smiled as a vision of a chunky little baby sitting on her lap popped into her mind; she loved him or her so much already. I promise you I’ll be an auntie to be proud of.’


‘Tea and cake’s ready,’ shouted Camilla from downstairs. Lottie headed out the door and Blake raced her down the stairs just like he used to.


‘Still a torment, I see,’ she laughed.


‘Me the torment?’


‘Yes, that’s what Dad always called you.’


‘Only because he never saw you hounding me and then I’d be the one who got the blame when you ran complaining to him,’ he laughed.


Lottie put her thumb on her nose and waggled her fingers at him whilst sticking her tongue out. ‘Ooh, this cake looks delicious.’


‘I can assure you it tastes even better than it looks,’ said Camilla. ‘My assistant Angela made it and dropped it in as a welcome back present.’


‘It’s divine,’ said Lottie, tucking in. ‘Is that toffee I can taste?’


‘Yes, it’s a millionaire’s cake,’ Camilla laughed. ‘Chocolate, vanilla and toffee.’


‘I wish I could bake like this but I’m no good at it at all.’


‘Mum always used to say it was because you’re too impatient,’ said Blake, ‘although I can’t see what patience has to do with it.’


‘Ah, let me guess, oven door opener by any chance?’ Camilla guessed.


‘Oh yes,’ Lottie replied. ‘Every five minutes and they would sink like deflated balloons every time! I still do it now.’


‘Never say never! Maybe you could come and help out sometime – I’ll pay you, of course. Angela is an amazing baker now, but you should have seen the burnt offerings she brought in for her interview. Luckily, we got on so well I forgot to check them before I gave her the job.’


‘Well, I’d be happy to help out where I can, and I wouldn’t want paying.’


After a pot of tea and two pieces of cake, Blake offered to show her around the area.


‘No, don’t worry, I’m sure you’ve got plenty to be getting on with. I’ll pop out myself – I could do with walking that delicious cake off. She gathered her things together and after a quick glance at the map on her phone, she set off. She decided to start as she meant to go on and become the sensible, independent woman that her parents would have wanted her to be.





Chapter 4



After a pleasant walk along paths between rolling fields where the only sounds she could hear were birds singing, Lottie arrived at Bramblewood station; she recognised the historical signal box that had been converted into a café from photographs that Blake had sent her. It was so quaint and unique that for a minute she felt as though she had stepped through the photo into another world, so different to what she was used to. She wished she hadn’t eaten so much cake already as she would have loved to go in. She continued up the high street to a bridge with slopes either side leading to the towpath along the river. She stood leaning against the wall of the bridge and admired the view. Ducks, geese and swans swam gracefully below her, leaving ripples in their wake that disturbed the glassiness of the still water and distorted the reflection of the willow trees whose branches skimmed the surface. Colourful narrow boats lined the banks and the towpath buzzed with runners, cyclists and walkers. She pulled out her phone and took some pictures, though this sight would be hard to forget.


As she walked over the bridge she could see more of the high street and at the end, opposite a mini roundabout, stood a clock house that was completely different to any of the surrounding buildings. The clock was wrong, she noticed, checking her watch, but the building looked steeped in history, including what looked like a dovecot or bell tower on top of it and the wall surrounding it. She headed towards it and passed shops and restaurants with bubble windows and beams, a playhouse and a sign for Hummingbird Lane, which was just off the high street. She stopped to take another photograph with the clock house as the main focus and the scene was like something from an old-fashioned Christmas card. She felt like she’d stepped back in time and two words that she’d never had occasion to use before popped into her head. ‘Quintessentially British’, The road forked just in front of the clock house; she turned left and walked along a path protected by trees which grew either side, high enough to join above, creating an archway of multiple shades of green. A row of thatched cottages and a church soon gave way to more rolling hills and fields with shire horses in one and allotments with mismatched sheds and various rectangles of vegetation in another. When looking down to the bottom of the fields, she realised she was walking parallel to the river, which looked so pretty, and soon came across a dusty road leading further up the hill and followed it. She could feel the burn in her calves and relished the pain in her dancer’s legs as the muscles woke up again.


A strange sound broke the silence and she strained to figure out what it was; it sounded like an animal in pain. She eventually came to a gate leading to a thatched farmhouse with a sign saying Bramble Farm on the side of it. The house was surrounded by various outbuildings, the closer she got the louder the noise became and her heart beat rapidly. She closed the rickety gate behind her and ran to the sound, which appeared to be coming from the field. She scanned the area quickly and immediately saw a bit of the fence had come down at the far end so headed in that direction. When she saw what appeared to be two long pointy fluffy grey ears sticking up from the ground, she picked up speed and ran to them. She discovered a muddy ditch just beyond the fence and saw that the ears belonged to a small donkey who let out another loud eeyaw sound as his hooves scraped at the side of the trench, his eyes pleading to her from underneath rather impressive lashes.


