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Prologue


Merry


24 AUGUST


It was a glorious summer’s day. Even high up in the Derbyshire Dales, the air was warm and sweet. The smell of ferns and flowers on the hillside and blackberries growing wild among the hedgerows was divine. Daniel and I were hiking for the first time, and I felt on top of the world.


With one last surge of effort, I reached the summit of Wysedale Peak only a second or two behind my much fitter boyfriend. Daniel was fit in all senses of the word. He was handsome, with pale blond hair, blue eyes and on his days off, like today, a smattering of golden stubble. He was lean and lithe too, thanks to his daily run. I admired his self-discipline. I tried to do a twenty-minute online workout in the mornings but invariably I ended up watching it instead, while getting dressed and hunting down a matching pair of trainers.


‘Look at that view,’ I said, as Daniel wrapped an arm around my waist. ‘Aren’t you glad I prised you out of bed this morning for an adventure ?’


He grinned. ‘I am. This is a great start to the Bank Holiday weekend. Who needs a lie-in anyway ?’


‘Not us, that’s for sure.’ I leaned against him, glad he had agreed to my spur-of-the-moment suggestion.


He had to get up at the crack of dawn every day in order to open Good Earth, his specialist greengrocer’s. Today was a rare day off and he would have been completely within his rights to turn down my suggestion of setting off early for a picnic. But here he was.


We stood together, in a silence broken only by the occasional brush of wings from birds flying overhead. The scenery looked almost too beautiful to be real. The deep, deep blue of the wide sky, the lush green hills which seemed to stretch into infinity, intersected with ribbons of silver, streams heading downhill to join up with the wide river in the valley below.


Home. Me, Daniel, my new business … I sighed happily. Life didn’t get much better than this.


It felt good to relax after such a hectic couple of weeks. A lot had happened, and my head was spinning with all the upheaval. Being here, out in the countryside, just him, me and miles and miles of green, was perfect.


‘Quite a nice surprise, actually.’ He took a swig from his water bottle and passed it to me. ‘In the year we’ve been together, you’ve never once suggested going walking. I didn’t have you down as a hiker.’


‘Neither did I,’ I said. The only time I’d ever done any hiking was during a very wet geography field trip in Wales, in kit borrowed from the school lost-property box. The boots had given me blisters after five minutes and my second-hand cagoule had a large rip in its hood, which I only discovered once the heavens had opened. It hadn’t been an experience I’d wanted to repeat in a hurry.


I drank some water and handed the bottle back to Daniel. ‘Some kids have outdoorsy families who do Sunday walks and camping holidays. I didn’t have that sort of childhood, so I assumed it wasn’t for me.’


Daniel smoothed the hair back from my face gently. ‘I know it was hard for you, but don’t let your childhood hold you back. You don’t need permission, or to wait to be asked. There is nothing that is not for you. You’re a gorgeous, intelligent woman in charge of her own life.’


He made comments like this from time to time. I knew he meant well, but he’d never really understand. My rocky childhood wasn’t something I could just cast aside in adulthood ; it was part of me. Daniel had shared a bedroom with his brother until he left home. I’d lost count of the number of rooms I’d had and who I’d shared with. And that was just one difference ; there were a thousand others.


‘I know,’ I replied diplomatically. I took some sun cream out of my bag and dotted it onto my face. ‘Besides, I had two options for today and I thought you’d prefer this one.’


‘What was the other one ?’ He rubbed a blob of leftover sun cream into my cheek.


‘A visit to an animal shelter. How would you feel about us getting a kitten ?’


I scanned his face, hoping for a positive reception to the idea. I’d always wanted a pet and had never lived anywhere where animals were permitted until now.


‘Oh, Merry.’ Daniel’s eyes shimmered with laughter. ‘There’s no way I’d trust you within five miles of an animal shelter.’


‘Why not ?’ I asked, only half pretending to be insulted.


‘Because you’d want to bring them all home. And instead of a kitten, you’d fall in love with a great big geriatric hound with halitosis and only three legs.’


‘Possibly,’ I admitted.


He had a point. Those adverts about dogs who’d been living in shelters for years because no one wanted to adopt them broke my heart. It was a bit too close to home for me. It crossed my mind to point out that he’d just said I didn’t need permission to do stuff, but as it was his house, he had the final say.


‘But just so you know,’ I added, ‘from that discussion, I’m taking away the fact that a kitten would be preferable to a dog.’


‘I’m starving,’ said Daniel, with a deft change of topic. ‘Shall we sit down here and have our lunch ?’


‘Sure.’ I dropped my rucksack to the ground and sat down. My legs were aching from all that climbing and I massaged my thighs and tilted my face to the sun while he unpacked the picnic.


‘About getting a pet,’ he said, taking out several plastic tubs, ‘I’d rather not if you don’t mind. I’ve just about got used to sharing my house with you, let alone anything else. I’m not a fan of mess, as you know.’


Was he implying that I was untidy, or that a dog would be messy ? I wasn’t exactly famed for my organisational skills. I glanced at him. ‘If you’ve changed your mind—’


He cut off my protests by kissing the ticklish part of my neck below my ear. ‘Not at all. You’re a great housemate and you make the best …’ he inspected a sandwich. ‘Peanut butter and … ?’


‘Nutella,’ I supplied with a gush of relief. Housemate wasn’t the most romantic title I could think of, but at least I was great at it.


He laughed, shaking his head. ‘You make the best peanut butter and Nutella sandwiches in the world.’


‘Thank you.’ I needed to hear that ; it made me feel less like I was imposing on him.


He shared out the sandwiches, placing them neatly onto folded squares of kitchen paper and I poured us both tea from a flask.


Everything about Daniel was neat and tidy. I was grateful to him for making room in his house for me and I made a solemn vow to myself not to jeopardise the arrangement by leaving my stuff all over the place. Moving in together hadn’t been one of those carefully planned scenarios where two grown-ups talk about taking their relationship to the next level. It had come about because a few weeks ago I’d left my job at Tractor World clutching a small redundancy payout and a vague plan to turn my hobby of candle-making into a business. I’d called it Merry and Bright and I had lots of ideas for it, but it would be a while before I made a profit.


