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			Welcome back to the Lakeside Cottage . . . a place to come together, or be driven further apart?

			 

			It’s that week between Christmas and New Year, and sisters Kate and Selena, and their friend Paisley, are meeting for an all-girls mini-break – no men allowed. But Affie, Carlos and Joseph have a similar idea, involving a sports channel, plenty of beer, and absolutely no women.

			 

			Somehow, there’s been a double booking.

			 

			Paisley just wants to escape her worries, to recharge and reset for the coming year. The last thing she needs is complications.

			 

			Kate, the elder sister, is a people pleaser, used to making things run smoothly for her CEO boss, but even she can’t fix this, can she?

			 

			Selena, meanwhile, may have a hugely successful career and be about to turn thirty, but she’s her own worst enemy, and, as per usual, this mess may well be her fault . . .

			 

			To make matters worse, Paisley and Joseph have history.

			 

			Can the six of them find a way to navigate nearly a week together? Can the past be left behind and a new future found?

		

	
		
			
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			To err is human; to forgive, divine.

			 

			alexander pope, 1688–1744
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			Chapter One

			Friday 27 December 2024 

			Midday

			Paisley

			I stand alone beside the old dry-­stone wall surveying the quintessential cottage beyond. I’m liking what I see. A giant doll’s house with large leaded windows in a symmetrical frontage, the windows flanking a front door painted moss-­green, which is currently decorated with a festive wreath and luxurious red satin bows. A traditional thatched roof hangs low like a heavy duck-­down duvet with the upper-­storey windows sleepily peering from beneath. There’s an abundance of bare branches, rampant but knotted with age, growing against the rustic brickwork and tiny porchway. I won’t pretend to know what plant it could be, but a rambling rose or wisteria would look lovely in full bloom.

			It’s a welcome sight after my long drive in this, the bleakest week of mid-­winter, the one falling between Christmas and New Year. But I have high hopes for the coming year, relating mainly to personal growth and better lifestyle choices, leading to a healthier, happier me. And lots of much needed change, given the dismal year I’ve had. Sadly, such hopes skitter around my head dodging the niggling doubts that remind me that my resolve is weak and that reality will waiver between ‘more of the same’ and ‘much of a muchness’ by the fourth of January. However, for now, I need to commit to enjoying our mini-­break and focus on living in the present.

			
			

			We’ve certainly landed on our feet with this rental cottage, despite there being nothing else available given the time of year. Our last-­minute booking now feels like fate, as we’ve clearly nabbed ourselves a fairy-­tale cottage, complete with picket gate, cobbled path and an overwintering garden, at a bargain price. Oh well, one woman’s sorrowful cancellation is another woman’s win! Mind you, that little lesson isn’t lost on me in more ways than one . . .

			I quickly check my phone for the precise time. I’m five minutes early for our midday check-­in. But surely that conveys manners? Somewhat of a rarity nowadays or so it often seems. In recent months I’ve admittedly learned more about human nature than I’d care to mention.

			I push open the white picket gate and enter, the metal latch giving a satisfying ‘click’ behind me. I tentatively pick my way along the worn cobbles, wary of the uneven path underfoot, dragging my faithful wheelie case. Not that it gets much use nowadays, as proven by the thick layer of dust I had to remove before I began packing. Unlike in my previous life, where surprise mini-­breaks were a regular occurrence – we’d think nothing of packing essentials and jetting off on a Friday evening. Boy, how life has changed! Never mind, there’s a brand-­new year around the corner and I intend to hold tight to my high hopes with a ‘New Year, new me’ mindset.

			Arriving at the doorstep, I gingerly tug the old-­fashioned bell-­pull. I’ve never seen a useable one in real life before, and it adds a certain something to our rental experience. Experience and memories – that’s what we’re after on this girlie break and, boy, are we each in need of some TLC and chilling.

			A smiling face appears in the door’s tiny bevelled window, before the door itself opens wide.

			
			

			‘Hello, and welcome to Lakeside Cottage . . . I’m Josie, the housekeeper – keeper of the keys, so to speak,’ announces a mature lady. I like her floaty scarf in autumnal colours: it matches her hair and adds flare to her simple cotton jumper and tweed skirt combo. I always admire how my mum’s generation accessorise in often understated ways.

			Her warm smile and spritely manner is edged with a slight hesitancy, as her flickering gaze takes in my casual but comfy outfit: boots, leggings and an oversized fleece – quite different to my working attire of pale blue neonatal uniform.

			‘Hi. Paisley Morris. Nice to meet you,’ I say, quickly extending my hand, which lingers for a fraction of a second, before being firmly shaken. The lady’s hand is freezing cold, but I assume the old proverb is correct given her bright but faltering smile.

			‘M-­Morris?’ A twitch flashes across her brow.

			‘Uh-­hmm,’ I confirm, my gaze seeking hers, but she’s distracted, deep in thought.

			‘Sorry. Excuse my manners . . . l-­lovely to m-­meet you. Do c-­come in,’ she stutters, stepping backwards, freeing the doorway. ‘Anyway, w-­welcome to Lakeside Cottage, I’m J-­Josie . . .’ she pauses, shaking her head before smiling apologetically. ‘I’ve already said that, haven’t I? Apologies, you must think me so rude . . . but the surname again was?’ She inclines her head, listening intently.

			‘Miss Morris. The other two guests will be arriving shortly – we’d planned to arrive together. They’ve been delayed by motorway traffic. Each lane is snarled to a complete stand-­still apparently. Thankfully, I came from a different direction, so didn’t hit the holiday traffic or tailbacks, unlike my friends.’ I fall silent; Josie seems confused – I don’t think she’s listening to me.

			‘So sorry, Miss Morris . . . but would you excuse me for just one moment?’ asks Josie, raising an index finger and double blinking at her own request.

			
			

			‘Sure.’ This isn’t the welcome I was expecting, but she seems pleasant enough and it’s only a key handover. It’ll probably take all of five minutes.

			Josie hastily trots off along the hallway, leaving me to stand beside the front door, my wheelie case parked upright at my feet. To my left is a side table with a fancy guest book and a pretty ceramic dish containing various keyrings. There’s a huge central staircase before me, wider than standard; its notchity newel post looks ancient, given the gouged marks of age-­old wear and tear. It complements the wooden beams overhead and the adjacent panelled doors beautifully. The sturdy banister and picture rail are swathed in a garland of holly and ivy, matching the festive door wreath. An historic, homely cottage, tastefully renovated to retain its original features. It’s the sort of place I always dreamed of owning. It must date back a couple of hundred years, though I wouldn’t hazard a guess beyond that.