‘Hello boy, looks like you’ve managed to get yourself in a bit of a scrape here.’ She sat down and reached over to stroke the coarse hair between his ears; the ditch was too deep to help him out straight away so her immediate reaction was to make him comfortable until she could get help. She reached into her bag, pulled out her water bottle and tried to pour it into his mouth, but she struggled as he got agitated and most of it went to the floor. She spotted a rusty bucket at the far end of the field near a manger and a tap. She ran to it and turned the tap, as the bucket filled, she saw a tatty wooden sign nailed to the fence with the word Denni burned into it. There were no other animals in the field, so she assumed that was his name.


Once full, she made her way back to him as carefully as she could, though not without sloshing some of the water over her shoes and bashing her shin with the bucket. She hoped there would still be some water left in it. Her heart pounded as he wailed again and when she reached him, she put the bucket down and eased herself into the ditch before grabbing the bucket and putting it next to him. He drank thirstily while she had a good look at him to search for any obvious injuries.


‘You’re OK now, Denni, don’t worry,’ she said as she stroked him and patted him gently. She swatted a fly from her cheek before realising her hands were caked in mud from sliding into the ditch, so wiped her face on her shirt and her hands on her jeans.


‘Hello?’ she heard a man’s voice call.


‘Hello!’ she shouted. ‘I’m over here in the ditch.’


She put her hands on the ground and tried to pull herself back out but her feet couldn’t get any proper purchase and she slid back down again, leaving Denni looking bewildered.


‘Do you need a hand?’ the man said, in an accent that sounded Mediterranean though she couldn’t pinpoint exactly where. She looked up to see a pair of brown eyes full of mischief, his black hair flopping over his forehead and his smiling mouth revealing beautiful white teeth. She blushed as she realised what a state she looked. He offered her his hand.


‘No, it’s OK, I’m fine, thank you,’ she said, attempting to climb out again. She managed to get the top half of her body out and, after a few attempts to swing her leg out, she was taken aback when he grabbed both of her hands and plucked her from the ditch in one movement. He looked at his hands and brushed off some of the dirt before wiping them on his jeans.


‘That takes me back to pulling potatoes up from the farm.’ He winked at her and laughed. ‘Erm, you’ve got a little something here.’ He gestured to her face, which was now burning with embarrassment. She tried to clean her cheek with her forearm.


‘Oh, thank you very much, though I wouldn’t be resembling a potato if you had looked after your poor donkey a bit more carefully,’ she retorted, trying to ignore how dangerously handsome he was.


His face turned serious.


‘Is he OK?’ He jumped effortlessly into the ditch and ran his hands over the animal.


‘Apart from a few grazes, I think he’s fine,’ she said, straightening up and brushing herself off. ‘But you really need to get that fence fixed, he could have been really hurt.’


He pulled himself out of the ditch with ease and stood in front of her.


‘Are you OK? Did you hurt yourself?’ he asked.


His thick black lashes and the accent were so distracting she almost didn’t answer, but then realised he was still looking at her.


‘No, I’m fine, thank you.’


‘So, you’re not from round here with that accent?’


‘I could say the same about you.’


‘Touché,’ he replied. ‘But I must say that if we are going to be saving a donkey together, then surely we should introduce ourselves. What’s your name?’ he asked.


Oh, here we go, she thought – the last thing she needed was to get involved with this devilishly handsome man and OK, it might seem innocent enough, he’d only asked for her name after all, but she recognised the look in his eyes, and she was far too much of a sucker for a good-looking man, which is how she ended up where she did with Chad.


‘I don’t really think introductions are necessary – the only thing that matters is Denni’s safety.’ She maintained her haughty manner in an attempt to distance herself from him.


‘I’m only asking for your name, not your hand in marriage,’ he said, laughing. ‘I know what it is. You have one of those ridiculous names like Esmerelda or how you say Ermintrude, is that what it is?’


She laughed at his attempt to pronounce both those names.


‘OK, you win, it’s erm, Minnie.’


‘Ah, I get it,’ he said, ‘beautiful and funny. In that case, Minnie, my name is Mickey, I’m pleased to meet you.’ He shook her hand then wiped his on his jeans again.


‘How are you going to get him out?’


He shook his head. ‘I’ve no idea. Let’s go and see if there’s anyone in the house.’


