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CHAPTER ONE


One deep breath, one inhalation of that aromatic, sweet scent underpinned with the heady pungency of fruit on the verge of fermentation, and Hannah was transported back a decade.


Her platinum, straightened shoulder-skimming hair morphed into a length of untamed sandy-blonde waves. Her crisp, white shirt dress replaced with sensible cotton shorts that finished at the knee and a fitted grey T-shirt that she wore so often it may as well have been her official work uniform. Her fake-tanned, nude-polished pedicured feet, currently sporting strappy red sandals, gave way to feet browned with dust and a summer spent working outside.


Her gaze was drawn to the clumps of green foliage in the fields ahead, where fruit the same vibrant colour as her sandals huddled. Line after line, raised just above the ground, nestled in barley straw, bursting with plump, ripe, juicy strawberries, which dribbled down your chin once bitten into. Delicious. Moreish. The taste of home. Once upon a time.


‘Your father said you’d be coming. Didn’t believe him.’


The voice had deepened with age, but was no less well modulated, even. You could even call it cosy, if the person it belonged to didn’t have every reason to hate you with every fibre of their being. As was the current case.


Hannah closed her eyes, focused on the beat of her heart. Commanded it to keep its regular pace, to not skitter or race. She counted to three, and opened her eyes as she turned to face the man she’d left over a decade ago.


Left without a word. Or a note. Refusing to give him a chance to try and convince her to remain in the one place she was determined to escape. Refusing to give him the chance to push her concerns away, as he’d done so obliviously but no less hurtfully time and time again in the years they’d known each other.


‘Grey. It’s been a long time.’


His lip lifted in a half-sneer. ‘Not long enough.’


The lines that radiated from his green eyes, even at the age of nineteen, had deepened with years spent in the sun, out in the open, working in the fields. She’d thought them attractive then, now they were downright sexy. Rudely so. His gold-flecked chestnut-coloured hair was the same as ever – trimmed short around the sides with a little more length on top, but time had seen his body further fill out, and his broad shoulders and well-muscled upper chest and arms were emphasised by a slim-cut navy T-shirt.


She dropped her gaze, aware that staring at his upper body was only adding to the nerves, building and buzzing in her veins.


If agreeing to return to Strawberry Farm was her first mistake, dropping her gaze was her second.


Olive green cargo drill shorts fell down to the knees, to reveal tanned legs with calves that could have been cut from stone.


She softly inhaled once more. She’d always been a sucker for a good pair of legs, and Grey’s were some of the best.


Some of the best?


More like the best. The product of hard work, not a gym workout[HN1]. Calves that led up to thick, toned thighs…


A wave of heat hit her face. Peppering her temples in sweat.


‘Hot out here.’ She swiped the moisture away with the back of her hand, and mustered up a smile. She was only [HN2]going to be here for a while. A few weeks at most. And as Grey was the assistant manager of her family’s farm, she was going to have to be polite. Not only because guilt lay thick and heavy in her gut, but also because she would have to work with him and she didn’t want the working environment to be any more strained than it had to be.


Current level of strain? Thicker than the homemade jam they sold at the farm shop. And easily tarter.


‘Well, I’d better go inside.’ Hannah gripped the handle of her turquoise-coloured hard-shell suitcase and turned her attention to the farmhouse.


It was the complete opposite of her modernised flat on the ground floor of a Victorian conversion in London. A functional, small space, where she slept, showered and sometimes ate. Technically, it was home, but it had none of the niceties of a proper home. Sure, it had your basic furniture along with cushions and throws, but there were no knickknacks. No meaningful art. No photos of friends and family dotted about the place.


The granite two-storey building in front of her was a place filled with warmth, laughter and love. Where evenings were spent around the massive oak dining table catching up on the day’s events. Followed by card or board games until bedtime. Her parents, and her grandparents who lived with them, weren’t big on television, preferring quality family time, the comfort of a good book or hours spent out in the fields.


‘Are you going to just stand there and stare? Or are you going to let your family know you’re here?’


Hannah startled, realising how ridiculous she must’ve looked gawping at a place that she should be able to just walk into and make herself comfortable. Instead she wanted to dive back into her rental car[HN3][KW4] and escape the past. Run from the present.


She straightened up and turned her best attempt at an unconcerned face towards Grey. The same expression she used on famous clients when doing their makeup for the first time. The one that said, ‘I don’t care how important you think you are, we’re here to do a job, so let’s just get on with it and have a nice time, shall we?’


