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Chapter 1


You could go off people.


Having pulled into the car park in front of Dubarry’s farm shop two minutes earlier, Nella had noticed the man emerging from his lavishly mud-splashed car and had mentally awarded him nine stars, although maybe it should be eight because the car evidently hadn’t been washed in months.


But since she never gave ten stars, because no one was ever that perfect, eight was still a good score. In his early thirties, at a guess, he was wearing a black suede jacket and well-worn jeans with Timberlands, and as he held open the door to the shop, she saw him flash a smile at the redhead who was just leaving.


It was definitely what counted as a winning smile. No wonder the redhead blushed.


Inside, the shop was busy and smelled of good, garlicky home-cooked food. Nella took in the heaps of colourful fresh produce, the ranks of chiller cabinets containing deli items, golden pies and quiches, fruit juices and a vast selection of wines. It was the kind of place people visited to show off to their friends that they shopped there, and she could see why. Searching around, she spotted what she was after behind a large island stacked with posh crisps, nuts, biscuits and myriad types of cheese.


And when she reached the flower section at the far end of the shop, there he was, standing with his back to her as he surveyed the array of blooms in silver buckets, clearly deciding which ones to buy.


Behind him, Nella saw exactly what she wanted and said, ‘Sorry, excuse me,’ in order to reach past him.


But in the split second before she could do so, he stepped forward and lifted the bunch of sunset-orange roses out of their bucket. The next moment, having registered her voice, he turned and obligingly moved to one side.


‘Oh!’ Nella stared at the now-empty bucket.


He looked surprised. ‘Problem?’


She glanced at the tied bouquet in his grasp. ‘Sorry, I was just trying to reach for them when you . . .’


‘When I beat you to it? Just goes to show, we both have excellent taste.’


‘Looks like we do.’ Nella smiled, admiring the length of his dark lashes and waiting for him to concede the battle like any decent man would do.


When he waited too, with unconcealed amusement, she said, ‘Sorry, but . . .’


‘You keep saying that word,’ he reminded her, ‘but I don’t get the impression you’re actually sorry about anything.’


Wow. Playing hardball.


‘I’m definitely sorry you snatched the last bunch of orange roses,’ said Nella.


‘There are plenty more colours to choose from. Take your pick,’ he offered with a generous sweep of his arm.


She was going to have to explain. ‘The thing is, they’re for my grandpa’s grave. Orange roses were his favourite.’


‘I’m sure. They’re beautiful.’ Her adversary raised an eyebrow, clearly not believing her. ‘And I’m buying them for a very special person’s birthday because they’re her favourite colour too. Otherwise of course I’d have let you have them. So, sorry about that.’


‘Oh dear, now you’re the one who doesn’t mean it.’ This was ridiculous. And to think she’d almost awarded him nine stars. Well, that had been from a distance, and it just went to show that looks weren’t everything.


What a tool.


He tilted his head. ‘What would you have done if you’d come in here and there were no orange roses?’


‘I’d have driven to the next place selling flowers and hoped they’d have some.’


‘Really?’


Nella nodded. ‘Absolutely.’


‘And if they don’t?’


This wasn’t going according to plan at all. ‘I’ll keep trying until I find somewhere that does.’


‘You’re very determined.’ He gave her a calculating look. ‘Do you always keep going until you get what you want?’


Was he implying that she was spoilt and self-centred? ‘It isn’t a case of getting what I want,’ Nella replied. ‘It’s what I know my grandpa would like.’ Plus, it was the truth.


‘And are they really for his grave? Or are you spinning me a line?’


She shook her head. ‘I don’t lie about dead relatives.’


‘You have a lot of them?’


‘All of them.’


And now his gaze fixed on her as if he were beaming into her brain, reading her mind. Finally he nodded and said, ‘I’m sorry. And this time I mean it.’ He held out the roses, then broke into the genuine smile she’d witnessed earlier. ‘Here, take them. It’s been fun sparring with you. Say hi to your grandad from me.’


Hooray, victory! And along with it, a soupçon of guilt. Feeling the muscles in her shoulders relax, Nella took the flowers from him. ‘Thank you. That means a lot.’


‘It does?’ Now he sounded playful. ‘Like what?’


Like I won.


‘It means you can be proud of yourself. You’ve done a complete stranger a good turn.’ She hesitated, then said, ‘What will you do now? Drive to the next place that sells flowers?’


With a grin, he turned and plucked a bunch of alstroemerias from one of the other silver buckets. ‘No, it’s fine, she likes yellow ones too.’