‘I’ll throw all my energy into it,’ I’d told Daniel. ‘And if I can’t make it pay in a year, I’ll go back to having a nine-to-five job.’


‘I love your determination,’ he’d said, ‘and I’m sure you’ll be a great success, but in the meantime, why don’t you move into my house to reduce your outgoings ?’


That had been a month ago and now I was fully set up at Daniel’s house and he had cleared out the garden shed for my candle-making. It was a risky move, setting up a business instead of looking for another job, but I wasn’t scared of risks. My best friend Nell was in awe; she couldn’t believe I’d decided to do something so major, so quickly. And in truth I’d have been in a bit of a pickle if Daniel hadn’t been there to prop me up. But I had a feeling that starting Merry and Bright was exactly the move I needed.


‘This is great,’ said Daniel now, indicating the view and the picnic, ‘but I’ll have to do some work tonight when we get back. If I don’t keep on top of it—’


‘I know,’ I supplied, ‘you’ll be playing catch-up all week.’


Along with keeping a tidy house, keeping on top of things was his perennial concern. Daniel had an ambitious streak and his plan was to open another store in the next town, and if that did well, another and another. My career ambitions were more modest : I didn’t really have a plan other than making as many candles as I could and selling them , but I admired his forward-thinking.


I popped the last bit of crust into my mouth and jumped up to take a picture of the lovely vista below us with my phone. Unfortunately, my foot slipped on some loose stones and I twisted my ankle and fell backwards, landing with a thump on my bottom.


‘OUCH. Shit. Ouch.’ I bit my lip and tried not to cry.


‘Merry Shaw, what am I going to do with you ?’ Daniel sprang to his feet to help me up.


‘I didn’t look,’ I said, blowing out in short bursts, breathing away the pain like I’d seen in birth documentaries.


‘Before you leapt ?’ he teased. ‘Not like you.’


‘If giving birth hurts more than this, I’m not sure I want to do it.’


‘Give birth ?’ Daniel laughed nervously. ‘What makes you say that ? You’re not … are you … ?’


‘No, of course not,’ I said, wincing. ‘It was just an observation.’


‘That’s all right then.’ His shoulders relaxed. ‘You had me going for a moment.’


The utter relief in his voice was unmistakable. But surely it wouldn’t have been that much of a disaster ? OK, it wasn’t planned, but we were in a long-term relationship and in our thirties. We could easily accommodate a child into the life we were building for ourselves.


‘So, for clarity,’ I swallowed, fiddling with the turn-ups on my shorts, ‘me being pregnant would be terrible news ?’


‘Seeing as you’ve just slipped on rocks up a mountain, twenty miles from the nearest hospital … if you were pregnant, I’d be worried about what was going on in there,’ he said, pointing to my stomach.


My heart lifted . He was just being practical, as ever ; of course he was.


I laughed softly. ‘Phew, for a moment there I thought—’


‘Although I have to be honest,’ he said casually, ‘it wouldn’t be ideal, would it ? You’re trying to get a new business off the ground and I’m putting all my energy into the shop.’


‘I guess not.’ He was right, but I couldn’t help feeling disappointed. ‘I definitely need to focus on Merry and Bright.’


I sat back down gingerly, my ankle still aching, and Daniel joined me.


‘Watch out, world,’ he said, giving me a kiss. ‘Merry is going to set you alight with her candles. Get it ?’


‘Very good.’ I smiled weakly. It was on the tip of my tongue to say that from what I’d read and heard, there was never a right time to start a family and if we were to wait for a time when Daniel wasn’t putting his energy into his greengrocer’s, we both might have retired. Before I had chance to word it in a way that didn’t provoke him, his phoned beeped loudly with a text message.


‘I didn’t think I’d get a signal this high up.’ Daniel frowned as he whipped his phone out. ‘It’s from Tom.’


I pulled away from him while he read his younger brother’s message and I picked up some crisps.


‘Cheese and onion or beef ?’ I asked, holding out the choice to him. ‘Or would you like some hummus and … Daniel ?’


He was miles away, gazing out at the hills below us, the hand holding the phone still out in front of him. I felt a wave of fear.


‘Daniel ?’ I said again. ‘What’s the matter ? Everything OK ?’


‘Um, yeah.’ He blinked a couple of times before briefly looking my way. He pressed the button on the side of his phone to lock the screen. ‘Tom says they’ve recruited a new head teacher finally.’


The head teacher at Wetherley Primary School where Tom was the deputy had suddenly gone on long-term sick leave before the summer holidays and there’d been a scramble to recruit a replacement before the start of the new school year.


‘Oh, good. Anyone we know ?’ I asked.


‘Yes. Well, I do. You don’t,’ he laughed awkwardly and shoved the phone back in his pocket. ‘It’s a woman. Tasha Sandean.’


‘How do you know her ?’ I said, crunching on a crisp.


He rubbed his fingers along his jaw. ‘Friend from school, primary and secondary. She left Wetherley to go to university and never came back. Very bright girl. Top set for everything and brilliant at French because her parents were from Mauritius. They moved back there when they retired, I think. I haven’t thought about her for years.’


He was certainly thinking of her now, I noticed, because he appeared to be blushing. Had she been a friend, or more than that ?


‘We can invite her round when she moves back; you can get to know her again,’ I suggested, testing my theory. ‘Reignite the old friendship.’


‘Maybe.’ He opened the beef crisps and chomped on a large handful. ‘Funny story. When we were seventeen, we both got temporary Christmas jobs at a garden centre working in Santa’s Grotto. I asked if I could kiss her under the mistletoe, but she dodged out of reach.’


‘Aw, poor Daniel,’ I teased, dotting his nose with my fingertip. ‘Spurned and still sore about it.’


‘It took a lot of courage, I’ll have you know,’ he said, grinning. ‘It’s not easy for boys ; trying to work out whether girls like them or not.’


I raised my eyebrows. ‘So you had a crush on her ?’


He looked wistful for a moment.


