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      Icy rain streaks down my face. My pyjamas are soaked through, clinging to my frozen skin. My throat is raw from screaming, fists bruised from battering the back door repeatedly to no avail.

      ‘Let me in!’ I cry for the hundredth time. ‘Open the door! Please.’ My voice is carried away on the moaning wind, drowned by the creak and swish of the trees. I curl my fingers into a fist once more and pound the wooden door.

      The flat within is dark. I don’t even know if he’s still in there. I can’t work out which is worse – the thought that he’s inside listening to my pleas, yet choosing to ignore them, or that he’s left without telling me.

      A sharp crack of thunder judders through my bones. A flash of lightning as bright as daylight illuminates my reflection in the kitchen window. I look like a ghost. A spectre of misery. Hair plastered to my head. Face pale as death. Eyes wide.

      What should I do? What can I do? I step away from the back door and gaze up at the flat above. It too lies in darkness. But as I squint through the driving rain, I’m startled to make out a shape through one of the windows. A silhouette.

      Someone is staring down at me.
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      I take a deep breath and offer Zac the keys. ‘Do you want to do the honours?’

      He accepts them with a nervous grin and inserts the gold Chubb key into the lock, followed by the Yale into the slot above.

      I drink in the front of the property – our property – swooning over its gorgeous exterior. The mix of brick and white-rendered facade, the wisteria around the pale-blue front door, the gravel drive and mature trees. Even now, in the third week of September, with everything dying back, with the chilly rain and grey skies, it still feels magical.

      I catch a movement from one of the upstairs windows. A twitch of curtain. A shadow. It must be the people in the upstairs flat getting a sneaky look at us, their new neighbours. The estate agent said they were a couple in their early thirties, same as us. Hopefully, they’re nice.

      Zac was wary of buying a flat. He’d rather have had a small house in a not-so-nice area. Something about having neighbours in such close proximity put him off. But this place isn’t like that. It’s one big house split into two apartments. We’ve bought the downstairs flat – 15A Mistletoe Lane. Included is the front driveway, a large private rear garden, and a fantastic outbuilding – my new office and storeroom.

      The upstairs flat has its own entrance around the side and a private parking spot, but no garden. So even if the neighbours aren’t our cup of tea, we’d barely have to see them. Obviously, it would be great if we all got on. Even better if we became friends. This feels like a fresh chapter for Zac’s and my relationship – new place, new opportunities. A chance to leave the past behind us. It’s exciting.

      Even from three roads back, I can hear the roar and pound of the waves. It thrills me to be this close to the beach. Zac wanted to be nearer to the town centre, but I’ve always loved this part of the coastline, having spent time here as a child. Friars Cliff in Dorset is quiet without being boring. It’s beautiful without being too much of a tourist trap. Zac’s mum, Sandra, said that living by the sea is a con invented by estate agents – that it’s always windy, the salt air wrecks the house, and the sand gets everywhere. Not to mention the fact that your money doesn’t get you half as much. But, even though I love Sandra, on this matter I disagree with her one hundred per cent. To me, it’s perfect. Everything I ever dreamed of.

      ‘Nina? Are you coming in, then?’ Zac’s warm brown eyes beckon.

      I realise I’m standing on the doorstep in a dream while Zac has already stepped into the hallway. Suddenly, I’m giddy with nerves and excitement. I can’t wait to get inside, but I’m also a little anxious. The one and only time we saw the inside of the flat was three months ago before we put in the offer. I knew we had to move fast to secure it. Property gets snapped up so quickly in this area. I hope it lives up to my memory.

      I follow Zac into the hallway. We walk into the living room on the right with its open fireplace and high ceilings.

      ‘It’s nice,’ he says, running a hand through his dark blonde hair and grinning at me.

      ‘It’s amazing.’

      ‘Come on.’ He reaches for my hand and pulls me back into the hallway and through to the other large room at the front of the house.

      ‘Our bedroom.’ I twirl around, arms outstretched.

      ‘Let’s set up the bed first.’ Zac takes my hand and pulls me close, starts to kiss me. ‘Or maybe we don’t need the bed.’

      My body responds, but I’m too impatient to see the rest of the flat to be seduced right now. Too distracted. I pull away gently. ‘Later,’ I promise and pull him out of the bedroom without checking his reaction, which I know will be disappointment.

      There’s a small, plain bathroom next door, then at the back of the house are a good-sized second bedroom, a gorgeous dining room with French doors out to the garden, and finally a basic wooden kitchen – not my taste, but we can change it.

      ‘Okay, so if we’re not going to christen the bedroom right now, shall we start getting everything in?’ That’s the thing about Zac – he doesn’t stay down for long.

      He’s a self-employed plumber and heating engineer, so luckily we’ve got his van to move our things from the rental flat. We don’t own a lot of furniture, so it should only take a couple of trips. He’s always super busy, but has managed to book a few days off for the move and it’s great to get to spend some time together. Even if it has been somewhat hectic and stressful.

      ‘Hello?’

      We raise an eyebrow at one another before turning towards the sound of a man’s voice, followed by a knock at the front door, which we must have left open. I run my fingers through my brown wavy hair, and smooth a hand down my leaf-print shirt and bottle-green cargo pants.

