



[image: Cover Image]





Praise for Jenny Colgan


‘This funny, sweet story is Jenny Colgan at her absolute best’


Heat


‘She is very, very funny’


Express


‘A delicious comedy’


Red


‘Fast-paced, funny, poignant and well observed’


Daily Mail


‘Sweeter than a bag of jelly beans … had us eating up every page’


Cosmopolitan


‘A smart, funny story laced with irresistible charm’


Closer


‘Chick-lit with an ethical kick’


Mirror


‘A quirky tale of love, work and the meaning of life’


Company


‘A smart, witty love story’


Observer


‘Full of laugh-out-loud observations … utterly unputdownable’


Woman


‘A fabulously sweet concoction of warmth, wit and lip-smacking childhood treats’


Candis


A chick-lit writer with a difference … never scared to try something different, Colgan always pulls it off’


Image


‘A Colgan novel is like listening to your best pal, souped up on vino, spilling the latest gossip – entertaining, dramatic and frequently hilarious’


Daily Record


‘An entertaining read’


Sunday Express


‘Part-chick lit, part-food porn … this is full on fun for foodies’


Bella




Also by Jenny Colgan


Amanda’s Wedding


Talking to Addison


Looking for Andrew McCarthy


Working Wonders


Do You Remember the First Time?


Where Have All the Boys Gone?


West End Girls


Operation Sunshine


Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend


The Good, the Bad and the Dumped


Meet Me at the Cupcake Café


Christmas at the Cupcake Café


Welcome to Rosie Hopkins’ Sweetshop of Dreams


Christmas at Rosie Hopkins’ Sweetshop


The Loveliest Chocolate Shop in Paris


Little Beach Street Bakery




Copyright


Published by Sphere


ISBN: 978-0-7515-5396-3


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Jenny Colgan 2014


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Sphere


Little, Brown Book Group


100 Victoria Embankment


London, EC4Y 0DY


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




Dedicated to the memory of Ali Gunn,
1968–2014




[image: images]


Introduction


Okay, so normally I think, oh, introductions, these things are FULL of spoilers, and generally skip them.


But whether you are a complete newbie to the world of Rosie Hopkins, or read the last one a year ago, I would say, honestly, read this bit. I won’t spoil a thing, and it might well be really useful.


Now, I love a series of books as much as the next person. I grew up slavishly devoted to Malory Towers, the Chalet School, the Dark is Rising and the Chronicles of Narnia, and as an adult I am equally enamoured of Shopaholic, Game of Thrones, Rebus and so on.


BUT. There is a problem writing books in a series. First of all, can people come straight in without having read the earlier ones? (For example, you’re always going to have a good time with In the Fifth at Malory Towers, whereas I’d really really recommend you start with the very first of the Gormenghast trilogy, and even after that concentrate quite hard.)


And secondly, how do you quickly catch up when you have read the others? (Actually, Jen, believe it or not we do actually have other things to do in our lives apart from memorise the names and whereabouts of every single character in your novels. Seriously? You do? ☺)


So, aha! Here is something I really hope will help: my as-yet-unpatented Colgan OmniSequeliser. Glance down the bold headings, and all your questions will be, hopefully, anticipated and answered, whether you’re a total newbie or you’ve read one or both of the previous novels (if you’re reading all three over a big weekend splurge, I grant you permission to skip this bit).


SO. There is a summary of important bits, a full character list, a family tree, a map, and everything else I can think of so that I don’t spoil your enjoyment of the book by having a character walk by and casually dump tons of exposition on you like a dog having a spew. You know the kind of thing I mean: ‘Hi, Stephen, how are you?’ ‘Well I’m fine, thanks, after my terrible flashbacks to my landmine accident in Africa, triggered by that lorry crash at the school that gravely injured nine-year-old Edison, who’s also making a good recovery, thank you so much. How are you?’ I’m going to try very hard not to do that.


Then I am off to market the Colgan OmniSequeliser to Dragons’ Den. Except that my favourite was sexy stern American Doug with the glasses, and he doesn’t do it any more. I don’t like Duncan, he’s creepy.


Okay, time to put on my deep, dooming voice: PREVIOUSLY, in the world of ROSIE HOPKINS …


Who are Rosie and Stephen?


Rosie Hopkins was an auxiliary nurse working in London and living with her boyfriend Gerard when she had to move to a tiny village in Derbyshire to look after her ageing great-aunt Lilian.


She was dreading it to begin with and thought she’d stay for five minutes, but she fell in love with the little town – and with Stephen, the son of the local posh family. He was shut up in the desolate Peak House, nursing a wound he’d received when he’d been working as a teacher in Africa for Médecins Sans Frontières (his father had wanted him to join the army, but he wouldn’t). He’d been blown up by a landmine that killed the two small boys he was with. The guilt had haunted him ever since. Meeting Rosie helped to lift him out of this, but it is still, sometimes, a struggle.


His mother, Lady Lipton, has never quite forgiven him for following his vocation into teaching. His father died whilst Stephen was in hospital overseas; she knows she shouldn’t blame Stephen for this, but she does, a little.


Rosie, on the other hand, has flourished in Lipton. She has revitalised the sweetshop and turned it into a magnet for town gossip and treats, and met many good and true friends in the little community (she has also made one or two enemies, including Roy Blaine, the evil town dentist). She still cannot get used to country ways, but she loves Stephen and Lilian so much, she reckons this probably won’t matter.