‘Everyone did.’ He polished off the rest of his crisps and pinched one of mine. ‘But we made a joke of it. She said if I wasn’t married by the time I was forty, she’d kiss me then.’


‘Like one of those marriage pacts to be each other’s stand-by if you’re still single by thirty or whatever ; that’s so funny !’ I laughed, although something about the look in his eye niggled me. Then I remembered. ‘Hey, you’re forty this December.’


‘I know.’ He rummaged in the rucksack. ‘Got any chocolate ?’


‘No, sorry,’ I said vaguely, imagining him as a love-struck teenager mooning over a girl. ‘Daniel ?’


‘Hmm ?’ he said, biting into an apple.


‘If Tasha is going to be back in Wetherley this Christmas, maybe she’ll want to kiss you under the mistletoe. If you’re not married.’


I was only half teasing. I wasn’t the jealous sort as a rule. But I didn’t want some very bright girl, top set in everything, former crush of my boyfriend thinking she could just turn up with a sprig of mistletoe and expect him to pucker up for old times’ sake.


He looked at me, amused. ‘I’m sure she won’t even remember it.’


‘You remembered it,’ I pointed out.


‘She might be married,’ said Daniel, laughing. ‘Let’s change the subject. It was just a silly story ; I wouldn’t have told you if I’d known you’d take it so seriously.’


‘OK,’ I said meekly.


But my mind wouldn’t drop it, because an idea had just occurred to me. A spontaneous idea, the sort I specialised in. What if he was married by Christmas ? To me. I couldn’t imagine anything more romantic than a wedding in December. For as long as I could remember, all I’d wanted was for a proper family Christmas and if we were Mr and Mrs, well that would just be the icing on the Christmas cake.


If I proposed to him right now, it could actually happen. All it took was a question. Just one simple question. I felt the prickle of heat all over my body as the idea took shape and my insides began to tingle with adrenaline. Could I do it ? This was the perfect setting, the perfect occasion and we loved each other. Admittedly it was a bit spur of the moment, but ever since we met, I’d been practising my married signature, just in case. And it would be so exciting and romantic !


You don’t need to wait to be asked. Those had been Daniel’s exact words just a few minutes ago. I hoped he meant it. Right. I blew out a sharp breath. I was going to do it.


‘Daniel ?’ My pulse speeded up as I reached for his hand and dropped onto one knee.


‘Yes, Merry.’ He looked bemused. ‘What are you up to now ?’


‘I love you with all my heart and I want to be with you for the rest of my life.’ I swallowed, aware that my mouth was suddenly dry. ‘So, will you marry me ?’


The air around us was so still, the moment so heavy with tension that for a few seconds I forgot to breathe. I watched his eyes dart left and right as a succession of emotions crossed his face.


He gave a hollow laugh. ‘It’s not February twenty-ninth, is it ?’


‘No,’ I said lightly, ‘but you don’t really believe that women only have one day in four years to propose and men get – whatever it is, do you ?’


‘One thousand two hundred and sixty-five,’ Daniel supplied quietly. He was brilliant at mental arithmetic. ‘And you’re right. It isn’t very fair.’


We held eye contact and I could read his thoughts as clearly as if they were tattooed across his forehead. The fact was that all those possible days had gone by when he could have asked me to marry him. But he hadn’t.


The seconds ticked away and it was clear I’d said the wrong thing. As the size of my mistake grew bigger, my heartbeat grew faster. If I could have taken back my proposal I would have, but now it was out there like a big, embarrassed elephant flapping its ears in the breeze between us.


‘Merry,’ he murmured, reaching a hand to my cheek. ‘I’m really flattered. Honoured to be asked.’


‘Good, because I don’t plan on ever doing it again ; it’s nerve-wracking,’ I said shakily, ready to brush the whole fiasco under the carpet and rewrite it as a joke.


‘Now you know how I felt under that mistletoe,’ he said, attempting a joke of his own.


I gritted my teeth, wishing he hadn’t brought her up again. ‘Except you were a boy asking a girl for a sneaky kiss ; I’m your girlfriend asking you to be my husband. It’s not in the same league of commitment.’


‘I suppose not,’ he mumbled, looking down at his feet.


‘So ?’ I attempted a casual smile. ‘What do you say?’


‘Look, Merry, I do really love you, but …’ He drew in a breath and rubbed his hand through his hair distractedly. ‘I’m sorry, I just don’t want to be tied down at the moment. Not through marriage, or babies or even a kitten. In fact, now that you’ve brought it up, I’m fairly sure I never will. I really am sorry.’


‘Oh.’ My eyes burned with mortification. This was … earth shattering. Why had we never talked about this before ? He didn’t want anything that I wanted. Nothing. ‘I had no idea that was how you felt.’


He looked uncomfortable. ‘I suppose it’s never come up.’


I looked at the stony ground through eyes blurry with tears. ‘But I’ve mentioned kids before, I’m sure I have.’ Although, now that I thought about it, he’d always changed the subject.


He reached for me, but I moved back quickly.


‘What’s wrong with me ?’ I said this out loud but it was as much to myself as to him. Regret started to seep into my bones. We’d been having such a nice day ; trust me to do something impulsive and ruin it.


‘Nothing. Nothing at all !’ he insisted. ‘You’re amazing. This is all on me.’


I shook my head ; there was no way I could accept that. A familiar feeling of rejection gnawed away inside me ; I’d thought Daniel was the one I would be building a future with, putting down roots, making a home, a family …


I stood up, not sure what to do with myself. He got up too and took hold of my shoulders. ‘I do love you though; you do believe me, don’t you ?’


I nodded, aware of the tickling sensation of fresh tears on my cheeks. I’d never doubted that he loved me. I thought we were meant for each other, that we wanted the same things. Until today.


‘Good.’ He kissed my forehead. ‘This doesn’t have to change anything.’


‘Sure,’ I murmured, swallowing down the lump in my throat.


But of course it did. Inevitably it changed everything.