      We leave the kitchen, and I follow Zac into the hall where a tall dark-haired man in jeans and a grey sweatshirt is peering through the front door, clutching a bottle of red wine.

      ‘Hi.’ I give a tentative smile.

      He doesn’t respond to me at all. Instead he looks at Zac. ‘Hello. Just thought we’d pop down to say hi. We live upstairs at 15B. I’m Chris Jackson, and this is my wife, Vanessa.’

      I smile again, trying to catch his eye. ‘Is it still raining out there? Come in. It’s so good to meet you. I’m Nina Davenport. This is my boyfriend, Zac Ainsworth.’

      Chris gives me a fleeting glance and steps over the threshold. He’s followed by a small woman with short ash-blonde hair. She’s carrying a Tupperware box, holding it in front of her as if it were a bomb about to go off.

      ‘Hi.’ Zac shakes Chris’s hand. We all stand facing one another in the hallway, and it’s ever so slightly awkward for a few seconds.

      ‘This is for you.’ Chris steps forward and presents Zac with the bottle.

      Zac glances at the label. ‘Very nice. Thanks, mate.’ Zac’s more of a beer drinker, but it’s a lovely gesture.

      ‘Oh, and Ness made you a cake.’

      ‘Wow, thank you so much.’ I step forward and take the proffered Tupperware box from Vanessa. ‘That’s so kind.’

      She gives me a brief shy smile and rests a hand on her rounded stomach.

      Chris notices my gaze. ‘Ness is five months pregnant. It’s our first.’

      We congratulate them before I remember my manners. ‘Would you like to stay for a cuppa and a slice of your cake? I’ll just have to grab the kettle and mugs from the van.’ I take a step in the direction of the front door. Thankfully, I packed a separate container with items I knew we’d need straightaway.

      ‘No, that’s okay, we won’t keep you,’ Chris says. ‘Just wanted to say welcome, and if there’s anything you need, please give us a knock. Our front door’s round the side.’

      ‘Cheers,’ Zac replies. ‘Likewise.’

      The Jacksons wave goodbye and leave. Zac and I give one another a look.

      ‘They seem okay.’ He walks into the kitchen and sets the wine bottle down on the counter.

      ‘It was lovely of her to make a cake. And it’s so nice that they’re welcoming. Did you notice she didn’t actually say anything? Chris did all the talking.’

      ‘Maybe she’s shy. Shall we get this stuff in?’

      We spend the next two hours unpacking the contents of the van before deciding to stop for a tea break. Zac and I gratefully dig in to Vanessa’s chocolate cake. It’s so good we polish off two slices each. Refuelled, we make the final trip to our old flat, load up the rest of our belongings, and make the return journey to our new home.

      The first time I saw the place, I knew it was the one. Love at first sight. Can you say that about a property? Well, I can… After that first viewing, I was a goner. Unfortunately, Zac wasn’t quite as certain. He needed to be wooed. To have the good features pointed out. To be reassured that the electrics could be upgraded. That the overgrown back garden could be tamed into a beautiful private oasis. That the original sash windows were a bonus – who cared that the place might be draughty? No one wants to live in a sealed-in box, right?

      My wooing eventually paid off, and here we are after months of rejected offers and mortgage applications, of surveys, and meetings with financial advisers. Of trying to calm Zac as he asked if all this shit was worth it and why we couldn’t just carry on renting. I despaired of Zac and I ever reaching this point.

      During the five years we’ve been together he’s always been a free spirit, an eternal traveller, so to get him to commit to a mortgage was quite a big step, especially as he’s never been great with money. He’s definitely more responsible since becoming self-employed, but it’s me who usually sorts out the financial side of things. I think Zac thought that working for himself would give him more freedom than it actually does. Who knows if he’ll ever commit to marriage and babies. Good thing I’m not ready for that either. Not yet anyway.

      Owning our own place has always been my dream. I thought we’d be renting forever. It’s taken years of saving to get here and, even now, I can’t believe it’s actually happening. I keep expecting someone to come along and tell us it’s all been an unfortunate mistake and of course you don’t own it. I try not to think about the size of our mortgage and our monthly repayments. No. Today, I’m going to enjoy the feeling that we’ve come this far all by ourselves.

      As the van trundles along, the wipers swishing back and forth, I let my mind drift towards the future. Towards what this move means for me and Zac. Although I’m already thirty-one, I feel like this, right now, is the start of my life. I’m going to be working from home on my start-up online fashion store. I created my business just over a year ago, but I had to change the original name as it was too similar to a competitor’s. There was some unpleasantness with them and they threatened to sue. It was stressful and horrible. Zac came up with the idea to rename my company Mistletoe Lane after our new street once we’d exchanged contracts on the flat. It was a total pain to change the name and branding, but I love the new image – it conjures up cosy vibes, luxury and treating yourself, which is what my brand is all about.

      This is something I’ve been wanting to do for years, but it’s only now starting to get off the ground, thanks to an investor who sees the potential in me and what I’m trying to do. It’s all quirky curated pieces made ethically and sustainably. I’m also trying to use up-and-coming new designers. I want it to feel fresh and new.