He’d been playing a game all along, for his own amusement, and maybe also to teach her a lesson for having taken it completely for granted that she would win the war of the orange roses.


‘Well, thanks again,’ said Nella.


‘Which churchyard?’


She raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you still testing me?’


‘Maybe.’ The silver Christmas lights overhead were flickering on-off, on-off, illuminating his streaky blond hair.


‘St Mary’s church, in Starbourne. Head over there tomorrow and you’ll see these on his grave.’


‘And you live locally?’


Nella shook her head. ‘Just a flying visit. Down from Manchester. Heading back this evening.’


His eyes were blue, so dark they were almost navy, and they were glittering now, possibly registering a tinge of regret that what might have become a significant encounter, one with possibilities, was no longer a viable option. It was like scrolling through Tinder, seeing someone who looked interesting, then discovering they lived hundreds of miles away. You swiped left and carried on scrolling, because why would you bother to swipe right?


All he’d done was spend the last four and a half minutes standing in a farm shop, locking horns with a stroppy stranger.


She guessed he was now mentally swiping her off the screen and out of his life.


‘OK,’ he said with a good-natured smile. ‘Shame.’


Nella paid for the roses, left the shop and climbed back into her car. The village of Starbourne was only three miles further down the road. It felt strange to be heading back after so long away; with her grandfather now gone, there’d been no reason to continue the visits she’d made every couple of months while he’d still been alive.


Curiosity had drawn her back here today, following a friend’s engagement party yesterday in a hotel in nearby Stroud. Waking this morning, with no need to race back to Manchester until tonight, she had decided on the spur of the moment to make the fifteen-mile journey across the county to the village where she’d come to live with Grandpa Vernon following her mother’s death. She’d place his favourite roses on his grave, then take a walk around, say hello to anyone who might remember her and see if the place had changed at all since her last visit.


As she drove along, a song came on the car radio and all the little hairs on the back of her neck rose up, the opening chords bringing back unwanted memories. Ugh, don’t need to hear that. She switched to another station and heaved a sigh of relief as the sound of the Killers filled the car instead, bellowing out ‘Mr Brightside’. Much better. Happy memories this time, of dancing on the beach in Barcelona, the hot Spanish sun beating down on her warm skin . . . unlike here in mid December, with sub-zero temperatures and the roads at the top of the escarpment still slick with ice and frost. Luckily, she was a good driver.


Unluckily, someone else wasn’t. Seconds later, a grey van came roaring up behind her, then swerved wildly to overtake on the upcoming bend just as a motorbike appeared in the other direction, flying towards them.


Nella slammed on her brakes and pulled to the left, the motorbike shot past and the driver of the grey van stuck his foot down, swerving back onto the left-hand side of the road ahead of her, his tyres somehow managing to grip the tarmac as hers went into an unstoppable skid. She just had time to think This is it before a thicket of trees loomed up, the wing of the car slammed into the stone wall and the world abruptly turned black.









Chapter 2


Black turned to grey.


Then paler grey.


Noise. People were shouting somewhere in the background, wherever the background might be.


Ow . . .


The sound of crunching metal.


‘Jesus,’ said a voice at unexpectedly close quarters. ‘Hello, can you hear me? Can you open your eyes?’


It was harder than she’d expected and took a few goes, like being woken from a deep sleep only an hour after you’d gone to bed. But she managed it and slowly blinked, making sense of what she was seeing. A stone wall, up close, and overhanging tree branches squashed against the windscreen. That was as much as she could take in right now. Nella closed her eyes and opened them again. The fuzziness in her brain began to clear along with her vision and she gave her head a tiny shake. Ouch, not the best idea, that.


‘Don’t try to move,’ ordered the voice, and it sounded both bizarrely out of context yet somehow familiar. Carefully tilting her head from right to left, she saw the man from the farm shop sitting in the passenger seat, watching her.


‘I said don’t move,’ he reminded her, but not in a cross voice.


Everything was still blurry and dreamlike. Nella said, ‘What are you doing in my car? Did I kidnap you?’


‘No, you didn’t kidnap me. You crashed into a wall. Tell me what hurts.’


‘I’m OK. Just a bump.’ She reached up and gingerly touched the right side of her head where it had hit the driver’s window.


‘Do you know who you are?’


‘Yes, thanks.’


‘And?’ He was still surveying her with concern.


‘Oh, Nella. Nella Hughes.’


‘Good.’ He nodded.


‘Am I right? Is that my name?’


‘I don’t know. I could look in your handbag.’


