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Chapter 1


It was still the prettiest grave in the churchyard. Clusters of brilliantly coloured flowers lay at the foot of the sculpted slate headstone, covering the tiny plot: zinnias, Tess thought, stroking the velvet petals that had the texture of the Fuzzy Felt she had played with as a child. The vibrant red, purple and orange blooms looked as if they had been plucked from the greenhouse that morning and brought straight here.


Tess knelt on the neatly mown grass by the side of the grave. The blunt tips of the grass blades scratched her bare knees.


‘Hello. It’s me,’ she whispered, rubbing her hand over the curved edge of the memorial stone. ‘I’m back. Have you missed me?’


No answer, not even the rustle of a breeze among the horse chestnut leaves to give the illusion of a response today. Tess ran her finger over the outline of the bird that was carved into the slate, tracing along its outstretched wings.


‘Everything has gone wrong,’ she said. ‘I tried. I tried as hard as I could, but it wasn’t enough. I’ve failed. And I’m so sorry that I’ve let us both down. You wouldn’t have messed up like this, would you? She’s going to be so disappointed. I can’t tell her, I really can’t. Not yet. You understand, don’t you? I wish you were here. I need you.’


The clouds that had hesitated all day let fall a soft drizzle, and Tess leant against the headstone.


‘Damn it! Why can’t you work properly?’


A few graves away, a man was bending over, one hand resting on the head of a granite angel, the other thumping the side of his knee. He looked up as Tess shifted, and despite the years that had passed, she thought she recognised him as one of the Thornton brothers – three rowdy boys as indistinguishable as triplets – who had shared her time at the village primary school. But on second glance, she wondered if she was wrong: the Thorntons had been full of life and laughter, first in line for any mischief, whereas this man’s expression suggested that life had abandoned him a long time ago.


Tess wiped her face, hoping the rain had camouflaged her tears. The man straightened up and she pressed further against the headstone when he stared at her and hesitated, as if deciding whether to approach. But he turned and walked off in the opposite direction, a faint limp evident in his right leg.


Tess stood up, brushed the grass clippings from her legs, and watched until long after he had disappeared from view. Then she followed him through the graveyard and towards the village, heading home.


***


Ten minutes later, Tess hovered on the doorstep of the detached stone house that had been her childhood home, down a quiet lane leading off the Ribblemill village green. Nothing had changed since her last visit, many months ago – or in any of the years before that, as far back as she could remember. The same curtains hung at each window, the colour along the edges faded almost to white; the same ornaments stood on the windowsills, trapping the house in another decade; the same air of sorrow held the stones together as surely as the lime mortar.


She took a deep breath, bracing herself for what lay inside, gave the knocker a cursory tap and opened the door.


‘Hello, Mum. It’s Tess!’


She paused at the mirror in the hall, to make sure that the usual Tess Bailey image was in place, despite her earlier tears: hair – perfect blonde waves, falling across her shoulders; dress – pretty and floral, in the style she had worn since childhood; smile – absent, but she could soon fix that. She could rustle up a convincing smile for any occasion. She dredged up her biggest one and pushed open the living room door.


An explosive welcome greeted her, as the room came alive with smiles and exclamations of surprise. The room was busier than Tess had expected. Her mum, Grace, was sitting in her armchair in front of a blazing gas fire, despite the humid September weather, while three of her friends perspired at the edges of the room.


‘Hello, everyone!’ Tess walked forward and kissed each of the ladies in turn – Joyce, Ruth and Marjorie, Grace’s most loyal friends. ‘How lovely to see you all!’


‘Oh Tess, aren’t you pretty as a picture!’ Marjorie held her hand and looked Tess up and down. ‘Grace didn’t tell us you were coming today.’


‘No, it’s a surprise visit. Isn’t that fun?’ Tess bent down to kiss her mum’s cheek, ignoring Ruth’s raised eyebrows. Grace didn’t like surprises. Everyone knew that. ‘Hello, Mum. How are you?’


One day, Tess sometimes dreamt, she would ask the question and her mum would smile – maybe even laugh – tell her off for asking a silly question, and say that she was perfectly well. But not today. Today her hands fluttered, the worry lines on her face deepened and she stared at Tess as if … well, as if she were a ghost was the thought that flew through Tess’s head. But that wasn’t right, was it? A ghost would probably have been smothered in smiles.


‘Tess?’ Grace said, leaning forward in her chair. ‘Why are you here? What’s wrong?’


‘Nothing! How could anything be wrong when I’m here to see you and Dad?’ Tess perched on the arm of Grace’s chair. ‘Although I do have some news…’


‘Not bad news?’ For a moment, the trembling in Grace’s hands increased, then she reached out and touched Tess’s arm, brightness lighting her face. ‘Oh Tess. Is it a baby? Are you having a baby at last?’


‘No, I’m not.’ Such simple words, but it was hard for Tess to keep her smile in place when a hundred tonnes of misery lay behind them. The brightness in Grace’s face vanished and there was nothing Tess could say to bring it back. ‘It’s…’


‘Where’s Tim?’ Grace peered past Tess towards the door. ‘It’s so long since we’ve seen him. Is he bringing your bags in?’


‘Tim hasn’t come with me this time.’ Tess flashed a smile around the room, but turned away quickly from Ruth’s curious gaze. She hadn’t expected an audience for this announcement.


‘No Tim? But he didn’t come last time, either. Oh, Tess, he’s not ill again, is he?’