As no-nonsense as it was easy-going, it was an expression that had made her one of the most trusted, most requested, makeup artists in London. Some would say in the world. Her clients choosing her over others as they knew her focus was on making them appear their best. That she wouldn’t send them out looking like clowns, or overly[HN5] enhanced versions of themselves that would see their faces plastered under ‘plastic surgery gone wrong’ tabloid headlines.


She gave a well-practised [HN6]nonchalant shrug. ‘Just taking it in. It’s been some time. And yet it hasn’t changed. Not a bit.’ She tossed a smile in Grey’s direction, then – pulling her suitcase behind her – made her way up the box-hedged path.


Deep breaths, Hannah. Deep breaths.


She shook her head as her hand curled into a fist and rose to knock on the white-painted front door. What was she doing? This was where she grew up. Her home. Knocking on her own front door? Who even did that?


Who even did that, indeed? Only a person who hadn’t returned home for more than the odd obligatory flying visit at Christmas since she left ten years ago.


She unfurled her hand, placed it on the door handle and pushed down.


‘Hello?’ She poked her head in and waited for her mother’s enthusiastic footsteps.


None came. Which she ought to have expected.


There was only one place her mother would be right now, and that was tucked up in bed upstairs where she was recuperating from a violent bacterial infection that had kept her bedridden for well over a week, with the doctor advising she take things easy for the next few weeks.


Hannah set her suitcase to the side of the door and made her way up the stairs, trying to ignore the sense of doom that darkened her spirit with every step.


Her father had sounded so panicked on the phone. At a loss. So unlike the stoic man that he was. The final line in their brief chat lassoing the guilt she’d pushed deep down, tied in chains and boxed up.


‘Your mum needs you.’


Not ‘we’ need you, want you. But Hannah knew well enough not to expect her father to ask for her help, for her to be of any use to him, but then their father/daughter relationship was miles away from the close and cosy one she shared with her mother.


So here she was, Hannah Beety, makeup artist to the stars, trudging up the stairs she’d once fled down, preparing to swap her lipsticks for ladles, her primers for punnets, setting sprays for all the strawberries she could scoff.


Someone, somewhere, was having a great laugh at her expense.


Probably Grey.


She paused just outside her parents’ room. ‘Mum? It’s Hannah.’


The door was open just a crack, and through it all she could see was the end of her parents’ bed. The spare throw blanket that was usually tossed aside in summer was spread out over the aquamarine duvet.


Taking a deep breath in, she slowly pushed the door open, giving her mother, or anyone else in the room, time to call out if they didn’t want to be bothered.


When no ‘stop’ or ‘hold on a second’ came, Hannah inched over the threshold. The breath she’d been holding rushing out as she was faced with just how ill her mother was.


The plump cheeks that lifted so readily in a smile were sunken. Dark shadows under her closed eyes created even more of a lifeless appearance. Her lips thin, parched. And what skin she could see was slack. Like the life had been sucked from her.


‘Oh, Mum,’ she whispered, as she made her way to the chair placed at her mother’s side.


She settled onto it and reached for her mother’s frail hand. The veins bulged beneath her brittle skin.


Pain gripped Hannah’s chest as she fought the tears that rose. Not once in all her years had she seen her mother look like this. Jill Beety was the poster girl for good health and vitality. Never complaining of aching joints or pulled muscles, despite hours spent hunched over picking strawberries or preparing crops for the coming growing season. Always ready to go for a walk through the fields, whatever the weather. Up at the crack without complaint. Staying up to all hours chatting with friends and family without even the hint of a yawn.


To see her so… withered, with no colour in her cheeks, deathly pale lips and a chest that rose and fell unevenly…


Hannah wanted to bundle her into her arms. Whisper soothing words. Tell her she’d be better soon. The same way her mother had done to her when she was sick as a girl.


‘Hannah, you’re here. Oh, sweet pea, it’s so good to see you.’


Hannah startled at her grandmother’s voice.


She turned to see her dad’s mother, Sylvia, leaning against the wall. The marionette lines bracketing either side of her mouth deeper than usual; mirroring the lines that ran between her eyebrows.


Hannah stood and crossed the room, opening her arms to receive the hug her grandmother offered.