‘No need. I’m definitely me. Today’s Friday the sixteenth of December. Six times eleven is sixty something or other, give or take a few. Should I try and reverse out of this wall, do you think?’


‘Maybe not right now. The ambulance and police are on their way. How are your arms and legs? Any pain there?’


‘Don’t think so.’


‘How about your chest?’


‘There’s nothing wrong with my chest. Although . . .’ She pulled open the front of her sweatshirt, peered down inside and saw that she was wearing her comfortable green stripy bra.


‘Although what?’ Now he was sounding alarmed.


‘My friend Trish says you should always wear fabulous underwear in case you get hit by a bus. And I would have done, if only I’d known this was going to happen.’


‘Oh well, can’t be helped.’


‘Do you think the doctors and nurses will laugh at me when they see my bra?’


He smiled for the first time. ‘I’m sure they’ll cope. What’s six times eleven?’


This time she knew the answer. ‘Sixty-six.’


‘Well done.’


‘Were you following me? From the farm shop?’


‘No. Well, not in a creepy way. I was just heading in the same direction, then saw your car skid off the road and stopped to help. I didn’t know it was you until I opened the passenger door. You were out cold for a minute there. At first I was scared you were . . .’


‘Dead?’


He nodded. ‘Yes.’


The song that had been playing on the radio just before the accident came back to her now. Jon Bon Jovi singing ‘Wanted Dead or Alive’. Not wanting to hear it, she’d switched channels.


‘It’s OK, I’m not,’ she told him as in the distance they heard the sound of an ambulance racing towards them. ‘I’m still alive.’


‘Glad to hear it,’ said the man from the farm shop as the whoop-whoop of a police siren joined in and the rhythmic flash of electric-blue lights filled the car. ‘They’re going to need details of your next of kin.’


‘I don’t have any.’ Nella frowned, trying to remember. ‘Did I already tell you that? They’ll have to make do with my boss instead.’


Some days don’t end up working out the way you expect them to.


Nick Callaghan definitely hadn’t planned on spending an entire afternoon in the A&E department of the local hospital keeping a complete stranger company, even though she’d spent the afternoon insisting he didn’t need to be there. But he hadn’t been able to leave, hadn’t wanted to. Something about Nella Hughes had struck a chord with him and kept him on a deeply uncomfortable moulded plastic chair for several hours until the doctor informed them that they’d be admitting her for observation overnight.


Not that Nella had felt it necessary. She’d made her witness statement to the police and the headache was less severe now; as far as she was concerned, she was ready to go. ‘I’m fine,’ she protested. ‘There’s no need to keep me in.’


‘Just to be on the safe side,’ the doctor told her.


‘It was only a bump on the head!’


‘Except it was a bit more than that.’ He looked at Nick for confirmation. ‘When you got there, she was unconscious.’


Nick nodded. ‘That’s true.’


‘But I’m better now,’ Nella pleaded.


‘It’s standard procedure. We need to keep an eye on you.’


She sighed. ‘I hate hospitals.’


The doctor smiled. ‘Sometimes I’m not wild about them myself. If everything’s looking good tomorrow morning, you’ll be free to leave. Deal?’


‘Deal,’ Nella agreed. ‘And I’m sorry about my bra.’


‘No problem.’ Entertained, the doctor turned to Nick. ‘As soon as she’s been given the all-clear, you’ll be able to collect her and take her home.’


‘I don’t even know who he is,’ said Nella. ‘Or where he lives.’


The doctor glanced at Nick, clearly concerned that she could be having problems with her memory after all.


‘Anyway, no need. I can get a taxi to the train station. But could you do me a huge favour?’ She looked at Nick, then pointed to the bunch of orange roses resting on top of the small suitcase she’d brought with her in the ambulance. ‘If you could take the flowers to my grandpa’s grave and just tell him why I couldn’t make it, that’d be great. His name’s Vernon Hughes and he’s over to the left of the churchyard, not far from a big statue with gold angels on the top and—’


‘Why don’t I come and pick you up from here tomorrow?’ said Nick. ‘Then you can take the flowers yourself.’


The nurses on the ward were busy but cheerful, the woman in the next bed had passed her a generous handful of Quality Streets to go with breakfast, and the bruise on Nella’s right temple was such an impressive shade of purple that it felt only right to match it with her eyeshadow.


Best of all, the doctor on his ward round had checked her over and been satisfied that she was well enough to be discharged.