Rosie and Stephen got engaged at Christmas – yay!


What’s Lilian’s story?


Lilian was born in the little cottage in Lipton that Rosie now lives in, and spent all her life there until very recently, when she moved to a really nice and very expensive old people’s home.


When she was a teenager in the war, she fell madly in love with a local boy, Henry Carr. Their short but serious romance was blighted when they found out he’d accidentally got another girl – Ida Delia, Lilian’s erstwhile best friend – pregnant before he and Lilian got together. Being Henry, he did the right thing and married Ida Delia, a marriage that was not happy, before he was lost in the war. Lilian mourned him all her life. That marriage produced a daughter, Dorothy Isitt, who still lives in the village.


Amazingly, last year, Henry was found: he had suffered head injuries and amnesia, and had started a new life on the other side of the dales. He and Lilian were reunited at the very end of his life, which Lilian mostly thinks is better than nothing.


Who lives where?


Lady Lipton lives in the huge crumbling Lipton Hall, which costs a fortune and is falling down. Stephen used to live in a tied house, Peak House, which belongs to his mother’s estate and is a formidable and draughty place on top of the downs. Now, however, he has moved in with Rosie. Rosie lives in Lilian’s tiny but cosy cottage, right next door to the sweetshop, and Lilian has moved to the old folk’s home.


Who else is in their families?


Well I’m glad you asked. There’s Angie, Rosie’s warmhearted, flirty mother, who brought Rosie and her brother Pip up single-handedly. She now lives with Pip and his wife Desleigh and their three children, Shane, Kelly and Meridian, in sunny Australia, and wishes Rosie lived there too.


Stephen’s mother is Lady Lipton, feared doyenne of the town, who lives alone at Lipton Hall. She is snobby, difficult and looks down on Rosie. She does love Stephen really, but their relationship can be fractious. Stephen also has an elder sister called Pamela, who lives in America.


And who are their friends?


Rosie’s best friend in Lipton – and occasional colleague – is Moray, the handsome GP, who is still keeping his boyfriend under wraps, fearing village gossip more than is actually necessary. Moray and Stephen fell out when Moray didn’t want to go to Africa to work with him. They are (occasionally grudging) friends again because they both care about Rosie. Rosie sometimes uses her nursing experience to help Moray out in a crisis.


Tina works in the sweetshop with Rosie, and is engaged to the lovely local farmhand, Jake. They are getting married this year too, and Tina is wildly overexcited about it. She has twins, Kent and Emily, from a previous relationship. Then there is Edison, a very literal nine-year-old who lives with his New Age parents and baby sister Marie in a cottage in the woods. Last year he was involved in a terrible accident, but he is healing well.


How much time has passed?


Rosie moved to Lipton two years ago, and this book opens after Christmas, when Stephen proposed to her. She has been pretty much on cloud nine ever since.


So, now you are ready for The Christmas Surprise! But if there is anything you feel I haven’t covered, tweet me right now on @jennycolgan and I’ll endeavour to get back to you at full speed.


My very very warmest wishes to you and yours over this festive season.


Jenny xxx
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The Hopkins Family
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1 To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven:


2 a time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is planted;


3 a time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up;


4 a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance;


5 a time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together; a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing;


6 a time to get, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to cast away;


7 a time to rend, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time to speak;


8 a time to love, and a time to hate; a time of war, and a time of peace.


Ecclesiastes 1-8, King James


I will honour Christmas in my heart, and try to keep it all the year.


Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol
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Chapter One


Christmas was over. The baubles had been carefully wrapped, the tinsel packed up, the great tree that stood in the middle of the little village of Lipton, nestled amongst the rolling Derbyshire hills, taken down, its hundreds of white lights coiled away and stored in the old timbered attic of the Red Lion pub.


The snow was still there; a cold Christmas had given way to an even colder January. At the Rosebury home where eighty-seven-year-old Lilian Hopkins lived, the snow made all outdoor walks and activities moot. Most of the residents played chess, knitted furiously, arthritis allowing, or watched television. Since the death of her erstwhile boyfriend Henry Carr on Christmas Eve, Lilian mostly looked out of the window, a small smile occasionally passing across her face. Henry had been the love of her life, her childhood sweetheart from the war years, who had comforted her when her brother Neddie had been killed at the Front; who had held her hand and made plans for the future after he was called up, who had kissed her fiercely down behind the churchyard where the wild roses grew. He had been her first and only love; her old, neat face and tidy bobbed hair never betrayed the depth of feeling that had once burned there.


Meeting Henry again had been bittersweet: astonishing, wonderful and a strong reminder of time passed that could not be found again. But she had held his hand and been with him to the very end, and that was more, she knew, than many could say of the love of their life.


Further down in the village, the little mullioned windows of the sweetshop were cheerily lit up against the dark and cold, the boiled sweets in the window display glinting and glowing, the bell above the shop tinging every time someone else gave up on their New Year’s resolution and slipped inside for some warming peppermint creams, or marshmallows to float in hot chocolate.


