

[image: Cover Image]



Also by Christina Jones

Hubble Bubble
Seeing Stars
Love Potions
Heaven Sent
Happy Birthday
Moonshine
The Way to a Woman’s Heart
Never Can Say Goodbye


Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-0-7481-3429-8

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

Copyright © 2013 by Christina Jones

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

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


To Moonpie – I love you.
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Chapter One



‘So, how are your wedding plans coming along, dear?’ Dora Wilberforce’s elderly voice echoed from her shimmering Nook Green garden. ‘I bet you and Jay still have masses of things left to do before the big day, haven’t you?’

‘Actually,’ Erin Boswell, teetering precariously on the top of a rickety stepladder in the nether regions of Mrs Wilberforce’s extremely stuffy, dark and cluttered shed, called back, ‘there isn’t that much left to sort out. Most of the arrangements are made – and so far everything’s gone really smoothly.’

‘Has it? Then you’re a very lucky girl.’ Dora sounded slightly disappointed at this lack of prenuptial problems. ‘In my experience, most weddings seem to cause all sorts of complications in the planning – right up to the eleventh hour.’

Erin shook more grimy particles from her blonde ponytail, wiped dust from the front of her pink vest and beamed into the shed’s murk, ridiculously happy in the knowledge that she and Jay were clearly the only couple in the entire world to be having a stress-free wedding.

Then, mindful of the shed’s possible immediate horrors, she stopped beaming and concentrated on squinting into the cobwebby gloom. Because this was always the tricky bit of the job.

OK … She closed her eyes.

Please, she prayed silently, please, p-l-e-a-s-e, don’t let there be any spiders.

Slowly opening one eye, then both, Erin exhaled. OK again. So far, so good – no spiders.

Carry on.

‘Oh, I know all about the nightmare wedding stories.’ Erin raised her voice a little higher. ‘That’s all everyone keeps telling us. That there’ll be all sorts of hitches and glitches. But honestly, our wedding hasn’t caused any problems at all. We’ve kept everything dead simple. Jay and I knew exactly what we wanted and, of course, it’s been easy for us because we’ve been able to do it without any interference, er, I mean help, from either family.’

‘Actually, there’s no need to shout, dear,’ Dora Wilberforce said. ‘I’m not deaf.’

‘Sorry. I thought you were still in the garden.’

‘No, dear. I’m here in the shed doorway now – ready to give you directions on finding the box. You’ll have to fight your way through a few more cobwebs first though. The shed hasn’t been touched for years. I’m afraid it looks rather like Miss Havisham’s house in there, doesn’t it?’

And then some, Erin thought with a shudder. ‘Mmm, it does a bit. And it’s quite dark. I should have remembered to bring a torch.’

‘Shall I fetch you one from the house, dear?’

‘No, I’ll manage, thanks.’ There was no way Erin was going to admit that she really didn’t want to be left alone for even a nanosecond with the threat of spiders. Dora Wilberforce might be old, but at least she’d be there. ‘My eyes are getting used to it now.’

‘Good,’ Dora Wilberforce said happily. ‘Because actually I’ve no idea where my torch is and I’d have to search for it and that would have taken even longer and we’ve wasted quite enough time as it is.’

Erin giggled.

‘So,’ Dora continued, ‘you’ve made all your wedding arrangements yourself, have you? You and Jay haven’t had one of these newfangled wedding planners?’

‘Well, yes we have actually, oooh … excuse me …’ Erin sneezed as a whole veil of dusty cobwebs floated round her. She held her breath. No spiders. Again. Phew.

‘Jay and I knew what sort of wedding we wanted, so once we’d written everything down, we met Abbie, the wedding planner at the Swan, and gave her all the details. And now she’s working with us to make sure it all happens exactly to plan.’

‘Fancy.’ Dora chuckled. ‘It’s all a far cry from my day when the bride’s parents provided whatever they could afford, and if you got a bit of a sit-down spread in the village hall afterwards, you were grateful. And most couples had to move in with their in-laws after the wedding ’til they could get a place of their own. Honeymoons were a rare treat, too. If you were lucky you got a weekend in a seaside boarding house, but for most, the wedding night used to be a family occasion, so to speak.’

‘Oooh, that sounds terrible,’ Erin laughed. ‘Thank goodness times have changed. Jay and I have saved up and paid for everything ourselves, so we didn’t need to ask anyone else to help out financially. Or to be involved. It’s going to be our day, exactly the way we want it.’

‘I wish my wedding had been more what I wanted. Mine was a very cheap do.’ Dora Wilberforce sounded quite nostalgic. ‘Mind you, weddings are big business now, aren’t they? Such a lot of money. I s’pose it all makes sense to you young ’uns.’

‘Oh, we’re not going mad with ours – we’re not having a castle and a Red Arrows fly-past and zillions of white doves and Cinderella coaches and eight million bridesmaids, or anything like that – but we do want a lovely day that everyone will enjoy.’

‘And your mum and dad, or Jay’s, haven’t had any say in it at all?’

‘None, no.’

Dora pondered this. ‘Wish mine hadn’t … Ah, well. Water under the bridge … And I s’pose your mum and dad couldn’t be involved under the circumstances, could they?’

‘Not really, no.’

‘But even if they’ve been left out of the planning stages, they will still be popping over for it, won’t they? They’ll be here in time for the big day? They’re not going to miss it?’

Standing on tiptoe, Erin wobbled again and smiled to herself in the warm darkness. Mrs Wilberforce made it sound as if her parents lived just round the corner in Nook Green, or in the neighbouring village of Bluebell Common or something, rather than an entire world away in Sydney. She still missed them and wished they were closer. Especially now.

But, she had to admit, it had been much easier to plan the wedding without her mum – or Jay’s who lived in the Midlands – raising any objections or making unsuitable suggestions or demanding that some ancient and unpleasant rellie simply had to be invited.

‘Yes, of course they’re coming over. They’ll be here ten days before. They do know what’s happening, though. We’ve kept them up-to-date with everything on email and Skype.’

‘Have you?’ Mrs Wilberforce, clearly never having heard of Skype and possibly not even email, sounded doubtful. ‘That’s nice. And it’ll be lovely to see them again. Mind, I could never understand why they went all the way to Australia in the first place. Rose and Pete were Nook Green people, born and bred. A trip to London or a holiday in Majorca was a big adventure for them.’