Already dressed and sitting cross-legged on the bed, ready to go, Nella took out her phone and called the number Nick Callaghan had given her yesterday. If that was even his real name. It’d be funny if the number was some random one he’d just plucked out of the air.


But no, he picked up on the second ring.


‘If you’ve changed your mind, that’s fine,’ she began. ‘I can get a cab and—’


‘I haven’t changed my mind. Have they given you the all-clear?’


‘Yep, together with a Get Out of Jail Free card. Whenever suits you, if you’re sure. I’m on ward 4B.’


‘On my way.’ He sounded as if he were smiling. ‘Prepare to be sprung.’


When he walked onto the ward thirty minutes later, Nella wasn’t the only one who noticed.


‘He’s a bit of all right,’ said Pam, the Quality Street queen. ‘If I was fifty years younger, I’d give him a go.’


The young nurse who was changing her dressing said, ‘Pam, behave yourself,’ then glanced up and went pink when she saw Nick.


‘That’s the trouble,’ Pam grumbled. ‘I’ve been having to behave myself since I was twenty-five. Bloomin’ sick of not having any fun.’ She winked at Nella. ‘Make sure you make the most of this one, love.’


Nick grinned as he reached for Nella’s overnight case. ‘Ready?’


‘More than. It’s OK,’ she added when he offered her his forearm. ‘I’m not an invalid, I’m fine.’


It had begun to snow. Fat feathery flakes tumbled slowly out of a steel-grey sky as they drove towards Starbourne. After some time, Nick slowed at a bend in the road and said, ‘This is where it happened.’


Her car had been removed, of course, although technically it wasn’t hers, it belonged to Tommy. But the police had arranged for it to be taken away to a nearby garage for repair, unless the insurance assessors decided it was a write-off. She could see broken tree branches, and the dry-stone wall showed some impact marks but was still standing at least.


‘I was lucky.’ Nella shivered, re-enacting the skid in her mind and touching the swollen bruise on her temple. ‘It could have been a lot worse.’


‘Don’t think about it.’ Nick carried on past the site of the accident.


‘But it’s actually good to think about it,’ she pointed out. ‘I could have died. I could be dead now. That’s the thing, isn’t it? Every morning, most people wake up and take it for granted that it’s going to be just another normal day. It doesn’t occur to them that anything might happen and their lives could be about to change completely. Or come to an end.’


‘Cheerful,’ said Nick.


‘People are always saying you should live each day as if it’s your last, but most of them don’t do it.’


‘Is that the idea now? To live each day as if it’s your last?’


Nella laughed. ‘No, because that’d be carnage. Imagine if everyone did that. We’d all spend money we didn’t have and end up in massive debt. You need to be sensible and plan for the future. And hope you don’t die before you get there.’


The corner of his mouth turned up. ‘Are you sensible?’


‘I am.’


‘Super-efficient?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘And let me guess. Seriously independent.’


They’d only met yesterday, but he was doing well. Nella saw the road sign for Starbourne looming out of the snow ahead of them. ‘It’s the only way to be.’ Out of curiosity, she said, ‘What makes you say that?’


He shrugged. ‘I just kind of feel as if I know you.’


You don’t.


As they reached the village minutes later, she held up her phone and videoed the unfolding scene. It was one of those picturesque places that tourists from overseas loved to tick off their lists when they came to visit the Cotswolds, larger than some villages and full of character. The wide main street comprised a higgledy-piggledy assortment of attractive terraced and detached cottages and larger houses with enviable gardens interspersed with the occasional shop, a few businesses and a couple of pubs. And because it was December, there were Christmas decorations in almost every window as well as lights strung up outside, and a fabulous Christmas tree standing in the central triangle of grass beside the war memorial.


With the snow falling and starting to settle on the roofs and pavements, it was all looking ridiculously Instagrammable.


Nella carried on recording as they drove along. She recognised the buildings, of course, but there had also been changes since her last visit: one or two unfamiliar shops, whilst others had gone, different names above other businesses, and front doors painted bright new colours.


It didn’t quite feel like home – she hadn’t lived here long enough for that – but seeing her grandfather’s cottage would bring it all back.


Not yet, though. She would visit him at the churchyard first, and this was where Nick was taking her now. He passed the bus shelter, then turned into the parking area in front of the church.


He waited in the car while she carried the orange roses down the path to the left of the church. She passed the over-the-top memorial with the gold angels, belonging to Eunice Honeywell, who’d lived to the excellent age of one hundred and five and whose epitaph bore the admirable words: Never married, never wanted to.