And in the tiny back room of the little sweetshop, in the little sink installed there for washing hands and making tea, Rosie Hopkins was being violently sick.
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It had been, at least for Rosie and her boyfriend Stephen, the most wonderful Christmas ever. Stephen had proposed on Christmas Day. There had been tearful goodbyes to Rosie’s family, who were visiting from Australia, all promising to be back for the wedding, or at the very least insisting that their honeymoon should take place in Oz, which had made Rosie smile. It was hard to imagine Stephen lying on a beach taking it easy with a beer. Stephen was more of a striding about the moors with a stick type person, Mr Dog lolloping ridiculously by his side (he was a tiny mongrel who always seemed to make people laugh. Rosie and Stephen were both very sensitive about people making fun of him).


They had gone back to work, Rosie to the sweetshop of course, which rang with the cheerful noise of children with Christmas money to spend, and Stephen back to teaching at the local primary school, which had two classes in its nicely restored building.


The year was bright and crisp in their hands, freshly minted, and they were too, everyone so excited by their news and enquiring into their plans for the wedding and the future.


Tina, Rosie’s colleague at the shop, who was also engaged, was delighted at their news. Rosie apologised for upstaging her, and Tina said, don’t be ridiculous, they were going for a hotel wedding, whereas presumably Rosie would be after the full massive affair in the big house, Stephen being gentry and everything, and Rosie had shivered slightly and thought that Stephen would hate that. His mother was something of a snob and very concerned about lineage, and she would want to invite everyone in the surrounding counties who was in Debrett’s. Rosie found the whole thing madly intimidating, being particularly concerned that they’d make her wear family jewels that she would lose or break or something. The idea of that many people looking at her filled her with nerves anyway. She and Tina were very different.


Stephen hadn’t really mentioned the wedding itself, beyond referring to her as ‘the wife’ – not that she had ever thought he was the type of guy who would have a lot of input into invitation design and all that – and she occasionally fantasised about them just slipping off somewhere really quiet and doing it, just the two of them, at Gretna Green or a little room somewhere.


Then she thought of her mother’s face – and, worse, her great-aunt Lilian’s – if they tried to slope off somewhere, and how her nieces would react to her retraction of the fiercely extracted promise that they could be bridesmaids (although Meridian, who was three and something of a tomboy, had made her agree that she could be a boy bridesmaid, and Rosie had decided to attempt something along the lines of kilts). Well, they would have to put on some sort of a do. But for now she was revelling in the very sense of it, of being newly affianced, of waking up every day next to the man she loved so much and still couldn’t quite believe was hers. Let the snow fall, she thought. Everything in its own time.


That, of course, was before she started throwing up in the sink.


Tina, on the other hand, was having so much fun selecting stationery, choosing flowers and colour schemes and favours, and censoring speeches. Her wedding would be held at the Hyacinth, the local fancy golf hotel that served overpriced non-ironic prawn cocktail and usually had groups of loud red-faced men propping up the corner of the bar and complaining about foreigners. She was having a sit-down dinner for a hundred in the main banqueting hall, with a black and white theme for the guests, a choreographed first dance (Rosie couldn’t imagine what her charming but straightforward fiancé Jake would think of that) and just about every girl in the village as a bridesmaid.


But Rosie did love twirling the beautiful ring around her finger (they’d had it resized to fit; it was extremely old and belonged to the slenderer fingers of an earlier age, or, Rosie imagined Stephen’s mother thought, a more refined breeding) and caressing the dull patina on the gold, which could not dim the deep shine of the four stones, so fashionable in their day, that went with the colour of her eyes. It was by far and away the most valuable thing she had ever owned, and she was terrified of losing it. Stephen laughed when he saw her constantly fiddling with it.


‘It’s like you’ve never had any jewellery,’ he said, and Rosie had looked at him and blinked and said, well, no, she hadn’t, nurses weren’t really allowed to wear it, and he’d pulled her close and said he wanted to buy her all the jewellery in the world, and she reminded him that they didn’t have any money and he’d laughed and said, oh no, they didn’t, would fish and chips do for now, and she’d said, yes that would be fine.


So even despite the odd spewing moment, it took Rosie a couple of months to notice that she was feeling a little peculiar most of the time. She assumed it was just excitement at the way their lives were going, and even then she was busy in the shop and assumed it was nothing, and she couldn’t possibly go to Malik’s shop – the local Spar, which sold everything – and buy a pregnancy test because it would be round the village at the speed of light and everyone already had more than enough interest in their lives together, thank you very much, so she’d have to wait to drive into Carningford, the nearest large town, AND she hadn’t mentioned it to Stephen in case he got unnecessarily worked up (proposing to her was, she sensed, probably enough of a gigantic upheaval in his life for one year).
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It was late February when she snuck away one Monday morning, telling Tina she was going to check out some new Parma violets, and drove to Carningford at top speed. Then when she left the chemist’s, with shaking hands, she realised that she couldn’t wait after all and had to go to the horrible toilets in the shopping centre that were full of teenage girls shouting. She wondered how many people before her had done exactly the same thing, how many people had had their lives changed in this exact space simply because it was close to the chemist, and she looked at it and didn’t understand what it meant, and read the instructions again and still didn’t understand, and then finally accepted that there were two lines, clear as day, one straight, one a little wobbly; one was her and one was Stephen, and together they meant …


‘Oh my God,’ Rosie said, dropping down onto the loo seat. ‘Oh my God.’


In the next booth over, a couple of teenage girls were talking loudly in a strange accent that was half local, half an attempt at a kind of London slang.