      Zac interrupts my thoughts. ‘I think I ate too much of that chocolate cake.’ He changes gear and puts a hand on his stomach which growls so loudly I can hear it over the engine.

      ‘It was quite heavy.’ His mention of the cake has made me feel queasy. I take a breath. I’ll be glad to get out of the van. I don’t think the motion is helping.

      ‘I don’t feel too good, Nina.’ All of a sudden, Zac swerves into a layby. The driver in the car behind sounds his horn and throws us an angry glare as he drives past. Before I can ask if he’s okay, Zac flings open his door and staggers out into the driving rain. He’s now throwing up on the grass verge.

      Just watching him makes my stomach protest in sympathy. A hot flash of nausea sweeps over me. Oh no. I think I’m going to be joining him. I unclip my seatbelt and edge around the van to another area of grass where I’m violently sick. I can’t remember ever feeling this bad. Not even when I had gastroenteritis from a dodgy shrimp salad in Portugal a few years back. Ugh, why am I even thinking about that?

      Once I’ve stopped retching, I look over to see Zac staggering my way.

      ‘What the hell was in that chocolate cake?’ he croaks.

      I shake my head and groan. ‘Cali said there’s a bug going round.’

      ‘Whatever it is, I feel bloody awful.’

      ‘Same.’

      Zac puts a hand on my shoulder and we stare mournfully at one another as cars speed past, and cold rain spatters down our faces.

      Of all the ways I imagined today going, this isn’t one of them.
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      It’s been two days since Zac and I have been able to eat anything other than dry crackers. I’m trying not to take it as a bad omen about our new apartment. It’s just one of those things – bad timing, a story that one day we’ll look back on and laugh about. But I feel so frustrated by what a waste of time this sickness bug has been. Zac’s due to go back to work tomorrow, and we haven’t even made a start on any of the things we said we were going to do, let alone tackled the unpacking. The unopened boxes in every room are just mocking me right now.

      I leave Zac sleeping, heave myself out of bed and wobble into the bathroom for a shower. At least we’ve stopped throwing up. Hopefully, we’ll start to feel better soon. We can’t be sure whether it was the Jacksons’ cake or a nasty stomach virus that’s caused our sickness but, either way, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to look a chocolate cake in the face again.

      As the hot water pounds my body and sluices through my hair, I hear the faint sound of a doorbell. I think it’s ours, but can’t be certain. My immediate thought is to turn off the shower, grab a towel and answer it, but the water feels so good, so reviving. Maybe Zac will get the door. I stand under the jets for a few more seconds before reluctantly turning them off and reaching for my towel. I crack open the bathroom door and listen.

      A draught sweeps down the hall from the open front door, making my skin turn to gooseflesh.

      ‘Mum…’ Zac’s voice is still groggy with sleep.

      ‘Sorry, love, did I wake you? How are you feeling? I’ve come to give you a hand.’

      I relax my shoulders. It’s Sandra. Zac texted her yesterday to say we’re ill, and not to come round for lunch as arranged. But it looks like she’s turned up anyway.

      I rearrange my towel, open the bathroom door and step into the hallway to greet her.

      ‘Nina, love! How are you? I’m so sorry you’ve been feeling poorly.’ Sandra looks up at me from beneath her blonde windswept hair, her soft features pulled into a concerned frown.

      ‘Hi, Sandra. It’s lovely to see you. Sorry we didn’t get anything in for lunch.’

      ‘Don’t be daft. I brought you round some clear soup, and picked up something from the pharmacy to help settle your stomachs.’ She waves a couple of carrier bags at me and Zac, then pushes the front door closed behind her. The air settles. ‘It’s blowing a gale out there. Summer is well and truly over.’

      I nip back into the bedroom to get dressed in joggers and a sweatshirt, while Zac takes a shower, then I join Sandra in the small kitchen where she’s already started unpacking boxes.

      ‘You don’t have to do that.’ I gesture uselessly as Sandra unwraps mugs and plates, setting them down on the counter.

      ‘I want to,’ she insists. ‘I’ve cleaned out these two cupboards, so I’ll start putting things away.’

      ‘Thank you. You’re so kind.’ I was actually looking forward to finding a home for all our things myself, but right now I don’t have an ounce of energy, so it’s lovely to have Zac’s mum take over. Sandra’s what I think of as a proper mum – she’s warm and friendly, a hugger, a nurturer. I can’t help comparing her with my mother, who’s more polished and considered. Aloof, I guess you’d say. Mum loves her family, but she holds back, concerned with how she comes across. It makes me wonder what I’d be like as a mother…

      Zac eventually joins Sandra and me in the kitchen, where she’s already warming up soup in a pan she brought with her.

      ‘I think this is the first time I’ve felt hungry since we were ill.’ Zac leans back against the counter. ‘That smells great, Mum.’

      ‘It really does,’ I add.