‘I’ve missed you, my girl.’ The words were hot against her ear. Fierce. ‘You’re looking too thin. We’ll have to make sure we feed you while you’re here.’


Hannah closed her eyes as she breathed in her grandmother’s minty scent, caused by her love of humbugs. The sweets always tucked away in one of her pockets.


‘I’ve missed you too, Gran.’ Hannah squeezed her grandmother extra tight then let her go and stepped back. ‘And I’m not too thin. This is me. This is how my body is.’


Sylvia clucked her tongue and shook her head. ‘I don’t believe it. We’ll see what happens once I get a few roast dinners and some scones into you.’


An image of golden, light and fluffy scones, cut in half and piled with strawberry jam and dollops of cream, rose in Hannah’s mind, triggering a gurgle from her stomach.


‘Looks like your stomach’s in agreement.’ Sylvia raised her greying eyebrows.


‘Just too busy driving to eat today, Gran. No big deal.’ Too busy driving? More like her stomach had been so knotted up with nerves and worry that the thought of imbibing anything more than sips of water had sent waves of nausea rolling through her.


‘Is that our Hannah? Has our grandchild finally decided to grace us with her presence?’


Her grandfather’s booming voice filled the hallway, nearly as loudly as the clomping footsteps he took.


Sylvia rolled her eyes in a ‘what can you do, he’s never going to change’ way at Hannah, and made space in the doorway for her husband of fifty-one years.


‘Peter, how many times have I told you to keep it down. We don’t want to wake Jill. The doctor told us she needs to rest.’ Sylvia reached up and mock-zipped Peter’s lips.


‘Does she sleep much?’ Hannah glanced over at her mother. Felt the pull to her bedside. To take her hand. To stroke it. Send her strength.


‘Most of the day. She tends to wake for a bit after dinner. I like to think it’s my delicious cooking that rouses her.’ Sylvia ushered them out into the hallway, then herded them down the stairs and into the kitchen.


‘Do they know what caused it?’ Despite asking, Hannah hadn’t been able to get in-depth details from her father, who had kept their conversation quick and monosyllabic in the usual way of talking he reserved for her.


Sylvia shrugged as she went to the bench, grabbed the kettle, filled it with water and flicked it on. ‘The doctor suspects it was a virus that went bacterial. Chest infection, he reckoned. I don’t know. I’ve had a few chest infections in my time but nothing has ever knocked me around like that. Part of me thinks he’s as flummoxed as we are, but he has to put it down to something to save face.’ She pulled three mugs down from the cupboard, set them on the bench and popped a teabag in each. ‘Still, what do I know? I’m just a strawberry grower. The antibiotics worked though. Knocked the worst of it on the head. She just needs to get her strength back now.’


‘Terrible timing, but.’ Peter pulled out a chair and sank into it. ‘Right at the height of the season when we need all hands on deck.’


Hannah tried not to let her grandfather’s comment feel like a barb. Refused to let it get its hook into and under her skin. So she’d not been around for the last nine seasons. She’d been busy forging a career. Doing her own thing. Proving to the world that which she’d not been able to prove to her own father – that she was worth having around. That she was capable of meeting expectations. Of surpassing them.


Guilt tugged at her heart as it always did when she was forced to acknowledge that her leaving to find her place in the world had the potential to eventually bring the family farm to a standstill. That her inability to be a good enough strawberry farmer meant one day – with no siblings to take her spot, and aunts, uncles and cousins who had long since left their tiny blip-on-the-map part of Cornwall to live their lives and make their fortunes elsewhere – the Beety family’s land would belong to another.


‘Now, Peter, that’s unfair,’ Sylvia admonished her husband as she poured hot water into the mugs followed by drops of milk. ‘You know as well as I do that Jill didn’t ask to get sick. And if we’re looking for a silver lining, we have one right here.’ Sylvia set a mug of tea, the perfect shade of dark beige, in front of Hannah. ‘Our girl’s home. For three whole weeks.’


Hannah clasped the mug, focused on the liquid inside and tried not to squirm at her grandmother’s tone. Light, bright, and a touch fake there at the end. Like she didn’t think Hannah would handle being on the farm all that time. Like she thought Hannah would leave the moment things got tough.


Hannah took a sip of tea through gritted teeth. Not going to happen.


She was here for her mum. To help the family. As for finding things tough? She’d never found farm work hard. She’d revelled in it, fed off the ebb and flow of seasons, of working the land, creating a product adored by many. If anything, her love for the farm had made leaving that much harder.