‘So I says to him, awriight …’


Rosie fumbled for her phone and thought she was going to drop it straight down the loo. She wanted to wash her hands, but oh, she was here now, and what was she going to do anyway, she couldn’t call outside.


‘So I says to her, you backs off RAGHT NOW, innit …’


Stephen didn’t keep his phone on in class; she’d have to call the office. She tried to keep her voice steady when Carmel, the school secretary, answered, although it was considered very odd to call a teacher in the middle of the day.


‘You want Stephen? Is everything all right?’


Rosie thought again how, even though she didn’t miss London very often, she had rather enjoyed its anonymity.


‘Fine!’ she trilled. ‘All fine! Great, in fact! Just a little thing …’


‘Because you know it’s choir and he’s a bit busy …’


‘I’ll be two seconds,’ lied Rosie.


‘I’sa gonna duff you up,’ said the voice loudly from the next cubicle.


There was a silence.


‘I’ll just get him,’ said Carmel.


Rosie rolled her eyes, her heart hammering in her chest.


‘What’s up?’ said Stephen, when he finally got to the phone. ‘Carmel says you’re being duffed up!’


‘She NEVAH,’ came the voice.


‘Uh, no,’ said Rosie. A mucky toilet in a horrible going-downhill shopping centre with two screeching fifteen-year-olds – a reminder of what awaited them one day – wasn’t exactly how she’d dreamt of this moment.


‘Um, it’s something else.’


‘Good.’


‘So AH says, YOU UP THE DUFF?’


‘Who are you with?’ said Stephen.


Rosie closed her eyes.


‘Nobody. But listen …’


‘An’ SHE says, SO WHAT IF I AM, an I’m like, SLAG …’


‘I’m up the duff,’ said Rosie.


‘Wha’?’ said the girls next door.


‘Mr Lakeman, I need go toilet, please,’ came a small voice from Stephen’s end.


‘What?’ said Stephen, who thought that saying ‘pardon’ was common.


‘Um. Uh.’ Rosie realised she was about to burst into tears.


‘Um, yes,’ said Stephen desperately.


‘Yes?’


‘No, I’m talking to Clover Lumb. I mean, yes?’


‘UH,’ said Rosie. Her hand was shaking as she held up the little stick. ‘Yes. I mean. I think so. No. Definitely. Yes. YES.’


There was a long pause.


‘Oh my goodness,’ said Stephen. ‘Miss Hopkins, you do not mess about.’


Rosie choked, half laughing, half crying.


‘Plus, I was rather under the impression that I’d already sealed the deal.’


‘That’s right, I did it all by myself.’


Stephen let out a short. barking laugh.


‘Oh Lord, I guess it was always going to happen sooner or later.’


‘I did tell you we should get central heating.’


‘This really is quite a lot sooner, though, isn’t it?’


For a moment Rosie forgot all about the horrible toilet, the fact that it was freezing, the obviously earwigging girls next door, the whole new world that had suddenly flung itself open in her face. Despite everything to come, it was, as it so often was, just her and Stephen, in their little bubble, just the two of them, while the rest of the world faded away to white noise.


‘BAD sooner?’


She could hear the warm smile in his voice, and everything around her suddenly became warmer too.


‘Lord, yes. Awful. You can tell my bloody mother.’


‘Well you can tell Lilian.’


They both thought for a second about Rosie’s beloved great-aunt.


‘No, we can tell her together,’ said Stephen eventually. ‘Anyway, order a lemonade in the Red Lion and it’ll be common knowledge all over town in about fifteen seconds.’
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The two girls were pretending to do their make-up at the counter when Rosie emerged from the cubicle, purple in the face. They looked at her shyly.


‘Uh, congratulations,’ said the first one, who had been the loudest. Her normal voice was back. Rosie couldn’t help smiling.


‘You guys are the only people who know,’ she said. ‘Whoa, that’s the weirdest thing.’


She breezed home again, hugging the secret close to her all day, letting it keep her warm in the cold. Stephen called again at lunchtime, reporting that he had done absolutely nothing useful with fractions but in the end had just got the children to practise their number bonds.


‘Are you all right?’ he said. ‘How far gone are you? Do you need to sit down? Are you feeling sick?’


‘No,’ Rosie said, having vanished into the tiny back room of the sweetshop. It was little more than a sink and a kettle, and she never shut the door, but today she did. If Tina thought there was anything odd about that, she didn’t mention it. ‘I feel completely fine. Except, you know … OH MY GOD! OH MY GOD!’


At the other end of the phone, Stephen nodded.


‘Also,’ he said cheerfully, ‘your knockers are probably going to get huge.’


Actually, they were feeling a bit swollen, Rosie realised. She’d put it down to post-Christmas overindulgence, which, she realised, probably also explained a couple of nights when they weren’t as careful as they might have been.


‘Seriously, is that all you’re thinking about?’


‘That is the only thing I can think about that isn’t absolutely terrifying.’


‘Well you didn’t want Mr Dog … Oh my God, how are we going to break it to Mr Dog?’


‘I think your dog …’ Stephen hated the name Mr Dog and thought he should be called something sensible, like Archie or Rex, ‘could do with being reminded once in a while that he’s just an animal. I don’t think it will be bad for him at all.’


‘Hmm,’ said Rosie. ‘Oh Lord. The timing is awful. Goodness, this is all going to be awful.’