      ‘Not too much room in here,’ Sandra comments on the three of us squished into the compact space. She looks up from the cooker. ‘But the view through the window is nice. I think you might have a few fruit trees out there. Looks like plums, pears and apples – lovely. You’ll have to get that grass cut, Zac. You can borrow my mower if you like. That’s if the rain ever stops. Have you met any of the neighbours yet?’

      I tell her about our visit from Chris and Vanessa upstairs. I make a mental note to do something reciprocal once Zac and I are better. It would be great if the four of us could become friends. I have hopeful visions of us sharing fun dinner parties and summer barbecues.

      ‘We think it might have been their cake that made us sick,’ Zac adds.

      ‘I shouldn’t think so.’ Sandra takes two clean bowls from one of her bags and starts ladling out the soup. ‘It’s probably that bug that’s going round.’

      ‘I hope you don’t catch it, Sandra. Maybe you shouldn’t have come over.’

      ‘I’m tough as old boots. Never catch anything.’

      ‘Mum’s right. She’s never ill.’

      I take one of the bowls from Sandra. ‘Well if it really is a bug, I hope we didn’t give it to the neighbours. Vanessa from upstairs is pregnant.’

      ‘Is she? That’s nice. You’ll have a little one up there. Hope you’ve got thick ceilings.’ Sandra chuckles. ‘I remember you used to scream your head off all night, Zac. Then sleep all day. It was terrible.’

      ‘Sorry about that, Mum.’ He gives her a cheeky grin.

      ‘Never be sorry about that. You were my little treasure.’ Zac’s dad left Sandra while she was pregnant, so it’s always just been the two of them. ‘So now you’ve bought a home, when are you two planning on having kids? I want grandchildren while I’m young enough to enjoy them.’

      I hope Sandra’s question doesn’t send Zac screaming for the hills. He’s already jittery about commitment. I don’t look at either of them in the hope that the question will somehow fade away.

      ‘Give us a break, Mum. We’ve only just moved in.’

      Sandra tuts and hands Zac his soup. ‘No kitchen table? Maybe you could fit a couple of stools in here.’ She glances around. ‘Hm, maybe not.’

      ‘We’ve got a dining room.’ Zac tips his head, indicating the room next door.

      We troop through and Zac and I sit at the white table that’s much too small and modern for such a grand room.

      ‘Oh, it’s lovely in here,’ Sandra coos, wandering around the room. ‘Look at that fireplace. You’ll make use of that this winter. Looks like it’s going to be a cold one and this place is quite draughty.’

      ‘It’s not that bad,’ I reply.

      ‘No, but once winter sets in you’ll notice it’s much colder than your last flat. There’s a lot to be said for double glazing.’

      I know Sandra has our best interests at heart, but I can’t help feeling protective over our new pad.

      While we eat our soup, I can feel the energy returning to my body. ‘This is absolutely delicious, Sandra.’

      ‘Mum’s magic soup.’

      Sandra ruffles Zac’s hair before dropping a kiss on his head. The doorbell chimes. ‘Who can that be on a Sunday?’ She frowns. I go to stand up, but Sandra holds out a hand. ‘Finish your soup, love. I’ll get it.’ She bustles off towards the front door.

      ‘Thank goodness for your mum.’

      ‘You don’t mind her coming over, do you?’ Zac asks. ‘I know she can be a bit much sometimes.’

      ‘No, course not. She’s lovely. You feeling any better?’

      ‘Loads.’ Zac puts down his spoon. He’s already finished his bowl. ‘Who d’you think’s at the door?’

      We twist around, trying to listen. Sandra returns. ‘Another set of neighbours,’ she mouths, ‘from next door.’ She points left. ‘Shall I tell them to come back another time? Looks like they’ve brought you some flowers.’

      I get to my feet. ‘No, it’s okay. We’ll go and say a quick hello.’ I don’t want to appear rude, and I’m pleased the neighbours are being so welcoming. It’s nice that the neighbourhood is just as perfect as I’d hoped it would be.

      Zac rolls his eyes.

      I give him a look and lower my voice. ‘It’s better to say hi now, then we can relax.’

      Sandra puts a hand on her son’s shoulder and fixes me with a firm look. ‘Zac’s right, love. Let me tell them to come back another time.’

      I adore Zac’s mum, but she can be overprotective at times. ‘It’s fine, Sandra. I’d rather we introduced ourselves now.’ I drop my gaze to Zac. ‘You stay here if you don’t feel up to it.’

      He drops his shoulders. ‘No, it’s okay, I’ll come.’

      Zac follows me to the front door where a couple in their fifties are standing on the doorstep.

      ‘Hello.’ The woman is small, brunette and fidgety. ‘We just popped over to welcome you to the neighbourhood. I’m Tricia Middleton, and this is my husband Rob.’

      Rob nods and smiles. He’s wearing cycling gear, carrying a helmet in one hand and a bottle of cava in the other. ‘Brought you some bubbly to celebrate your new pad.’

      Tricia also hands me a bouquet of yellow and white flowers.

      ‘These smell gorgeous, thank you! How kind.’ I know I should invite them in, but the place is a mess and I still feel pretty out of it. I can tell Zac is still quite woozy too.