Chapter 1


Merry


12 OCTOBER


As I’d predicted, everything changed : from that moment on the hillside, our relationship had been a ticking time-bomb. Although my proposal had been on the spur of the moment, as soon as the idea popped into my head, I knew that what I craved was the certainty of us. I’d needed to believe that I’d found someone who wanted the same as me, who above all else wanted me. Despite Daniel’s attempts to carry on as before, it was obvious to me that we couldn’t, that at some point, we would have to go our separate ways to have the lives we wanted. As my hopes for the future fizzled out, so did our relationship and by the end of September, we were little more than housemates.


True to form, I hadn’t planned the break-up; it just sort of came out all in a rush. One minute he was making a barbed observation about the number of cardboard boxes blocking the hall (I’d left it too late to take them to the post office) and the next, I was telling him of my decision to move out. I’d held my breath ; this was his moment to say he’d had a change of heart and that he’d do anything not to lose me. But he hadn’t tried to persuade me to stay.


It only took me two weeks to find somewhere else to live, which was why today, Nell’s van was fully loaded with my belongings, and we were turning into World’s End Lane, a long leafy road on the outskirts of Wetherley.


‘The thing is,’ I said, indicating to Nell that she should continue straight on, ‘that if you’re madly in love with someone and they propose, the only acceptable response is a big joyful YES. I don’t want someone who loves me just enough to tolerate living with me. Although to be honest, I think he was having second thoughts about even that level of commitment. I want someone who can’t imagine a future without me in it. And if I said please can we adopt this three-legged dog with halitosis, he wouldn’t even think twice.’


‘You’ve lost me.’ Nell glanced sideways at me, frowning.


‘Yes. I’ve lost Daniel too,’ I said with a sigh, not bothering to relate the animal shelter conversation. ‘Part of me worries that I might have thrown away the best relationship I’ll ever have. But there’s a little part deep inside me that says I’ve made the right decision and that’s the bit I’m listening to.’


‘Gut instinct is rarely wrong,’ Nell pronounced, slowing down to peer at the cottages as we passed by. ‘I listened to mine and ended up married to Olek.’


Her husband was a gentle giant who had moved to Derbyshire from Poland as a teenager with his parents. They’d been married for four years and as far as I could tell were still in the honeymoon period.


‘I still love Daniel. But I want an Olek of my own. We’re almost there.’ I pointed to the very last house on the lane. ‘You can go straight up onto the drive.’


Nell whistled as she pulled up in front of the very last house. ‘This one ?’


I nodded in confirmation.


‘It’s gorgeous, Merry !’ she gasped. ‘I love it !’


I smiled at my best friend, grateful to have her boundless enthusiasm to propel me into this new chapter in my life, then I looked up at my new home: a small stone cottage with an ivy-covered porch and a wonky chimney, surrounded on three sides by trees.


‘Me too,’ I said, bravely.


I brushed away the thoughts of the life I’d left behind and forced a smile. Today was all about new starts ; I was trying not to dwell on what might have been.


As if reading my mind, Nell reached for my hand and squeezed it. ‘You’re going to be happy here, I can feel it.’


‘Come on,’ I said, dismissing the prickle of tears in my eyes and pulling open the door of the van. ‘Let me introduce you to Holly Cottage.’


We let ourselves in and I gave her the tour of my new abode. Nell didn’t let me down, oohing and ahhing in all the right places. She admired the exposed oak beams, and the original flagstones in the hall, smooth in places where countless pairs of feet had worn grooves in them. Together we explored every nook and cranny, from the soot-stained stone fireplace in the sitting room, which promised cosy nights in front of the wood stove, to the deep window seat perfect for curling up on with a book. Upstairs the main bedroom under the eaves was pretty, with rose-sprigged curtains and a wooden dressing table, which we decided I could use for taking photographs of my candles. According to the lettings agent, the cottage was more than five hundred years old, hence there not being a single straight wall in the place. The house was on a slope too, so there were steps from the hall into the kitchen. I led Nell down them and she cast her eye over the pine dresser and the old-fashioned sink and dated kitchen cupboards.


‘I know it’s not exactly modern,’ I said. ‘But I like it all the more for its charm.’


‘Absolutely,’ Nell agreed. ‘It’s brimming with quirkiness and character. Suits you down to the ground. It’ll be even better once we get your stuff in here.’ She jingled her keys and together we went back out to the van to get started.


Half an hour later, all we had left to unload was the double bed. Holly Cottage was furnished, like all my previous rental homes had been, but I did have my own bed which I’d been storing in Daniel’s spare room. We were still dissecting my break-up.


‘He’s been really good to me,’ I told her, as we manoeuvred the mattress over the doorstep and up the stairs. ‘Wouldn’t accept any money for bills or anything so I’d have enough to see me through.’


‘It’s the least he could do,’ Nell said, pushing the mattress up as I pulled from above, ‘after the way he’s behaved.’


‘At least I found out before I’d got too comfortable living with him,’ I said, panting with effort.


With a final tug, I managed to pull the mattress onto the tiny landing and rested it against the bannister.


She wiped a hand across her brow. ‘Found out what, that he’s an arsehole ?’


I laughed despite myself. ‘No, that a wife, kids, the whole shebang is not for him.’


‘He doesn’t have the brains he was born with. I mean who in their right mind would not want to marry you ?’


‘Exactly,’ I said staunchly. ‘He’ll probably never get a better offer.’


‘Unless,’ she added with a glint in her eye, ‘do you think deep down he might be gay, and he hasn’t come to terms with it ?’


‘Nell ! No !’ I gasped, laughing despite myself. Between us we lifted the mattress onto the bed base and both collapsed onto it with relief. ‘He might be scared of commitment, but he is definitely not gay.’


His brother Tom, who was gay, had come round for supper at the beginning of term, with his partner Chris, full of admiration for the new head teacher, Miss Sandean. What a breath of fresh air she was, and how popular she was with the parents and children etcetera, and Daniel had hung on his every word. It had been quite annoying, actually.


‘Well, I wouldn’t have let you go that easily, if I was him.’


‘Ah, bless you,’ I said. ‘For that, I’ll make you some coffee.’


‘Finally,’ Nell groaned, stretching her arms above her head. ‘I’ll just lie here while you find the kettle.’