There was a pause. Stephen wanted to pull her into his arms and bury his face in her hair. He resisted the urge to run straight out of school and up the road.


‘Oh darling, do you really think that?’ he said instead.


‘No,’ said Rosie. ‘I’m just panicking.’


‘Well it isn’t going to be awful. It’s going to be ours, and it will be wonderful, and full of love. And dental cavities.’


‘Ha,’ said Rosie. Then, quietly, ‘I love you.’


‘I love you too,’ said Stephen. ‘Right, I have to go, there’s some kind of spilled milk catastrophe. Little buggers …’ he paused, ‘with whom I am soon going to have masses of tolerance and patience.’


Rosie smiled and put the phone down, then burst into tears. Come to think about it, she had been very emotional recently, but everyone had put that down to the engagement.


Okay. They would talk about it tonight, but the most important thing was not to tell people. When was it, twelve weeks you could mention it? Right. Well, she couldn’t be more than five or six, not really. She’d have to get online and check it out. But that meant they had lots of time to get used to it and calm down and start to prepare themselves and … Oh, to have Stephen’s baby! If it were a boy, would it be tall and handsome? And a bit moody? And if it was a girl, would his heart turn over? Would he collapse with joy and be madly in love with her and spoil her to bits?


Tina knocked on the door to come and wash up teacups and Rosie tried to pull herself together. Right. She was going to be calm, collected, professional. No one would suspect a thing, not until they’d got everything sorted out. It would be cool.


‘Hey,’ said Tina pleasantly. ‘You okay?’


‘I’M HAVING A BABY!!!!!!!!!!!!!!’
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In the end, Tina decided to shut up shop for twenty minutes, given that the post-lunch crowd had dropped and it wouldn’t really kick off again till the school came out, when it went crazy. She put up the ancient ‘Back in Ten Minutes’ sign, which reminded Rosie that it was a Wednesday and Lilian still grumbled that they didn’t have half-day closing. She refused to visit the shop on Wednesday afternoons, even when Rosie pointed out that if they didn’t open six full days, they’d all starve.


The cottage was right next door to the shop. The rooms were small and the ceilings were low, but it was cosy, cluttered with Lilian’s old floral coverings and her horse brasses polished to a high shine. On the wooden mantelpiece were the silver-framed photographs of Lilian as the beautiful young woman she’d been, and a picture of her young man, Henry Carr, whom she had loved as a teenager and believed killed in the war until he had re-entered their lives the year before. Having been blown up and suffered brain damage, he had built another life for himself until fate had thrown him in the way of the sweetshop. His family in Harrogate had very kindly made up a box of snapshots for Lilian, who treasured it above all other things. A particularly handsome shot of him laughing at someone off camera in his khaki uniform, marked ‘Africa 1942’, had pride of place.


Downstairs there was Lilian’s bedroom, which she still used when she stayed over from the nursing home; a tiny doll’s-house kitchen with exquisite china hanging from hooks; and a bathroom. Upstairs, in a loft conversion that could only be reached by pulling down a set of steps from the ceiling, was the beautiful, austere white-painted bedroom Rosie and Stephen shared, with its views both ways: to the rolling hills on the north side of Lipton; and across Lilian’s lovingly tended kitchen garden, and the bower gate at the end with its rose trellis, to the fields beyond.


Rosie loved this tiny house – they both did, otherwise they would have lived in Stephen’s chilly Georgian stone house at the top of the hills, a place Rosie always associated with freezing winds and the lonely state she had found Stephen in the first time she’d ever met him. Plus, it wasn’t technically theirs: it belonged to the estate, which belonged to Stephen’s mother, and neither of them liked the idea of living under her thumb like that.


But the cottage, she thought, wasn’t very practical now. Goodness knows how Lilian – however comfortably ensconced at her very nice old people’s home – would react to her bedroom being turned into a nursery, and as for when the little one started crawling up the stairs … Rosie blinked as Tina brought her a cup of tea.


‘It’s rosehip,’ said Tina. ‘I guess you’re off the caffeine now.’


‘Oh yes,’ said Rosie. ‘Oh my God, I hadn’t even got round to all that stuff. No shellfish … no more visiting the great sushi bars of Lipton.’


This went straight over Tina’s head; she had been born and raised in the village and had relatively little interest in what went on elsewhere.


‘No booze … hmm.’ Rosie thought with some guilt about the fizz they’d consumed at New Year. ‘I have had a bit, though.’


‘Don’t be daft,’ said Tina. ‘So has about a hundred per cent of everyone. Half the babies on earth wouldn’t have been conceived if their parents hadn’t got off their box.’


‘Yes, I suppose,’ said Rosie. ‘Cor.’


Tina shook her head.


‘It’s lovely news, but I’m so sorry.’


‘Why?’


Tina’s head took on a pitying tilt.


‘Well, you know … you’ll have to postpone the wedding.’


Rosie blinked twice.


‘That hadn’t even occurred to me,’ she said, thinking about all the fretting she’d been doing about the seating plan, getting her relatives over, coping with Stephen’s horrid posh friends, dealing with her new mother-in-law. ‘Yay!’ she added.


She texted this news to Stephen. WOO HOO! came a text back about thirty seconds later. She giggled.


‘I think he’s happier putting off the marriage than he is about the baby,’ she said to Tina, who looked totally scandalised. ‘And it will give me loads of time to dedicate to yours,’ she went on quickly. ‘I can help you out more.’