			I turn around to peer through the small bevelled window, hoping to see a familiar car drawing up to park behind mine. Nothing. The flower borders might look crusty brown and twiggy right now but I bet they’re a riot of colour come the summer. I imagine a garden this size once supplied endless home-­grown vegetables for the original family. And they were big families in those days. Unlike nowadays, when most families have two or three children at best. Other folks have none, of course. But I quickly rein in my thoughts, pulling my mind back from that particular beaten track before it can upset me. It’s an emotional path, that one, littered with potholes and debris, that will most definitely flatten the birthday fizz, throw my mind into overdrive and put the kibosh on me enjoying what should be an incredible few days alongside my two best friends, Selena and Kate, who also happen to be sisters. Selena deserves only the best for her thirtieth birthday celebrations; matching the joy and energy that she put into my own special day back in September.

			
			

			I turn around, switching my view and hopefully my thoughts. Selena’s the main name on the rental booking; maybe I should have mentioned that to Josie, but surely my name is listed as a guest? Though, given Selena’s lack of enthusiasm and decision making about how she wanted to celebrate her special day – hence the late booking just three days ago – she’s probably made a blunder on the website’s booking form. Who leaves it until Christmas Eve to book a rental cottage for their birthday celebration less than a week later? Worse still, for her thirtieth! Selena, that’s who. It’s not as if it was a surprise entry in her calendar. Or a moveable date, like Easter or Whit Sunday. Or that we hadn’t continually been prodding her, ever since my own thirtieth celebration back in September, asking what she wanted to do for hers. The loveable bloody idiot that she is, of course she decides last minute. She couldn’t have left it any later if she’d tried, keeping us all on tenterhooks, until its almost too late to book anything decent. Not that I’m saying that this isn’t decent – this cottage is more than decent for us three. Too big, if anything. Then, in the space of an afternoon, her decision is finally made and its full steam ahead, planning and booking like a crazy fool to ensure it actually happens. Always the way. There was nothing else vacant in the local area, though. Good job this place had had a last-­minute cancellation, otherwise where would we be? Probably glamping in the New Forest with no phone signal and outside amenities situated halfway across a muddy field, and some prank-­crazy guys reliving their youth in a neighbouring yurt. Good job Selena didn’t decide on a week in the sun or a big family party instead – neither of those would have even been feasible at this short notice. What is she like? Just wait until she gets here. I’ll be giving her what for – in the nicest way.

			How exactly can one person mess up time after time when booking stuff on the internet? In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s entered my previous name – my married one. I bet she has. Typical Selena, with her last-­minute slapdash manner. That’s it! That’s what she’s done. A year after my divorce and she’s used my old name. Now Josie’s in a tizzy as Morris doesn’t match with the booking sheet, which probably lists McLoughlin. Bless her. No wonder she looked utterly confused. She was trying to be so polite too.

			
			

			Which door did she go through? The end one or one of these side doors? I stare at the four panelled doors lining the hallway, each with their traditional brass doorknob. I’d have kept original features too, given the chance to renovate a property like this. Though I bet these polished floorboards are a bugger to keep waxed and polished with guests traipsing through. We’ll have to be mindful with our heels, otherwise we’ll dimple the surface in five days. That’s most definitely not something I wish to rectify with a hefty deduction from our deposit money.

			That poor lady. No wonder her introduction went to pieces and she was stuttering after I gave my name, but it would do, given she’s expecting to hear something entirely different. I’ll correct the situation the second she returns. I’m certain it was the far end door she slipped through. I bet she’s busy checking the booking details, her heart all of a flutter, not knowing what to do or sure of what to say without causing offence. This wouldn’t have happened if Selena and Kate had arrived first, as planned. Typical. Why does everything go wrong for me?

			If only the housekeeper would return. I’ve got my driver’s licence and bank cards as proof. Proof that Selena is a prize muppet for causing such confusion in the first place. I love her to bits and all that – she’s my oldest and dearest friend – but, despite her savvy ways, her intelligence and creative flare, that woman can’t do the simplest of things right. No common sense, as my dad would say.

			The far end door opens and Josie returns, her brow still furrowed, clutching a folded piece of paper.

			
			

			‘Now then, on here it states . . .’ she says, in a hushed tone.

			‘I’m so sorry. I bet my friend has caused confusion by giving my previous surname . . . McLoughlin, as was. She probably did it without thinking.’

			‘McLoughlin. Yes, McLoughlin. For a minute there I thought there was an error.’ The tension drains from Josie’s face and her warm smile returns. ‘Phew, you had me there for a minute. I was thinking: what on earth has happened? This never happens. McLoughlin, yes, that’s on the booking sheet.’ She gives the paper a little wave before continuing. ‘Sorry. You have to be so careful nowadays. You hear of such scams and whatnots, don’t you?’

			‘You certainly do. Please don’t apologise. It was our error, not yours. I’m so sorry.’

			‘It’s perfectly fine, dear. All sorted now. Anyway, let’s start again . . . welcome to Lakeside Cottage.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Two

			Selena

			‘What’s he doing?’ I mutter, watching the gleaming black BMW in front draw up alongside the picket gate, pull in and park directly behind Paisley’s Golf. ‘That’s where I was going to park!’

			‘Who parks in front of the actual garden gateway?’ says Kate, glancing at me disapprovingly.

			‘Me and that guy, by the looks of it,’ I curtly reply.

			‘A bit selfish, don’t you think?’

			‘This car wouldn’t have blocked the gateway – it’s shorter than his. Come on, mate – change your mind, consider the guests and park further along the lane,’ I plead aloud, even though he can’t hear me.

			‘Selena, just move along and park in front of Paisley’s car. The guy’s got a right to park in front of his own property – please don’t rile the owners before we’ve collected the keys.’

			The BMW driver, who clearly isn’t moving, kills the headlights and opens his door.

			‘Phew! I’m the least of his worries given that he’s thirty minutes late. Has he kept Paisley waiting all this time? Is she sitting in her car?’ I say, easing my car past his BMW, bobbing my head as we drive by to peer inside Paisley’s vehicle. Empty.

			‘Where’s Paisley?’ asks Kate, looking around the quiet lane as if our friend will pop up from behind the neighbouring hedgerow.