      ‘Have you met Vanessa and Chris from upstairs yet?’ Tricia asks. ‘She’s a sweet girl. Quiet though. They’re having a baby. She’s about five months pregnant now. And then there’s Marion Lindstrom on the other side of you. She’s in her eighties. Still got all her marbles. Very independent is Marion, if a little on the gloomy side.’

      ‘She’s not that bad,’ Rob chips in.

      ‘And then you’ve got Barry and Sue immediately opposite.’ Tricia points to a mock-Tudor house on the other side of the tree-lined avenue. And Mr Linklater lives next to them in the bungalow – poor man lost his wife last year, so we’ve all been rallying round.’ Tricia rattles off more names, but I can’t take them all in. The street is wide, the houses separated out, not squashed together like the previous road we lived in, and the abundant greenery gives it all a lush feel.

      Rob must notice our glazed expressions. ‘They don’t need to know everyone in the whole neighbourhood, Trish. Let them settle in first.’

      ‘I’m just giving them the low-down so they feel more settled. I don’t think we caught your names.’ She turns to Zac. ‘Sandra who opened the door, that’s your mum, right?’

      ‘Uh, yeah. She’s just visiting. I’m Zac, and this is my girlfriend Nina.’

      ‘Lovely. Well, like I said to your mum, Zac, we’re just next door, so if you need anything, just knock. I’m a social worker, so I work all hours. Rob’s a project manager at JP Morgan. Our street has a WhatsApp group so if you let me have your mobile numbers I can add you both.’

      ‘You okay?’ Rob asks me. ‘You look very pale.’

      ‘We know how stressful moving can be,’ Tricia adds.

      ‘Thanks,’ I reply. ‘We’re just getting over a stomach bug. It hit us on moving-in day so we’ve been too wiped out to do anything.’

      ‘That’s bad luck.’ Rob’s brow crinkles with concern.

      Tricia takes a step backwards onto the driveway. ‘A stomach bug? Oh, you poor things. Well, we’ll leave you in peace.’ She wipes her hands down the sides of her jeans and ushers her husband away.

      ‘Hope you feel better soon,’ Rob calls over his shoulder.

      ‘Thanks again for the flowers and the wine,’ Zac calls after them. But they’ve already disappeared back out onto the street.
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      I lean back into the dining-room chair and stretch my arms above my head. So many emails to catch up on. I guess it’s good that I’m busy, but I hope I can keep on top of all the paperwork, as well as everything else. I’m working in the dining room until I get my garden office sorted. At the moment, everything’s just stacked against a wall, and my stock is really building up, which is why it was so important for us to buy a place with a dedicated outbuilding. It was either that, or rent space in a warehouse.

      I take a sip of peppermint tea and gaze out the window at yet another cold rainy day, the wind pummelling the trees. It definitely feels stormier here, near the coast. More exposed. I’m hoping next summer will make up for it. I can already picture us walking down to the seafront carrying nothing but a towel and a paperback. Long, lazy days on the beach followed by barbecues with friends in the evening. Of course, this doesn’t take into account my massive workload. But I’m allowed to daydream.

      Thankfully, Zac and I are both fully recovered from our stomach bug and have already managed to unpack most of our belongings. The place doesn’t quite feel like ours yet, but we’re having a flat-warming party on Saturday, so I’m hoping that having familiar faces round will help us get more settled. Nothing like eating and drinking with friends and family to make you feel at home.

      I haven’t seen anything of the neighbours since Sunday, when Tricia and Rob from next door came to introduce themselves. None of the others have been round, but we’re planning on inviting them all to our flat-warming so we can get to know them better. Knocking on their doors is on my to-do list for today.

      I turn down the radio for a moment and cock my ears. Footsteps creak across the boards upstairs and I hear the low murmur of Chris and Vanessa talking. Or maybe it’s their radio or television. The soundproofing isn’t as good here as it was in our old place. I think back to what Sandra said about when their baby’s born. I really hope we don’t hear it crying all night. I think their bedroom is directly above ours, so it’s probably quite likely. Maybe we’ll have to switch bedrooms and make the smaller back bedroom ours. I put the thought out of my mind – no point worrying about something that hasn’t even happened yet.

      I stop trying to eavesdrop on the neighbours and switch the radio back on. I shouldn’t be listening, and I also shouldn’t be daydreaming. I don’t have time. That food poisoning, or whatever it was, has really set me back. I need to clear these emails and then check today’s deliveries. But I’m still feeling fragile and more anxious than usual. Probably an after-effect of being ill.

      My business has always worried Zac. Don’t get me wrong, he’s supportive and encouraging, but he’s a straightforward kind of guy and he just doesn’t get why I chose to do something so hard. So consuming. So risky. He worries that I’m beholden to an investor who’s injected thousands into the company. He hates that I get stressed about the workload, and about whether the company is going to be a success or fall flat on its arse. But I can’t help that this is who I am. I’m ambitious and competitive and I want Mistletoe Lane to be a household name. I want people to associate my brand with feeling great about themselves. I want their friends commenting on the clothes and accessories and asking where they got them. I want bloggers buzzing with the name, and Instagrammers hashtagging it.