‘No, you don’t,’ I said, pulling her to her feet.


I tasked her with the easy job of hanging my clothes in the wardrobe and headed downstairs in search of refreshments. I found the box which Daniel had labelled ‘kettle etc.’ and unpacked it.


As much as he assured me that he was sad to see me go, I couldn’t help noticing how much he had enjoyed clearing the surfaces of all my framed photographs, plants and the vast collection of scented candles I’d had all over the house. He had offered to help me today, but I’d declined. Instead, Nell had come round once Daniel had left for work and we’d done it between us. It was less awkward this way and I knew Nell would like to be involved.


I filled the kettle and switched it on to boil while gazing through the large window to an overgrown cottage garden and beyond that a thicket of trees.


So, this was it, I was officially single and living on my own again. Money was going to be tight for a while, but thankfully orders were coming in from my new website and Nell had started selling my candles on her market stall too. As long as I was careful, I should just about manage. The rent here was low, due to the fact it was only a short-term lease. Apparently this had put other potential tenants off, but it didn’t bother me. Six months in Holly Cottage was a far happier prospect than committing to a lengthy stay somewhere I didn’t like as much. And I’d have my own space to spread out and make as much mess as I wanted without Daniel tidying up after me.


‘Coffee’s ready !’ I yelled up the stairs to Nell.


While I waited for her to come down, I found a packet of biscuits, then I pushed open the door into the garden and took our refreshments outside into the bright October sunshine.


The garden was a wilderness, but the autumn colours were glorious. The long grass was scattered with leaves in every shade of orange, red and brown. Rampant honeysuckle covered the old shed at the bottom of the garden and delicate cyclamen flowers bloomed in terracotta pots beside a wooden bench. The garden was surrounded by woodland which shielded it from the new housing development that I knew was beyond the trees. It probably wouldn’t be long before the cottage had pristine new neighbours with en-suites and utility rooms and integral garages ; I was lucky to have been able to rent it and enjoy the natural setting while it lasted. There were no neighbours at this end of the lane and all I could hear was the trickle of the stream which ran through the woods, the rustle of wind in the leaves and in the distance, a woodpecker hammering industriously at a tree. These sounds hadn’t changed for hundreds of years, I thought, closing my eyes.


‘Ooh, caffeine, come to Mama.’ Nell’s voice brought me back to the twenty-first century and I turned to see her step into the garden, following the scent of the coffee.


We headed to the bottom of the garden and sat down on the old bench.


‘Thanks for helping today,’ I said, handing her a mug. ‘It would have taken ages without you.’


‘What are best friends for ?’ she replied, nudging me affectionately. ‘Besides, I couldn’t wait to have a nose around.’


Nell and I had bonded on our first day at college aged sixteen and we had been each other’s cheerleaders ever since. I’d been sitting at a table in the cafeteria on my own and, having eaten my homemade sandwich, I was slicing a banana when Nell, without asking, plonked her tray next to me and sat down.


I remember being totally in thrall ; her wavy copper hair and freckles, her confidence that I’d want her to sit with me.


‘Oh wow. Look at the way you’ve arranged that banana – so pretty.’


‘Thanks.’ I’d looked down at my sad banana pennies, spread along the inside of the banana peel to save using a plate.


‘My mother would love you.’ Nell squirted ketchup all over her chips and managed to get it down her T-shirt. ‘Oh rats. You’re a neat eater. Not like me.’


I laughed ; I’d never met anyone who used rats as a swear word before. It was obvious that she was posh and rich. ‘I’m not neat, I’m always getting in trouble for making a mess.’


She just smiled and pushed her tray towards me and offered me some of her pizza. ‘Please help me out with some of this, or I’ll be late back to the next class.’


‘OK,’ I’d said after a nanosecond of deliberation, ‘but only if you share my banana.’


‘Deal.’


After that we ate together every day. I brought something from home, and she bought enough food from the cafeteria for us to share. It was the best meal and the highlight of my day. The friendship wasn’t all one way ; I was a far better student than she was and regularly helped her out with her work. And I encouraged her to eat more healthily, which eventually led to her getting interested in nutrition. Our backgrounds couldn’t have been more different: she was posh and privileged and had parents who smothered her and I … well, I didn’t. But Nell didn’t care, she loved me for me, and I loved her right back.


These days, she was still posh, but quite a bit poorer after marrying Olek, whom her parents disapproved of : Olek was a locksmith, divorced, with a thirteen-year-old son, Max, and he was ten years older than Nell. She’d compounded their disapproval by opening Nell’s Nuts, a stall in Wetherley market selling dried fruit, nuts and seeds. It was a far cry from the life of luxury they’d envisaged for her, but Nell was much too in love to care what they thought.


Now, as Nell finished her coffee, I caught her taking in the state of the garden : the overgrown hedge and the swathe of thistles and brambles tangled into the border. ‘I know it’s a bit of a mess,’ I said, ‘but it’s mine and that’s what counts.’


‘You’re incredible.’ Nell shook her head slowly. ‘Being made redundant, setting up Merry and Bright, ending a relationship that wasn’t working for you and then moving house. I’m proud of you.’


‘Thank you. Although,’ I gave her a secret smile, ‘full disclosure: I wasn’t made redundant. I volunteered for it.’


‘What ?’ Nell’s eyes widened. ‘Why would you do that ?’


‘Because if I hadn’t then one of my colleagues, Trisha, might have been selected and I couldn’t let that happen to the poor woman.’


Tractor World had announced that redundancies were imminent, and Trisha was convinced she’d be chosen on the basis that she hadn’t been there very long. She was supporting her husband who was ill and was saving for her daughter’s wedding. I’d found her crying in the corridor and had taken a snap decision to volunteer in order to keep her job safe.


‘You loon,’ Nell laughed. ‘You’re too soft.’


I shrugged. ‘Things happen for a reason. I never really had a passion for working there. Besides, it seemed like the perfect opportunity to try and turn making candles into a business. Because that is something I do have a passion for.’