‘I saw your Land Rover on the way in – maybe you could just use that with some rope. Or maybe you have some other suggestions.’


‘Yes, we could certainly try that,’ he replied and began heading towards the cottage.


‘Don’t worry, Denni, you’ll be out of there soon,’ she said, allowing him to nuzzle her hand. His ears twitched and he eeyawed again.


She caught up with the man and was surprised to find him knocking on the door. ‘Oh, did you forget your key?’ she asked.


‘Something like that,’ he replied before pressing his face against the window.


‘Oh no,’ he said and banged on the window. ‘Hello!’ he shouted before following with ‘Oh merda.’


‘What is it?’ asked Lottie, picking up on his urgency. She ran round to the back door and looked in the window; her heart leapt when she saw an old lady lying on the floor.


‘Oh no,’ she spluttered before following him to the back door.


‘Luckily it was open,’ he called from inside the house. ‘Call 999.’


Lottie pulled out her phone and dialled the number.


‘Ambulance please,’ she replied to the operator as she entered the room. ‘Yes, we’ve just found an old lady lying unconscious on the floor of her home.’ She turned away from the phone. ‘Is she breathing?’ she asked.


‘Yes, thank God,’ he replied. He reached to the couch for a crocheted blanket to cover the old lady up when she opened her eyes and tried to sit up.


‘Of course, I’m still breathing,’ she said. ‘Who the bloody hell are you and what are you doing in my house?’


‘I think you’ve had a fall,’ said Lottie, ‘and it looks like you’ve hurt your leg. I’m just going to make you a cup of tea.’ She went into the kitchen and found a letter with the address on which she read out to the operator before saying goodbye.


She brought the cup of tea to the old lady who was called Doris, judging by the letters and a plaque on the wall saying Doris’s Kitchen. Mickey had carefully picked her up and laid her on the couch with plenty of cushions behind her to prop her up.


‘I’m just going to step outside to make a few calls and see if we can get Denni out of his little spot of bother and I’ll see if I can fix that fence too whilst I’m waiting,’ said Mickey waving his phone at her.


‘What’s happened to Denni?’ Doris frowned. ‘Oh wait, I remember now, his fence was damaged in the storm we had yesterday and he managed to get out and fell in the ditch. I came running in to ring for help and slipped. I was in some pain but I can’t really feel it now.’ She moved to get off the couch but winced, her face screwed up in pain. Lottie gently touched her arm.


‘Don’t worry about Denni, he’ll be fine, but I think you should stay here for now, just until the paramedics have checked you out.’ She passed her a plate of biscuits that were on the table.


‘Here, your boyfriend’s a bit of a looker, isn’t he? I thought I’d died and gone to heaven when I opened my eyes and saw that gorgeous face,’ said Doris between mouthfuls of KitKat.


‘Oh no, he’s not my boyfriend, I thought perhaps he was your grandson,’ Lottie replied, feeling her cheeks burn again. She could see him outside the window talking animatedly into his phone and brushing his hand through his silky black hair.


‘Oh no, dear, I never had any children.’ She shivered and Lottie reached for another blanket for her and placed the tea in her hands.


Doris seemed to be with it but after having a knock to the head Lottie wasn’t sure if the poor old lady had concussion or whether she really had no clue who Mickey was, and if that was the case, she had some apologising to do after blaming him for neglecting Denni. She bit her lip; it was kind of him not to mention her mistake.


‘Is there anyone we can call to let them know what’s happened?’


‘No, I’m fine, I’m perfectly self-sufficient, thank you, dear, and I’ll soon be up and running again. I’ve never relied on anyone in my life and I’m not going to start now.’


‘OK well, I’ll just stay with you until the ambulance comes,’ she said.


‘I hate hospitals, you only ever go in them to die.’


‘No, you don’t, you’ll be in safe hands,’ Lottie said reassuringly.


‘Well, my mum went in and died, same with my dad. And old Malcolm, who used to help me out on the farm. Went into hospital, next I heard he was dead,’ said Doris, bursting into tears.


‘I’m really sorry to hear that, Doris, but you’re going to be fine, I promise you. I know lots of people who’ve been into hospital and they’ve been fine.’ She tugged a couple of tissues out of a box on the table and handed them to Doris.


When they heard the siren approaching, Lottie stood up and watched as Mickey moved a bike that hadn’t been there earlier away from the gate so he could open it for the ambulance. She opened the door for the paramedics and sat back down near to Doris.


‘You will come with me, won’t you, dear?’ Her red-rimmed eyes pleaded.