Tina brightened immediately. ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘And everyone will think mine was the best.’


‘Yours was always going to be the best,’ said Rosie. ‘Crumbs, believe me, I’d got about as far as bridesmaids in kilts.’
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They reopened for the post-school rush, Rosie slightly calmed down by Tina’s good sense about babies – and she should know, she’d had twins at twenty-five, had had to raise them on her own, and they were turning out fantastic.


‘Of course, the actual having of them isn’t that nice,’ said Tina, but Rosie made a dismissive gesture. That was at least eight months away. Plenty of time to worry about it later.


The sweetshop filled up with little faces beaming cheerfully as they made their choice from the vast array on the shelves that covered the walls of the shop, with its mullioned windows, its large glass jars, its golden bell, and the old adverts on the walls for Cadbury’s and Fry’s.


Today Ethan wanted flying saucers, and as he was the toughest kid in the school, everyone else immediately started to clamour for those too. The girls, including Tina’s daughter Emily, were going through a candy necklace phase, which made Tina grimace, as it left red and orange saliva marks on absolutely everything, plus there was an odd thing going on amongst the elder girls where they would all buy one and then compete to be the last to eat it. Rosie made a mental note to stop stocking them; it wasn’t good for them. Maud the doctor’s receptionist popped in for chocolates, and when Rosie looked enquiringly at her – normally she bought them at the weekend so she could watch her reality voting shows with a box by her side – she made a face and said, ‘Don’t look at me like that. It’s February and still full of snow. I’m sick of it. Chocolate will help. I’m hibernating until the sun comes out again. It’s like Narnia: always winter and never Christmas.’


Oddly, Rosie had got so used to the weather that she had barely noticed that snow had been falling for three months. She didn’t really expect it to finish before April anyway.


‘Oh Maud,’ she said.


‘It’s all right for you,’ said Maud. ‘All exciting, newly engaged, second winter in the countryside. Try your forty-eighth. All I want is to be on a yacht in the Caribbean. Is that seriously too much to ask?’


‘You could try asking Hye.’


There was a pause, then they both laughed uproariously at the idea of getting the greedy, selfish head of the practice to do anything as generous as that, even though the rural GPs all made a good living.


‘Thanks, Rosie,’ said Maud. ‘You’ve cheered me up already. I might even try and keep these till the weekend.’ She looked at them sadly. ‘Probably not, though.’
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The freezing February air blew into the cosy shop as Maud left, and Rosie found herself counting up … September, maybe? She’d need to do the sums. But a lovely autumn baby, the leaves red and gold on the trees, the harvest sun beautiful, huge and heavy in the sky … She was lost in a reverie when she saw the small, thin figure standing in front of her, eyes blinking behind his glasses.


‘Ahem,’ said Edison. He was one of her steadiest customers, an extremely literal child with a hippy mother, Hester, who made him wear hand-stitched items and thus ensured his unpopularity at school. Hester’s New Age beliefs and dislike of refined sugar didn’t stop her from constantly asking Rosie to babysit. Rosie had also helped deliver Hester’s new baby, Marie, at Christmas.


Edison was walking by himself again, after spending time in a wheelchair following a dreadful accident before Christmas. Stephen had saved his life, but he had still been injured. All the attention during his recovery – particularly now, when he was walking, carefully, with a large and ornate stick – had done wonders for his confidence.


‘Hello, sir,’ said Rosie. ‘Have they stopped spoiling you to bits at school yet?’


Edison frowned. He wasn’t very good at being teased.


‘I don’t think I am tebbly spoiled,’ he said, pushing up his glasses. ‘I am most likely not to have tantrums mostly.’


Rosie couldn’t imagine Edison crying about anything.


‘I was only teasing,’ she said. ‘Are they being nice to you?’


Edison frowned.


‘They mostly say, “Edison, you can play football with us.” But I don’t play football now. And I didn’t play football before. Hester says ball games are just male greshun.’


‘Does she?’ said Rosie blandly. Her thoughts on Edison’s mother’s contemporary parenting style were always best kept to herself. ‘Well, maybe when you get rid of the stick you can play.’


Edison looked terrified.


‘But what if the ball hits me, Rosie, and breaks my glasses?’


‘You could just say “Ha ha, I don’t mind” and play on.’


‘But if I was hurt and there was blood?’


‘It’s only a ball, Edison.’


‘I’m scared of balls,’ said Edison gloomily. ‘Can I have some Edinburgh rock?’


Rosie pulled down the jar.


‘Are you sure,’ she asked, as she always did, ‘you don’t want to try something else?’


Edison looked confused.


‘But I know I like Edinburgh rock.’


‘Yes, but you might like something else even more.’


‘But that would be A RISK.’


Rosie smiled and shook him out his little bag.


‘Here you are. How’s Marie?’


His baby sister had been born on Christmas morning. Edison could not be talked out of calling her Marie, after Marie Curie, and now Rosie rather liked it. With a thrill of half panic, half excitement, she realised that Marie and her baby were going to be close in age.


‘Noisy,’ said Edison shortly. ‘And I wanted to play Lego with her, and everyone said, “OH EDISON, NO.”’ His face looked pinched and sad. ‘You know she can hold things! I thought she could hold my Lego Chima!’


Rosie smiled.


‘But what does she do with the things?’


Edison thought about it.