‘Just like that ?’ Nell marvelled. ‘Amazing. It took me about four years to pluck up the courage to set up Nell’s Nuts.’


Unlike me, Nell was the world’s slowest decision-maker. Not bad, just slow.


The only time she had made a split-second decision was when her father told her he wouldn’t support her marriage to Olek because he wasn’t what he had had in mind for his only daughter. He forced her to choose between her boyfriend and her family. Good-natured Olek with his broad shoulders, shock of blond hair and total devotion to Nell won the day and planning began for the wedding the very next morning.


Relations had thawed a little since, largely because Olek, a family man, had encouraged Nell to keep trying with her snooty parents. Apparently her dad regularly boasted to his chums at the golf club that his daughter was a trader, which was true, except that she dealt in currants instead of currency.


‘It was a risky move,’ I admitted. ‘Luckily it worked out. Unlike my marriage proposal. That was one risk too many. Daniel’s right ; I don’t look before I leap.’


‘You’re spontaneous !’ Nell protested. ‘That’s what makes being your friend such an adventure.’


‘In that case …’ I stood up. ‘Shall we spontaneously go and tackle some of the boxes in my kitchen ?’


She swiped the last biscuit and got to her feet with a groan. ‘Yes, m’lady. After I’ve visited the smallest room.’


I showed Nell into the bathroom, which led off the kitchen.


‘Won’t it bother you,’ she asked, ‘having to go downstairs for a wee in the night ?’


‘Probably,’ I admitted, shuddering at the thought of my bare feet on the cold flagstones. ‘There you go, you see. I make rash decisions without considering the consequences.’


I got started on the boxes in the kitchen while she was in the bathroom. I filled the drawers in the dresser with cutlery and stacked crockery on shelves.


‘But you keep keeping on,’ Nell continued, drying her hands on her jeans. ‘You pick yourself up and move on to the next challenge.’


I directed her towards the box of saucepans which needed unpacking and she got stuck in.


‘But I don’t want to keep moving,’ I said glumly. ‘When Daniel turned me down, he said it wasn’t me, it was him. But what if it is me ? I might keep keeping on, but I’m getting closer to forty and no closer to settling down.’


She eyed the row of mugs I’d already arranged on the dresser. ‘You look pretty settled to me.’


‘You know what I mean. No, I’ve been thinking that it’s time for a fresh approach.’ I leaned back against the counter. ‘Being spontaneous and taking risks is all well and good, but it isn’t getting me to where I want to be. I don’t want to go through the pain of another break-up like I’ve just had. If I want stability in my life, I’m going to have to be organised. No more rash moves. Make a plan and stick to it, that’s my new motto. Look, I’ve even got myself a diary.’


I picked up the desk diary I’d bought at a knockdown price because we were already so far through the year and waved it at her. So far it only had one entry in it : move into Holly Cottage.


‘This new motto.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘This isn’t about trying to get Daniel back ?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘But let’s face it, being spur of the moment hasn’t worked so far, has it ?’


‘Hmm. If you say so.’ Nell didn’t look convinced. ‘Here, let me put a date entry in your diary.’


I perked up and handed it to her. ‘Girls’ night out ?’


‘Sort of.’ She turned the pages forward ten days. ‘It’s the Christmas Project meeting to discuss what we are going to do to pay tribute to Benny Dunford.’


I hadn’t known Benny well, but he had been Wetherley’s most community-spirited citizen and his death in the summer had saddened everyone. He had been one of those people that brought others together, and it was lovely that he was being remembered. I’d helped out with community events in the past, but I didn’t want to get involved with organising this one.


‘Actually Nell, I wasn’t planning on going,’ I said. ‘You know Christmas is always an odd time for me and this one … well, I’d really been looking forward to spending this one with Daniel. Like a proper family. So I was sort of hoping to forget all about Christmas this year.’


She pressed her lips into a line and folded her arms. ‘You do know that proper families quite often eat and drink too much and end up falling out.’


‘Well, even so, I don’t fancy sitting through a long boring meeting while someone ticks items off a never-ending agenda, so I think I’ll give it a miss.’


Nell smirked. ‘Daniel said you’d say no.’


I stared at her. ‘When did he say that ?’


‘He popped over to the stall to buy some cashews. He’s joined the committee. So has the school’s new head teacher.’


I straightened up instantly. ‘Tasha Sandean ?’


Nell nodded. ‘Apparently she’s really shaking things up at the school. She sounds like someone we ought to meet.’


‘Actually, Daniel knows her.’ I told Nell about Tasha and the promise to kiss him under the mistletoe if he was still single at forty.


‘Wow.’ Nell’s eyes widened. ‘That’s it then. I’m definitely going and so must you. Aren’t you curious to see what she looks like ?’


‘Not really,’ I said airily. ‘But I suppose now that I run a local business, I should get more involved – it might help me develop some new contacts.’


Nell tried to hide her smirk. ‘Absolutely nothing to do with Daniel or Tasha going along and you being nosy as heck.’


‘Nothing at all. I’ve always liked a project.’ I handed her a cardboard box full of kitchen utensils. ‘Now, are you going to help me unpack these wooden spoons, or have you done enough stirring for one day ?’




Chapter 2


Cole


15 OCTOBER


Behind the wheel of his van, Cole’s body was wound like a spring, his arms tense, jaw taut. Seven minutes until the video call would come through. Seven minutes to get home and be in front of his iPad to take it. This call was too important to risk the dodgy signal in the Portakabin on the Wetherley building site. It would be a lovely place to live eventually, surrounded by trees, but right now it was an internet black spot.


He’d arranged his whole afternoon around this, told Josh, his site foreman, that whatever happened, he’d be leaving at three today. He’d set off in plenty of time, or so he’d thought, but his half-hour journey had been fraught with diversions and hold-ups and now he was cutting it dangerously fine. The fear he’d mess this up was real and he was beginning to sweat.


‘Change, change, change,’ he chanted under his breath as he approached yet another set of traffic lights. But they remained resolutely on red, forcing him to brake.