But that was back then; these days country life wasn’t for her. She’d come to prefer the hustle and bustle, the engine fumes and honking horns, the variety and excitement of the city to the Cornish countryside’s slow and measured pace.


At least that’s what she’d told herself. What she’d continue to tell herself every time the urge to risk rejection by returning home and attempting to take her rightful place on the farm bubbled up.


She forced her eyes up from the tea and pasted a smile to her face. ‘Three weeks indeed. Then it’s back to the real world. I’m lucky my clients were so understanding when I cancelled their bookings.’ Hannah hoped the fear that had eddied low in her stomach since she’d made the cancellations didn’t show in her face. Her industry was competitive with bright, new, talented makeup artists coming onto the scene all the time. In the interest of her clients she’d given them the numbers of the makeup artists she trusted, whose work she admired. But part of her worried that if they took a shine to a new artist she’d lose her position; all her hard work would be for nothing. She’d be unwanted once more. And then what?


She’d be able to add second-rate makeup artist to her CV alongside failed strawberry farmer.


Was she being dramatic? Probably. But if there was a worst-case scenario, that was it.


A plate of biscuits was set in front of her. Homemade, of course. Bourbon biscuits and ginger biscuits. Just like when Hannah was a young girl. Coming home from school absolutely ravenous and diving into a plate of her grandmother’s treats while she did her homework, before being allowed to head outside and play with Grey, was the best part of her day.


Her life had been so good back then. So simple.


If only all the effort she’d put into filling those big work boots of the Beety men who’d run the farm before her had been good enough in her father’s eyes. If only he’d seen her worth. Trusted her…


‘You need to get up earlier, Hannah.’ ‘That strawberry is a second. Can’t you see that?’ ‘Those newfangled ways of doing things aren’t how we do things, Hannah. You’re best not to think about them.’


…Perhaps then her life would still be simple rather than a hectic race from appointment to appointment, keeping up with trends, maintaining your brand, ensuring you never missed a step, a trick, a beat.


Her grandfather glanced up at the clock above the windowsill. ‘Your dad will be here soon. Grey too. Never ones to miss afternoon tea.’


Hannah pushed the plate away. The gingery, sugary aromas no longer so appetising.


Sylvia slipped into the chair beside her and patted her hand reassuringly. ‘You’ll be fine. Your dad’s glad you’ve come home to help. Really. You’re his daughter. He loves you. He’s accepted the way things are. Besides, after you’ve gone he’ll still have Grey to help him. And, Lord knows, that young man’s never leaving.’


What should have made Hannah’s swirling stomach settle only served to further roil it up. Her grandmother was right. Grey was never leaving. Hannah wouldn’t be surprised if one day he put in an offer to buy the farm and take it over. Make it his.


At least if he did, when he did, she’d have one less thing to fret about. Her family selling the farm – as much as it hurt her to think about it – would mean she’d never have to spend her visits home trying to keep out of Grey’s way. Keeping herself to herself so as not to feel his dislike. His disdain. His pain.


She went to stand and excuse herself but stopped as the back door opened and two tall, broad-shouldered figures bowled in, toed off their work boots and went to the kitchen sink to wash their hands.


Hannah sank back down into her chair and kept her hands under the table so no one could see how they held each other tight, how her knuckles strained white against her skin.


Her father grabbed the hand towel off the bench and turned, his eyes narrowing as he registered her presence.


‘Hannah. You’re here.’


She nodded. ‘I am.’


A long pause followed. Hannah waited for her father to tell her it was good to see her or that she was looking well. No words came.


He finished drying his hands, passed the towel to Grey who hadn’t once glanced in her direction, and made his way to the kitchen table, pulled out a seat and sat down.


‘Have those city ways of yours made you forget how to work on the farm?’ His eyes didn’t meet hers as he reached for a biscuit and accepted a cup of tea from Sylvia.


Hannah bristled at the implication that she didn’t know how to work hard. That she flitted about from place to place slapping makeup on face after face. ‘I’m often up at the crack of dawn, Dad. On my feet until late into the night too. I may not have dirt under my nails but it doesn’t mean I don’t know the meaning of hard work.’


‘Duncan, Hannah’s just arrived. Give her a moment to catch her breath. Eat your biscuit, drink your tea.’ Sylvia’s words were gentle, but full of steel.