      But I have to admit it’s been hard keeping on top of it all. Harder than I initially thought. Zac’s more of a realist while I’m a straight-up optimist. At least I always have been. But I can already feel little bits of that optimism being chipped away by the day-to-day stresses.

      Now that we’ve moved in and are over our sickness, I hope things will really start to take off. I kind of wish I’d never arranged the flat-warming – it’s a time-suck I could really do without. But Zac’s looking forward to it. He’s invited all his mates. I guess it’ll be good to catch up with everybody.

      I give myself a shake, finish my peppermint tea and really focus on the screen. I’ve managed to negotiate a better price on my packaging, so that’s a good bit of news to include in my next investor report.

      A crash from upstairs startles me from my work. What on earth was that? I turn off the radio and push back my chair. Getting to my feet, I stare up at the ceiling, as if I’ll be able to see through the plaster and floorboards into the flat above. It sounded like a huge piece of furniture tipping over. I think the walls actually shook. I hope no one’s hurt up there. I should go and knock on their door. Check to see if they’re okay.

      I glance around for my keys, but Chris’s voice stops me in my tracks – at least, I’m assuming it’s Chris. He’s shouting something, the words deep and rumbling. There’s violence in that voice.

      ‘No, you’re not!’ he growls, followed by a steam of something unintelligible and then, ‘For fuck’s sake, Vanessa. What did I tell you?’

      I hear a high, pleading tone in her voice, but it’s too quiet to make out any actual words. I realise my heart is beating too fast. My whole body is jittery. I’m horrified by this outburst. By the confrontation. Not knowing if it’s a simple argument or something more sinister. That crashing sound… what was it? Could Vanessa be hurt? She’s pregnant so surely such a heated argument can’t be good for the baby. But I’m probably letting my imagination run away with me. All couples argue. But do they argue like that? Zac and I certainly never have. And I hope we never do. I just pray this isn’t a regular occurrence. I don’t fancy living with that type of upset going on over my head. I don’t want to interfere, but what if Vanessa’s scared? What if—

      ‘No!’ Chris yells, his voice booming from above.

      I jump out of my skin and reach down for my mobile phone. I’m going to call Zac and tell him what’s going on. There’s a loud house-juddering thud as a door upstairs slams. The faint sound of footsteps coming down a set of stairs and then another slam of their front door. I rush round to the lounge and peer out from behind the open curtains. I flinch backwards as Chris comes into view, striding down their section of driveway and out onto the pavement where he marches away up the road. He’s not even wearing a coat and it’s pouring out there.

      I’m still clutching my phone. I could call Zac, but now that Chris has gone, maybe it would be okay to go up there and see if she’s okay. I don’t want to interfere, but what if she’s upset… or hurt? I can’t just sit here as though nothing’s happened. If it was just the shouting, that’s one thing, but that huge crash…

      I take a breath and swipe my keys from the hall table and my coat from the hook. Before I can change my mind, I leave the flat, my breath taken by the icy wind, my face already damp with rain. I pull up my hood and glance out at the road, but there’s no sign of Chris returning so I hurry along the side of the house towards their ugly half-glazed UPVC door that’s not in keeping with the house at all. I ring the doorbell and hear a distant chime.

      I wait, my heart still hammering, nervous that Chris might return at any moment. If he does, I’ll just say that I wanted to ask Vanessa round for a coffee. In fact, that’s what I’ll say anyway when she answers. That way, she can tell me about the argument if she wants to, but it won’t be so awkward. I won’t let on that I heard them at all. Now that’s decided, I feel less fraught. More confident. A proper grown-up who knows what to do in these kinds of situations.

      I listen at the glass, but I don’t hear the sound of approaching footsteps. I press down on the bell again and hear the chime, so I know it works. Maybe she’s too upset to answer the door. Maybe she’s hurt. What should I do? I’m reluctant to ring the bell again. If she’s not up to talking to anyone then I don’t want to make her anxious. I wait a moment more, then trudge back around to my beautiful pale-blue wooden front door – such a contrast to Chris and Vanessa’s.

      Letting myself back in, I close the door behind me and stand in the hall for a long moment, my coat dripping wet. The flat feels cold and empty. Did we make a mistake moving here? No. It’ll just take some time to settle in, that’s all. Zac and I need to create good memories here. We need to laugh and make plans and have fun. I need to stop thinking about the couple upstairs and concentrate on my life. On my relationship with Zac, and on making my business a success.

      Overhead, I hear the creak of floorboards, the faint sound of music – a radio’s been switched on. Okay, Vanessa’s fine. Maybe it was just a regular argument after all. It’s definitely fine. I let out a breath and smile at my overreaction. At my daftness at letting my imagination run away with me. Suddenly the flat feels warmer, brighter. I think the clouds may be clearing a little out there. At least I hope so.
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      THEN

      I stand next to my brother outside the study, which has recently become Dad’s bedroom. The closed door – once white – is now cream and flaking with age, just like the rest of the house. Mum warned us months ago that this day might come, but I didn’t believe it then and I can barely believe it now. It can’t be happening. It just can’t.