			‘Don’t ask me,’ I say, pulling my car in front of her parked Golf. ‘Can you get out your side or are you stepping onto grass verge?’

			
			

			‘Verge but it’ll be fine. I’ll manage, as always.’

			I don’t wait for my older sister to change her mind. I kill the ignition and jump from my seat, allowing the blood to rush to my legs after such a long drive – made longer by the snail pace caused by the motorway snarl up. I vigorously stride along the middle of the desolate road to get the feeling back, taking in the surrounding view.

			‘Bloody gorgeous, though, wouldn’t you say?’ I call over the car roof as Kate’s blonde hair swishes back and forth as she navigates each step. She’s probably wearing her loveliest boots, which she won’t want to dirty, let alone scuff. My big sister doesn’t do imperfections; the standards by which she lives her life are high. In recent years, she appears to be becoming ever particular and fussier, as if striving towards absolute perfection. Which I certainly am not!

			‘The cottage or the bloke?’

			‘Don’t start, Kate. You know I meant the cottage, the location, the quietness of the area.’ My heart plummets to my own scuffed boots. Why does everyone think that my conversations always revolve around men? Involve men? Must mention men? ‘It’s my birthday bash and I’m officially excluding men,’ I declare. Which won’t be difficult seeing as I can’t keep hold of one for longer than a quiet drink on a Sunday lunchtime, as my sister is well aware.

			‘Fair play! Though I’m not starting – I have your best interests at heart, little sis. I’m not looking for myself, am I? Just stating the obvious . . . a bit of chit chat during introductions and we might get a small reimbursement on the rental price,’ observes Kate, appearing from her side of the car to shake out her lean legs in much the same manner as I had mine. She takes after our father, so has beautiful shapely legs like a racehorse. I take after our mother, so have sturdy legs like a pit pony – built for stamina, some would say.

			
			

			‘Leave the suitcases in the car boot – we’ll grab them later,’ says Kate, which was my thought too but of course she said it first. Much like everything in life; Kate does it first and then I bring up the rear, by repeating everything a few years later, be it school exams, driving lessons or home ownership. Well, nearly everything – I haven’t followed suit with her engagement, marriage and painful divorce. This birthday I’m hoping for a little extra and to be a little different – which is pretty much guaranteed, given the stunning dress I’ve packed. There’s no way anyone can steal my thunder on this occasion, my thirtieth, not that kith or kin would try to. I need this milestone to be a defining moment, more so than my previous big birthdays.

			‘Come on then, let’s hear what Mr BMW has to say for himself. And find Paisley – wherever she’s got to,’ I say, heading towards the cottage, which is somewhat more chocolate box in style than I remember from the website. As a successful marketing exec, employed by the number-­one ad agency in Europe, I find I’m rarely surprised when presented with goods and services in real life. I know all the tricks of the trade, but the photographs displayed on this rental’s website didn’t do it justice. I remain schtum, though – no work chat allowed. Though I rarely switch off entirely, as my current ad campaign tends to linger and haunt my thoughts. My downtime can be when my best ideas are born. Though I doubt my current product will be so amenable, given that it suffers from consumer misconceptions and ‘bad-­press’.

			There’s a low stone wall with a white picket gate, which the two of us navigate in single file and by turning sideways, given that the BMW has parked so close to the gateway. The owner is now standing before the front door, and his blond man bun and matching beard are the first details I clock as he inquisitively looks at us before impatiently turning to view the front door. His mottled denim jeans, white sports-­style top and broad frame are a close second in my observations. A successful career in marketing has taught me to evaluate everything for purpose and meaning.

			
			

			‘Are man buns still a thing?’ whispers Kate, as we pass through the gate.

			‘Clearly so,’ I say, as my heels detect the uneven surface of the cobbled path, forcing me to carefully pre-­empt each step to stop myself from falling over or twisting my ankle. ‘Don’t knock it, Kate. He owns a rental cottage in addition to his home. Do you?’

			‘Ha bloody ha, you’re so funny,’ retorts Kate, elbowing me as if we were youngsters still. Not that I meant to remind her of her recent troubles back home, but fact is fact. Having divorced three years ago, I live in hope that she starts to show an interest in other men soon. It was sensible for her to hibernate from the dating scene, to heal properly and grow as a person. But when does growth become a bit too much introspection? I’m hoping the New Year delivers a braver Kate.

			‘Sorry,’ I muster, focusing on my heel placement and balancing act. Why I wear such hideous fashions when I’m not going ‘out-­out’ is pure vanity, but definitely the only answer I’ve ever come up with for short-­leg syndrome. Especially when accompanying leggy Kate anywhere. ‘Anyway, shhhh. I’m more bothered about where Paisley is – it’s not like her to wander.’

			‘Hello. Nice to meet you. I’m Affie,’ says Mr BMW, turning around to face us from the doorstep as we approach. Nice of him to wait for us, but you’d have thought he’d have opened up or even arrived at the designated time, as promised. He extends a broad hand in Kate’s direction and energetically pumps her arm. Not that he’d know who was who by the booking sheet, so theoretically I can’t be miffed that he chose to welcome her first. Most people do when we’re together, to be fair. This feels like those arrival moments at family weddings, when you hope to spot your tribe of relations on arrival but you only ever spy the other families’ guests first. And despite the bright smiles and effort to converse, it always feels awkward.

			
			

			‘Hi. I’m Kate. This is my sister, Selena – she’s the main one,’ says Kate, in reply, gesturing towards me.

			‘Hi. Yes, Selena . . . the main one, as she said.’ I shake his hand, smile warmly and my eyes meets his. A strong steady gaze of royal blue, slight flecks of yellow, which are overshadowed in a heartbeat by the effect of his full blond beard and man bun.

			‘Right, nice,’ he mutters, stepping backwards from the doorstep, shifting from foot to foot. I politely drop my gaze and notice he’s not wearing socks with his lace-­up leather shoes. My ick factor flares every time I spot it. I pray Kate doesn’t notice, as she’ll nudge me when she does, and she will notice. She always notices and always nudges.

			We sisters stand shoulder to shoulder, sideways along the path facing Mr Man-­bun-­no-­socks, politely waiting for him to proceed. This is weird – why’s he not organised, unlocking the cottage door and walking us through a tour? And where’s Paisley got to?