So much so that Hannah caught the flush in her father’s cheeks, the tautness of his jaw, at his mother’s silent reprimand.


‘Grey? Are you wanting a cuppa?’ Sylvia indicated for him to take a seat, but he was already shoving his feet back into his boots.


‘Can I get one to take away[HN7], Syl? I want to head up to the farm shop and check the stock. Make sure we’re ready for tomorrow.’


Sylvia’s brows rose. ‘You sure you won’t sit and stay for a bit? There’s a lot to discuss.’


‘Duncan can fill me in.’ Grey found a smile for Sylvia. ‘In fact, you sit, Syl, and I’ll make the tea. The sooner I get back to work the better.’


More like the sooner Grey was away from Hannah, the better. She shouldn’t be upset at being given the cold shoulder, didn’t have the right to be. But that didn’t stop a shiver of regret rippling down her spine. If only she’d not been such a coward, running off in the middle of the night without a word to anyone. If only Grey hadn’t been so closed off to her feelings, her insecurities, hadn’t shunted them aside whenever she brought them up, hadn’t left her feeling so alone when he’d been the only person she thought she could turn to, things could have been so different right now.


She pushed the thought away. Different didn’t mean better. If she’d stayed she’d have been stuck in the same cycle of looking for her father’s approval, only to be heart-hurt when it couldn’t be found.


‘Hannah, we were thinking you’d do best helping with picking first thing in the morning, then working out at the shop during the day.’


Hannah turned to face her father. The flush had disappeared, and his jaw had softened, along with his tone.


‘There’s also the matter of the end-of-season festival.’ Duncan folded his arms across his expansive chest and sat back in his chair. ‘You’ll have to work with Grey on that.’


‘You sure that’s a good idea?’ Grey’s focus was on Duncan, his eyes not once drifting towards Hannah, like he couldn’t bear to look at her, preferred to act like she didn’t exist. ‘You know what a big deal the festival is around here. The locals love it. It’s a huge day. We can’t have anything go wrong.’


Unspoken words hung in the air. Words you didn’t need to be a mind reader to interpret.


Are you sure she’ll stick around?


Are you sure she’s up to the task?


Are you sure she won’t let us down once more?


Defiance surged through Hannah’s veins, igniting the side of her nature that had seen her keep going in the makeup industry, even when times were tough, money tight, and it seemed like she’d never get out from working behind makeup counters.


Before she could answer back, Grey turned on his heel and left the house, further stoking the anger in the pit of Hannah’s stomach.


‘He has a point.’ Duncan wondered aloud. ‘I know you said Hannah would be capable of helping out, Mum, but this is our thank you to the community, the last big event of the summer. It has to go like clockwork.’


‘And it will go like clockwork. I’m excited to work on it.’ Hannah kept her tone light, breezy. Confident. The opposite of what was going on in her gut, where nerves tightened and nausea twisted and tumbled. ‘In fact, I’ll go and catch up with Grey now. Have a chat about it, get the ball rolling. No time like the present, right?’ She smiled brightly, pushed her chair out and made her way out the back door.


The sun greeted her, but failed to work its ways on the goose bumps that pebbled her skin as she plodded around the house, then down the path towards the farm shop.


It hadn’t been the warmest of homecomings, but then this wasn’t home. Not anymore. She was here for three weeks and then gone again. And it seemed her family weren’t going to let her forget it.




CHAPTER TWO


Three weeks. Three small, tiny, insignificant, didn’t-matter-at-all weeks.


Grey groaned as he shuffled around jam jars that didn’t need rearranging. Who was he kidding? The next three weeks were going to be interminably long. Painful. Probably enough to make him pack his bags and go gallivanting about the globe the way he and Hannah had talked about doing years ago, when they were in school together. When they were happy. And reality was something to be dismissed as that which adults had to deal with, not two young people with the world at their feet.


Not that he’d wanted to leave the area. Not then. Not now. Not ever. He’d just wanted to be wherever Hannah was. If she’d wanted to see the world he’d have been happy to go with her. If she’d wanted to settle down here – the way he knew she’d have to eventually as was her Beety birthright – he would have been happy to settle with her. More than happy.