‘Mmm, yes, it was a bit of a shock to everyone.’

‘I know it was for your dad’s job but surely he could have found something nearer?’

‘Not at the time. Anyway, they’re really settled over there now and I’ve been happy living with Uncle Doug, and it means Jay and I have been left well alone to plan the wedding ourselves. It’s all gone really smoothly. There’s absolutely nothing that can go wrong now.’

Dora Wilberforce gave a little snort. ‘Now you be careful, young Erin. Don’t you be too cocky. Remember, there’s many a slip twixt cup and lip.’

Erin giggled. ‘My nanna used to say that too.’

‘Ah, a wise woman, your nanna. And such a jolly lady. We’ve all missed her so much at the Yee-Hawers Over Sixties Line Dancing Nights, not to mention the monthly Cheese and Wine parties.’ Dora sighed wistfully. ‘How she loved her glass or two of Blue Nun with a nice chunk of Caerphilly on a cream cracker. Ah, the life and soul, Muriel used to be. Always laughing, always the first up on the floor, always the last to leave. Still, nothing stays the same for ever, dear, does it?’

Guessing the question was rhetorical, Erin simply shook her head and continued her rummage among Mrs Wilberforce’s stored clutter.

‘You must miss her too,’ Dora Wilberforce said sadly. ‘What with your mum and dad being in Australia and everything.’

‘I do, yes.’

‘And she’d have loved to see you wed,’ Dora sighed again. ‘Such a shame she got taken away.’

‘Taken away?’ Erin chuckled. ‘That sounds a bit dramatic. She was hardly abducted by aliens, was she?’

It had caused more than a bit of a hoo-ha in the village when Muriel, her sprightly widowed nanna, had put a lonely hearts ad in a national oldies magazine, had been contacted by, met, and fallen whirlwindly in love with the suave, also widowed and slightly younger Colin, and gone to live – in sin, according to the more strait-laced Nook Greeners – with him in his homeland of Malta.

‘Anyway,’ Erin finished robustly, ‘she was very happy to be taken away, actually. And she and Colin will be coming to the wedding.’

‘R-e-a-l-l-y?’ Dora Wilberforce exhaled noisily. ‘Muriel’s going to bring her fancy man back to Nook Green, is she? Well, I never …’

Erin laughed to herself. That would give the Yee-Hawers Over Sixties Line Dancers something to gossip about at their next hoedown – and then some.

Holding her breath for a moment, she carefully wiped a stray cobweb from her face. Fortunately, again, luck was on her side and there wasn’t a spider attached.

She exhaled.

‘So, yes, my entire scattered family, all five of them, or six if you count whoever Uncle Doug brings as his plus one – and none of us are sure who that will be – will be on my side of the wedding room to see me married.’

‘Surely, Doug will be partnered by young Gina, won’t he, dear? They’ve been walking out together for some time now.’

‘Who knows? I hope so because Gina is so lovely and really good for him – far too good for him, really – but you know what he’s like.’

‘Hmmm. Once a Lothario always a Lothario. He’s a naughty boy, your Uncle Doug. Such a bad reputation with the ladies.’

‘And still mightily proud of it, sadly.’

Although he was hardly a boy, Erin thought as she leaned even further into the shed’s upper recesses. Doug was in his mid-fifties, but as he’d clung on to the ethos of his 1970s laid-back love ’em and leave ’em hippiedom, his romance track record was pretty rocky.

Erin sighed. ‘I’m sorry, but I still can’t see the box you wanted in here.’

‘Can’t you? Oh dear. The shed’s a bit cluttered I’m afraid, dear. And the light bulb went months ago. The box is walnut with mother-of-pearl inlay. Top shelf to the right. You really can’t miss it.’

Erin thought she probably already had. Several times. Mrs Wilberforce’s garden shed was crammed from floor to ceiling with boxes and bags and broken things that no one would have made any use of for generations.

Still, it was her job as junior partner, negotiator, valuer and most importantly, accounts person, in her Uncle Doug’s Old Curiosity Shop – “collectibles and curios for all” – to spend her working life rooting around among other people’s unwanted detritus, and, apart from the daily spider hazard, she absolutely loved it.

Taking another deep breath, Erin felt gingerly along the top shelf with one hand while clinging tightly to the top of the ladder with the other. Choking quietly on the clouds of dust, she reached even deeper into the sweltering gloom and tried not to fall.

‘Any luck?’ Mrs Wilberforce’s voice was nearer now. ‘Oh, do take care, dear. You were such a cack-handed kiddie. Always had your knees plastered up or your arm in a sling. Mind, you were a fearless little thing. A proper tomboy. You haven’t changed all that much in the twenty-seven years I’ve known you, dear.’

Erin pulled a face in the sultry darkness. Thanks so much, Mrs W. Nothing like bolstering a girl’s ego.

‘And,’ Mrs Wilberforce continued, ‘I don’t want you to break any bones on my account. Not so soon before the big day.’

‘I’m not keen on hobbling down the aisle on crutches either, so I promise I’ll be careful. And I haven’t fallen off my bike or grazed my knees in the playground for some time now. Ah, I think I’ll just have to reach forward a bit more and move some of this stuff – I can see a box just over here …’

‘Good girl,’ Mrs Wilberforce’s voice sounded delighted. ‘Not long to go now to the wedding though, is it?’

‘Seventh of September. Six weeks and three days and ooh – about four hours.’

‘Not that you’re counting?’ Mrs Wilberforce chuckled. ‘Bet you can’t wait, can you? Young Jay’s a smashing bloke, and everyone speaks so highly of him. He’s the best vet we’ve ever had in Nook Green.’

Erin nodded in proud agreement on Jay’s behalf. He was, without doubt, the best vet anywhere in the whole wide world.

As she’d found out two years ago …


Chapter Two



Two years ago, very early on a similar scorching July morning, and still wearing her pyjamas, Erin had hurtled bare-footed out of Uncle Doug’s front door and raced across the green that gave the village its name, slithering on the dew-soaked grass, and crashed into the Nook Green Veterinary Surgery, carrying her beloved cat, Florence, inert in her arms.

‘I need to see Mr Howes,’ she’d sobbed incoherently over the desk to her receptionist-best-friend Sophie. ‘Now, Sophie! I’ve just found Florence lying on the kitchen floor and she’s been so sick everywhere, and I know she’s dying!’