			A quick glance at Kate’s expression confirms she’s thinking exactly the same. Our gaze meets and her eyes widen in a questioning manner, as if the guy’s gone blind and won’t notice.

			‘Will it take long?’ he asks.

			‘You’d know, not us,’ says Kate, in a bemused tone.

			A ripple crosses his heavy brow before a smile slowly emerges.

			‘I get it: that’s funny. If I don’t ask too many questions it’ll be over in no time – before it’s even began – is that it?’ he jests, briskly rubbing his beardy chin.

			‘Err, surely it’ll be us asking questions, not the other way around? The booking form was fairly detailed – I didn’t miss any of the sections, as tempted as I was,’ I quip, joining the conversation, given that I’m the lead person for this party booking.

			
			

			His furrowed brow appears again, along with a sideways flash of those piercing blue eyes. ‘Sorry. I’m not sure that I’m following you—’ he begins, as a jubilant shout goes up at the picket gate.

			‘Yay, Affie, mate! Are we not in yet?’ calls the new guy, stepping over the picket fence, his arms cradling a white box emblazed with the words Stella Artois.

			‘A bit of a hold up, Carlos,’ replies Affie, glancing at us before addressing his mate again. ‘I see you’ve been shopping, but that’s nowhere near enough, mate.’

			‘The back seat is stacked to the roof – don’t you worry, lad. Hello, ladies, I promise we’ll clean up after ourselves, no damage and no partying – cross my heart and hope to die! My mother brought me up better than that.’ Carlos’ olive skin creases deeply at the corner of his eyes and he flashes us a toothy white smile. His leggy strides deliver him to the doorstep in a blink of an eye, quicker than we sisters can exchange a questioning arched eyebrow. What the hell is going on?

			‘Who’s got the keys, then?’ asks Affie, staring at each of us in turn, as if getting down to business now his liquid refreshments and mate have turned up.

			‘You have, haven’t you?’ I retort, gesturing between him and the cottage’s front door.

			Affie’s bottom lip protrudes from his beard and his chin shoots backwards as Kate grabs my forearm, bringing my attention towards the wooden door. Through the small bevelled window, distorted by the blown glasswork, is Paisley.

			I sigh with relief, despite the unflattering effect it has on her delicate features. Thank God, she’s safe, but why, then, are we standing out here? And who are these guys?

			The cottage door opens wide, revealing our best friend looking incredibly pensive, with an older lady, wearing a pretty floaty scarf, peering over Paisley’s left shoulder.

			
			

			‘Hi, my lovelies – you’d better come in . . . we’ve got a slight problem,’ she says to us, before turning to the two guys. ‘Hi fellas, do you want to come in too? It’ll make it easier to discuss things.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Three

			Kate

			I take the lead, stepping beneath the thatched porch and entering a huge hallway – not what I was expecting for a cottage. Though, since arriving, nothing has matched my expectation. Paisley and the lady remain beside the doorway, so I move along inside, positioning myself beside a wide wooden staircase, the natural colour of which matches perfectly with the overhead beams, a series of closed doors and the polished floorboards. I wait while the others shuffle inside and arrange themselves within the hallway too. There’s an uncomfortable silence as we cautiously eyeball each other, awaiting ‘the discussion’.

			Beside me stands Selena, silently chewing the inside of her cheek – which is never a good sign. Affie ducks slightly on entering the door, which must be a nuisance in life, and Carlos boldly enters behind him, before carefully depositing his ‘shopping’ on the floor. A distinct rattle and clink of beer bottles comes from within. Nice, if that’s your main priority in life.

			The lady, who’s yet to be introduced, remains at Paisley’s shoulder, her head slightly bowed, wringing her hands and spor­adically muttering, ‘This never happens. Never.’

			Paisley slowly closes the door, securing the quaint little latch, before turning to face us. I’m not liking her expression. She’s got that ‘this isn’t my fault but . . .’ look in those hazel eyes of hers and now she’s raking her hand through her curls, clearly stalling for time. Once she’s prepped and primed those unruly auburn curls, Paisley never usually messes with her hair, as the frizz factor can go through the roof, as she likes to remind us.

			
			

			‘Come on, spit it out,’ says Selena impatiently. Obviously, she’s seeing what I’m seeing of our dearest friend – her nearest and dearest friend, actually. I was initially just the big sister, putting up with my little sister’s best buddy. Thankfully, our friendship has grown year on year, despite a medley of mishaps and sibling-­like squabbles, so we’ve grown to love and admire each other as if we were all three of us sisters. Our bonds blossomed during the hilarity of teenage sleepovers, camping holidays to Dorset and late-­night drunken chats fuelled by rounds of hot buttered toast in my parents’ kitchen.

			‘I’m sorry. There appears to have been a mix up with the bookings. Josie here . . . how rude of me! So sorry. This is Josie Adams, the housekeeper – she’s very kindly shown me around the property,’ explains Paisley, gesturing towards her as she gives us a small embarrassed wave.

			‘Honestly, things like this never happen. I can’t understand it,’ says Josie, before resuming her head shaking and hand wringing.

			‘Shall we say certain things didn’t add up as we were chatting . . . It appears there’s been a double booking. Our group . . .’ Paisley nods to me and Selena before turning towards the fellas, ‘and their group.’

			‘Bloody hell!’ sighs Carlos, his boot nudging the cardboard box at his feet.

			‘Sorry, but what?’ says Affie, his blue gaze widening at Paisley. Her complexion is pale on the best of days, but now is looking ghostly.

			‘Paisley, this can’t be,’ hisses Selena, shifting her stance, with her hands on her hips.

			I remain mute; I need more information.

			‘Look, I reacted in the exact same manner, but listen . . . this can be easily—’

			
			

			‘I’m not sharing, if that’s what you’re about to say. I’m not! I refuse to! This is supposed to be my birthday treat and I’m not having it ruined by two blokes and a beer box . . . complete strangers—’

			‘Three, actually. Our other mate’s stuck fast on the motorway,’ adds Affie.

			‘Selena, hear me out – please,’ asks Paisley, looking more fraught by the second.

			‘No!’ comes Selena’s sharp reply. ‘No offence, fellas, but I didn’t plan to spend near on a week with guys. Girls only.’ Her hands lift, offering a waving gesture, which comes across as non-­aggressive, but her tone – boy, my little sister, she has a tone.

			‘Fair play. Neither did I,’ says Carlos, again tapping his boot against his beloved beer box. His pout is beginning to form, matching my sister’s.