‘Don’t worry. He’s well.’ Tess grasped her mum’s hands and held them tight. ‘In fact, the news is about him.’ She paused. She could do this; she’d rehearsed it often enough in her head. How hard could it be to string a few words together and let them out into the world? It was sound, that was all – gone as soon as it was released. ‘Tim has been offered the most wonderful job. He’s going to be Vice President of Construction on a prestigious new development. It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity, and he’s going to be paid a fortune. Isn’t that brilliant?’


Impressed ‘oohs!’ echoed around the room.


‘Vice President!’ repeated Marjorie. ‘That sounds important.’


‘Will he still be working in London?’ Joyce asked. ‘No chance of tempting you back up north?’ ‘Actually…’


Despite Tess’s brightest voice, Grace glanced at her with eyes already seeing trouble.


‘…it’s an even bigger opportunity than London. He’s going to be working in Dubai. How amazing is that?’


‘Tess, you can’t move to Dubai!’ Grace’s eyes were damp. ‘It’s too far away. I’ve already lost Max…’


‘Nonsense,’ Ruth said. ‘Max is only in Australia. And it can’t take much longer to fly to Dubai than it does to drive to Sussex.’


They all knew it was an academic point. Grace never left Ribblemill – rarely even left the house. She had never visited Tess’s home in Sussex and it would make no difference if she lived ten minutes or ten hours away.


‘It will do you good to have some sunshine, Tess. Enjoy a bit of glamour while you can. Learn to belly-dance, then come back and teach us! I’ve always fancied a bit of exotic dancing. I’m not short of wobble.’


Everyone except Grace laughed. Tess took advantage of the distraction to slip out more news.


‘Actually, I’m not going. It’s a fixed-term contract for a year and it will be long hours, six days a week, so…’


‘But how can you not go? Tim’s your husband.’ And, as if she thought that Tess needed reminding of the fact, Grace picked up one of the photo frames from the shelf at her side and waved it.


‘Ah, that was a grand day,’ Marjorie said. ‘The village will never see a wedding to match it. That horse-drawn carriage was something else. A real fairytale come true!’


Tess took the picture from Grace’s hand. It showed her and Tim on their wedding day, looking the image of a model couple: matching blond heads leaning close together, matching broad smiles asserting their happiness and good fortune. It had been an extraordinary day – everyone had said so – the archetypal romantic day, exactly as her mum had planned it after wishing for so long to see Tess married. Tess returned the photo frame to the shelf.


‘But how will you manage without him?’ Grace asked.


‘She’ll manage perfectly well,’ Ruth said, before Tess could answer – before she could begin to think of any possible answer. ‘Just like all those wives did whose husbands went off to war. Better, in fact, as at least she knows he’s coming back.’


Ruth gave Tess an encouraging smile. She beamed back, hoping it was convincing.


‘Won’t you be lonely, living on your own?’


‘That’s the other bit of exciting news!’ Tess squeezed Grace’s hands. ‘I was worried about that too, so I’m taking a sabbatical from work and I’m going to stay up here for a while. I can see you and Dad all the time. You’ll like that, won’t you?’


‘Oh Tess, it will be lovely to have you back in your old room.’


Tess pictured the room upstairs: a riot of pink prettiness left over from her childhood, with twin beds separated by a bedside cabinet, fixed to the wall so the beds couldn’t be pushed together, as she and Tim had discovered on his first visit, amid a great deal of muffled giggling. A year cooped up in that room? No. That had never been part of the plan. She glanced at Ruth.


‘She needs her own space,’ Ruth said. ‘Tim’s sure to be allowed some visits home and they’ll want some privacy. A young couple can’t have much fun under the same roof as the parents.’


‘Mel lets out rooms in the No Name,’ Joyce suggested. Tess felt Grace shudder at the thought of her staying in the village pub. ‘Or Brenda Thornton takes in lodgers, doesn’t she? Although I think she’s full at the moment, especially now Noah has turned up.’


Noah? That was the middle brother, Tess remembered, wondering if he had been the man in the churchyard.


‘I reckon I know the perfect place,’ Ruth said. She checked her watch. ‘If we go now, we’ll catch Cassie when the library closes. You could be the answer to each other’s prayers.’


***


Tess took one look at Cobweb Cottage and knew that she had to live there. It stood adrift from any other building, halfway down a track through the grounds of Ramblings, a large mansion on the edge of Ribblemill village. In many ways, it was an odd-looking house: although it followed a traditional pattern of having a window on either side of the front door, it was wider on the right than on the left, as if the constant battering of the Lancashire wind had knocked it out of symmetry. But the stones gleamed between the freshly pointed mortar; new oak frames lined the windows; the carved front door with the iron knocker both welcomed the visitor and guarded the occupants inside. It was a warm and happy building, as far removed as it was possible to be from the house she had left only a few minutes ago. It was perfect.


First impressions based on the outside were more than matched by a tour of the cottage. The renovations were so recently completed that the smell of paint still hung in the air. The layout was simple but well-planned: a living room and dining room lay on either side of the central hall, with a large kitchen across the width of the house at the back. Upstairs were two double bedrooms, each with an en-suite bathroom that had been created from what had once been the third bedroom.


It wildly exceeded Tess’s expectations of where she might find to live and the best news was that it was available for a peppercorn rent. Ruth worked as the housekeeper at Ramblings and had introduced Tess to Cassie, one of the trustees of the charitable trust that ran the Ramblings estate. Cassie explained that one of the aims of the trust was to provide affordable accommodation for those in need: young people from the village who were looking for a first home; former Ribblemillers who were returning to the village, and anyone who needed temporary refuge and had no other place to go. Cobweb Cottage was the first house on the estate to be renovated, and Cassie was keen to have someone test out the accommodation and give feedback ready for the next phase of work.