‘Oh, sweetheart.’ Sophie had leaned across the desk, touching Florence’s immobile grey head and handing Erin a tissue. ‘How awful – but Mr Howes has left. Retired. Remember? I told you. He sold the practice. We have a new vet now – Mr Keskar – and he’s fully booked and we’re not even open yet and –’

‘I don’t care!’ Erin had sobbed even louder. ‘Is he here?’

‘Yes, but –’

‘Then ask him to see Florence. Now. Please, please, please. You’re my best friend. Pull strings! Please, please, please Sophie, just ask him.’

‘OK. Look, go and sit down – the first appointment hasn’t arrived yet. I’ll just go and have a word with Jay.’

‘Jay?’

Sophie had hurried out from behind her desk. ‘Mr Keskar. Jay Keskar. He’s lovely, Erin, and brilliant. Try not to worry.’

Being far beyond worrying and unable to sit down in the tiny waiting room, Erin, cuddling Florence’s motionless body against her with tears dripping into the smoky, silky fur, had paced frantically up and down.

‘Erin …’ Bella, Erin’s other best-friend-from-childhood, and the practice’s veterinary nurse, clattered into the waiting room and hugged her. ‘Sophie’s just told me. Oh, poor you – poor Florence. Jay’s said of course he’ll see you now. Come through.’

Dry-mouthed, tears falling unbidden, and her heart thundering, Erin had followed Bella into the surgery.

‘Hello, Miss Boswell,’ Jay Keskar had smiled kindly at her. ‘Sophie and Bella have told me all about you and Florence. I’ve called up her notes on the computer, and she’s young and been a very healthy girl so far. Please just put her down on the table and I’ll have a look at her.’

Vaguely aware of Jay Keskar being tall and lean and dark, with silky blue-black hair and amazingly gentle deep brown eyes to match the kind smile, Erin laid the almost-unconscious Florence carefully on the table.

‘Thank you for seeing us,’ she’d sobbed. ‘Thank you so much.’

‘No problem. Now, let’s have a look …’

Jay had asked several questions while carrying out his examination, and Erin, stroking Florence, sniffling and frozen with fear, had tried her best to answer them coherently.

‘OK.’ Jay had smiled reassuringly. ‘Her temperature’s through the roof – so we need to get that down straight away – that’s what’s causing the floppiness. I’m going to take some blood tests to rule out anything nasty lurking underneath, and I don’t think she’s been poisoned. My guess is that she’s been foraging and eaten something unpleasant and she’s suffering a severe reaction … if I’m right, then a couple of injections and a course of antibiotics followed by a special bland diet should have her back on her paws pretty quickly. I’ll just get Bella to help me. If you’d like to wait outside for about ten minutes, I’ll be as quick as I can.’

‘Is she going to die?’ Erin had sniffled behind the soggy tissue. ‘She isn’t going to die, is she?’

‘Not if I can help it.’ Jay had smiled again, his voice calming and reassuring. ‘I’ll run the tests and call you back in. Try not to worry, Miss Boswell.’

The waiting room had been no longer empty, and the two women with overenthusiastic dogs and the man with a very vocal cat in a travelling basket, chattered gaily with the relaxed air of people whose animals were in for routine treatment and who knew no heartbreak lurked behind the surgery door.

They’d all stopped talking and stared at the distraught Erin, in her pyjamas, with a mixture of amusement and shared pet-owner sympathy.

Pacing up and down again, she’d ignored them and scrubbed at her eyes with the now shredded tissue.

Jay Keskar, she’d thought, had been so much better and kinder and gentler than the brusque Mr Howes. But if anything happened to Florence … Oh God, if anything happened to Florence …

And ten minutes was going to seem like ten hours.

‘Feeling better? Told you he was good, didn’t I?’ Sophie had leaned across the desk in the reception cubicle. ‘And smoking hot.’

‘What?’

‘Jay’s soooo fit. He’s to die for,’ Sophie had whispered.

‘Do not use the “d” word!’ Erin had hissed back.

‘Ooops, no, sorry – but you must remember me and Bella telling you we had some right dweebs come to look round when Mr Howes wanted to sell up, and then we said how gorgeous Jay Keskar was and we couldn’t believe it when he bought the surgery? And amazingly he’s single. We both fancy him like mad. So does every other female pet-owner in the village, sadly.’

Erin had shaken her head. She had some vague memory of Sophie and Bella enthusing wildly over their new young Indian boss, but hadn’t listened much at the time as she’d been recovering from being two-timed by Mike-the-plumber-from-Newbury and had been sworn off men for ever.

‘I didn’t really notice.’ Erin had blown her nose. ‘But he seems very kind and efficient – and as long as he makes Florence better he can look like Quasimodo for all I care.’

‘Didn’t notice?’ Sophie had looked scandalised. ‘He’s scorching.’

‘I don’t care,’ Erin had sniffed. ‘I only care about Florence.’

‘Erin.’ Bella had opened the door. ‘If you’d like to come back in now.’

Her stomach in knots, Erin walked back into the surgery.

Florence, looking sleepy but very alive, had been sitting up on the examination table and Erin had burst into tears again.

Jay Keskar had laughed and handed her a printout. ‘The blood tests were all negative. Look, kidneys and liver function – all perfectly normal. No trace of FIV or FIL – I know she’s had her boosters but you can’t be too careful. I think she’s probably scavenged something like a dead mouse or a gone-off frog. She’s responded extremely well to the injections as you can see.’

‘Thank you,’ Erin had whispered, picking Florence up and hugging her, and being rewarded by a faint but distinct purr. ‘Oh, thank you so much.’

‘My pleasure. You can pick up Florence’s pills and the food from Sophie at reception. Make sure she has plenty of water to drink to counteract the dehydration from the vomiting, and if you’d make an appointment for a couple of day’s time, I’ll repeat the injections. But I’m confident that when I see Florence again she’ll be as right as rain.’

And muttering her thanks over and over again, Erin had hugged Florence even more tightly, and practically skipped from the surgery.

And, by the time she and the fully restored Florence had made their second appointment, she’d realised that Jay Keskar was not only the greatest vet in the whole wide world, but also the sexiest, most drop-dead gorgeous man she’d ever seen.

