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About the Book


This is the final part of an uplifting four-part serial from bestseller Cathy Bramley.


Love, friendship and family come in all different shapes and sizes . . .


Gina has been going with the flow for years – she’d rather have an easy life than face any conflict. She runs her childminding business from her cottage at the edge of The Evergreens, a charming Victorian house and home to three octogenarians who have far too much fun for their age.


But when The Evergreens is put up for sale, Gina and the other residents face losing their home. To protect her business and save her elderly friends from eviction, Gina must make a stand and fight for the first time in her life.


As Gina’s ideas for saving The Evergreens get bigger and bolder, she starts to believe it might just be possible. The only thing is, does she believe in herself?


A Patchwork Family is a heartwarming novel told in four parts, following the challenges and triumphs faced by Gina Moss as she swaps an easy life for a happy one. This is the final part.




Previously in Part Three of A Patchwork Family:


After Gina and her friends’ attempts to sabotage the sale of The Evergreens, the future of their home – and her childminding business – is still hanging in the balance.


A crafting session with the elders of The Evergreens has the children bubbling with joy, and gives Gina a new burst of inspiration. With preparations for an ambitious Christmas party soon underway, they might just be able to impress a prospective buyer and save Evergreens after all... 


Meanwhile, a sweet kiss has revealed Gina's feelings towards Dexter - but now he's back in New York. Can Gina look after her patchwork family this Christmas time, and make her own festive wish come true?


Find out in the uplifting finale, Coming Home . . .




PART FOUR


Coming Home




Chapter One


The morning after The Evergreens Christmas party, I woke up full of energy. I jumped out of bed, ran downstairs and did a quick blitz of the kitchen while the kettle boiled.


Tea made, I took it back upstairs and I was about to jump in the shower when my phone rang. It was Cat and I smiled in anticipation. Beau had taken her and the twins out to get some dinner last night and I was dying to know how it had gone.


‘Good morning,’ I said, tucking the phone under my ear while I made my bed. ‘I want all the details.’


‘It was wonderful,’ she said with a little squeak. ‘We went for pizza and he was so good to the girls, treating them like little ladies. Isabel didn’t stop talking all night and even Lily smiled a lot and said thank you.’


‘I hope he treated you well too?’


‘Oh yes. The girls went off to the toilet together at one point and when they were out of sight, he held my hand. It was so sweet.’


I felt a wave of joy for the pair of them, thinking what an important moment that would have been for them both. ‘I’m so pleased for you, Cat. He’s a lovely guy.’


‘I know.’ She paused and let out a heartfelt sigh. ‘I had a lovely evening but when I got home, I was riddled with guilt.’


I frowned. ‘Why? You deserve to be happy.’


‘It’s only been eighteen months since Max died. It felt wrong, like I was being unfaithful and I felt so ashamed. I’ve hardly slept, worrying about it.’


‘Oh, Cat, you poor thing, there’s nothing to be ashamed about. I wished you’d have called me,’ I said softly.


I couldn’t possibly know how it felt to have your life partner taken away so cruelly, so suddenly that you didn’t even have chance to say goodbye, in full view of your children. But I imagined that the pain of it would never entirely leave her.


‘And then there’s my job.’ I could hear a catch in her voice, she was holding back more tears now. ‘Me being promoted, the trip to LA, I was so full of myself. I feel guilty about that too.’


‘You have every right to be proud of yourself. Living without someone you love will probably always be hard; there’s a piece of your heart which will always belong to Max. But I’m sure he would be relieved to see his family enjoying life again. Don’t be afraid to let the light in.’


‘Do you think?’ she said.


‘I do,’ I said firmly, ‘I don’t think being happy can ever be wrong.’


She let out a shaky breath. ‘Thank you for the pep talk. You’re a good friend.’


‘You’re welcome,’ I said, preparing to end the call.


‘Oh, I almost forgot why I rang!’ she chided herself. ‘I know it’s not normally their afternoon with you, but could you collect the girls from school for me? I’ve got a meeting with the regional manager and I might be late.’


I groaned. ‘I can’t, I’m afraid. I’m at capacity already. I’d be lynched if I looked after more than my quota, I’m really sorry.’