Nella reached her grandfather’s grave, his own stone of grey marble as modest and unflashy as Vernon himself, because he’d chosen and paid for it in full within weeks of learning that his illness was terminal. She knew he’d done this to spare her having to make any unnecessary decisions during her time of grief, and because he’d loved her as much as she’d loved him.


She filled up the metal vase from the standpipe, arranged the roses to the best of her ability, even though they wouldn’t last long in this weather, and cleared the weeds and frozen leaves away from the grave.


‘Hi, Grandpa, it’s me. I had a bit of a fight to get your favourite colour roses, but guess what? I won. And then my car skidded into a wall because of some other idiot driver, but I’m fine. Still working for Tommy up in Manchester. And he’s still a nightmare, of course, up to his usual tricks, but I’m doing my best to keep him on the straight and narrow.’ She paused, then said, ‘It’s snowing here today. Remember that snowman we built in the back garden just after I moved in? I told you I was too old for snowmen and you said fine, I could stay inside while you built one instead.’ She smiled at the memory, because after three minutes of watching from the tiny living room window of Tin Cottage as her grandfather began rolling the snow to make the snowman’s body, she hadn’t been able to resist running out to join him. It was the day she’d discovered that when it came to snowmen and snowball fights, there was no such thing as too old.


‘Anyway, I have to catch the train back later, but I’m going to pay a visit to the cottage before I leave. See how it’s looking, check out your vegetable garden, see if they’re keeping it up to your standards.’ She grinned and patted the headstone. ‘Mind you, they’ll have their work cut out, won’t they?’


When she returned to the car, she said, ‘Sorry. I tried not to be too long.’


Nick shook his head. ‘No problem. I like how you chatted to your grandfather.’


‘You had the grave bugged?’


He smiled. ‘I saw your lips moving. And you gesture with your hands when you talk. Look, it’s midday. If you fancy some lunch, the food at the Angel’s good.’


He’d already volunteered to drive her to the train station. ‘You don’t have to do this.’


‘I know. But I’d like to. And I’m kind of hungry.’


Nella had had lukewarm porridge and Quality Streets for breakfast. ‘I’m hungry too. If you’re sure, that’d be great. But could I ask another favour? Before lunch, could we go and take a look at my old home?’


‘Absolutely.’ Nick switched on the ignition and reversed out of the parking space. ‘Let’s go. Where is it?’


‘Tin Lane. It’s the cottage halfway along, past the row of conker trees on the left.’ Rubbing her hands together briskly to warm up, Nella said, ‘If anyone’s at home, I’m going to ask if they’ll let me inside for a quick look around, although I know some people might not be too keen, especially if the place is untidy or . . . What?’ She stopped talking, because Nick was giving her an odd look. ‘What’s wrong? Why are you looking at me like that?’


‘Right. I’m sorry.’ He genuinely sounded as if he was. ‘You won’t be able to see it.’


‘Why not?’ Had it been snapped up by second-homers who’d built a ten-foot fence around the property and installed guard dogs?


‘Tin Cottage isn’t there any more,’ said Nick.









Chapter 3


He drove her up there anyway, to where it had once been and now no longer was. No gingerbread-style Cotswold-stone cottage with diamond-leaded windows, no immaculately tended front garden and no sizeable vegetable patch complete with greenhouse and wooden shed at the back.


In its place was a tennis court, a hot tub and an outdoor swimming pool, set within the grounds of a vast property the size of a supermarket.


There wasn’t just the one property either. Altogether, there were four.


Nella gazed at the houses in silence. It was as if her grandpa and the cottage he’d lived in for almost his whole life had never existed, and the shocking abruptness of the discovery felt like a punch to the stomach.


‘But it was a tied cottage. It was part of the Starbourne estate and he worked for them.’


‘The family sold off a parcel of land,’ said Nick. ‘Four years ago.’


‘A heck of a parcel.’


‘Twenty acres. They’d already put in a planning application, which was granted. The land went to auction with planning consent for . . . all this.’ He indicated the site and she saw a flicker of something like guilt in his eyes.


‘You wouldn’t do too well as a spy,’ Nella told him.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Your face. That look. Dead giveaway. You had something to do with this, didn’t you? Are you a builder?’


‘I wasn’t the one who built it.’ He paused, then said carefully, ‘But I did arrange for it to be built.’


In the ladies’ loo at the Angel Inn, Nella studied her reflection in the mirror above the sink. She slicked back her snow-dampened hair with a comb and gently patted foundation over the purple bruise so as not to scare the locals out in the bar.