After that appointment, much to Sophie and Bella’s amazement, and despite having seen her at her absolute worse – incoherent, pyjama-clad, wild-haired, red-eyed and runny-nosed – Jay had phoned her and asked her out, and the rest, as they say, was history.

In just over six weeks’ time, they’d be married and she’d become Mrs Keskar, and she and the equally besotted Florence, would be moving into Jay’s picture-pretty cottage next door to the surgery.

She simply couldn’t wait.


Chapter Three



Jolted back to the present, Erin realised Dora Wilberforce was still chattering.

‘… and I’ve always said you make such a lovely couple. With him being all tall, dark and handsome and you looking like a little blonde fairy-doll – even if you are a bit of a ragamuffin at times.’

Another ego boost there. Ta, Mrs W. Erin grinned to herself again.

‘It was so kind of you to send me an invitation, dear. I’m really looking forward to it.’

‘Good. We wanted all our friends in the village to share our day, and as I’ve got such a small family, my side was going to look pretty bare without friends.’

‘Whereas Jay has lots of family to ask, does he?’

‘Millions.’ Erin sneezed more dust. ‘It’ll be all family on his side and our friends on mine. It’s worked out really well.’

‘And you’re just having Sophie and Bella as bridesmaids, are you?’

‘Yes – oooh – atishoo! Excuse me.’ Erin sneezed again as she dislodged several decades’ worth of grime from the shed’s ceiling. ‘Sophie and Bella and I made this pact when we were at primary school. We always said we’d be one another’s bridesmaids.’

‘Lovely. The three of you have always been best friends, haven’t you? But doesn’t Jay have any female relatives who want to be bridesmaids too?’

‘No, well, not exactly. He’s an only child as well, and he’s got so many zillions of cousins that we couldn’t just ask one or two of them without offending the others.’

Mrs Wilberforce laughed. ‘No, I can see that would have been tricky.’

Tricky? Erin chuckled. It would have been a total nightmare. Jay’s extended Indian family – and friends of friends who’d all become honorary aunts, uncles and cousins – stretched to every corner of the globe. There would have been an international incident if they’d even tried to choose a bridesmaid from the dozens of candidates.

‘And are their bridesmaids’ frocks pretty?’ Dora queried. ‘I do like a pretty frilly frock at a wedding. Pink or blue is always lovely, I think.’

Erin smiled. Sophie and Bella definitely weren’t wearing anything frilly, and certainly not in pink or blue. ‘You’ll have to wait and see …’

‘Oh,’ Dora sighed impatiently. ‘So I suppose that means you won’t tell me about your frock either? You are wearing a frock, aren’t you?’

‘I am. And it’s absolutely gorgeous – and it’s a huge secret.’

Dora sighed again. ‘Well, just so long as you’re intending to walk down the aisle looking like a princess rather than an urchin in those tatty jeans you usually live in.’

‘Jay’s mum says much the same,’ Erin laughed. ‘She says – whoops …’

The ladder suddenly rocked backwards. Erin clung on with both hands and giggled. ‘Ohmigod.’

Mrs Wilberforce sounded disapproving. ‘I bet she doesn’t say that. From what little I’ve seen of Deena Keskar, I’d think a profanity was the last thing she’d utter. A proper lady, she is.’

Oh, yes, Erin thought. Jay’s mum, Deena Keskar, her future mother-in-law, was certainly a proper lady: always elegant, always perfectly groomed and perfectly poised.

It was going to be an awful lot to live up to.

‘Anyway.’ Dora Wilberforce clapped her hands. ‘We’ve wasted enough time on wedding chatter, dear. Try and find the box, there’s a good girl.’

Erin shook her head, giggling again.

Ah – was that it? Over there? Tucked behind all those old news papers? Erin stretched upwards again. The ladder shuddered.

‘Erin … You’ve gone very quiet now … Are you sure you’re managing, dear?’

‘Yep, sorry. I’m still looking, and the ladder just had a bit of a wobble.’

Teetering on the top platform of the stepladder, Erin stretched out for the box. Clouds of dust puffed into Mrs Wilberforce’s shed’s airless gloom.

‘Gotcha!’ Erin muttered triumphantly. Then, ‘Whoops-a-daisy …’ followed by ‘Oooh, no – don’t let me fall …’

Giggling, she swayed wildly as the weight of the box threatened to send her tumbling inelegantly down the dozen grubby rungs to the equally grimy floor. She grabbed the side of the ladder with one hand, balancing the box with the other, and slowly made her way downwards.

Halfway down and she hadn’t slipped or dropped anything. Result!

Then she screamed.

Instantly rigid with terror, Erin clutched the box and stared at the enormous spider.

The spider, having appeared nonchalantly over the top of the box, stared back. Feeling the sweat tingle across her scalp, inch down her neck, then snake icily along her spine, Erin whimpered.

The massive spider rocked backwards and forwards on the lid of the box on long, hideously hinged legs. Her eyes still fixed on the spider and exhaling slowly, Erin swallowed.

‘Did you shout? Are you still OK in there, dear?’ Mrs Wilberforce called cheerily from the shed’s doorway.

‘I’ve-found-the-box,’ Erin muttered through clenched teeth, not taking her eyes from the spider, and wishing upon wish that she’d insisted on Dora Wilberforce – even if she was nearly ninety or whatever – doing her own dirty work.

‘Oh, good – about time too. Well, bring it out then, dear,’ Mrs Wilberforce continued gaily, ‘so’s we can take a peep inside and see what’s what, out here in the sunshine.’

Rooted to the spot, paralysed with fear, Erin swallowed again. ‘I can’t.’

‘Why not, dear? I know it’s a bit heavy, but surely …?’

The spider made a sort of jerky false move forwards across the lid of the box. Then it stopped and bounced up and down menacingly.

Instinctively, Erin wanted to drop the box, slide down the remaining steps of the ladder and run as far away from it and the spider and Mrs Wilberforce’s dark stuffy shed as possible.

But she couldn’t. Because if she dropped the box, as all arachnophobes know only too well, the spider could go absolutely anywhere … and a spider you can’t see is far, far worse than one that you can …

The spider, clearly enjoying the confrontation, made another stuttering forward move across the mother-of-pearl inlay.

Erin gave in and screamed again.