			‘I’m so sorry . . .’ mutters the housekeeper.

			‘Josie, I’m sure we can work something out here,’ says Paisley tenderly towards the lady, before turning to address us again. ‘Look, I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but the cottage is huge. Too big, in fact, for just three guests, but it was worth the rental price for us to secure something at such short notice.’

			‘We had an unexpected cancellation, so the owners republished the advert, with a reduced price, hoping for a last-­minute booking,’ explains Josie, her eyes glistening as she speaks.

			‘Exactly. A last-­minute bargain is what we nabbed too,’ offers Affie.

			‘No doubt I’ll get the blame for this error, given that it took me so long to make up my mind about what I wanted to do . . .’ says my sister.

			‘Selena, please,’ says Paisley, a little louder and more forcefully.

			‘Sorry, fellas, but you’ll have to find somewhere else to stay because I’m not sharing my birthday cottage with strangers!’

			‘Where, lady? This was the last place available in the area,’ says Affie, and we know this is true, as we had the exact same situation.

			
			

			‘Don’t think you can pull the wool over our eyes. You blokes can simply mosey off elsewhere and find something a little less chocolate box-­ish for your festive break. As you’re not gate-­crashing mine.’

			‘Selena, you know they’re right,’ I interject, not wishing for my sister to embarrass herself further.

			‘Are you siding with them?’ Selena turns on me.

			‘No. I’m trying to be fair. This was the last vacant rental – which is why you snapped it up. Give him a break. At least he’s being honest.’

			‘No way, Kate. I’m not sharing my birthday break with a cottage full of blokes. I’ve got confirmations as proof of our booking. Snooze you lose, fellas.’ Selena adjusts her stance, oozing defiance and attitude while tapping her handbag. I wish she wouldn’t. It never ends well when Selena looks this smug.

			‘Selena!’ Paisley never usually raises her voice; her tone makes us all turn to look at her: eyes closed, her fists clenched and the sinewy tension showing in her neck. Slowly Paisley opens her eyes to stare at her best friend. ‘I knew you were about to say that . . . did it not cross your mind that we . . . you . . . were the second booking, the additional one – which has gone through by error?’

			‘Us?’ Selena’s smirk fades. Both men shuffle and change stance at the realisation that the ball is clearly in their court.

			‘Now, that’s a turn up for the books, eh, Affie?’ jests Carlos, bending down to retrieve his beer box. ‘Is there a fridge I can unpack these into?’

			‘Sure. Straight through into the kitchen,’ answers Josie, pointing past me towards the end door. ‘In two years of renting such a thing has never happened before – computers, banking apps and modern technology – a glitch has occurred somewhere.’

			Carlos takes a stride forward and Selena bursts into life again.

			
			

			‘Hey, where are you going?’

			‘To put my beers in our fridge. And then I’ll collect the other boxes from the back seat of my car, then I’ll probably fetch my holdall. And this lovely lady will no doubt show me to my room – is that OK by you?’ he says, his chin jutting forward, before he continues on his way towards the kitchen.

			‘Hang on a minute . . . a second ago . . .’ musters Selena, attempting to stop him in his tracks. She fails. The kitchen door swings closed behind him.

			‘Sorry, lady. Just ignore his remarks, he’s always acting the fool in one way or another,’ says Affie, apologetically, to Selena.

			‘Nice one, sis,’ I whisper, shaking my head. Where the hell are we going to find accommodation now? We’ll be back in our cars before we know it, fighting our way through the motorway traffic.

			‘How was I supposed to know?’ she hisses, under the watchful gaze of Affie.

			‘I was trying to handle the situation, Selena,’ offers Paisley, before biting her bottom lip. ‘But you’ve blown it. It’s our booking that’s the error, not theirs.’

			‘I now understand the confusion outside,’ I say to Affie, purely as a softener.

			‘Likewise. I thought you two were the owners, arriving in tandem as a security measure,’ he replies.

			This is not looking good. Paisley is stressed, Josie downcast, Selena’s bloody fiery and, by the distant sounds of the rattling bottles, Carlos is happily stacking the fridge with beer.

			‘I don’t know where else to suggest. The young man is correct . . . all vacant properties around these parts will be taken, given the holiday season,’ offers Josie apologetically.

			‘It’s not your fault,’ I add, feeling sorry for her.

			‘Josie has phoned the owners to check . . .’ says Paisley.

			‘Check? Check what – that we’ve all paid our deposits. Have you guys paid your deposit in full?’ snaps Selena, turning quickly from person to person to arrive at Affie.

			
			

			‘Of course. That’s how we got the confirmation slip and booking number. Did you?’ says Affie, his lip curling into a smirk. 

			Please, mate, I beg you, don’t laugh at her, as she’ll morph into her worst version and I’ll have to wade in to save your life. Even then, you might still need an ambulance if you rattle her cage.

			‘Hi, Affie, is it?’ says Paisley. ‘Is there any chance . . . in a nine-­bedroom cottage, which you’ve rented for what – three guys? Any teeny tiny chance that us three could occupy just three of the bedrooms?’ This is where Paisley’s good nature comes into play. She’s the softest of us three, but still no pushover. I’m next in line on the softness scale. As PA to a psycho-­boss CEO, I’m used to being conciliatory and making sure things run smoothly behind the scenes to ensure said psycho-­boss has a fuss free day. A true people-­pleaser – that’s me. And then there’s my little sis, propping up at the extreme end of any softness scale. A real go-­getter if ever there was one. Brash, bold and brave when it comes to her marketing campaigns, though a little over the top when it comes to real-­life situations.

			‘The front three rooms, I’d imagine,’ interjects Josie, coming out in support for the idea. ‘The décor’s too feminine for a man’s taste.’

			‘Please?’ I add, knowing begging is never a good look but necessary on occasion.

			Affie shifts uncomfortably.

			‘Nine bedrooms, you say?’ he asks.

			‘Nine. The cottage can accommodate sixteen adults,’ confirms Josie, in a reassuring manner, before glancing towards Paisley.

			We watch as Affie looks about him, as if sizing up the vast hallway as an indication of available bedroom size.

			‘Would you like a tour before you decide? Josie is very obliging,’ says Paisley, as if they were old pals.

			
			

			‘The front and rear bedrooms are actually separated by a corridor and there’s numerous bathrooms, so no one would need to share,’ says Josie, quickly adding, ‘I’ll doubt you’ll know the other party are even here.’