Tess was gazing out of the window of the thinner of the two bedrooms – her favourite because of the old-fashioned fireplace and the en-suite bath, despite its smaller size – when she heard the front door open and male laughter drift up the stairs. Far from showing concern, Cassie smiled in delight and dashed off downstairs, Tess trailing behind. She followed the voices to the living room, where she found Cassie holding hands with a handsome, dark-haired man. He looked vaguely familiar and so did the fourth person present. It was the Thornton brother again and though he was lurking in the corner, somehow, with his broad rugby player’s build, he seemed to fill the entire room.


‘Tess, this is Barney,’ Cassie said. He needed no more introduction: Tess had heard a great deal about Barney in the short walk from Ramblings to Cobweb Cottage.


‘Tess?’ Barney smiled. ‘It’s Tess Green, isn’t it? You were at the village primary, a year or so below us.’


‘It’s Tess Bailey now, but yes, I was. How lovely to meet you again!’


‘You’ll already know Noah. Noah, you remember Tess?’


Noah looked her up and down. ‘Vaguely.’ His expression gave nothing away; his voice suggested he didn’t welcome the memory or the reunion.


‘Noah wants to rent the cottage,’ Barney said to Cassie. ‘I was about to show him around. We might have our first tenant.’


‘But I’ve just shown it to Tess…’


‘And it’s gorgeous!’ Tess interrupted. ‘You’ve done such a brilliant job with the renovations. I’d love to rent it. Sorry,’ she added, smiling in Noah’s direction.


‘Don’t be. I already agreed to take it ten minutes ago.’


‘Without even seeing it?’


He shrugged. ‘Anything beats sleeping on the sofa, in a house that’s busier than Old Trafford.’


Tess wasn’t so sure: he hadn’t seen the twin room at her parents’ house.


‘How long will it be before you have another property ready?’ she asked. Perhaps Noah could hang on for two or three weeks and go elsewhere. He clearly had no attachment to Cobweb Cottage, whereas Tess had already mentally moved in and made it her home.


‘The stables apartments won’t be finished until New Year, will they Cassie?’


‘No, the builders only started a couple of weeks ago, when they finished here.’ Cassie turned to Tess, looking anxious. ‘I’m sorry. I know you need somewhere quickly.’ She glanced between Tess and Noah. ‘I appreciate it’s not ideal, but would you consider sharing? You could both have your own bedroom, bathroom and sitting room if we convert the dining room. That’s more than many people have. It’s more than I once had. And it’s not as if you’re strangers.’


Tess’s instinct was to refuse – it was an impossible idea, wasn’t it? She looked over to the corner of the room, expecting to see the same reaction from Noah, but his face was blank, and his eyes – so pale they almost looked like clear glass – were equally unreadable. He wasn’t a stranger, no, not in a technical sense, but she hadn’t seen him for years and he wasn’t the sort of man she was familiar with. Tim was slight, polite, easygoing and safe. Noah looked like he shouldn’t be allowed out without a lead and muzzle. Grace would hate him: he was exactly the sort of man she had warned Tess against when she was growing up, the type of man who was unpredictable and dangerous. But what was the alternative? This was a flat-share for a few months, not a lifelong commitment. How bad could it be?


‘That’s a brilliant idea!’ she said. She smiled at Noah. He didn’t react. ‘There’s loads of space here. We’ll hardly see each other!’


Finally, he loomed forward out of the corner, suffocating the space in the room.


‘I hope that’s a promise,’ he said.






Chapter 2


Tess took a shortcut through the woods surrounding Ramblings to approach the back of Cobweb Cottage. It was moving-in day at last – only a week after she had returned to Ribblemill, but a week of being worried over by her mum was enough to make a house-share with Jack the Ripper, never mind Noah Thornton, seem attractive. She hadn’t seen him during the week, but knew from Cassie that they were both moving in today, now the house was furnished, so she had decided to arrive early to stake her claim on the bedroom with the en-suite bath.


She rounded the side of the house and immediately ran into Noah. He was leaning against the stone lintel beneath one of the front windows, eyes closed, smoking.


‘What are you doing here?’ Tess asked. She hadn’t put him down as an early bird. Far from it – on the two occasions she’d seen him recently, he had worn the shaggy look of someone who had only reluctantly rolled out of bed.


He opened his eyes, although it made little difference: there was no life or expression in them. ‘Moving in.’


‘You’re keen!’ Tess smiled. She’d forgotten to do it before, expecting to be alone. ‘Or are you being sneaky and picking the best rooms before I arrive?’


‘Not my style.’ He blew out a mouthful of smoke. ‘Have whichever you want.’


‘Okay. Thanks.’ It wasn’t a satisfying victory, especially when the moral one was his – and she had the uncomfortable feeling that he knew it. The wind threw a handful of smoke in her face. ‘You won’t be doing that inside, will you?’ She waved her hand towards his cigarette.


‘House rules already?’ He flicked the stub of the cigarette onto the track outside the house and lurched forward to crush it under his foot. ‘I’ll do you a trade. I won’t smoke inside, if you don’t light any of those stupid smelly candles.’


‘Fine with me!’ Irritating man. That would ruin her soaks in the bath. How did he know that she loved scented candles? ‘Shall we go in?’