‘She puts them in her mouth.’


‘There you are,’ said Rosie. ‘You can see that might be a problem.’


‘But Lego isn’t nice in your mouth.’


‘Well you know that,’ said Rosie. ‘She doesn’t, she’s only a baby, she doesn’t know anything. That’s why she needs a big brother to show her that Lego is bad.’


‘Oh,’ said Edison. ‘I could teach her all of that stuff.’


He wandered thoughtfully out of the shop as Rosie moved over to serve some of the more indecisive children. She yelled after him, ‘But don’t give her any Edinburgh rock!’


Edison rolled his eyes at her. He was definitely growing up, she thought.
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After they’d shut up shop, Rosie couldn’t settle till Stephen came home. Often he was in before her, with huge stacks of marking, but he had some gruesome Ofsted meeting tonight he couldn’t miss. She made a chicken pie, but couldn’t concentrate and put weird ingredients in it. Mr Dog hopped around and she didn’t tell him to stop jumping up. She lit the fire, but her hands were shaking. She spent a lot of time examining herself in the mirror in the bathroom. How could she not have noticed the swelling in her breasts, the new blue veins that had appeared under her pale skin? Her stomach was the same as ever – i.e. not quite as flat as she would like it to be – but her thick dark curly hair seemed to have extra bounce in it for some reason, and wasn’t growing as quickly as it usually did, and she realised that that was because her body was diverting all its resources to nourishing the life within her.


She was still in the bathroom, slightly stunned, when Stephen turned up, with his heavy, slightly uneven tread – a result of being blown up by a landmine in Africa while working for Médecins Sans Frontières – and his emphatic greeting for Mr Dog.


‘Does having a baby make you burn food?’ he called. ‘I had no idea. Where ARE you?’


‘I’m in here,’ she managed weakly. Stephen banged open the bathroom door.


‘Have you spent all day in dodgy bathrooms?’


As soon as they saw each other, though, all banter and bravado was gone, and they simply stared at one another.


‘Crumbs,’ said Stephen, looking at her in the mirror, a hint of wickedness about his normally serious steely blue eyes.


‘Innit,’ said Rosie, looking back at him.


‘You know, we couldn’t even name a dog,’ said Stephen.


‘Lord, I hadn’t even thought of that.’


And laughing with their secret, the special thing of their very own, in the little cosy cottage under the big frosted sky, they fell into one another’s arms.
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Chapter Two


Lilian Hopkins was sitting smugly in the day room, with a petition. The petition was to stop the football being shown on the TV downstairs. The four men in the old people’s home were displeased.


Her frenemy, Ida Delia, who had been married to Lilian’s first love before he had been presumed lost in the war, stood behind her, for once on the same side. Both women had made an enormous point of being in mourning for Henry Carr, wearing black every day. Rosie teased Lilian and said it was turning her into a Spanish condesa, which troubled Lilian not at all. Continuing with her conversion to Catholicism, she had added a mantilla, which Rosie was quite shocked at. But she had to admit it was rather dashing, with Lilian’s slash of red lipstick and pale face.


‘Also, I might take up smoking,’ Lilian said, at which Rosie really got annoyed. ‘I’m just trying to hasten being back with my Henry again, and I’ve heard it’s nice.’


‘It’s not nice, it’s foul,’ said Rosie.


‘Well, all right, perhaps just some heroin.’


‘If all the sugar you exist on hasn’t killed you’ – Rosie obviously approved wholeheartedly of sweets as a treat, but Lilian’s commitment to them as a full-time diet caused some tension between them – ‘then I can’t imagine a bit of heroin is going to do it.’


‘Excellent,’ said Lilian. ‘Get me some heroin. Ask Moray.’


‘Moray doesn’t know how to get heroin.’


Lilian looked at her over the tops of her glasses, as if disappointed at Rosie’s naivety.


‘He’s a doctor!’ she said. ‘When I was a girl, all you could get was morphine. When Ebidiah Lumb got his arm chopped off in the thresher …’


Rosie looked at her.


‘Yes, well things are very different now.’


‘I doubt that,’ said Lilian. ‘That old miser Hye never throws anything away.’


Rosie thought of the dispensary at the surgery, which she’d had cause to visit once or twice, and figured there was probably something in that.


‘Well anyway. I’m still not getting you any heroin.’


‘After all I’ve done for you,’ said Lilian.


‘Lilian, I have something to tell you …’
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They had hugged their secret to themselves for weeks like fairy treasure, bedazzled by what they had created with their love. However many people had done so before them (about nineteen billion, Stephen reckoned), it could not diminish their private joy by an iota. The outside world, on the other hand …


‘Do you think Lilian will guess?’ Rosie had asked.


‘Yup,’ said Stephen. ‘Though it doesn’t matter if she guesses or not, because like everybody else, she asks us every ten seconds anyway. Oooh, when are you getting married, are you going to take on your title, when are you going to have a baby, she’s not getting any younger.’


‘They actually say “she’s not getting any younger”?’ said Rosie, stung. She was thirty-three.


‘Never,’ said Stephen quickly. ‘They never say that.’


‘Hmm,’ said Rosie, who was on her way up to see her great-aunt with a little black bomber jacket, very Mary Berry, that she’d been unable to resist for her in the January sales.


‘The problem is—’


Stephen was there before her.