			Please, Affie. Please say yes. We’ll stay out of your way, you boys can enjoy your break and we’ll do our birthday celebration thing, separately. In this big, sprawling, vacant nine-­bedroom, beautiful chocolate-­box-­type thatched cottage – which is surely no man’s dream destination but perfect for my little sister’s birthday bash week. Please. Would you? Kindly? Come on, just say yes, mate! You know you want to!

			‘I’ll cook a full-­English breakfast in the mornings, if that helps you decide,’ I offer, without thinking.

			‘Ah Kate, perfect suggestion! She does cook a cracking fry-­up brekkie, Affie,’ confirms Paisley, offering me a head tilt in appreciation like a true wing-­woman. I’m hoping Selena stays out of it while we work out this situation between us.

			‘I’ll see what Carlos thinks when . . .’

			‘Does he truly care about such things?’ asks Paisley. ‘He’s happy with a fridge to himself, surely? I can arrange that.’

			Affie shrugs. I wink at Paisley – good point.

			The kitchen door opens and Carlos reappears.

			‘Still here?’ he says coyly to Selena.

			‘Ha ha, very bloody funny. Your beer chilling, is it?’

			‘Nicely, thanks. Affie, you need to see the space in there, double frontage fridges and I bet it’ll take all the bottles I’ve bought.’

			‘Carlos?’ says Affie, nodding in our direction.

			‘No,’ replies Carlos, before turning to me. ‘You two . . . seem like nice polite ladies, but this one . . . she’s feisty.’ I can’t argue with his assessment, so say nothing.

			‘Come on, Carlos – it’s Christmas,’ says Affie. Bless him for trying to sway his mate.

			‘You do what you wanna do, man, but I don’t think J will be happy when he gets here. He told you he wanted a boys’ break, “chill with no shrill” – are you remembering that? He said kicking back with the sports channel and TV schedule, a cold beer and a table filled with nom-­nom! Are you remembering what he said, Affie?’

			
			

			‘Yeah. I’m remembering,’ sighs Affie, before addressing Paisley. ‘We just wanted a guys’ chill before the new year . . . which won’t happen if—’

			‘It will, I promise. I can guarantee you a chilled boys’ break. I’m begging here, Affie. Carlos, I’ll keep this one in line. Kate will deliver the biggest gut-­buster breakfasts you’ve ever seen each morning – you won’t be able to eat it all, honest. Can we just have the three front bedrooms – we’ll stay out of your hair. Out of your fridge, even. You can have the wide-­screen TV in the lounge – it’s massive, with sleek remote controls and booming surround sound system, I imagine. Turn the whole lounge into a sports arena, if you wish – just for you and your guys.’ Paisley’s on a roll, pointing across the hallway towards the closed door behind him and bigging up the technology as needed. ‘You won’t hear a peep out of us. We’ll be quite happy with the little snug lounge just along the hallway. A teeny tiny TV, incey-­wincey remote control – that’s all we need.’ Finally, she draws breath.

			Affie’s expression suggests he’s considering it. ‘Carlos?’

			‘I really don’t know, mate. J being J and all!’

			‘Well, he’s not here! In fact, you won’t know we’re here either. Consider it, fellas – please?’ says Paisley.

			‘So, what do you say, Affie – yay or nay?’ I pipe up, feeling we’re near to closing this deal, as long as Selena stays quiet.

			Affie’s face breaks into a smile. ‘Go on, then. It’ll make it easier all round for us, you and Josie here.’

			‘Thank you so much!’ says Paisley, rushing over to give him an impromptu hug. Which takes us all by surprise, though I’m glad she did it, otherwise I’d have felt obliged – despite not feeling his man bun styling. Plus, he’s wearing no socks with lace-­ups, but that’s the last of our issues – I can certainly ignore such quirks when faced with a long drive home. Though given that I appear to have landed myself with breakfast duties, Paisley can definitely be the one to step up to the plate with his thank-­you hug.

			
			

			‘OK, but you can explain when J gets here, because I’m not!’ mutters Carlos, side-­stepping Affie and Paisley to open the front door.

			I give a huge sigh of relief. Selena mellows, sliding back into her shell, and simply watches from the side lines. She’s beginning to know herself well enough to realise that when crunch time occurs she needs to zip it. Nice to see she’s learning from previous experiences, such as girls’ nights out of the past when her steely attitude has caused us issues when queuing for the ladies’ or lost us a vacant taxi – maybe that’s her maturity finally appearing?

			‘In fact, bang on cue. Here he is, the main man himself. J, my man! Has Affie got news for you!’ says Carlos, gesturing towards the manly frame filling the doorway.

			Paisley withdraws from her thank-­you embrace, and Affie straightens up as his impromptu-­hug dissolves, while we sisters stare, wide-­eyed and open mouthed, at the new arrival.

			‘Holy crap!’ slips from my mouth.

			‘Affie, my bearded buddy . . . great to see you, mate. It appears you’ve met my ex-­wife!’ says Joseph McLoughlin; his suave manner never changes, nor his smouldering good looks, for that matter. Paisley steps sideways, making way for the two men to back slap each other and perform a fancy handshake-­grip-­fist-­bump routine.

			‘What the hell?’ mouths Selena towards me. I simply shrug, because I know what’s coming.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Four

			Paisley

			‘That’s it. We’re out of here!’ I announce, much to Josie’s astonishment. ‘Come on, ladies – grab your handbags, your keys and what nots . . . we’re off!’

			‘Paise, long time no see – can’t you spare just . . .’ pipes up Joseph.

			‘Nope! I can’t spare anything where you’re concerned.’ I sidestep Joseph’s open arms and head towards the door. ‘And don’t call me Paise – you’ve no right, after what you did! Josie, thank you so much for everything you’ve done. We do appreciate it and, well, it nearly, very nearly, worked out well for us all.’ I warmly clasp both of Josie’s hands in mine and give them a reassuring squeeze before stepping through the open door. My head held high, shoulders square and my dignity firmly set in place. I pause, waiting for my friends to follow, though they don’t appear to be moving.

			‘Sorry. Your what?’ asks Carlos, taking in the scene unfolding on the doorstep.

			‘My ex-­wife, Paisley – I’ve mentioned her before,’ explains Joseph, delivering a casual nod of greeting in Kate and Selena’s direction.