‘Don’t give it another thought,’ she said lightly. ‘I’ll ask Beau if he can keep them occupied at school for a little while until I get there.’


‘The perks of dating the head teacher, eh?’


We both laughed and I ended the call with a smile on my face, thinking what a happy start to the day I’d had. Everything seemed to be falling into place.


Yesterday could not have gone better if I’d tried, I thought, getting into the shower and now it was out of my hands. I’d done everything I could to secure the future we all wanted for The Evergreens. Previously, I’d shied away from commitment, from challenging myself, or from doggedly pursuing anything too ambitious. But I wasn’t that little girl who’d always felt not quite good enough any more. This was my time: to do what I wanted to do, to stretch myself and take that step into the unknown. With a final blast of cooler water, I turned off the shower, ready to start my day.


‘So glad to hear you’re saving The Evergreens, dear,’ said a rosy-cheeked woman, holding hands with a little girl whose face peeked out from inside the hood of her coat.


‘Thank you! It’s not confirmed yet,’ I repeated for the umpteenth time. ‘But fingers crossed.’


I was in the playground after school. We’d been ready to leave for ages but the news about yesterday’s Christmas party had spread throughout the school community and lots of people had come up to wish me well – not only those in need of childcare, but others who thought the idea of an intergenerational home catering for young and old was a fabulous one. I’d even had one lady, who I think was a grandparent, ask if there was any room for her elderly mother.


The woman was still talking. ‘I’ll never forget the stories my grandfather used to tell me about that lovely house. It was the heart of the village at one time: strawberry teas in summer and an open house on New Year’s Day to welcome in the year. It would be a tragedy if it were to fall into corporate hands,’ she finished with a shudder.


‘It would!’ I agreed, storing up the idea of a strawberry tea for a possible event for next summer.


‘If you need any help, a petition or anything,’ the woman said, bending to tuck the little girl’s scarf in, ‘do shout, I think the whole village would be behind you. Come on, Darcie, how about some hot chocolate at Nanny’s house?’


‘Right children, let’s go,’ I said, anxious to get back to Welcome Cottage to await Tessa’s call. The older ones were all running around chasing after a bouncy rubber ball and we were almost the last ones left in the playground. ‘Megan, would you see who’d like to go in the pushchair next to Harris and who’s going to stand on the buggy board at the back?’


Finally, we set off towards the school gates.


‘I chose a new book at Mr Colby’s reading club today. Can I read it to you when we get home?’ said George, bouncing beside me as I opened the gate and held it wide enough for Megan to manoeuvre the buggy through.


‘Of course you can, sweetheart.’


His parents would be delighted; he’d been a reluctant reader, but Mr Colby had set up a lunchtime reading club and George, who completely worshipped him, was hooked.


We’d only gone a few paces when I heard rapid footsteps approaching from behind.


‘Gina, can I have a word?’


It was Beau, holding hands with Isabel and Lily.


‘Sure! Hello girls! Hold on a sec. Everyone stop!’ I shouted to the children. ‘Noah, come back and wait by me please. Arlo, hold Noah’s hand.’


There were a few groans, but everyone did as they were told. Satisfied everyone was safe, I turned my attention back to Beau. ‘Is everything all right?’


‘No.’ He released Isabel’s hand and ran a weary hand over his face. ‘Unfortunately not. I said I’d look after the girls for half an hour for Cat but now I’ve got an emergency meeting with the chair of governors. Can you take them home with you?’


I waved an arm around the gaggle of children clustered around me. ‘I’m so sorry, but I’m already at my maximum number. I’m not allowed to take more than eight.’


‘But I’m more of a helper,’ Megan piped up.


‘You are,’ I agreed. ‘But you’re still in my care. Mr Colby, I’m sure the girls won’t be any trouble. Can’t they sit in the staff room?’


He shook his head. ‘Isabel and Lily can’t be in school right now.’


The look on his face sent a jolt of worry through me. I hoped the emergency meeting was nothing to do with him and Cat.


‘Leave it with me,’ I said, thinking on my feet. I’d call Paige: she could double back and help.


‘Thanks so much.’ He exhaled and shut his eyes briefly. ‘I owe you one.’


‘No worries.’ I reached into my pocket for my phone, praying that Paige didn’t have hers on silent. I dialled her number and waited for the call to connect.