      The knot of dread in my chest has been growing heavier and heavier this past week as various nurses have been in and out of the house, as my mother’s eyes have grown progressively redder, the house messier, the fridge emptier.

      I tried to talk to my brother about everything, but he’s been simmering with pent-up emotion for weeks, unwilling to talk to anyone. Least of all me. And I can’t talk to Mum, because every time I say anything, she tuts or inhales or tenses up as though I’m an irritation. As if she’d rather I wasn’t here at all.

      The door opens and the nurse slips out with her bag, giving us teenagers a fleeting, pitying glance. Mum said that Dad was in terrible pain. We heard his cries from down the hall. It was awful. Sickening. I wanted to go in and hug him, but at the same time I wanted to run as far away as possible. Now the nurse has been in to give him morphine to help with the pain. Mum said that this is it. The last time we’ll be able to speak to him. She said he doesn’t have long. What a monstrous thought.

      The lump in my throat is so big, I don’t know if I’ll even be able to choke any words out.

      What if I’m unable to tell him how much I love him?

      What if he dies without knowing?
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      The doorbell rings, saving me from the stilted conversation in the living room. Zac flashes me a look of envy as I move to answer it. It’s the night of our flat-warming party and, so far, the only people to show up are the neighbours – Tricia and Rob from next door, Marion from the other side, Sue and Barry from over the road, and their neighbour, Mr Linklater, a widower who looks a little lost. Vanessa and Chris from upstairs have also just arrived, and let’s just say that things are taking a while to get going. Thankfully, since their argument earlier in the week, I haven’t heard a peep out of the couple, aside from a few nods of greeting in the driveway, and they seem perfectly fine with one another today, so hopefully it was just a one-off.

      Zac and I have spent every evening this week getting the flat ready for the party – unpacking the last of the boxes, cleaning and tidying, arranging the furniture. Of course, there’s plenty more to be done, but at least it all looks presentable.

      I check my reflection in the hallway mirror, loving the fifties-style emerald-green dress I chose to wear tonight. It shows off all my curves, flattering my figure. I tamed my chestnut waves so they gleam, and my make-up still looks fresh. Satisfied, I pull open the front door.

      ‘Nina, we made it! You look amazing! That dress really suits you. Goes with your eyes.’ My best friend Cali gives me a hug and I squeeze her back. It feels like forever since we last caught up, even though it was probably only a few weeks ago.

      ‘Thanks, Cal. Gorgeous to see you too. Glad you like the dress.’

      ‘I love it.’

      ‘It’s a local designer, I’ll show you the whole range later. You look stunning, by the way. Glad to see you’re wearing Mistletoe Lane.’

      ‘Wouldn’t wear anything else to your party, hun.’

      I nod approvingly at her plum-coloured shift dress. It goes perfectly with her pale skin and jet-black hair. ‘You look like a model.’ I turn to her husband. ‘Ryan, how are you? Zac’ll be glad to see you.’

      ‘Hey, Neens, I’m good thanks. What about me? Do I get a nice comment about my outfit?’ Ryan leans in to kiss my cheek.

      ‘Of course! You look handsome as ever, Ry. Sharp suit.’

      ‘Cheers, that’s better.’ He grins and glances around the hallway. ‘Nice pad.’

      ‘Thanks. I’ve been praying you guys would get here soon.’ I lower my voice. ‘Right now, it’s just me, Zac and the neighbours in the living room. I need my besties to liven things up.’

      Cali and Ryan Jensen are the reason that Zac and I got together in the first place. We all met five years ago at Bournemouth Airport in the check-in queue for a flight to Crete. I was travelling with Cali and a few other friends, and Zac was with Ryan and his group of friends. Cali got talking to Ryan, and the two of them hooked up at the start of the holiday. If it weren’t for them getting together, Zac and I may never have got talking. Ours was more of a slow burn. We both really liked each other, but it took a few drinks before we plucked up the courage to actually speak to one another.

      I’d never been out with anyone like Zac before. Someone unpretentious and honest who wears his heart on his sleeve and never tries to act cool. It was refreshing and liberating to be attracted to someone like that. Someone who didn’t see money and status as the holy grail. Who didn’t put on a front. Nothing like my previous boyfriends, who were all too focused on wealth and image.

      ‘Nina!’ Amy Cavendish, my other best friend, comes tottering up the driveway in her trademark crazy high heels, her dark curls whipping around her face. She got divorced earlier this year, but she and Steve are both happy about it. They agreed they got married too young, so there’s no bad feeling. She steps inside and gives me a hug. ‘This place is beautiful! I can’t believe how close you are to the beach. I’m coming to stay with you next summer, okay? What’s the guest bedroom like?’

      I laugh and tell her she can stay if she helps me to sort out the garden. Amy throws me a look of horror; she hates manual labour.

      The evening finally feels as though it’s getting off the ground. Our friends are a sociable bunch. They don’t stay in a clique, but mingle and chat to all our neighbours, even to Marion, who’s in her eighties and is – like Tricia warned me – a fairly gloomy lady. She’s sitting in my navy peacock chair nursing a glass of prosecco and digging into a bowl of crisps on the side table. She was talking to Amy a minute ago, but my friend has flitted away so I go over to see if she’s okay.