			‘Ooooh, this is the one . . .? Oh, man, shame that. She seems nice,’ says Carlos, staring at me before bypassing Kate to glare at Selena, his silence reinforcing the comparison.

			‘As tactful as ever, Carlos,’ jests Joseph, shaking his head while trying to supress a wry smile.

			
			

			‘I don’t think that’s funny!’ snaps Selena.

			I don’t see or hear any more. I’m off. Striding along the cobbled path at pace, causing my ankles to wibble-­wobble as my heels find every crevice between the stones. Hardly a serene departure but I really couldn’t give a flying frig what impression I leave behind or how their conversation develops; I won’t be hearing it. My only regret is Josie. She was so lovely on realising the error, she couldn’t apologise enough and was only too willing to support me in finding a feasible, workable solution. And we nearly did. We were definitely on the verge of everyone having a roof over their head, resulting in a happy girl group, a happy boy posse, a relieved housekeeper and even an inflated rental income for the owners! The universe had a moment of alignment when all was right with the situation, but then . . . boom! Joseph McLoughlin walks in. The story of my life. Can. Open. Worms. Everywhere!

			I forcefully grab the metal gate latch – the final stage of my dramatic exit. I release the catch and apply enough force to wrench the gate open, but the catch hasn’t quite released, and I simply shake the picket gate violently but futilely.

			That wasn’t the exit I was hoping to deliver to my audience. And, worse still, I appear to have left my wheelie case behind.

			I dare to glance over my shoulder, confirming a sea of faces watching from the doorway.

			‘Paisley, please. Come inside and we can talk,’ calls Kate.

			I pause. I have two choices: continue on my war path, making a second attempt at my exit, or take a slow and embarrassing walk back inside. One will deliver me to my waiting car, the other . . . to the snug? A warm kitchen? A bloody nightmare? Is a luxurious double bedroom, with feminine décor and a fancy dressing table worthy of a rethink? Maybe. Should I do this? Could I entertain the idea of spending another night of my life under the same roof as Joseph McLoughlin? There was a time in our lives when I planned to spend every night beside him, but once he’d . . . cheated, that put an end to that dream. And now, twelve months after our divorce, do I stay or do I go?

			
			

			‘Think about it, Paisley. Where else can we go? There’s nothing vacant in the area – this cottage was our only option!’ hollers Selena, from behind her sister.

			Someone’s changed their minds pretty damned quickly. I suppose I can hear them out, if nothing more. I slowly retrace my steps, which seems like the longest walk of my life.

			‘Atta gal, you know a little chat makes sense,’ mutters Carlos encouragingly.

			‘Plus, you forgot your wheelie case,’ says Joseph, gesturing towards my abandoned belongings.

			‘After which I’ll still leave – if I choose to!’ I snap, re-­entering the hallway. I notice the men have stepped backwards, giving me far more floor space than I physically need but which I definitely want.

			‘Let’s go straight up the stairs and have a chat, eh? How does that sound?’ asks Kate, her voice taking on an overly attentive motherly tone. Efficient, as always.

			Without saying a word, I’m unceremoniously bundled up the staircase by Kate and Selena one either side, each clutching my underarms, in the same unsavoury manner which I’ve previously adopted for manoeuvring a drunken buddy on a messy night out. This time I’m the evictee playing piggy-­in-­the-­middle, attempting to squawk in protest.

			‘I can leave anytime I choose,’ I repeat as we head up, purely for Joseph’s benefit.

			‘And please do if it means we get a quiet week to ourselves,’ Carlos whispers, a little too loudly.

			‘Oi! I heard that!’ I snap in reply.

			Carlos has the decency to blush and Joseph sends him a warning look.

			
			

			‘What, J?’

			‘Give it a rest, Carlos,’ mutters Affie. ‘Why don’t you empty your backseat, because it looks like us three are staying put.’

			‘Not necessarily,’ says Joseph, as we reach the top stair, causing us to pause for a split-­second.

			‘Why don’t you lie down and roll over, man – I’m sure she can walk over you just a fraction more!’

			‘Cut it out, Carlos!’ says Affie.

			‘I’ll fetch my belongings while you pair figure out which rooms we’re allowed to occupy,’ is the last we hear from the hallway below.

			‘In there,’ I say, meanwhile, pointing to the first panelled door situated on our right-­hand side. I recall Josie’s tour-­guide talk: ‘all double rooms here at the front – with a selection of doubles, twins and singles at the rear of the property. Some have en-­suites while others share the main bathroom. Use all the storage areas and cupboard space. You’ll find fresh towels, bath robes and toiletries in the linen cupboard here, bed sheets in the one over there.’

			Kate pushes the door open, revealing the feminine bedroom I’d taken a fancy to earlier. And which I never in a million years imagined being bundled into like this by these two.

			A beautiful boudoir stands before us, tastefully decorated in subtle shades of pale pink, a paradise of slumber with a billowing duvet, an array of satin cushions and delicate painted furniture.

			‘I’m not stopping! Not now, not ever. I know what you’re both thinking, but no way, José. It’s not happening, ladies. Absolutely not!’ I say, shrugging off their hold.

			‘This is nice,’ exclaims Selena, looking around.

			‘The master suite is larger, with a canopied bed – I assumed . . .’ I begin, hoping she knows I wouldn’t bagsie what should rightfully be her room, given it’s her big birthday week.

			‘Really? Mine, I’m calling it!’ says Selena, as if her sister would ever do the dirty on her.

			
			

			‘Selena, first things first, please,’ mutters Kate, raising an eyebrow and gesturing towards me.

			‘Yeah, course,’ mutters the younger sister.

			‘I’m so sorry, but I can’t. You heard them. They’re wanting a week of sporting events and blokey beers – if it had been three strangers then maybe. But with Joseph here – how am I supposed to cope?’ Gone is my buoyant mood, the jubilation I felt driving here, looking forward to a girls’ week of celebration and bubbles. Instead I’ve got a face like a wet weekend in Blackpool, as framed in the room’s beautiful three-­winged mirror.

			‘Paisley, hear us out,’ says Selena, taking control as if I were a rag doll and sitting me in a wicker chair. ‘If he can be civil, then surely you can be too?’

			They both stand over me, reminding me of our childhood days.

			‘We’re divorced!’

			‘We know that, sweetie. We were present for each and every moment, but this, this is a doable situation, Paisley.’ Kate’s tone has reverted to her usual, no-­nonsense tone. I shake my head.