They reached the front door at the same time, keys at the ready.


Tess laughed. ‘After you.’


Noah unlocked the door and pushed it open. As they hesitated on the doorstep, a memory shot Tess in the chest, of moving into Tim’s flat, brimming with hope that it was the start of a long future together, that this was the bond she had been looking for through her whole life. It had been exactly a month after he had whisked her away for a surprise weekend in Rome, where he had proposed on bended knee by the side of the Trevi fountain, to the delight of the many tourists and locals passing by. She had telephoned her mum at once, heedless of the anxiety an unscheduled call would bring, certain that the news would make her happy. It had been the first time Tess had shared a home with a man, other than her father. She had never expected to be doing it with anyone else.


‘Changed your mind?’


The image of Tim – stylish, well-groomed, cultured – shattered into a thousand pieces and was replaced by the blunt reality of Noah – muddy hiking boots, leather jacket and … Earthy, was the word that popped into her head. Not in a smelly way – she was close enough to catch the clean, salty sea smell wafting off him, notwithstanding the smoking – but there was something raw and natural about him, that made her think he could have sprung up through the soil that morning, among the trees, and lumbered straight over here. How did you handle a man like that? He was well outside Tess’s experience. She laughed, hoping her usual tactics would prove effective.


‘Of course not! I’ve been looking forward to it!’


She squeezed past him, careful not to make any contact, and entered Cobweb Cottage. It had been an empty shell a week ago, when she had first viewed it: now it was a warm and welcoming home. The wooden hall floor gleamed as it led the way straight through the house to the kitchen; a row of pegs behind the door waited patiently for coats; an oak console table held a jug overflowing with flowers and greenery that Tess guessed had been picked in the estate grounds. There was a card on the table in front of the flowers. Tess picked it up.


‘Welcome to your new home!’ it said on the front. Neat handwriting inside read, ‘To Tess and Noah. Wishing you every happiness at Cobweb Cottage. Love Cassie and Barney.’


‘Isn’t that lovely!’ Tess turned to show it to Noah, but found he was already peering over her shoulder. He grunted. It didn’t sound an enthusiastic grunt, but Tess smiled anyway. ‘Shall we explore?’


The larger room to the right of the hall was modern and bright, decorated with a squashy sofa and chair and a shaggy rug in neutral colours. A TV stood on a light oak cabinet and a small bookcase was already half-filled with a diverse selection of books.


‘This is a great place to relax, isn’t it?’ No answer. Perhaps Noah didn’t do relaxation? Tess smiled more brightly and crossed the hall to open the door to the smaller room that had originally been intended as the dining room.


The contrast was striking. The first room had been modern and minimalist. This one had been filled with what looked like the overspill from an antiques shop. A chaise longue with clawed feet and duck egg damask fabric lay along one wall, positively begging someone to lie on it with a book. Two faded chintz armchairs huddled close to the fireplace, an ornate mahogany table nestling between them. A matching cabinet in the corner held a small portable television. Everything looked old and well used, but pretty. Tess loved it.


She turned to Noah. He was out of place here, like a giant in a doll’s house. Still, she shouldn’t judge his tastes.


‘Any preference?’ she asked. He shrugged.


‘You choose. I’ll take whichever you don’t want.’


‘Great! Then I’ll have this one and you can have the bigger one.’


He nodded and walked out. Tess heard the heavy thud of his footsteps ascending the stairs and ran after him, catching him up on the landing. Noah peered into the smaller bedroom. It was neutral again in here: a double bed, plain white wardrobe and a biscuit-coloured carpet that ran across the hall and into the other bedroom. Tess hoped he wasn’t about to go in: this was her bedroom.


‘I’ll take this one, as I have the larger room downstairs,’ Noah said.


‘No!’


He looked at her, his gaze flicking over her face as if her thoughts were laid out in block capitals for all to see.


Tess laughed. ‘I mean, that’s kind of you to offer, but there’s no need. You’re bigger than me and it makes sense for us to have one half of the house each, doesn’t it?’ His silence was more effective than a dozen probing questions. She smiled. ‘Would you mind if I have this one? This bathroom has the bath…’


Noah raised his arm, as if blocking any further information she might be tempted to give.


‘Have it. Have whatever you want. All I want is peace and quiet.’


He turned and entered the other bedroom, closing the door firmly behind him. Tess flopped onto the bed in her room and sighed. Things could only get better, couldn’t they?


***


The first person to disturb the peace and quiet was Tess’s father, Len, who drove Tess’s car to Cobweb Cottage and helped unload the boxes she had brought from Sussex.


‘You wouldn’t know this place was here, would you?’ he said, gazing up at the cottage. ‘Are you sure you won’t be lonely tucked out here on your own, love? It would give me the willies. Imagine what will be creeping around these trees at night.’


‘I’m not scared of a few owls and badgers. And I’m not on my own, am I?’


‘Of course – the Thornton boy.’ Her dad laughed. ‘I hope he’s not going to creep about at night either. I take it he knows you’re spoken for?’


Luckily Len barged the front door open with his shoulder and didn’t wait for an answer – because what answer could Tess have given? That she hadn’t yet exchanged any proper conversation with the man she was now sharing a house with, never mind one as intimate as discussing her relationship status – or his, come to that. What was his situation? Might he be entertaining a girlfriend – or girlfriends – on a regular basis? Perhaps Tess ought to have put in her own request for peace and quiet.