‘Dearie me.’ Mrs Wilberforce, elderly and emaciated, with skin like tanned leather and silver candyfloss hair, and with a grubby tea towel knotted round the waist of her ox-blood-and-mustard-splodged 1950s summer dress, finally appeared at the bottom of the ladder. ‘What on earth is happening in here? Are you sure you’re OK, dear?’

‘Spider …’ Erin muttered, still not taking her eyes off the threatening spread of eight thick brown hairy legs. ‘It’s enormous.’

‘Oh, the shed’s full of ’em,’ Mrs Wilberforce chuckled. ‘At least, at this time of year. Come the autumn they’ll all be heading indoors for a little bit of how’s yer father.’

Erin winced. She knew all about the indoor influx of autumn spiders. She spent the weeks of mists and mellow fruitfulness in a state of abject terror, scouring every corner of Uncle Doug’s cottage armed with chestnut oil sprays, two-handed, like a one-woman SWAT team.

‘You’re shaking from head to foot.’ Mrs Wilberforce frowned as she puffed on to the stepladder behind Erin making everything sway wildly. ‘Don’t tell me you’re afraid of spiders?’

‘No, no …’ Erin exhaled again, staring transfixed at the monster, because she knew the minute she looked away it’d make a dash for her fingers and if it touched her then she’d simply die on the spot. ‘I’m not afraid of them at all. Oh no – I’m far, far more than that.’

‘Goodness me.’ Mrs Wilberforce shook her head, leaned round Erin and scooped the spider gently into her hands. ‘Bless it. It’s only a little tiddler.’

‘Tiddler?’ Erin whimpered. ‘It’s a flaming tarantula.’

Mrs Wilberforce laughed wheezily as she made it to the floor. ‘Hardly, dear. Look, he almost fits into the palm of my hand.’

‘Nooo!’ Erin turned her head away. ‘Take it away. Please.’

‘All right, no need to have hysterics, dear. But honestly, what’s to be scared of? Clever little buggers, spiders. And they can’t hurt you, you know.’

Hurt, no. Maybe not. Scare to death – oh, yes, yes, yes.

Erin tumbled inelegantly down the stepladder and watched in fascinated horror as Mrs Wilberforce cooed lovingly at the spider and headed out of the shed for the raspberry canes with it cupped in her hands. Its legs overflowed between her gnarled knuckles, waving gaily as it was liberated amongst a riotous bed of golden nasturtiums and purple nettles.

‘There. All gone.’ Mrs Wilberforce beamed at Erin and spoke kindly as if to someone of limited mental faculties. ‘Now come out here and bring the box and let’s get down to business, there’s a good girl. I haven’t got all day.’

Erin, still shivering and feeling very sick, but not waiting to see if the spider’s entire family were hovering in the musty shed waiting to pick up where their eight-legged chum had failed, scuttled out into the searing July sunshine.

Mrs Wilberforce’s country cottage garden was the pride of Nook Green. And that was saying something. The tiny Berkshire village took its gardens very seriously indeed. Dora Wilberforce had won “Best in Village” for as long as anyone could remember.

Hollyhocks and lupins, cosmos daisies and cornflowers, sweet peas and poppies all spread themselves in fragrant rainbow beds between pathways of springy grass and beneath stunted fruit trees, before tumbling on and forming several multicoloured oases around perfectly tended vegetable patches.

Like the rest of Nook Green, it was chocolate-box perfect and always sent the townie tourists into paroxysms of ecstasy.

Keeping as far away as possible from the raspberry canes just in case the spider decided to have a second shot, Erin placed the walnut box on a sun-bleached picnic table and wiped her sweating palms down her cut-off jeans.

‘Better now?’ Mrs Wilberforce asked kindly. ‘Would you like a cold drink? I’ve got some ginger beer on the go.’

Erin, her legs still shaking but her heart rate at least starting to return to somewhere near normal, shook her head quickly. Everyone over a certain age in Nook Green always had ginger beer on the go. The Women’s Institute sold ginger beer plants every Christmas at their bazaar, and they self-perpetuated at an alarming rate. Every pensioner’s larder was awash with cloudy Kilner jars and small explosions.

‘No thanks. Honestly, I’ll be OK in a minute.’

Mrs Wilberforce blew dust from the top of the box. Most of it landed on her upper lip. She looked like John Cleese.

‘Bit of a funny business you’re in for someone who’s scared of spiders, if you ask me. You must spend half your life rooting through people’s sheds and attics and what-have-you looking at their junk. Spiders everywhere, I’d have thought.’

Erin, still trembling, nodded again. Since she’d been working for Uncle Doug, spiders had become a terrifying occupational hazard. She’d passed up on several lucrative deals because the family heirloom in question had more eight-legged protectors than the Vatican City had guards.

She really must get round to some phobia hypnotherapy. She’d put it on her to-do list.

Just as soon as the wedding was over.

‘I only remembered these Staffs a couple of days ago,’ Mrs Wilberforce said, wrestling with the box’s dusty clasp. ‘Seemed a shame to leave them mouldering in the shed when they might bring me in a few bob. And –’ she surveyed Erin with a wry grin ‘– I wanted to deal with you rather than your Uncle Doug. You’re more likely to give me a fair price. Your Uncle Doug’s such a rogue – I know he’d just say – “Staffordshire pottery figurines? There ain’t much of a market for them. Tell you what, I’ll give you a fiver to take ’em off your hands.” Now wouldn’t he?’

Erin giggled and nodded. He probably would.

As the owner of the Old Curiosity Shop, Doug Boswell had his shelves crammed with other people’s cast-offs – all purchased for a fraction of their worth if he could get away with it.

And much as she adored him, she had to admit that Uncle Doug was well known in and around Nook Green for his ability to charm and wheedle and obtain the lowest price possible.

‘Uncle Doug never cheats anyone, though,’ Erin said stoutly. ‘But he is in business to make a profit. And there’s an awful lot of Staffordshire about. The market’s flooded with certain figures. Not even the Americans want them any more.’

‘Ah,’ Mrs Wilberforce concurred, finally snapping the box open and stepping smartly back from a further cloud of dust, ‘that’s as maybe. But they might want these, mightn’t they?’

Shielding her eyes from the sun, Erin peered cautiously into the box – just in case some other massive arachnid had taken up residence.