			‘Not even for me?’

			My mouth drops open; Selena of all people knows what I’ve been through these last eighteen months.

			‘How?’ I demand, regaining some of my initial angst. ‘I chose to end my marriage to him after what he did and now you two are expecting me to enjoy a relaxing break in his presence? Again, how?’

			‘Negotiations were going well until Joseph appeared. You were content to share the house with strangers – think of it this way, you know one of the strangers better than the other two!’ says Kate.

			‘We were married. He cheated and ruined everything. If it wasn’t for him and some trollop, I’d be . . .’ My voice cracks and I suppress the sob that is threatening to erupt. Selena remains close, reaching for my hand to offer comfort, while Kate straightens up to look around her.

			
			

			‘To be fair, I’m not sure I could be in a property alongside Joseph either,’ says Selena. ‘But surely, if Joseph stays out of our way, we can stay out of his?’ Selena glances between us both, awaiting an answer. ‘No?’

			‘It was purely his fault, so he should be carrying the can rather than all this equal this and that business,’ observes Kate. ‘I thought you were both pretty mature about the whole situation, though.’

			My thoughts are racing at a hundred miles per hour. He looks so well, which doesn’t help matters. I feel like I’ve been through the mill several times over during the last eighteen months. What with our divorce, the house sale and my mum’s sudden illness and subsequent death, and only recently have I started to feel like I’m finding my feet. Yet Joseph looks well. How does he look so well? How has he breezed through and come out looking unscathed? He bloody caused it. Well, not my mother’s demise, but still. And as for calling me Paise. Christ almighty – that’ll need to stop if I’m to survive the next five days. Never did I think I’d need to suffer another night of my life under the same roof as him. Never. Well, as they say, never say never!

			‘I’d feel deeply uncomfortable.’

			‘It’s doable, Paisley – we’re here to support you,’ says Kate. ‘Joseph is just one person. His mate, Affie, seems a likeable fella.’

			‘But Carlos – urgh! He might be good looking, but he seems a right bolshie git,’ interjects Selena.

			‘You heard him say that the backseats are loaded to the gunnels with booze. It’s one thing dealing with tipsy girlfriends, holding back hair and mopping up sicky accidents, but when complete strangers . . .’ I groan.

			‘They’re not our responsibility,’ says Kate sternly.

			‘How on earth did this happen?’ I ask, exhausted by all the panic and stress. ‘You make plans, you travel, and the one person you would never dream of inviting is the one person who turns up unannounced. How?’

			
			

			‘That’s the universe for you – delivering the unexpected in an unexpected fashion,’ says Kate, wandering around the bedroom to check everything out.

			‘It’s like that time I travelled all the way to Australia for that rebranding conference only to step into a lift and come eye to eye with my next-­door neighbour on his month-­long holiday. It happens.’

			‘The one whose car you bumped?’ asks Kate.

			‘Yep, him.’

			‘But it’s not supposed to happen to me, Selena. I’ve been through enough.’ I want to say a lot more, but realise I’ll sound like a self-­proclaimed martyr. And that’s never a good look.

			‘Babe, it’s happened. Could you not muster a little courage for the next five days, for Selena?’ asks Kate, venturing towards the window to inspect the view. I anticipate her reaction, as it’ll probably mimic mine of twenty minutes ago. A luscious green landscape dominated by rolling hills with a vast open sky.

			‘We know they’re not lying. There’s nothing else available in the area,’ adds Selena.

			‘So I’m supposed to roll over and accept this all in the name of . . . of what?’

			‘Me,’ comes Selena’s weak reply, offering me a doleful expression. ‘But I completely understand. I get where you’re coming from, Paisley.’

			My heart drops. In my haste to flee, I’d forgotten the true reason we were here.

			‘Oh, Selena. I’m sorry. Is there any chance that we could rearrange?’ I cease talking, as my best friend’s features fall.

			‘You only get one thirtieth birthday, Paisley,’ mutters Kate, turning around from the windowsill. ‘Or so you’ve been telling her since September.’ Her words weigh heavy as I replay the countless times I’d begged Selena to organise her birthday break in recent months, and more so in recent weeks. Now is not the time to retract all that. Selena stands in the middle of a beautiful bedroom, looking every inch the best friend I’ve needed and relied upon in recent times, her expression growing more pensive with each moment of silence. From my wicker perch, I glance around the bedroom – it really is beautiful. The rental cottage is stunning – exactly what us three ladies need to celebrate Selena’s big birthday and end this year on a much needed high.

			
			

			‘These things happen, Paisley. I’m a big girl – what I don’t want is for you to feel so uncomfortable in his presence that it pushes you backwards . . . in any way,’ says Selena. She means emotionally, and I love her for that thought alone.

			Who matters most to me in this moment? Joseph? Or Selena and her happiness?

			‘I suppose I can be the bigger person.’ I hear both women exhale deeply. ‘Though he’ll need to keep out of my way, because I have no intention of opening old wounds. He made his bed, he can lie in it.’

			‘Thank you, thank you, thank you!’ cries Selena, dashing across the plush carpet to enfold me in an all-­consuming bear hug.

			‘We’ll make sure he is under no illusion – he’ll be invisible as far as you’re concerned,’ says Kate, striding across the floor to join our embrace.

			‘Of course, it means I get to claim this bedroom as mine,’ I mumble, under the smothered weight of two excited sisters.

			‘Your wish is granted, even if it turns out to be the best bedroom,’ quips Selena, releasing her hold of me, followed by Kate.

			‘Would I do that to you? Never. The one directly opposite is the master suite – which I believe has your name written on it, birthday gal!’

			Kate steps backward and views her excited little sister performing that stupid wiggle dance she does when a decision goes in her favour.

			
			

			‘Woohoo! Quick, then, let’s go and tell them before that guy fills the fridge with beer boxes!’ wails Selena, heading for the door.

			‘Thank you,’ says Kate, touching my cheek as an excited Selena disappears across the landing. ‘That was a tough decision, but I promise I’ll do everything I can to make sure you’re comfortable during our stay. I’ll be having a quiet word with Joseph, if needs be. I wouldn’t be happy if Cody, my ex-­husband, turned up with his mates.’

			I take her hand, giving it a squeeze – she understands. ‘Thank you, Kate – I’m not sure how I’m going to manage this.’

			‘You’ve got this.’

			‘I truly hope so.’
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