It wasn’t Nick Callaghan’s fault that her grandpa’s home had been razed to the ground; he hadn’t done it out of spite. And it wasn’t as if Vernon had been turfed out of the cottage by the evil developers, forced to go and live in a terrible bedsit instead. He’d died ten years ago, long before the land had even been sold off by the Peverell family, the local landed gentry who lived on the outskirts of the village in Starbourne Manor and owned the Starbourne estate. They may have shaved twenty acres off one side of it, but there were still several hundred acres left to keep them going.


Plus, if the newly built houses were monstrosities, it would be easier to dislike them. But they weren’t; they’d been sympathetically designed and were easy on the eye. At first sight, Nick had done an excellent job.


A dash of lipstick and she was done. He was waiting for her at a table by one of the windows.


‘OK?’ he said when Nella joined him.


She nodded. ‘Yes, thanks. It was just a shock, that’s all.’


‘Bound to be. I’m sorry.’


More apologies. ‘Not your fault.’


Their drinks arrived at the table, alcohol-free because he was driving her to the station later and she didn’t want to fall asleep on the train back to Manchester.


Nick said, ‘It must feel . . . I can’t imagine how it feels.’


‘It was a lovely place to live. But I wasn’t really here for that long.’ Since there was no need to go into details, she said, ‘I moved up to Edinburgh at eighteen, took a live-in job as a nanny, looking after the twin boys of a couple of lawyers. After two years of that, I worked in hotels around the country and abroad, and ended up as assistant manager at Colworth Manor, not far from Bath. It’s owned by Hector McLean, who wrote those Dennis the Dashing Dachshund books, and run by his daughter, Daisy.’


‘I know that place.’ Nick nodded, remembering. ‘Went to a wedding there once. Hector played the bagpipes.’


‘When he dies, he wants to be buried with them.’ Nella smiled. ‘He’s a character. Well, they both are. I loved working there.’


‘So why did you leave?’


‘A guy called Tommy Kessler came to stay at the hotel.’


‘I’ve heard of him too.’


‘Everyone has.’ Tommy Kessler had grown up in the rough part of Edinburgh and done his fair share of dodgy deals as a teenager before becoming a nightclub DJ, then a music promoter in London and Manchester. A mercurial Jack-the-lad character, he wasn’t afraid to voice his opinion on any subject under the sun but did so with wit and a wicked smile. As his fame grew, he made friends with the bands he loved and enemies of those he couldn’t stand, and the power of his naughty-boy charisma led to him opening his own chain of nightclubs.


‘You had a thing with Tommy Kessler?’ Nick’s expression was a mixture of astounded and impressed.


‘I did not,’ Nella said firmly. Tommy had offered at the time and she had declined, what with seduction being his default mode – he would happily flirt with anything from a traffic warden to a pot plant. ‘He caused a bit of havoc in the hotel and a couple of the other guests complained, but I managed to calm them down. He was there for a fortnight and every day something else would happen that needed sorting out. He was a complete nightmare, but I took care of everything because that was my job. Then on the last day he told me he’d been doing it all on purpose, to test me and see how good I was at handling problems.’


Nick nodded. ‘And you passed with flying colours.’


‘I did. Then he said he wanted me to go and work for him, because what he needed was someone like me. A fixer, to keep his life running smoothly. Well, as smoothly as it ever can when Tommy’s the one causing the chaos.’


‘Of course you said yes.’


‘I said no. So he upped the salary. Then upped it again.’ She took a sip of her drink. ‘That was when I said yes.’


‘Wow. And . . . any regrets?’


‘None. Looking after Tommy is like trying to keep control of a houseful of monkeys, but it’s never boring. And the pay is excellent. Ah, here comes our waitress. We need to order.’


As they ate their food – bouillabaisse, soufflé Suisse and triple-fried chips – a group of snow-dusted forty-somethings came into the pub, greeted Nick from across the room and bought a round of drinks at the bar.


‘Friends of yours?’ said Nella.


‘Clients. They’re renting one of the houses this week. That’s how we run the business,’ he explained. ‘Short-term lets for larger groups of people. Luxury accommodation at a luxury price, like a five-star hotel but without the annoyance of having to put up with other residents. We’ve been going for three months now, and it’s working well so far.’


‘Oh, right. I thought you were selling them and was wondering who to, what with them being so huge.’ Interested, Nella said, ‘And are you very hands-on with the clients?’