‘Speak of the devil,’ Len said, as he entered the hall and caught Noah emerging from his room. ‘Make yourself useful, son, and take this box, will you?’ Len shoved the box he was carrying towards Noah, who had no choice but to take it. ‘What have you got in there, Tess? Pots and pans? I thought you’d rented out your house. Don’t your tenants eat?’


‘I’ve no idea.’ Tess smiled. ‘Those are my Le Creuset pans. I couldn’t part with them. You haven’t brought pans as well, have you?’ she asked Noah, as he returned from carrying the box to the kitchen.


‘No. The place is furnished. I assumed the kitchen would be too.’


‘Ah, now that’s exactly what I said, but apparently that’s an example of typical male short-sightedness.’ Len laughed. It drew out a smile from Noah – a brief, unexpected sight that transformed him, not exactly into a beauty, but certainly less of a beast, even though it didn’t stretch as far as his eyes. ‘Can you help fetch in the rest of it? Our Tess doesn’t travel light. Anyone would think she’d moved back for good, not for a year, the amount of stuff she’s brought.’


Noah’s unfathomable gaze landed on Tess. She smiled. ‘It’s fine. You don’t need to help…’


‘I might as well.’ Now he’d been disturbed, Tess assumed he meant. He followed her outside and stopped at the sight of the car parked on the track outside the cottage. It was Tess’s pride and joy – a bright yellow VW Beetle with daisies rampaging over the paintwork.


‘Isn’t she lovely?’ Tess said. ‘It’s Betty.’


‘It’s floral.’


It was clear he didn’t think that was a good thing. Before Tess could take offence, on her own or Betty’s behalf, Noah opened the car door and peered in. The back of the car was jammed full, as was the boot, the passenger seat and every inch of spare space.


‘Your dad wasn’t joking,’ he said. ‘You must have half a house in here.’


‘No, I don’t! I mean…’ Tess’s words trailed off as Noah turned back to look at her. She had the uncomfortable feeling that he might be one of those people who said little but who saw everything, who could not only read between the lines, but under, over and around them too. She hadn’t factored in encountering someone like him, someone who might see through the image she chose to show to the world if she wasn’t careful. She laughed, but it wasn’t one of her best efforts. ‘This is only the bare essentials. You should see how much I’ve left behind! I would have needed an HGV version of Betty to bring everything…’


***


By early evening, there was enough food in the fridge and freezer to last a month and enough cake and biscuits to double Tess’s body size if she ate it all herself. It felt like half the village had traipsed through the hall to the kitchen bearing gifts to welcome Tess back to the village and to her new home. She had hardly expected to be remembered at all, let alone so warmly, after living down south for the best part of ten years and it was an effort not to let her smile wash away with tears. There was nowhere quite like Ribblemill. It wasn’t just the place where she’d grown up: it was home.


‘Good God, is this ever going to end?’ Noah said, ambling into the kitchen, where Tess was making a pot of tea for Ethel, who ran the village shop and post office. ‘Has the village been evacuated or something?’


‘Less of your cheek, Noah Thornton,’ Ethel said. ‘And less of the blasphemy. Your mum didn’t bring you up to use language like that. And don’t think I won’t tell her!’


‘I’m sure you will, Auntie Ethel.’


To Tess’s surprise, Noah scooped Ethel into a hug. Were they really related? There was no obvious resemblance; in fact, it looked as if a sparrow had fallen into the claws of a tom cat. Yet Noah’s expression had softened, and for the first time she could see a trace of life and affection in those crystal blue eyes. Until they landed on her again and the emotion switched off.


‘Why are you here?’ he asked Ethel, his tone sounding gentler than his words.


‘To see Tess, of course.’


‘You and half the village.’


‘What do you expect? Everyone loves Tess.’ Not quite everyone, it seemed, from the doubtful twitch of Noah’s eyebrows. ‘And I’ve brought you both some tins. Only just past their best – they won’t do you any harm.’


The sound of the front door knocker echoed through the kitchen.


‘That will be Ruth and Becca,’ Ethel said. ‘They were in the shop earlier and said they might call. Shall I let them in?’ She bustled off to the front door without waiting for an answer.


‘Tea?’ Tess asked, taking some more mugs out of the cupboard. Noah shook his head.


‘Beer.’ He grabbed a bottle from the fridge and a second later the door to his room wasn’t exactly slammed, but was very firmly closed.


‘How are you getting on with your new housemate?’ Ruth asked, grinning as she walked into the kitchen. She looked round the room. ‘You’ve made it pretty in here. I like all that Cath Kidston stuff.’


‘It fits in well, doesn’t it?’ A few colourful pieces had transformed the room, making it into a proper country kitchen. In fact, her things looked better here than they had done in the new-build house she had shared with Tim. The executive house had been his choice, not hers; it had twice the space but none of the warmth and cosiness of Cobweb Cottage. ‘I’m sure it will be fine with Noah when we get used to each other.’


‘Not big on conversation, is he?’ Ruth said, her voice booming so loudly that Tess was sure Noah must be able to hear.


‘Leave him be,’ Ethel replied, handing round cups of tea. ‘He’s had a tough time. He’s better than he was.’


It was hard to imagine what he must have been like before, in that case, and Tess would have liked to know more about this tough time, and whether it was something she needed to worry about, living in the same house. But Ruth, her daughter Becca and Ethel had taken up residence on three of the chairs round the kitchen table, and their catalogue of village gossip soon distracted her from all thoughts of Noah.