As soon as the way was clear, Cole put his foot on the accelerator and picked up his speed. A quick glance at the clock told him he could still make it. Within a couple of minutes he’d turned into Rectory Lane. Slowing down to navigate the speed bumps made him grit his teeth, but it had to be done ; families lived in the luxury detached houses either side of him and the traffic calming was there for a reason. Finally, he pulled into the driveway of number sixteen, turned off the engine and yanked on the handbrake.


The next second he was out of the van and racing up the metal staircase which led to the self-contained annexe above the garage. His phone flashed with a new text message from Lydia. He didn’t have to open the message from his ex-wife to know what it said. Don’t forget. Be there when Harley calls. He’s dying to talk to you. He couldn’t blame her for checking up on him ; he had form for letting them down in the past. But he’d learned his lesson the hard way and now he was trying to do better, and he hadn’t forgotten – how could he ? Today’s date would be imprinted on his memory for ever. It was the day he’d become a father.


He fumbled with his door key, pushed his way inside, just as the iPad on the coffee table began to ring. He launched himself onto the sofa and touched the screen to accept the WhatsApp video call and his two most precious things appeared in front of him.


‘Hello, Dad !’ they yelled in unison.


Cole grinned, his breath ragged after rushing. ‘Hey, good morning, you two, and Harley, happy birthday, son.’


‘Thanks, Dad.’


Cole tried to ignore the prickling sensation in his eyes. His beautiful boy, twelve today and growing up fast. Squashed beside him was eight-year-old Freya, his darling girl. And currently four and a half thousand miles away from him.


He remembered the night he’d dropped the kids back off at Lydia’s and she’d explained how she’d been headhunted out of the blue for her dream job and he’d nodded along, pleased for her, all the time wondering what the catch was, the reason why her body language was taut and jumpy, her eyes looking everywhere but at him. And then out it came: the job was in Whistler, the ski resort in Canada, a year-long contract overseeing the seasonnaires, the temporary staff recruited each winter to work in the hotels.


She’d listed all the reasons why it was a good move, not just for her, but for the kids too. She’d said her living expenses would be covered, there were excellent schools for the kids and a family ski pass giving them access to world-class slopes for an entire season. She’d acknowledged that it was a lot to ask and a lot to take in, and that she’d turn it down if he was really opposed to it, but that she’d truly felt that Harley and Freya would love the experience. He’d listened earnestly, promised to think it over properly and asked if she’d let him sleep on it. Then he went home and cried like his heart would break.


He looked at them via the screen now. They both had his colouring: dark red hair and brown eyes. Freya had Lydia’s fine glossy waves, but Harley’s was thick and straight like all the Robinson men. Cole swallowed the lump in his throat ; seeing their faces was the highlight of his day, but not being able to hold his children was torture.


When they first left, he couldn’t imagine ever being able to sleep soundly again, knowing they were on the other side of the world, out of reach, out of touch and that if anything bad happened, it would take him a day to get to them. Two months on, he was learning to live with it, but he’d never fully relaxed since then.


‘Have you had anything special for breakfast ?’ he asked, loading his voice with enthusiasm.


Harley nodded. ‘Pancakes with maple syrup and bacon.’


‘I had jam on mine.’


Cole grabbed his stomach and groaned. ‘So jealous, you lucky things. I want some too.’


His kids laughed and he laughed along with them, his heart bursting with love.


Cole always put a positive spin on their separation, telling them how amazing it all sounded, how lucky they were to be living where they were. But on some days maintaining the façade was agony. Scheduled video calls were great, but he missed pretending to tackle Harley as an excuse to hug him, he missed driving him to football practice which was when Harley would confide in him about what was going on in his life. He missed Freya running into his arms so he could swoop her up, hold her tight and smell her strawberry shampoo, he missed playing teddy bears’ picnic with her and though he never thought he’d say it, he even missed being forced to watch Moana on Saturdays.


‘Can I open my presents now ?’ Harley held up the big airmail box of presents that Cole had sent weeks in advance to make sure they arrived on time.


‘Of course.’ Cole grinned as Freya had to sit on her hands to stop herself from ‘helping’ while Harley ripped into the box.


‘Harley,’ Freya wheedled, ‘please may I open one ?’


Her brother ruffled her hair and sighed. ‘I suppose so.’


‘There’s one with your name on, sweetheart,’ Cole told her. ‘The wrapping paper has rainbows on it. Happy unbirthday.’


Harley held it out to her, and she gasped with joy.


Five minutes later the box had been emptied and Harley’s bed was covered in discarded wrapping paper.


‘Thanks for the headphones and the trainers, Dad,’ said Harley, already fitting the buds in his ears. ‘And I’ll call Granddad and Auntie Hester later to thank them.’


‘Good lad.’ Cole was proud of his eldest ; he was a good kid, smart and sociable, and according to Lydia, he was thriving in the outdoor life of the Canadian ski resort. He had a sudden flashback to the day Harley was born. He’d held his firstborn in his arms and made him a promise : I’ll always be there for you, always. Yet somehow, his boy was growing up on the other side of the world. If ever Cole had needed a reminder that he’d failed at fatherhood, this was it.


Freya held up her new bear to the screen. ‘I’m calling her Daisy. Kiss her, Daddy.’


Cole blew a kiss to the screen. ‘Hi Daisy, pleased to meet you.’


The significance of the name wasn’t lost on him. Daisy was the name of the best friend Freya had left behind when Lydia relocated to Canada, taking his kids with her. Two months was a long time in a child’s life to be away from a good friend. Maybe this was Freya’s way of telling him that she did miss home after all.


‘Say goodbye to Dad now, kids,’ he heard Lydia say in the background, ‘the school bus will be here soon.’


Cole felt his stomach sink ; in a few seconds they’d be gone again. ‘Have a great birthday, Harley, send me some photos later so I can see what you get up to. Bye bye, Freya, have a good day. I love you both.’


After the children had said their goodbyes, Cole got off the sofa, fetched a can of Coke from the fridge and took a long cool drink before heading to the shower, to wash off the grime which came with the territory of building houses for a living.