Dora Wilberforce clucked her tongue in frustration and shoved the straw packaging to one side. ‘There you are – not a spider in sight.’

Erin smiled her thanks and looked into the box. Nestled amongst the grubby straw, two sneering highwaymen, with very red lips, a lot of eyeliner, and resplendent in vibrantly hued frock coats, frilly shirts, thigh boots and long curly wigs and brandishing cocked pistols, sat astride two prancing horses – one bay, the other jet black.

They looked like a pair of nineteenth-century Grayson Perrys.

Erin picked each one up carefully, shook off the straw, and turned them round, checking the marks. ‘Flatbacks. About 1840. Dick Turpin and Tom King. Oh, they’re lovely. In perfect condition. Not a mark on them.’

As always, when finding something unexpectedly ancient and lovely, Erin felt a rush of pleasure and thought she had the best job in the world. And, spiders apart, she really enjoyed working for Uncle Doug, and he’d admitted she was pretty good at the valuations.

She looked at Dora. ‘Are you sure you want to get rid of them? They’d look just right on your mantelpiece.’

‘Can’t abide ’em,’ Dora Wilberforce snorted. ‘Belonged to my damn ma-in-law. She had ’em on a shelf in her kitchen. I hated her and I hated them. No, you tell me what they’re worth, young Erin, and I’ll be glad to see ’em go.’

Erin laid the figures carefully back in the box and pushed damp strands of her hair back into the dusty ponytail. She knew Uncle Doug would offer Dora £25 for the pair at most, and Dora would probably be delighted.

‘Well, if you sent them to auction you’d possibly get a really good price. I know some American collectors are paying a lot for these.’

Mrs Wilberforce’s pale-blue eyes twinkled with delight. ‘Really?’

Erin nodded. ‘Definitely. Shall I give you the details of the local auction houses and –?’

‘No, dear, thank you. It’s far too much faffing around.’ Mrs Wilberforce shook her head. ‘That’s why I gave you a ring. I’d rather have a few quid in me pocket right now. You give me what you think they’re worth to you and we’ll shake hands on it.’

Not sure that she wanted to shake Dora Wilberforce’s hand – not when it had been in very recent contact with that spider – Erin frowned. ‘OK, if you’re sure. Um, I’ll give you a hundred pounds.’

‘Oh, that’s a fortune to me, dear!’ Dora Wilberforce beamed as they shook on the deal. ‘Thank you so much. No doubt your Uncle Doug’ll send ’em to auction and double his money, but I’m more than happy, dear. Cash?’

‘Cash,’ Erin confirmed, flicking her briefcase open and pulling out her laptop and her business wallet. Then she counted out the twenty-pound notes on to the table and filled in the details on the computer.

Dora Wilberforce quickly tucked the money into the pocket of her ox-blood splodged frock. ‘Thank you, dear. Oh, and is that your mobile telephone ringing?’

Erin winced as the Steptoe and Son theme tune – Uncle Doug’s idea of a jokey ringtone, which she’d really have to do something about – again, as soon as the wedding was over – echoed from her bag.

Tucking the laptop under one arm and the walnut box under the other, Erin scrabbled for her phone and checked the caller.

Jay. Her heart gave a little skippety-skip of delight.

She looked at Mrs Wilberforce. ‘It’s Jay. Do you mind …?’

‘Not at all, dear. You go ahead. I’m not one to stand in the way of young love.’

‘Hi.’ Erin answered the call, beaming. ‘No – I’ve just finished at Mrs Wilberforce’s. Yes, it did take a bit longer than I’d planned, but there was a spider – no, don’t laugh! Not funny! I’ve got to take the stuff back to the shop and catalogue it, then – what? When? Oh, Lordy … Yes, of course – um – it’ll be lovely … But can we get a table? Oh, have you – that’s lucky … How? Right, are you? OK, I’ll drive myself over. I’ll see you there, then. Love you, too. Bye.’

‘Problems?’ Dora Wilberforce asked cheerfully.

Erin shrugged, pushing her phone back into her bag. ‘No – well, not really. Jay’s parents have been in Reading on business and have finished early and want to meet us for lunch on their way back to Birmingham.’

‘That sounds lovely, dear.’

‘Mmmm.’ Erin nodded. ‘It is. But they want to meet us at the Swan. And as Jay’s finished surgery and is already in Maizey St Michael on a house call, he’s managed to get a table and –’

Dora beamed. ‘Ah, the Swan’s where you’re getting married, dear, isn’t it? Have Jay’s mum and dad been there before?’

‘No. And we really didn’t want them to see it before the wedding. We wanted it to come as a lovely surprise.’

‘I expect they’ll want to see it, though, dear. They’ll be so excited … and they’re bound to love it, aren’t they?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Erin said happily. ‘They’ll absolutely adore it. There’s no doubt about that.’


Chapter Four



‘Wow!’ Jay pulled Erin into his arms and kissed her. ‘You look amazing.’

‘Thanks.’ She kissed him back, wondering dizzily if she’d ever get tired of kissing him and knowing that she wouldn’t. Never. Ever. ‘I had to make some sort of an effort for your parents.’

In a remarkably short time, she’d managed to rush home, shower off the grime from Dora’s shed, wash her hair, change into a floaty blue and lilac summer dress, and even remembered mascara, blusher, a slick of lip gloss and a carefully measured squirt of her beloved Prada Candy.

Lunch at the Swan meant being suitably dressed; lunch at the Swan in the achingly elegant company of ma-in-law-to-be, Deena Keskar, meant pulling out as many sartorial stops as possible.

Erin peered round the Swan’s car park for the Keskars’ Mercedes. The sun glimmered and shimmered from a mass of expensively gleaming paintwork, but not, as far as she could see, Tavish Keskar’s pride and joy.

‘I can’t see the car, aren’t they here yet?’

Jay shook his head. ‘No – and you mean all this gorgeous girly stuff and make-up isn’t for my benefit?’

‘Nah, course not.’ She giggled. ‘Why would I make any effort for you? We’re getting married in six weeks – I’ve captured you – it’s all downhill from here. You won’t see me in anything except trackie bottoms and dirty T-shirts once that ring’s on my finger.’

Jay shook his head. ‘I could always call it off.’

‘Yeah, right.’

He kissed her again, and she kissed him back and they smiled dreamily at one another.