Beau squatted down to the twins. ‘Listen guys, I’m going to phone Mummy and let her know you’re with Gina, okay?’


‘Have we done something wrong?’ Isabel asked in a small voice. Lily slipped her hand through her sister’s.


‘No,’ he assured them. ‘You’ve done absolutely nothing wrong, I promise. It’s Mr Colby’s busy job, that’s all.’


The girls nodded unconvincingly and I beckoned them to me for a hug, the phone tucked under my chin. ‘I’m sure Mummy won’t be long anyway.’


‘I’d better get back.’ Beau glanced at the school building as if he’d rather be going anywhere else than there. ‘Thanks again, Gina.’


He ruffled the girls’ hair and ran back towards school. I pressed the phone to my ear more tightly, ready to talk, but Paige didn’t pick up. I left her a message, hoping that she’d call me back soon.


‘Everyone back in the playground,’ I said brightly. ‘Let’s warm ourselves up with a game of hopscotch on the playground while we wait.’


‘Why can’t we go?’ Finn moaned.


‘Because I’m only allowed to look after eight children and we need to keep safe, don’t we?’ I said, pressing a finger to his nose. ‘Mummy wouldn’t like it if you got lost, would she?’


I held the gate open yet again and counted the children in. Just Noah was still messing about, running along the pavement chasing something. ‘Come on, slowcoach!’


‘I’m trying to catch the bouncy ball,’ shouted Noah. He bent to pick it up but kicked it instead. It shot between the parked cars and into the road.


‘Noah! Leave it, I’ll get it!’ I shouted.


But Noah didn’t listen. My body surged with adrenaline as Noah flew from the pavement into the road just as car headlights swept around the corner. There was a screech of brakes, a crunch of metal and the siren of a car alarm.


A wave of nausea propelled me into the road, yelling, ‘NOAH!’


Someone screamed, children burst into tears and then, centimetres from the car bumper, illuminated by the headlights, Noah stood up holding the ball between his fingers, completely unscathed. ‘Got it.’


Thank God. The car had swerved to miss him and hit another parked car which was now beeping and flashing. My legs shook as I grabbed Noah to my chest and hauled him back onto the pavement, ushering everyone safely into the playground.


A man flung himself out of the car, his hands knotted into his hair. ‘Is he okay? He just ran out into the road. It’s dark, I couldn’t see.’


I gulped in lungfuls of air, too shocked to speak. The children gathered round me, their little faces wrinkled with concern, Harris began to yell from the pushchair.


Noah’s little body was shaking with sobs. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘What the hell were you doing letting him run into the road?’ yelled the man, finding his voice now that there were no casualties.


‘He just . . .’ I swallowed; my mouth was so dry I could hardly form the words. ‘He lost his ball.’


‘Are these all your kids?’ He scowled, scanning his eyes across the group. ‘Ten kids. Wait, are you the childminder? Gina, isn’t it?’


I nodded.


‘Jeez.’ He shook his head. ‘And to think Kirsty, my missus, was trying to persuade me to let you look after our boys. There’s no way you can safely keep your eye on this many kids at one time.’


So that was who he was.


‘I’m ten,’ Megan glared at him. ‘So I help Gina with the little ones.’


‘Unbelievable.’ The man shook his head in disgust. ‘And look at my car, who’s going to pay for that?’


I didn’t bother answering. In my arms, Noah’s teeth began to chatter.


‘It’s OK, darling,’ I said, holding him tighter. ‘You’re safe.’


‘Are you all right, love?’ A tall thin man with a fringe of white hair put his arm around me. ‘I live across the street and heard the bang.’


‘I’m f-f-fine,’ I stuttered. ‘Noah’s fine too.’


‘You might be in shock.’ The old man turned to Kirsty’s husband and tutted. ‘You should be ashamed of yourself flying along at speed outside a school and then bullying this young woman.’


‘Bullying?’ He jutted his chin out. ‘You keep out of it, mate.’


‘I don’t think so,’ said the old man. ‘You’ve just hit my car.’


My phone began to ring and I grabbed it. It was Paige.


‘You rang? Miss me already?’ she said lightly.


‘Come back to school, I need help,’ I managed to say before bursting into tears.