‘Anyway,’ Ruth said, after an eye-watering hour, during which Tess began to think she wasn’t remotely interesting enough to live in Ribblemill anymore, ‘we only popped in to give you this.’ She rummaged in her canvas shopper and pulled out a sheet of paper, which she pushed across the table towards Tess. ‘It’s a list of all the activities that take place at Ramblings. We’re always looking for new recruits to help out or join in. I suppose you’ve heard that the village hall is out of action.’


‘Yes. Ethel told me about the Great Storm of Ribblemill.’ Tess laughed. She had been in the shop less than five minutes when Ethel had launched into a tale that sounded more like a Hollywood disaster movie than something that might happen here. ‘But why hasn’t the hall been fixed yet?’


‘An insurance wrangle,’ Ruth said. ‘Something about the tree that fell through the roof being rotten, so it might be the owner’s fault for not having checked it.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s beyond me. Luckily we have the Colonel and Barney to sort it out. Perhaps you could give them a bit of advice? You’re a lawyer, aren’t you? They’d be glad of some help, even if you are on a sabby-whatsit.’


‘I wish I could, but it’s not really the type of law I know anything about,’ Tess replied. She grabbed the list of activities and scanned it. ‘But I’d be happy to help with some of these. The more the merrier – I need to fill up my days. It will stop me missing Tim too much, won’t it? You’ll be doing me a favour if you keep me busy!’


‘What about the Book Club?’ Ruth suggested. ‘Cassie started that. As long as you’re not squeamish. We take it in turns to pick and there’s been a run on serial killers recently. I had nightmares all last month about being hung, drawn and quartered.’


‘That sounds wonderful! What else can I do?’


‘Senior luncheon club? We could do with another driver to ferry folk to and from Ramblings.’


‘Perfect!’


‘Craft club? As you live so close, you could help set out and clear up.’


‘Definitely!’


‘WI, Pilates, Friday night youth club…’ Tess nodded to everything as Ruth ticked them off on the list. ‘Moth Collector’s Club…’


Tess hesitated. She could feign enthusiasm for most things, but that one was a step too far.


‘Don’t you fancy it?’ Ruth asked, grinning.


‘Perhaps I’ll give it a miss.’ Tess laughed. ‘Is there nothing musical?’


‘There’s a tea dance every month,’ Ethel said. ‘It’s popular with the old folk.’


‘How lovely!’ It wasn’t what Tess had had in mind, but she had to admire Ethel for distancing herself from the ‘old folk’, when she had to be within touching distance of seventy herself. ‘Do they have live music? I could play the piano or sing…’


‘Ooh, that would be just like Strictly.’ Ethel looked thrilled. ‘They have to use a CD at the moment. Are you any good?’


‘I was a member of a choir in London. We performed at the Royal Albert Hall once.’


That seemed sufficient qualification to impress Ethel, but Becca pulled a face.


‘Don’t bother with the church choir, if you were thinking about that. There are only about six people in it, and the average age must be about ninety. It will be a miracle if any of them survive long enough to sing at my wedding in December. We’ll probably end up signing the register to the sound of Spotify…’


Tess laughed, but studying the list again, there was a definite gap in what was on offer. There was something for most tastes and ages, but nothing for those who enjoyed singing or playing instruments, the two things she loved to do most. Perhaps here was something she could do with her time in Ribblemill. She had left so much behind, but music was her lifeblood. She couldn’t lose that too.


‘So I’ll put you down wherever else there’s a gap in volunteers, shall I?’ Ruth asked.


‘Yes, of course. I want to help while I’m here!’


‘Grand. You can start with the Mums and Toddlers on Wednesday morning.’


‘Mums and Toddlers?’ Tess looked up from the paper. She had been trying to ignore that on the list; she had assumed it was the one group she couldn’t possibly join. Was it too late to become a Moth Collector instead? ‘Don’t the mums lead that themselves?’


‘Aye, but we’ve started a library corner, so we need someone to wheel down the boxes of kiddy books and make sure they all come back at the end. Some of them might like to listen to a story too. Don’t look so worried,’ Ruth added, laughing. ‘They don’t bite. Or not all of them. And it will be good practice, won’t it? When your Tim’s made his fortune in Dubai, you’ll be wanting a family of your own, won’t you?’ She looked at Tess, clearly expecting an answer, though Tess didn’t want to give one.


‘There’s plenty of time for that, isn’t there!’ Tess said at last, but she couldn’t meet Ruth’s gaze and her smile felt more like a grimace.


Ruth sighed, and patted Tess’s hand. ‘Don’t leave it too long, love. I sometimes think the hope is all that keeps your mum going.’






Chapter 3


Tess opened the kitchen door and shrieked. Noah was standing in the kitchen, gazing out of the window towards the back garden. He recoiled and his mug of coffee crashed to the floor. Splinters of china flew across the tiles and dark stains splashed the cupboards.


He spun round. ‘What’s the matter?’ His eyes were wide and anxious, and his gaze bored into Tess. ‘What’s happened?’


‘Nothing!’ Tess hovered in the doorway. ‘I didn’t expect to see you. I thought you’d left for work.’


She’d been sure the house was empty; she’d waited in her bedroom until after nine o’clock and then listened for another ten minutes, but there had been no sound of life at all. How long must he have been standing there, unmoving? He was completely still again now, hands clenched, breathing heavy, only his eyelids blinking rapidly.