Strawberry Farm was his home away from home. The place he’d been crossing the lane to visit since he was old enough to look left, right, then left again. Soon as he was old enough to take on a part-time job, he’d taken up strawberry picking during the summer season, staying on once the other workers had left, following Duncan – or Mr Beety, as he’d called him back then out of respect – around the farm, learning the ins and outs of strawberry farming.


As a child the farm had been his escape from the overcrowded cottage he shared with his father, mother and four rowdy older brothers. A place to hide from arguments and tension. Then, after his father packed up and left, a refuge from his mother’s snapped orders and quick ear-pinching hand. Not that he blamed his mother or resented her in any way. She’d done her best with what little she had. Taking on as many jobs as she could to feed the boys, to keep the roof over their heads. But, being the youngest, he’d felt like an afterthought. Just another mouth to feed. A further burden in a life that had been unkind. At Strawberry Farm he’d felt… special. Like someone worth caring about. Worth having around. A place where you were welcomed with open arms, where food was in abundance along with smiles. Where you were made to feel like family.


Something he’d been idiot enough to believe would happen, well and truly, when he and Hannah married. Another thing, along with travel, that they’d often talked about. Or at least he had. Not that she’d negated his dreams. She’d simply smiled up at him – that sweet upward tilt of lips that sent his heart into a quick trot when it was directed his way – squeezed his hand, and let him dream.


Daft dreamer that he was.


Her leaving had put paid to what little whimsy he entertained. Never again. It was better to keep your distance from those you cared about, those you loved. Better? Safer.


His ears pricked as the shop’s back door squeaked open. Probably Sylvia coming to check on things. Or on him. She had a way of reading people that meant she knew how they were feeling without them ever saying a word.


Not that it would take a mentalist to know that Hannah’s return, at a time when he couldn’t avoid her, would have him out of sorts.


‘Ah, here you are.’ Hannah’s bright voice filled the room.


Overly bright. Bordering on brittle. His shoulders automatically bunched up as his chest tensed. Grey forced them down, kept his chin high, and skipped his fingers over the small jam jars in a show of counting.


‘I’m exactly where I said I’d be.’ He managed a shrug, then slowly turned to face her as she hovered about the door that separated the storeroom [HN8]and kitchen from the customer area.


He pretended not to see her smile falter, then kick back in, more brilliant. More welcoming. More fake.


She felt as awkward as he did? Good. He didn’t want their interactions to be easy. To be as natural and effortless as they’d been back in the day.


A person who left the person they’d promised forever to, without a word, didn’t deserve an easy go of it.


‘The place looks the same, mostly.’ Hannah took in the small farm shop and café.


Half the store featured the preserves and fruit pastes Hannah’s family produced, alongside a selection of strawberry paraphernalia. Tea towels and oven mitts, lip balms and bath products from a local producer, cutesy signs talking about love, hope, laughter and family. The other half of the shop had a small counter, coffee machine and an ice cream machine that ran hot making fresh strawberry ice cream during the summer season, and even into the winter season when people craved a taste of the warm weather.


‘New tablecloths.’ Hannah set foot into the store. Her pink-polished fingernails [HN9][KW10]caressed the red and white gingham tablecloths her mother had whipped up three months ago, fresh for the summer season. ‘They’re nice.’


‘Your mum made them.’ He crossed his arms and let the sturdy timber shelves hold his weight. Hoped the stance would further create the impression that he wasn’t bothered by her presence. By her. ‘She updated the curtains too.’ He nodded at the matching swathes of fabric framing the shop’s windows.


‘Suits the place.’ Hannah pulled out a chair and sank into it with a soft sigh. Like she’d been carrying the weight of the world and was glad to relieve the pressure. She relaxed into the chair, the casual move negated by the drumming of her fingertips on the table. ‘So… We’re going to be working on the festival together. Is that…’ Her chest rose and fell, her lips pressed together then released. ‘Is that okay with you?’


Oh, now she cared? Ten years later? It took her a decade to consider his feelings?


‘Kind of you to think of me.’ Grey left the implication that she wasn’t generally so thoughtful in regards to his welfare hanging in the air.


The finger drumming ceased. Her hand curled into a fist. Her knuckles strained against her tanned skin.


From a bottle. He’d bet on it. Along with the hair colour. The nail colour. And everything on her face.