      ‘Can I get you anything else to drink, Marion?’

      She purses her thin lips and shakes her head of thin white curls. ‘No thanks, dear. I’ve still got this glass of fizz.’ She grips my arm with a bony hand. ‘You know I’ve lived on Mistletoe Lane for almost fifty years.’

      ‘Wow, that’s longer than I’ve been alive.’ I catch the scent of her perfume – sweet and talcum-powdery.

      Marion nods. ‘When we first moved here, we always thought it was a wonderful name for a street.’

      ‘I know! It’s just so lovely. Almost magical. I’ve actually named my company after it.’

      ‘Have you indeed?’ She fixes me with a smile. ‘But do you know what mistletoe actually is?’

      ‘It’s a plant, isn’t it? Something to steal a kiss under at Christmas.’ I try to reclaim my arm, but she still has it so firmly in her grasp that I’m worried it’s going to bruise.

      ‘Mistletoe is a parasite.’ She says the word triumphantly, as though she’s trying to shock me.

      ‘I don’t—’

      ‘Which means it has to glob on to other plants to survive. It grows in round clusters that sprout from the branches, leaching all the nutrients and water from the tree that it grows on, making it weak.’

      ‘Oh.’ I swallow, wishing she hadn’t told me that. Way to kill the party atmosphere, Marion.

      ‘I thought it was an interesting fact for you to know about the street we live on. Actually…’ She finally lets go of my arm and waggles a bony finger in front of my face. ‘The man who used to live here in this house told me that very fact when I first arrived as a new bride.’

      Marion is the least bride-like person I’ve ever met. But I guess she must have been young once. ‘You knew the person who used to live in our flat?’

      ‘It was one big house back then, owned by the same family for years. Such a shame they converted it. But that’s the way of the future, isn’t it? More money to be made in flats.’

      ‘I suppose there are more people and not enough properties. We live on such a small, crowded island.’

      ‘You’re probably right.’ She sighs. ‘Look at me, rattling around on my own in a huge five-bedroom house. I imagine my children will turn it into flats after I’m gone.’

      ‘You have children?’

      ‘Two of them. A son and a daughter. Grown up now, of course, with children of their own. Both living abroad.’ Marion’s expression darkens.

      ‘Oh.’ I frown. ‘That must be hard for you – not seeing them very often.’

      ‘Hmph.’ She shifts in her chair. ‘I see that Vanessa’s expecting her first child.’

      I realise she’s switched subjects and is talking about the woman upstairs. ‘Yes, she’s five months along, I think she said.’

      ‘I like my peace and quiet,’ Marion grumbles. ‘I like to potter about in my garden listening to the birds. I can do without a baby crying all day and night. Be worse for you, though, won’t it? Living underneath them.’

      ‘I don’t mind.’ I don’t want to admit that I’m nervous about the very same thing.

      ‘Do you have any more snacks?’ Marion scoops up the last handful of crisps from the bowl next to her. ‘I thought there’d be food here, so I didn’t have any supper – I get Meals on Wheels, you know, or whatever they call it nowadays. Looks like I made a mistake. Should’ve had my steak and kidney pie.’

      ‘Oh no, of course. We’ve got all sorts laid out in the kitchen and dining room. Hang on. Let me fetch you a plate of something.’

      ‘That would be lovely, dear.’

      I turn to go and walk smack into Belinda Evans, my brother Henry’s fiancée. ‘Hi, Belinda, are you okay?’ I rub my shoulder where we collided, and she does the same.

      ‘Goodness, Nina, you’ve got solid bones! Lovely to see you.’ She kisses the air next to my cheeks with her slick, pouty lips. ‘Henry and I can’t stay long, unfortunately, but we wanted to drop in to see your new place. It’s such a trek over this way, isn’t it?’

      ‘Is Henry with you?’ I look around, but can’t spot him. I love my brothers, but they’re always so busy that I rarely get to spend time with them.

      ‘Yes, he and George have taken some bubbly through to the kitchen. We shared a lift with your parents.’

      George is my eldest brother, a corporate lawyer like my dad, but single because he’s a workaholic. I’m secretly hoping to match him up with Amy, but I don’t know if that will ever happen. George is hopeless with women, and Amy’s quite full-on. But I somehow think it would work if they eventually got it together. They might balance each other out.

      Henry is an investment analyst and was snared by Belinda three years ago. He didn’t stand a chance. Once she’d set her sights on him, that was it. Game over. I went to school with her and she was always a high flyer, a straight-A student. Which would be fine if she were a nice person. She studied history at university, graduated with a first, got a job as a teacher and hated it. Now Belinda has left all that behind her and owns a couple of designer boutiques imaginatively called Belinda’s. One in Westbourne and the other in Wimborne. I’m ninety-nine per cent sure they were funded by Henry.

      She gives me a fake look of concern. ‘So tell me, Nina, how come you ended up in Friars Cliff of all places, and didn’t stay in BH13 with the rest of us? We’ll miss you now you’ve moved all the way out here.’ She knows very well that Zac and I couldn’t afford to buy in Branksome Park, where I grew up.
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