‘If you tell Lilian before you tell your mother, you’ll be in a heap of trouble.’


Rosie shivered.


‘Can you IMAGINE?’


Angie, Rosie’s mother, was fiercely protective of Rosie, even all the way from Australia, where she lived looking after Rosie’s brother Pip’s children, whom Rosie adored.


‘In my head,’ said Stephen, ‘they would both rise up into the sky and have a great fight.’


‘Then your mother would grow to the size of Godzilla …’


‘Let’s not tell my mother till it’s here,’ pleaded Stephen, stroking Rosie’s soft curls. ‘And maybe not even then. She’ll barely notice. Hide it every time she comes round. If she finds out, tell her we sent it to boarding school in the womb.’


‘That’ll totally work,’ said Rosie. Her eyes widened. ‘Oh my God, does it matter whether it’s a girl or a boy?’


Stephen looked away.


‘Seriously? Screw that.’


Stephen was set to inherit the huge, unprofitable, crumbling estate currently being run by his mother. His elder sister Pamela had quite a lot to say about that.


‘Yes, but …’


‘Oh God, if it’s a boy, Pamela is going to do her nut.’


They looked at each other and started giggling.


‘So,’ said Stephen. ‘Is there anyone who isn’t totally going to do their nut about this poor baby?’
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Angie first. If this had been a cartoon, Rosie thought, there would have been heavy hairdryer lines coming out of the phone. All Angie’s doubts over Stephen’s suitability as husband material for her only daughter were blown away in an instant.


‘Oh moi Gawd?’ she shrieked, in her hybrid English/Aussie accent, even though she’d only been in Australia for two and a half years. ‘A boybee!!!’


‘Speak English, Mum,’ said Rosie, pink with pleasure.


‘WANNA SPEAK TO ROSIE.’


Rosie could hear Meridian, her favourite niece, on the other end of the line, and a bit of fumbling as she grabbed the phone.


‘HEYYO, AUNTIE ROSIE. WHEN ARE YOU COMING FOR SLEEPOVER?’


‘Soon,’ promised Rosie. ‘Hello, my darling Meridian.’


‘I JAMES BONG.’


‘Hello, James Bond. Listen up, James. You know I am going to have a little baby for you to play with! She’ll be your cousin and you’ll be the biggest.’


There was a very long pause. If Rosie hadn’t been able to hear Meridian’s noisy breathing down the phone, she’d have thought she’d hung up or wandered off.


‘James Bong?’


‘DOAN HAVE BABY, AUNTIE ROSIE,’ came the voice very clearly. ‘BABIES ARE PIG’S ARSE.’


‘Meridian!’ Angie said sternly.


‘Okay,’ said Rosie. ‘Well, you know I’ll still like you very much.’


More noisy breathing, then Angie grabbed the phone back.


‘I’ll tell her it’s not coming for ages. It’s not, is it? I mean, darling, you were looking quite well-rounded at Christmas …’


Rosie rolled her eyes. Anything larger than a size 8 her mother made a fuss about. She was, and always had been, quite a bit larger than a size 8.


‘No, Mum.’


‘Oh, okay, good! Right, Meridian, don’t worry about the baby.’


‘I WILL KILL THE PIG’S ARSE BABY WITH MY ROCKET CAR.’


‘She’s thrilled,’ said Angie. ‘And so am I, my love. How are you feeling? Are you sick? Have you told that old dingbat yet?’


She meant Stephen’s mother. Rosie had called her worse.


‘Not yet.’


‘Oh man, don’t let her get her claws into the baby. She’ll be sending it out chasing horses and trying to make friends with Prince George and whatever posh people do.’


There was a pause.


‘Can it make friends with Prince George?’


‘No, Mum.’


‘Ooh, I’ll have to come over. Or you guys come to us!’


‘You want me to fly to Australia with a newborn baby?’


‘You’ve got the ticket!’


Her family had given her a ticket to Australia for Christmas.


‘Anyway, babies are easy. Just coat the dummy in sugar water and you can basically pop to the shops.’


‘Thanks, Mum,’ said Rosie, rolling her eyes.


‘Also, on the flight, you give them a little bit of valium …’


‘Mu-um!!!!!!’


‘Oh my Rosie-Posie, this is so amazing.’


‘Well, Pip’s got kids.’


‘Yes, I know.’ Her voice softened, and she sounded English again. ‘But when it’s your daughter, it’s something else. Something a bit special … PI-IP!!!! YOUR SISTER’S EXPECTING!’


‘Bonzer!’ shouted Pip from what sounded like a long way away.


‘Are you out in the garden splashing in the pool this early in the morning?’ asked Rosie suspiciously.


‘Yip,’ said Angie proudly. ‘You’d love it here, Rosie.’


Rosie looked out of the window at the frost-spattered trees and the sparkling garden.


‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘But here is pretty good too.’


‘Is it as cold as it was at Christmas?’


‘It is FAR worse than it was at Christmas. And there’s not even any Christmas!’


Rosie moved to the front, where Farmer Isitt was walking his old horse. On her back were two of the village children, screaming and laughing, their breath visible on the dark air.


‘Brr,’ said Angie.


‘No, it’s all right,’ said Rosie, smiling. The fire was crackling invitingly down below. ‘And I’m fine. Hungry.’


‘You’re always hungry.’


‘Yes, thanks for that. And my bosoms … Uh, never mind.’
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