Half an hour later, we were back home. The log burner was lit and the children were sitting on the floor with cups of warm milk and biscuits, roaring with laughter at the TV. I, on the other hand, was still feeling shaky.


‘Tea.’ Paige handed me my favourite mug.


I smiled at my friend. ‘Thanks. For the tea and for coming to my rescue. I can’t get the sound of those screeching brakes out of my head. I’ll probably be having nightmares about it for weeks.’


‘Anytime.’ She patted my shoulder. ‘Do you want a drop of whisky in it for shock?’


I shook my head. ‘Maybe not. I’m in enough trouble without stinking of booze when the parents arrive.’


‘True.’ She heard me whimper and clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘Sorry, of course you’re not in trouble. But you do need to relax, let your blood pressure go back to normal.’ She pushed a footstool towards me and forced me to put my feet up.


She was right; my chest felt as tight as a drum.


‘I suppose I’d better let the parents know. Something like this will spread like wildfire; better it comes from me than Chinese whispers.’ I felt sick at the thought.


‘You can let everyone know when they collect their own children. Speaking as a parent, if I had a call about my child which began “there’s nothing to worry about but”, I’d instantly be on red alert.’ Paige perched on the arm of the sofa and stroked my hair. ‘I know you’re blaming yourself but you’ve done nothing wrong.’


I blinked up at her. ‘Kirsty’s husband might not agree. I wouldn’t be surprised if I get a call from the council about my safety procedures.’


We’d left the two men swapping insurance details, very reluctantly in the case of Kirsty’s husband, whose name turned out to be Greg.


‘Don’t go looking for problems,’ said Paige. ‘You didn’t leave school until you had another adult to balance out the numbers. You acted responsibly.’


I massaged my forehead, trying to ease out the tension. I had left school premises. Because I’d already been on the other side of the school gate when Beau had handed the girls into my care. And if Greg really wanted to make my life difficult, he could crucify me with that fact alone.


‘It’s no use, I can’t relax,’ I said, getting up and taking a big slurp of my tea. ‘I won’t ring every parent, but I should at least let Rosie know.’


I dialled the number of the café, bracing myself to be royally ticked off by my oldest friend.


‘Hey, Gina,’ came her cheerful reply.


‘Hi.’ I took a deep breath. ‘Nothing to worry about, Noah is absolutely fine but . . .’


‘That boy, honestly, he’s got more lives than a cat,’ Rosie tutted after I’d explained. ‘You must have been terrified; are you OK?’


The relief that she wasn’t furious made my eyes sting.


‘I’m fine but, Rosie,’ I swallowed the lump in my throat, ‘Noah almost got hit by a car while in my care. You’d be completely justified in being really annoyed with me.’


‘Don’t beat yourself up, accidents happen. Gabe and I will be having words with Noah about running into the road. He’s seven now, about time he started developing a bit of road sense, especially as we’re getting him a new bike for Christmas.’


‘Thanks.’ I was overcome with gratitude. ‘I hope all the other parents are as forgiving as you.’


‘Hey, we trust you and I’m sure the same can be said for everyone else. Look how successful yesterday’s party was! Everyone is clamouring for a place at The Evergreens. I had a table of mums in today, discussing it.’


I chewed the inside of my cheek ‘If I get the funding.’


I glanced at the time. It was after four o’clock, surely Tessa would call soon?


‘It sounds like you did your best under difficult circumstances,’ she continued.


I couldn’t have turned Beau down and refused to take the girls; they’d looked so sad and worried when Beau had escorted them out of school. I scanned the heads in front of the TV and couldn’t spot the twins. I’d go and check on them as soon as I got off the phone.


‘As I say, Noah’s perfectly happy watching The Grinch,’ I reassured her. ‘We’ll see you later.’


I ended the call and before I had chance to sip my tea, the phone rang again. My stomach flipped; it was Natalie, Molly and Eva’s mum.


‘Oh my God, Gina!’ she gasped. ‘I’ve just heard about the accident! Are my girls all right? Poor Noah! How on earth did that happen?’


‘Just a small mishap with a ball going into the road,’ I said, trying to strike a balance between calm and not dismissive. ‘Molly and Eva were perfectly safe at all times. Nobody was hurt. Would you like to speak to them?’
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