They were great kids, he thought, stripping off and shoving his clothes in the laundry basket, Freya asking politely to open a present and Harley kindly saying yes. Even though he missed them like crazy, he had to admit that Lydia was doing a great job with them.


As the steam from the hot water engulfed him, he cast his mind back to the last time he’d seen them in the flesh, the day they’d left the country. Lydia had said they could get a taxi to Manchester Airport for their Vancouver flight, but Cole had wanted to eke out every last second with them, soaking them up, storing up their quirks and habits and mannerisms to tide him over until he saw them again. So he’d driven them there and helped Lydia check in their vast pile of luggage. As they’d made their way across the concourse towards the departures lounge, he and Lydia following closely behind the kids, he’d looked at the airline tags fastened to his children’s backpacks and had felt the knot of dread in his stomach grow bigger and bigger. He’d known for weeks that his kids would be leaving him that day, but part of him had been in denial. There was no getting away from it now though.


He’d willed himself to keep it together as he said goodbye to them. Freya had had to be peeled off him and even Harley had let his guard down for a moment and permitted his dad to kiss him. And then it was Lydia’s turn.


‘Thanks,’ Lydia had said, kissing his cheek lightly.


He shrugged. ‘No worries, I was glad to give you a lift.’


‘I mean for letting us go,’ she clarified. ‘For letting me take this job. For making it easy for me. Lots of ex-husbands would have kicked up a fuss. So thanks.’


‘Just promise me they’ll keep in touch,’ he said gruffly. ‘I’m going to miss them.’


‘I promise.’ Lydia scrabbled in her bag. ‘Here’s my work email. Just in case.’


She handed him a business card. His eyes fell on her name : Lydia Broom, Head of Recruitment, Premier Ski Resorts, Whistler. She’d reverted to her maiden name, he realised with a stab of sadness.


‘I thought it was time,’ she said, a slight flush to her cheeks. ‘A new job, new start.’


He tapped the card on his fingertips. ‘Just a year, right ?’


‘The contract is just for a year, yes. And then we’ll come home.’


He nodded, hoping that his kids had a great time but not so great that they never wanted to come back to England. ‘I’m proud of you,’ he’d said, kissing her cheek. ‘You deserve this.’


Lydia had worked in human resources for a hotel chain before having Harley. She’d gone back part-time afterwards, until Freya had come along. But juggling childcare and a demanding job alongside Cole’s long working hours had proved unsustainable and Lydia had put her own aspirations on hold. Since their divorce, she’d been looking to resume her career and he had, of course, supported her fully. What he couldn’t have predicted was that her job would take his kids so far away from him.


‘Thank you,’ she said, her eyes sparkling with tears. ‘You’re a good man.’


She’d put her arms around their children and they walked away from him and through to departures. He’d watched until they’d disappeared from view, and then with a heavy heart had set off back to the car park.


A good man, Lydia had said – but not good enough to be her husband anymore, Cole thought.


Ten minutes later, he’d pulled on a T-shirt and joggers and was rubbing his hair dry with a towel. There was a rhythmic thud coming from downstairs, which meant that his brother-in-law Paul was putting a client through their paces. Paul had been an accountant when he had first met Hester, Cole’s sister, but recently retrained as a personal trainer and motivational coach and now ran Smart Fitness Solutions from the double garage which he’d converted into a gym. The room above had been kitted out as a self-contained studio apartment at the same time. It was open plan with a double bed at one end, a sofa facing the TV in the middle and a kitchen sink plus a couple of cupboards and a fridge near the door. Cole had a kettle, microwave and coffee machine and for any serious cooking he went over to the main house.


The annexe was small for his bulky six-foot frame, but with the Wetherley building site, plus the high street renovation project he’d taken on, he didn’t usually spend much time here.


After Lydia and the children had gone to Canada, Hester and Paul had suggested he move in with them. Up until then he’d been renting a three-bedroomed house near Lydia so he could have the children over to stay, but the rent had been high and he was paying for rooms he no longer needed. Living with his sister and brother-in-law was the perfect compromise : affordable living accommodation at a time when all his capital was tied up, and company when he needed it.


It was only a temporary arrangement ; by the time the kids came back to the UK he planned to be settled in a decent house. So far it was working out well. He looked out of the window down at the drive ; his sister’s little two-seater Mercedes had appeared, indicating she was back from work. He thought about going over for a chat, to tell her that Harley had liked his present but then remembered all the work he’d brought home with him. For the next couple of hours, he decided, he’d catch up with some paperwork.


Cole pressed send on his final email and glanced at the time : five o’clock. The last hour or so had flown by. Admin was a necessary evil ; he much preferred working on-site, being hands-on, but this build was the biggest he’d ever taken on and the only way to keep the project on schedule was to ensure Josh, as site foreman, had the manpower and the materials he needed when he needed them. He stretched his arms over his head to unlock the tightness in his shoulders and looked out of the front window. The light had faded from the day and the sky had turned dusky grey. His stomach rumbled but it was too early to start cooking dinner ; Paul didn’t usually finish with his last client until eight and the three of them had fallen into a habit of eating together. Since living on his own he’d discovered that he quite liked cooking, which was just as well, because despite having a kitchen that resembled the flight desk of a spaceship, Hester didn’t enjoy cooking and Paul would happily exist on protein smoothies. To keep the hunger pangs at bay, he checked the cupboards for snacks and found some crisps and the end of a loaf.


The two things together made him think of Freya and crisp sandwiches ; that was what she liked to ‘cook’ when she was at his house. The thought made him want to ring her up and ask her whether she’d managed to find her favourite prawn cocktail flavour in Canada, but she’d be at school now.


He’d just shoved some crisps in his mouth when he heard the sound of footsteps running up the stairs. There was a light tap on the door before Hester let herself in.


In jeans and a shirt tied at the midriff she looked much younger than her thirty-two years. She still had freckles across her cheeks, a tiny gap between her two front teeth and the haphazard strawberry blonde hair, now piled up messily on her head, that she’d had as a little girl. In those days his little sister had been the bane of his life, gatecrashing his room when he had friends over and following him everywhere like his shadow. Now he couldn’t imagine life without her.
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