Not that he had anything against women using cosmetics. He didn’t. Not at all. If a woman wanted to wear makeup he was fine with it. Their face, their choice. But the woman before him was alien to him. The opposite of the girl he once knew. The girl whose dark blonde hair fell in waves and curls down her back. Whose nails always had dirt under them and were cut short for practical reasons. Whose tan came from working out in the strawberry fields, the sun sending a constellation of freckles across her nose and cheeks by the end of the season.


He couldn’t shake the feeling that this Hannah was manufactured, whereas the old Hannah – his Hannah – had been as natural as the berries her family grew.


In separating herself from the farm had she separated herself from her self?


Grey forced his gaze to his feet, aware he was staring. He didn’t want Hannah to get the wrong impression. To think he was interested. That this new her was intriguing to him. And he hated that he was overthinking the Hannah in front of him – that he was thinking about her at all.


‘I know it’s too late to say this. I know it’s too late for it to mean anything.’ Hannah’s words were tentative.


Grey knew what was coming. Didn’t want it. Didn’t need it. Wasn’t going to let it happen.


He held his hand up and met her cornflower blue eyes. ‘Don’t. Don’t say a word. I don’t want to hear it. Your words mean nothing to me. Not anymore.’ You mean nothing to me.


Was it true? Did she really mean nothing? What was the old saying? The opposite of love is ambivalence? Did that apply to hate as well? Was the opposite of hate also ambivalence? Because he had hated her. Hugely. For so long.


Now? It wasn’t hate that surged through his veins. Nor was it ambivalence. Irritation? Perhaps. He didn’t want to have to work with her, be around her, but he had to because it was his job and this was her home.


Was it dislike? Possibly. She’d certainly not given him any reason to like her.


Disgust? Sadness? Confusion? Hurt? He mulled the idea over. A tangled mix of emotions? Definitely.


All in all, it created a feeling within him that demanded he keep Hannah at arm’s length. That he not let her close. Or in.


‘Well if I mean nothing to you, you won’t mind my apologising. Because it means nothing.’ Hannah’s brow furrowed. Her petite but plump lips pursed. ‘To you, anyway.’


Grey dismissed her comment with a wave of his hand. ‘Don’t waste your breath. You didn’t ten years ago – there’s no need for you to now.’


Hannah’s throat worked, like she had words she wanted to say. Needed to get out, but couldn’t. Words that involved more than ‘I’m sorry’ or ‘forgive me’. He turned back to the shelf and pretended to be invested in sorting out the stock once more. Whatever she wanted to say he didn’t want to hear it.


In fact, what he wanted was to move the conversation along and get her out of his space.


‘Has your family told you anything about the festival? What it involves?’


There was silence, then Hannah cleared her throat. ‘No, not really. Just that it’s a way they came up with to bring the community together a few years back. To thank them for their support.’


‘And it’s a way to deal with the last of the strawberries.’ Grey straightened up the already straight oven mitts. ‘You do remember how they get? Don’t you?’


‘I’ve been working in London, not having a decade-long lobotomy.’


Despite himself, a hint of a smile found its way to Grey’s lips at Hannah’s ‘duh’ tone.


‘Just checking. From what your family have said you’ve all but forgotten where this place is. I couldn’t help but assume that would extend to the rhythms of the farm.’


His dig elicited a sharp inhalation.


Did she really think she could come back without consequences? That just because she turned up when desperately needed that it would be happy families again? That all would be forgiven?


She hadn’t seen her father in the months after she took off. He’d been beside himself with worry. He’d never said as much, Duncan not being a man who dealt in high emotions, but Grey suspected he’d blamed himself for involving her in the farm too early, for putting too much pressure on her. Meanwhile Hannah’s mother had retreated into herself. Lost the sparkle in her eye, the ready smile, the kind words she bestowed upon people for no other reason than a kind thought had come to her.


Her grandparents had dug in, kept the farm ticking over, picked up the slack that Hannah’s leaving had created. He’d helped out more too, as much as they’d allow him to. Part of him doing it because he hoped he’d be around if news from Hannah came. That she’d made a mistake, seen the light and was returning home. But no news came, and by the time his shock had morphed into heartbreak, then anger that rankled, growing fiercer and more deep-seated by the day, he’d been offered a full-time job on the farm. One he’d snapped up.


Hannah may not have known where she belonged, but he did.


‘Is this how it’s going to be while I’m here? Between you and me?’ Hannah’s voice was small, careful. Like she was walking blindfolded through a field pockmarked with rabbit holes. ‘Not that I don’t deserve whatever you throw at me. But I just…’ She paused, the fabric of her dress swishing as if she were rearranging herself, trying to get comfortable.