‘We’d better clean this up.’ She took a few steps forward and winced as a shard of the broken mug jabbed into her bare foot. She lifted her foot and drops of blood splashed down onto the tiled floor. She hopped to the nearest chair. ‘Please could you pass me some damp kitchen roll?’


Noah didn’t move. His gaze appeared to be fixed on Tess’s foot, on the dripping blood.


‘Noah? Noah!’ It wasn’t until Tess stood up again and hopped a step forward, that he snapped out of his reverie.


‘Sit down.’ His voice was quiet, empty. It sounded as if the words were being torn out of him, against his will. ‘I’ll get the first aid kit.’


He skirted around the mess on the floor – cold coffee, Tess had discovered when she accidentally hopped in it – and thundered up the stairs, returning a minute later with a professional looking first aid box. Tess hadn’t realised there was one in the house.


‘Are you a doctor?’ she asked, as he filled a bowl with water. He dragged one of the other chairs over so that it was in front of her, and dipped some cotton wool in the bowl.


‘No.’ He lifted her foot, rested it on his knee and dabbed at the sole with the wet cotton wool. His hands were warm, and large enough that they swaddled her foot, yet his touch was surprisingly gentle.


‘It’s fine! I can do it myself,’ Tess said, trying not to react as the water stung the broken skin.


Noah ignored her and didn’t even look up. Tess studied him: the bones in his jaw were pronounced, as if he were clenching his teeth; his breaths were too even, suggesting they were controlled, not natural and his hands were shaking, though he tried to conceal it by resting his arms on his knees. What was wrong with him?


And what was wrong with her? She realised, far too late, what she looked like. Thinking she had the house to herself, she had wandered downstairs in her brushed cotton pyjamas, hair untamed after a restless night and with a face bare of make-up. No one saw her like this. This wasn’t Tess Bailey. This was someone else entirely … someone it was impossible to be.


She yanked her foot back, out of Noah’s hands. ‘Thanks! I’m sure it will be fine now. It was only a scratch.’ She smiled, donning the only part of her usual uniform available to her, but he didn’t look at her face to see it.


He rummaged in the first aid box and slid a plaster across the table towards her. ‘It’s not a deep cut. You should put a plaster on it though.’


And then he did glance at her, a brief, wary look, and she had the oddest feeling that she wasn’t the only one worried about having revealed too much of herself.


***


Noah was still in the kitchen when Tess returned downstairs fifteen minutes later. His eyes flicked over her, but he said nothing and turned away to the sink.


‘That wasn’t the best start to the day, was it?’ she said, smiling at the back of his head. She felt more herself now, properly dressed in one of her favourite floral dresses and with brushed hair and full make-up. The plaster on her foot wasn’t ideal, but at least no one could see that. ‘You didn’t need to clean up, I would have done it.’


‘I dropped the cup.’


‘But only because I shrieked at you! Don’t worry, I don’t make a habit of it. I thought you were at work and the house was empty.’


‘You don’t have to tidy up after me. I’m not looking for a wife.’


‘And I’m not auditioning!’ That came out more aggressively than she’d intended, but at least it made him turn round. She was fed up of talking to the back of his head more often than not, and they’d only been sharing the house for three days. ‘Look,’ she said, taking her phone from her pocket and scrolling back through the camera roll to pick a photograph. ‘This is Tim. My husband. We’re married.’ She thrust the phone towards Noah, so he had little choice but to bend down to look at it.


‘You look alike,’ was all he said. ‘You could be twins.’


‘No, we couldn’t!’ Tess snatched back the phone, shut down the photo and sat on the chair where she had rested not long before. There was still a spot of blood on the tiles under the table; he wasn’t as good at cleaning as he thought. She took a deep breath and recovered her smile. ‘I do have a brother. Max Green. You probably won’t remember him from the village school, as he’s seven years older than me. He lives in Australia.’


He had escaped years ago, moved as far away from Ribblemill as he could and cemented his roots out there by marrying an Australian. Max and his wife had high-flying jobs, a luxury beachfront house, no children and no plans to have any. All their mum’s hopes and expectations of grandchildren rested on Tess. It was an impossibly heavy burden.


‘I remember him. He was all right.’


Tess glanced up quickly, but Noah’s face was blank as always. Perhaps she’d imagined the hint of surprise, the implication that, whilst Max was all right, somehow she was not. She stood up and collected a bowl from the communal cupboard and a bag of muesli from ‘her’ cupboard. The grains fluttered into the bowl, looking like something she might have swept off the forest floor that morning. Her mum had read a feature about it in the Daily Mail and sent Tess the clipping – apparently it was rich in things that would promote good health, vitality and fertility in women of a certain age. There had been no noticeable effect so far, although she supposed she was healthy enough; but who was to say she wouldn’t have been equally healthy, but much happier, with the occasional round of toast?


‘What time do you start work?’ Tess asked, as Noah made his escape through the back door. She would try to time it better in future, to avoid this awkward squash in the kitchen.


‘I’m not working.’ Noah lurked in the doorway, his hand on the handle, as if he were desperate to shut the door with him on one side and Tess on the other.


‘How lovely! Is Monday always your day off?’


‘I’m not working at all.’


‘Oh!’ Tess wouldn’t have thought it was possible for Noah to withdraw any further, but he did, appearing to shrink into himself, even though physically he still filled the doorframe. The room practically hummed with the waves of unhappiness emanating from him. Perhaps he had been sacked and that was the tough time Ethel had mentioned yesterday. Well, there was no shame in that; people lost their jobs all the time for all sorts of innocent and inequitable reasons, Tess was well aware of that. She wasn’t going to judge him for being out of work.