‘We’re very lucky to have booked this for the wedding, aren’t we?’ Erin sighed, staring across the sparkling-jewelled sweep of gravelled drive to the Swan: centuries old, mellow and swathed in a tumbling mantle of blue wisteria

Surrounded by the curve of the River Maizey, the Swan gave the impression of having been built on an island, with gently swaying willows, enticing pathways snaking between immaculate lawns, tumbling trellises and hidden arbours. The vast grounds sloped gently away to a glistening lake, encompassing a plethora of fragrant pastel-coloured flower beds, with weather-worn rustic bridges criss-crossing the irregular paths of the Maizey’s many tiny tributaries.

It was, Erin thought, the most beautiful place on earth.

‘Mmm. I just wish we could have kept it a secret from Mum and Dad for a bit longer.’

‘Me too,’ Erin agreed. ‘It would have been lovely to hang on to the wow factor until the wedding day. Still, they’re going to love it, aren’t they?’

‘Course they are.’ Jay took her hand. ‘They’ll be knocked out. Anyway, rather than fry out here in the car park, shall we go and have a drink down by the river until they arrive?’

‘Oh, yes – something long and cold.’ Erin nodded. ‘A spritzer would be great. In fact, anything but ginger beer. Dora Wilberforce offered me ginger beer – as an antidote to the spider – the Nook Green cure-all.’

Jay chuckled as they walked hand in hand towards the Swan’s imposing entrance. ‘Ah, yes – the spider … want to tell me about it?’

‘Not really.’ Erin shuddered. ‘Same as usual. I’ll get some help soon, I promise, but right now I’d rather talk about something else. Why are you in Maizey St Michael anyway?’

‘I’d finished morning surgery early and I had a house call,’ Jay said, as they ducked under the Swan’s low arches in to the dim coolness of the shady bar. ‘Or rather, a farm call. I did what I could, and I think it’ll be OK, but –’ he smiled at the barman ‘– oh, hi, two white wine spritzers, please – oh, yes with soda, not lemonade – thanks.’

As the barman bustled with glasses and bottles, Erin gazed round with renewed delight at the glorious glowing panelling, the curving deep stone staircases, the sculpted archways, the gleaming leaded-light windows, as she always did when they came to the Swan.

In a tiddly bit over six weeks’ time, the whole fabulous place would be filled with everyone she and Jay loved, celebrating their marriage.

Oh, she was so lucky …

Fighting the urge to do a little happy dance on the spot, she contented herself with just sighing blissfully.

‘Are you booked in for lunch, sir?’ The barman clinked ice.

‘We are, yes.’ Jay said. ‘But we’re waiting for my parents to join us. We’re going to have our drinks down by the river – could you point them in the right direction when they arrive, please?’

‘Of course.’ The barman smiled, placing the tall glasses, tantalisingly beaded with ice-cold droplets, on a tray. ‘A good choice, the river, on a day like this.’

Jay nodded agreement, and paid for the drinks, then skilfully whisked the tray away from Erin’s outstretched hands. ‘It’s OK. I’ll carry it. I’m all for equality but I’m also desperate for a cold drink – you’re wearing heels and you might drop the lot before we get out of the door.’

‘True,’ Erin giggled. ‘Today I’m practising walking in sandals that aren’t just flip-flops.’

‘Because you’re wearing heels with your wedding dress?’

‘Don’t pry about my wedding outfit. It’s not allowed. And I’m practising because I’m wearing heels on my hen night. Actually –’ she wrinkled her nose at him ‘– I’m going barefoot on our wedding day.’

‘Oh, good.’

They laughed together. It was so lovely, Erin thought, to be madly, insanely in love, and blissfully happy, and be best friends and understand one another so well. And then to be married as well …

Oooh …

She really, really, really couldn’t wait for the wedding day.

Six weeks and counting.

‘Ouf!’ Erin exhaled as they stepped from the cool darkness of the Swan and into the full glare of the sun. ‘Anyway, sorry – I think we got a bit side-tracked by shoes, or lack of them. You said you were in Maizey St Michael because you had a farm visit, which I know isn’t the best sort of call-out for you, and …?’

‘A pony with a damaged hoof.’ Jay carried the drinks across the lawn. ‘Luckily it was something I could deal with, but again, I’m a small animal specialist and this is such a rural area I really need someone in the practice who can handle the needs of the farm livestock. I’m having to turn a lot of work away at the moment.’

‘I know.’ Erin nodded as they made their way across several tiny weather-worn bridges. ‘And you’d like to keep it all in-house rather than passing it on to other practices? That makes sense. So, are you going to advertise?’

Jay shook his head. The ice cubes danced in the spritzers. ‘No, actually I was thinking of offering Kam a partnership.’

‘Kam?’ Erin erupted with laughter, luxuriating in the cooling breeze from the river, as they eased themselves onto rustic benches beneath the willows. ‘Your cousin Kam? Are you mad?’

‘Kam’s a great equine and bovine specialist, you’ve agreed I need a partner – I thought you liked Kam?’

‘I love Kam,’ Erin chuckled. ‘You know I do. I adore Kam. Kam’s amazing – and he’ll be a fabulous best man – but a partner in the practice? You know what he’s like. You won’t get a minute of work out of Sophie and Bella. And every woman in Berkshire will be queuing round Nook Green, drooling, much like they were over you until I took you off the market.’

‘That’s a very sexist remark.’ Jay raised his eyebrows in mock-horror. ‘And, OK, I’ll admit we Keskars do have something of an animal magnetism.’

‘Which is why you’re vets?’ Erin giggled. ‘And don’t be so big-headed. But, seriously, as long as you can keep the slavering hordes at bay, I think it’s a great idea. But would Kam give up his current job to join you?’

‘I think so. He’s a locum for the Cumbrian practices at the moment – a partnership would be a great career move for him. And I could certainly do with him. Still –’ Jay reached for her hand across the table ‘– like your spider phobia treatment, it’s something that can wait until after the wedding.’

‘Mine can, yours can’t.’ Erin stroked his fingers. ‘I know how pushed you are. Honestly, I think you should ask Kam sooner rather than later. Ring him tonight and see what he says.’

‘Mmm, I might just do that.’ Jay smiled gently at her. ‘So, what about your morning? What happened at Dora Wilberforce’s – apart from the spider?’