Good luck with that, Grey thought. Hannah clearly hadn’t been comfortable here before, he couldn’t see her getting comfortable now that she’d well and truly traded in farming for fashioning faces. The city more a part of her now than their little Cornish corner ever was.


‘I just think if we’re going to be working together we need to at least make an effort to try and be civil to each other. I’m willing if you are.’


Grey forced himself not to shake his head, or groan, or guffaw. Of course she was willing to make an effort. She wasn’t the one who’d been left behind. Whose heart had been shrouded in anger in order to mask the pain. Who’d never been able to fully trust another woman since. Never been able to let another close.


‘Grey? Are you even listening to me? Or is your grand plan to deal with my being here to ignore me? To communicate through ESP or something? Because, I have to tell you, my mind reading is a little rusty.’


Her joke fell flat in the face of his lack of laughter. Still, she had a point. He had no choice but to work with Hannah, and he wasn’t going to lose his job, as well as his heart, because of her.


‘Let’s make this clear, if I’m going to have to work with you – which I will because my loyalty is to this farm, your family…’ unlike your loyalty, which is only to yourself ‘…then we’re going to need some ground rules.’ He turned to face her, automatically folding his arms across his chest. A barrier. Indicating he was a no-go zone. That he was tolerating her presence, not accepting it. ‘First rule… You’re right, we need to keep things civil. But don’t mistake that for friendly. I’ll greet you if I see you, I won’t ask you how you are. We’ll keep conversation – and any email or text conversation – strictly business.’


Hannah’s face remained impassive as she nodded. ‘Fair enough.’


‘Second rule and the last rule, that I have anyway… I don’t want to talk about the past. If you even skirt the subject or look like you’re going to bring it up I will excuse myself.’


‘Okay.’ Hannah nodded. ‘That all sounds fine by me. All work. No play. No past. I can deal with that. It’s probably for the best anyway.’ She turned her attention to the window, where blush-pink climbing roses scraped against the glass in the breeze. ‘It’s only a few weeks.’


Was that wistfulness in her voice? Or despondence? Did a few weeks feel like an eternity, a life sentence to Hannah? Or did she wish she could have more time at home with her family?


He shoved the thought away. There was no way Hannah wanted to stick around. She’d spent her adult life only returning home when absolutely necessary. Staying at Strawberry Farm wasn’t something she was interested in doing. Not then. Not now. Not in the future.


‘That’s right. Just a few weeks until the peak of the season is over. By then your mum will have her strength back, we’ll be back to having the full team on board and you can be on your way.’


The sharp ring of the shop phone startled them both.


Grey went over and picked it up. Suspicion of who it was and what they wanted snaking through his gut.


‘Hello?’


‘Grey, Sylvia here. Just checking that you’ll be joining us for dinner?’


He heard the usual lightness and friendliness in her tone, but there was something else there… something that sounded a little like hope and a lot like plotting.


‘I was thinking I’d go to the pub for dinner.’ He crossed his fingers. He’d had no intention of doing that. Instead he’d planned to cross the lane to his family home that he’d bought when his mother had passed two years back, open a tin of baked beans and eat it straight from the can, before watching a bit of telly [HN11]and heading to bed. That’s if he didn’t fall asleep on the couch first.


‘The pub? Oh no. We can’t have that. The food there is fine, but nowhere near as good as my roast chook. And I know how much you love my roast chook. You must come. I insist.’


Grey kept his eyes trained on the rosebud-printed wallpaper, not wanting Hannah to see he was flustered.


‘I’m taking that silence as a yes.’ Sylvia’s voice was filled with satisfaction. ‘See you at six.’


She rung off before he could muster another half-arsed excuse.


‘Bad news? You’ve gone all tense around your shoulders and your jaw’s jutting out like it used to when you had to do something you didn’t want to do.’


Grey turned to face Hannah. ‘No talking about the past, remember?’


Hannah shrugged. ‘I remember, I was just checking you were okay.’


‘And no checking to see if I’m okay. I don’t need your interest in my wellbeing.’ Grey shook his head and strode to the storeroom door. He had to get out of here, had to go for a walk, get some air. Get some space. From the woman in front of him, if not the thoughts that had been swirling around his head since she’d arrived.
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