‘Are you looking for a job? What do you do? Ooh, let me guess. You don’t look like you’d enjoy being stuck in an office. Is it an outdoor job?’


Noah didn’t look like he was enjoying the guessing game. He pulled the door towards him, holding it as if it were a shield. ‘I’d like an outdoor job. Preferably one that’s quiet and where I can be on my own.’


The door was almost shut.


‘Hang on,’ Tess said. ‘Cassie mentioned that Barney wanted to spend more time on his farm. He might be glad of some help managing the estate. Shall I ask her?’


‘I can speak to him myself.’ The door wavered and then Noah put his head back round it and nodded at Tess. ‘Thanks.’


***


Tess glanced at the clock: 2.27am. What had woken her? She lay still, but could hear no sound. Tucked away in the middle of the woods, there was nothing to disturb the silence here. Or nothing human … She crept over to the window, folding her arms across her chest as the chill morning air slithered inside her pyjamas, and peeped through the centre of the curtains, trying to make out an owl or a fox or some other creature that might have created the sound she thought she’d heard. But it was pitch black.


All she could see was her own pale reflection gazing back at her with wide, startled eyes.


She tiptoed to her bedroom door, and quietly opened it a few centimetres, but there was no noise from inside the house either. She dashed back to bed, pulled the duvet up as far as her nose and fell back to sleep.


***


On Wednesday morning, Tess wandered down the track to Ramblings, ready for her first experience of the Mums and Toddlers group. Cassie let her in and showed her where the library books were stored in a small sideroom next to the ballroom, which was the room used as the substitute village hall. There seemed to be an efficient system in place: the adults’ books were divided into categories and stored on double-sided display shelves that could be wheeled in when the library was open on Saturday morning. The children’s books were held in brightly coloured wooden boxes on wheels, painted to look like a train and its carriages.


Tess wheeled the train through and had just added a few plastic toddler-sized chairs when the ballroom doors opened and a maelstrom of noise and energy invaded the room. A horde of little children raced in, so tightly trussed up in padded anoraks that they practised a peculiar waddling run. Their pink cheeks blazed under a rainbow of woollen pom-pom hats. They were adorable. Tess pasted on a smile and desperately hoped it would last the morning.


The children were followed by the mothers, several pregnant or carrying babies. Tess didn’t know any of them, although a couple of faces looked familiar, as if they might have developed from the young ones she remembered from the village school. She had lost touch with the local girls when Grace had insisted that Max and Tess should go on to a private secondary school, while the rest of the village youth caught the bus to the nearest comprehensive. Friendships had been impossible to maintain when neither going out nor inviting people home were realistic options.


At first the children clustered round the toys, and the ballroom’s beautiful parquet floor was soon covered by plastic cars, animals and bricks. Tess didn’t think her boxes of books would ever compete, so was thrilled when a stout little girl wandered over, plucked out a book and thrust it towards Tess with a gummy smile and a hopeful request of ‘Story?’


Tess began to read and thought she was doing a brilliant job, emphasising the rhyme and making all the silly noises and voices, so it was disappointing when a toddler boy plonked down next to her with a metal xylophone and banged his way through the last third of the book. Seeing she was losing her audience, when the story ended, Tess borrowed the xylophone beater.


‘Shall I show you how to play a proper song?’ she asked. She racked her brains for a nursery rhyme that would be simple to play and settled on ‘London’s Burning’, singing along as she beat out the tune. It seemed to go down well; no one ran away, at any rate. ‘Would you like a go?’


The boy nodded and sat between Tess’s knees as she held his hand and guided him where to hit. He did a good job and the next thing she knew, the books were forgotten and Tess was surrounded by children clamouring for a turn. She must have sung the song a dozen times and, though she loved London, was heartily wishing it would burn down and have done with it when a rattle from the far end of the room heralded the arrival of a trolley bearing juice and biscuits. Within seconds, Tess was abandoned.


‘You might regret doing that.’


Tess looked up from tidying away the books and saw she had been joined by Nic, the mum who organised this group.


‘I mean the singing,’ Nic explained, as Tess paused, book in hand. ‘They loved it. But even though they’re tiny, they have huge memories. They’ll want this every week now.’


‘I wouldn’t mind. I love singing – anything to do with music. I’d do it all the time if I could, perhaps with more variety of songs though! But I think there’s a rota for who helps with library corner, isn’t there? I probably won’t be here next week. Perhaps one of the other volunteers could try?’


Nic laughed. ‘Not Ruth. I heard her singing in the kitchen once. I’m surprised she didn’t shatter all the glasses. You were amazing, like someone off the telly. Are you a professional musician?’


‘No, only an amateur one. I have Grade 8 in piano, voice and flute and play as often as I can, but it’s not my job.’ Tess smiled, but it was one of the least sincere ones she had ever given. She tried not to regret – she had seen all her life how ruinous that could be, to always live in the what might have been, rather than the what was. But when it came to music … oh, no amount of sense or logic could stop her sometimes feeling that in a different life she would have been a real musician – poor, scrabbling for work, but blissfully happy. Or she could have been a music teacher or a music therapist, helping others to share her love of music, treasuring each moment spent at work instead of dreading it. She had tried to be a success, to be as good as she could at everything to please her mum, but music was different: every hour of practice had been a joy and an escape. In another life, she would have been free to be herself, to be the musical one in the family, to excel in the thing she loved. But still she smiled: she excelled in that, if nothing else.
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