It broke Lottie’s heart to see the fear in her eyes despite proclamations of self-sufficiency and she didn’t have the heart to tell her that the same thing happened to her parents – they went into hospital and never came home again.


‘Of course I will,’ said Lottie.


As the paramedics wheeled her to the ambulance on the trolley, she never let go of Lottie’s hand as she walked beside her.


Mickey waved a man driving a tractor through the gate. ‘Don’t you worry about anything, Doris, we’ll have Denni sorted in no time, he’s been fed and watered so you’ve nothing to worry about.’ He winked at Lottie and she smiled, feeling mortified that she’d blamed him for Denni’s misfortune, yet he seemed like a great guy.





Chapter 5



‘I’m afraid that as you live alone, we can’t let you go home without someone to look after you,’ said the doctor as he studied Doris’s X-rays.


‘But …’ said Doris.


‘No buts, I’m afraid,’ said the doctor. ‘Due to your age, this is going to take a little while to heal.’


‘But this is my granddaughter Lottie – she’s come all the way from Canada to look after me,’ said Doris.


Lottie looked from one to the other and noticed Doris pleading with her, her rheumy eyes filled with tears. ‘But, but I’ve got no nursing experience,’ she muttered. ‘I mean, I did work in a care home for a while back in Canada but—’


‘Oh, you won’t need nursing experience as the nurses will pop in regularly and see to that sort of thing,’ said the doctor. ‘Just a bit of TLC is all that’s needed.’


‘That’s settled then, and I’ll pay you to be my live-in carer,’ added Doris and gave Lottie a huge wink. ‘You were saying in the ambulance that you were looking for somewhere to stay so why not move in with me? I’ve been ever so lonely since Malcolm passed.’


Lottie tried to think of an excuse as to why she couldn’t do it and couldn’t really come up with one. She could move out and wouldn’t be such a burden on Blake and Camilla. It seemed like the answer to all of her problems and the best thing about it would be that she could see Denni whenever she wanted to and to top it all off, she would show Blake that she could be responsible. Even as a grown woman, she hated to think that he was disappointed in her.


‘OK Doris, as it’s such a squeeze at my brother’s house with his new baby coming, I’ll move in with you as your lodger for a little while. I’ll happily look after you but you are not paying me and we tell the doctor the truth – that I’m not your granddaughter, I’m your lodger. How does that sound?’


Lottie almost burst into tears at the look of gratitude on Doris’s wrinkled little face.


‘That would be absolutely perfect, my dear,’ she whispered.


Once the taxi dropped them off at the cottage, Doris clapped her hands on seeing Denni looking much happier in his field with the fence all mended. ‘Oh, you’ve got a good man there, you know. I must pay him for his work.’


‘He’s not my man, Doris, but yes, it was very good of him to sort everything out here for you.’


‘You’ve got to admit, he’s bloody gorgeous though, isn’t he?’


‘He’s not bad, I suppose,’ she replied as she felt a warm glow spread across her cheeks.


Lottie got Doris comfortable on the couch with a bowl of soup, a cuppa and a sandwich. ‘Are you not having one?’ she asked Lottie.


‘No, I’ll grab myself something later in town.’ She hoped Doris couldn’t hear her stomach rumbling.


‘Oh no, all your meals are included – I insist. You must help yourself to anything in the cupboards.’


‘That’s very kind of you. OK, I’ll join you for a quick sandwich then I’m going to get a taxi to pick up some of this equipment that the doctor recommended and I’ll get some shopping in too,’ said Lottie.


‘Oh, I don’t need any of that – it’s only a fracture. I’m sure I can hop around OK without a wheelchair. In a few days I’ll be as right as rain,’ said Doris.


‘The wheelchair isn’t for you – it’s for me,’ said Lottie. ‘I don’t want us to be cooped up indoors all the time so this way we can go for walks, you can get a bit of sun on your face and I can get some exercise.’


‘I might get a bit tired pushing you around, but I’ll give it a go.’ Doris smiled at her.


Lottie laughed, she could tell already that she and Doris shared a sense of humour. ‘There’s also some other useful things, like a stool for the shower and a special toilet fitting, which will help with privacy and comfort.’


‘OK, but you’re not getting a taxi – you can use Petal. Just pass me that phone a minute and let me have your driving licence details.’


Lottie handed her the green Bakelite phone and checked her phone for the licence details she’d stored on there. ‘Who or what is Petal?’ she asked.


‘My vintage Land Rover. Well, I can’t use her so you might as well. You go and make yourself a quick sandwich while I sort out the insurance details.’