He shrugged. ‘I may drop by to say hello and check everything’s fine, but otherwise we just leave them to get on with it. Any problems, they can call an office in London and someone there will arrange to get the matter sorted. Other than that, they’re on their own. When they leave, the cleaning team go in and get the place ready for the next lot.’


‘That all sounds very efficient. And what do you do?’


‘I set up the company three years ago, with the backing of investors. I deal with the financial side, find potential properties to renovate or build from scratch. I’m project-managing a new one outside Cirencester at the moment, as well as working to recruit more investors.’ Amused, he said, ‘Don’t worry, I keep myself busy.’


Nella nodded, spearing another chip with her fork and glancing across at the group over by the bar, who were now all glued to their phones. You could tell just by looking at them that they were city types dressed up in country clothes, their green Barbour jackets pristine, their expensive jeans and corduroy trousers mud-free.


‘Nope,’ said a smart-looking woman with an irritated shake of her head. ‘Nothing.’


‘This one still isn’t picking up,’ said her friend.


A portly man in red corduroys heaved a sigh of annoyance. ‘He’s just said I could try again in a couple of hours. Unbelievable. What’s the matter with these people?’


‘We’ll have to call The Dove and cancel,’ said the other man. ‘We’re never going to get there in time.’


‘You could drive us there,’ said the woman who was probably his wife.


‘It’s my birthday! I want to be able to have a drink and enjoy myself. This isn’t how the weekend was supposed to go.’


‘I can’t believe they don’t even have Uber out here,’ the second woman wailed. ‘This is hopeless.’


Nella said in an undertone, ‘You should drive them.’









Chapter 4


Nick’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Me? No.’


‘Why not? They’ve booked lunch at The Dove. That’s a Michelin-starred restaurant. It’s his birthday,’ Nella reminded him.


‘And it isn’t my fault they didn’t sort out a taxi in advance.’


She typed the restaurant’s name into the map on her phone. ‘It’s only five miles from here. Take them instead of driving me to the station.’


‘Look, once you start doing things like that, it never stops. You get taken for granted.’


‘They’re paying to stay in a multimillion-pound property. It wouldn’t kill you to do them a favour. They’d appreciate it so much.’


‘And you’d miss your train.’


‘So? I’ll catch a later one.’


Nick paused, then shook his head. ‘It’s really not my problem.’


The birthday boy was about to make another phone call. Nella jumped out of her chair and waved to attract his attention. ‘Excuse me, but if you need a lift to The Dove, I can get you there.’


The visitors turned in unison to look at her. Red Trousers’ wife said, ‘You have a taxi?’


‘No, I’d have to take you in your car. But I’m insured to drive any vehicle. You’d need to arrange for a cab company to get you back here after your lunch, but if it helps, I’m happy to do that for you.’


‘Whoever you are, I think I love you.’ The birthday boy spread his arms, evidently delighted.


‘Except who is she?’ His wife gave him a hefty dig in the ribs. ‘She could drop us off at the restaurant then we never see her or our car again.’


‘I’m here with Mr Callaghan.’ Nella pointed to Nick. ‘He would have taken you himself but he’s pressed for time, so I’m offering on his behalf. Hi, my name’s Nella Hughes. And happy birthday!’


‘Nella, you’re an angel and a lifesaver.’ Digging into the pocket of his Barbour, the birthday boy took out his car keys. ‘And you’ve got yourself a deal.’


His wife was staring at the purple bruise on her temple. ‘Goodness, however did that happen?’


Probably best not to mention that yesterday she’d crashed her own car into a wall. Nella said diplomatically, ‘Slipped on some ice. But I’m fine, I promise.’ Then she held up the keys and called over to Nick, ‘Just going to drop these nice people at The Dove. You order yourself a coffee and get on with your work. I’ll be back in no time at all.’


‘I still don’t know why you did that,’ said Nick when she returned twenty minutes later.


‘I’m a fixer. When I see a problem, I like to solve it.’ Sliding back onto her chair, Nella said, ‘They wanted to pay me but I wouldn’t allow it.’


‘That’s mad.’


‘Red Trousers’ wife is an interior designer with a quarter of a million followers on Instagram. I told her it was your idea for me to give them a lift. She’s going to rave about your business and tell everyone you’re a star.’


He shook his head. ‘Which means more people expecting to be chauffeured around when they come to stay.’


He really didn’t get it. Nella marvelled at the trick he was missing. ‘They haven’t hired a tent on a campsite. Leaving people to their own devices doesn’t suit everyone.’


He lifted an eyebrow. ‘Go on. You’re dying to say it.’