Erin sipped her spritzer, told him about her morning and laughed with him as they talked, watching the eponymous swans gliding past on the unruffled river, the water reflecting the cornflower-blue sky.

The honey-sweet air was filled with butterflies and birdsong. The sun danced in dapples across their entwined hands on the tabletop. And there wasn’t another soul in sight. Just the two of them, madly in love, with their whole future stretching blissfully ahead of them.

Perfection.

‘Jay! Darling!’

Erin jerked her head up, rudely dragged from the romantic rural idyll.

Deena and Tavish Keskar were carefully picking their way across one of the rustic bridges towards them.

As always, no matter how carefully she’d prepared, Erin felt instantly scruffy and slightly grubby as soon as she saw Deena. Stifling a groan, she watched the elegant vision, arctic cool in sleeveless pale-green linen and nude heels, sweep as gracefully as the swans on the Maizey, towards them.

Jay was already on his feet, and they all indulged in the ritual mutual mwah-mwah cheek-kissing and hugging.

‘Erin!’ Deena embraced her in a cloud of sweet-scented something so obviously expensive that it had probably involved passion flowers and unicorns and angels and hummingbirds. ‘How lovely you look.’

‘Thank you,’ Erin said, still slightly dazed by the perfumed embrace and catching a glimpse of tiny emerald studs glinting in Deena’s ears beneath the glossy black bobbed hair. Emeralds to go with the pale-green linen, of course. Emeralds echoed in the many golden bangles that slid sinuously up and down Deena’s slender brown forearms. ‘And so do you. As always. I know I’ve got an awful lot to live up to.’

‘Nonsense.’ Deena smiled. ‘It’s the other way round, darling. You’re a very beautiful girl – so young and fresh. I always feel like some ancient crone when we’re together. You’re going to be such a spectacularly gorgeous bride I might have to hide myself away in a corner.’

‘That’s hardly likely, is it?’ Erin said, right on cue, knowing exactly what was expected of her. ‘After September I shan’t be known as Jay’s wife in Nook Green, but simply as “that girl with the stunning mother-in-law”.’

Everyone laughed.

Jay and Erin exchanged grins as a mollified Deena preened and headed for the table.

Tavish Keskar beamed at Erin. ‘What a beautiful spot.’ He helped his wife onto the bench seat after brushing it free of any minute traces of rustic debris. ‘Just right on a day like today. Let’s hope the weather holds for the wedding, eh?’

‘I’ve got everything crossed.’ Erin smiled at Tavish.

Despite being slightly intimidated by her, Erin was very fond of Deena, but she absolutely loved her future father-in-law. He was an older version of Jay, easy-going and laid-back; and although his black hair was threaded with silver and the laughter lines round his dark-brown eyes were deeply etched he was still a very attractive man.

Deena flicked at imaginary grime on the table then reached across and held up Erin’s glass, inspecting it carefully. ‘I always find you can judge the standards of an establishment by the cleanliness of their glasses, don’t you, darlings? I always check for leftover lipstick or finger smudges.’

Erin fought down the urge to say that there would be nothing like that on the Swan’s glassware and simply nodded.

Having satisfied herself that everything was hygienic, Deena smiled. ‘So, how have you both been? Working hard, no doubt. We’ve heard so little from you recently.’

‘Yes, sorry. We’ve both been busy,’ Jay nodded. ‘With work, and the wedding.’

Tavish nodded. ‘Ah, yes – not long to go now. Everyone back home is getting very excited. Your mother has bought at least nine new outfits.’

Deena laughed and flapped her glass-free, perfectly manicured hand, but didn’t deny it. ‘I only hope I won’t clash with your mother, Erin. Do you know what colours she’s chosen?’

‘The last time I spoke to her, she was wanting to wear peach.’

‘Oh.’ Deena looked disappointed. ‘Peach? Such a bland colour I always think. Always makes pale skin look washed out. Why peach?’

‘I’ve no idea.’ Erin shrugged, knowing that her mum had probably found something vaguely mother-of-the-bride suitable in peach in a Sydney second-hand shop and didn’t give a tuppenny fig whether it would make her look washed out or not. ‘I do know she wants to wear a hat though. A very big hat. Dad was worrying about getting a massive hatbox into the hand luggage.’ Erin giggled. ‘My mum is so not a hat person. I’ve told her it doesn’t matter. She doesn’t have to wear one. It’s not that sort of wedding.’

‘Well, no –’ Deena frowned ‘– a hat, if she’s not used to wearing one, might be a little uncomfortable. Maybe she could opt for a fascinator?’

Erin shook her head. ‘You haven’t met my mum. My mum in a fascinator would look like an electrocuted emu.’

‘Erin, darling!’ Deena raised both perfectly threaded black eyebrows in horror. ‘That’s not very nice.’

‘No, seriously. My mum is the loveliest person in the world, but she’s the first to admit that she can sabotage the smartest of outfits. She’s much happier in – um – more casual clothes.’

And that, Erin thought to herself, was putting it kindly. Her mother had no interest whatsoever in fashion, in clothes, in shopping. Rose Boswell had no idea what suited her, neither did she care. She wore what was comfortable; most of her clothes were charity shop buys or old favourites, worn until they fell to pieces.

Rose Boswell and Deena Keskar were light years apart.

Jay drained his glass and glanced at his watch. ‘I think it’s probably time for lunch. We can’t wait to show you the dining room. It’s got sensational views.’

‘Mmmm.’ Deena smiled. ‘We did have a little peek just now, actually.’

‘Did you?’ Erin frowned, slightly annoyed. ‘Oh … but you wait until you see the rest. We’d hoped to keep it as a lovely surprise for you, but –’

Deena giggled. ‘Oh, it will be, and we have a stunning little surprise of our own for you too, darlings.’

Oh, God, Erin thought.

Tavish cleared his throat. ‘I thought we’d agreed not to say anything until …’

‘Oh, I know, but it’s so exciting.’ Deena flapped her hands. Jewels sparkled in the sunshine. ‘Sorry. No, no, Erin, darling, you carry on. Our little surprise will keep until we have lunch.’

Erin and Jay exchanged amused glances. Deena’s surprises were usually notoriously expensive, expansive, huge and totally impractical gifts. The loft in Jay’s cottage was full of them.
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