Lottie felt as though she could have had a whole phone conversation, in the time it took for the first number to go round on the dial of the old phone, so she made herself a quick cheese and tomato sandwich from the crusty homemade loaf. She washed it down with a coffee just as Doris came off the phone.


‘OK, you’re all sorted for driving Petal now – the keys are in the hall.’


‘OK, do you need anything before I go?’


‘Just that blanket, dear,’ she yawned. ‘I might just have a little nap.’


Lottie placed a cushion under her head and covered her with the blanket; she wrote her phone number on a scrap of paper and put it on the arm of the couch. She found the keys hanging up in the small square hall and noticed a piece of paper crumpled in the letter box. She pulled it out and saw it was a folded piece of lined paper with Minnie written on it.


As she unfolded the scrawled note, she couldn’t help smiling.


Hi Minnie,


Denni is fine, we got him checked over by a vet and the fence is all fixed. Hope Doris is OK.


Give me a ring sometime.


Mickey x


She looked at his number and her stomach flipped. Oh, how easy it would be to have a fling with a handsome guy, but she’d had her fingers burnt and was still untangling herself from the mess she’d made with Chad. In the long run, complications always set in and her life was complicated enough. Hiding away and looking after Doris would be the best thing for everybody; she didn’t want to be a hindrance and wanted a chance to prove that she was a responsible adult. Although seriously tempted, she wouldn’t be ringing him.





Chapter 6



Not having driven for ages, as Chad had always done most of the driving in their relationship and that was mostly speedboats and jet skis, it took a little while to get used to driving Petal. Being a Land Rover, the body seemed to wobble a bit, especially when going round corners, which made her feel a bit queasy at first but she soon got used to it and imagined she was the TV detective Vera, driving round in a beaten-up jeep and solving murders.


It didn’t take long to pick up the things she needed to help Doris and she used the sat nav on her phone to find her way back to Blake’s. She’d texted them from the hospital to explain the situation and asked Blake to bring her bags downstairs so she could pick them up. She arrived at Cupcake Cottage and they both came to the door to greet her. ‘Was it something I said?’ asked Blake jovially.


‘Of course not, I just wanted to do something good for someone and I could do with having my own space and giving you yours. I think I’ll enjoy it – Doris is a real livewire.’


‘Well, by the sound of it, she’s very lucky you turned up when you did. I dread to think what would have happened to her,’ said Camilla.


‘I’m sure she would have been fine as someone else turned up not long after me,’ said Lottie, not wanting to take all the credit. ‘But yes, it’s a good job we did as the doctors thought she must have been lying there for hours.’


‘Well, I think you saved her life so you have hero status as far as I’m concerned,’ said Camilla, giving her a hug. ‘Make sure you still visit us lots – I was so looking forward to spending time with you here.’


‘Me too,’ said Blake. ‘Right, that’s the cases loaded in the car. Make sure you text us the address so we can find you if we need you.’ He cuddled her. ‘I’m proud of you, sis.’


‘Will do and thanks to both of you.’ It warmed her heart to hear him say that, as she often thought his opinion reflected what their parents would have thought had they still been around.


She jumped up into Petal and waved to them both as she drove off.





Chapter 7



The next few days were spent in a whirl, finding her way around and working out what her new responsibilities were. The spare room was huge and had everything Lottie could need in it: a double bed covered with a floral quilted eiderdown, honey-coloured wardrobes and a dressing table with an old-fashioned arched mirror above it. Lace doilies protected the shiny wood from ornaments of farmyard animals. She was overjoyed when she looked out of the window to see Denni chomping on his fresh straw.


Although the bed appeared a bit lumpy at first, Lottie was astonished at how comfortable it was and she slept well in it. Her other life seemed like a million miles away now. She realised she could be anyone she wanted to be and totally reinvent herself if she wished.


She quickly found that Doris was a very selfless woman who wouldn’t accept her breakfast until she knew that her animals had been fed, so Lottie’s first job in the morning was to feed and water Denni and the chickens, aka the Beatles. Lottie had laughed when Doris explained that she loved the Beatles but her dad would never let her play the music in the house or name any of the animals after them, so years after he died, when she was given four chickens, she named them John, Paul, George and Ringo.


‘You gave them boys’ names,’ laughed Lottie.


‘Well, yes, I couldn’t get cockerels as they don’t lay eggs!’


Lottie loved checking for eggs in the henhouse, which she collected in a little basket and cooked for herself and Doris. There was nothing like dippy egg with soldiers to start the day well according to Doris, and as Lottie dipped the toast, dripping with butter, into the orangey yolks, she had to agree.
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