‘We chatted in the car. They all love where they’re staying. But they’d love it even more if they felt a bit more looked after. You should hire a concierge,’ she explained, ‘to take care of anything they might need. Arrange trips. Buy tickets for the circus. Organise chefs who’ll turn up and cook delicious meals for them. Beauticians, pamper sessions, theatre tickets . . . Whatever they ask for, the concierge can make it happen. And if they can’t get a taxi, they have someone who’ll drive them around too. They just said it’d be great to have someone on site to provide the personal touch. And I think they’re right.’


Nick finished his coffee and signalled to the waitress that he was ready for the bill. The waitress looked confused and Nella said to him, ‘It’s OK, it’s done.’


‘What? Did they pay it?’ He glanced at the car keys on the table.


‘No, I did.’


‘Why?’


‘Because you’ve already done enough for me. The least I can do is buy you lunch. You need to give that key back to them, by the way. If they’re out, leave it in their key safe. Right, are we all done here? Shall we go?’


As they were leaving, a woman in her late forties emerged from the kitchen, evidently having finished her shift and ready to head home. She did a double-take when she saw Nella and said cheerfully, ‘Well I never, look who’s here! Hello, love, how are you?’


‘Esme. You haven’t changed a bit.’ Nella gave her a hug. ‘I’m well, thanks. How are the twins?’


‘Popping out babies like nobody’s business. I’m a granny seven times over! Good to see you, love. It’s been a while. What’s brought you back here?’


‘Just wanted to see Grandpa’s grave, put some flowers down.’ Esme had lived in the village all her life and had worked in the bakery for many years. A woman as warm-hearted as her hugs, she’d slipped Nella a free doughnut on many occasions.


Now she regarded her with fondness. ‘Bless you, love. What a gem of a man Vernon was. You must still miss him so much.’


Nella nodded. ‘I do.’


‘And the cottage has gone, did you hear about that? That beautiful garden of his. At least he wasn’t here to see it happen.’


‘I know.’


‘Grew the best cauliflowers in the country. As for those runner beans . . . Anyway, how are you, love? Doing OK?’


Glad that she’d pulled her blue woolly hat down over her forehead so the huge bruise was hidden, Nella said, ‘I’m fine. Really good.’


But Esme, clearly in possession of X-ray vision, studied her closely through narrowed eyes, then peeled the edge of the hat back on the right-hand side. ‘What’s this then? Who did that to you?’


‘No one. I skidded on ice and crashed my car into a wall yesterday.’ Because Esme was now glancing in Nick’s direction, Nella went on hastily, ‘Mr Callaghan rescued me. And now he’s dropping me at the station so I can get home to Manchester.’


‘OK, but you make sure you look after yourself, love.’ Esme patted her on the shoulder in a motherly fashion. ‘And if you ever need anything, you know where we are.’


As he drove her to catch her train, Nick said, ‘The concierge thing. It might actually be a good idea.’


Nella smiled. ‘I know it is. I’m full of them.’


‘I don’t suppose you’d be—’


‘Interested? Thanks, but I love the job I have, even if my boss does drive me mad. And like I said, he pays me too much to want to leave him. One other thing,’ she went on, ‘you might want to invest in a minibus so you can carry more people around, but you’d need someone with a PCV licence for that.’


‘A minibus?’


‘I know, not the most glamorous. But you’d struggle with a stretch limo on some of the country lanes around here.’


They reached the station. Her train was due in six minutes. Nick lifted her case out of the car and she took it from him.


He said, ‘It’s been an interesting couple of days.’ They were facing each other now. ‘And thanks for the idea. I’m definitely going to consider it.’


‘You probably won’t.’ Something else she’d grown accustomed to during her years in hospitality was having good ideas that weren’t taken up, particularly by members of the opposite sex.


He smiled. ‘I might, though.’


They looked at each other as the snow continued to fall lazily around them. It was one of those charged moments when anything could happen next. A bigger than usual snowflake landed on the lashes of Nella’s left eye, and the iciness of it melting caused her to blink, startled. Then she started to laugh, because her grandad’s favourite film had been Brief Encounter, starring Celia Johnson and Trevor Howard, about two characters who’d met at a train station and fallen in love, in clipped upper-class accents.


It hadn’t ended happily ever after.


Nick said, ‘And you’re laughing because . . .?’


‘Being here like this just reminded me of an old black-and-white film my grandpa used to love.’


‘OK.’ He nodded. ‘Spartacus?’


She grinned. ‘Close. Anyway, thanks for everything.’


‘Don’t mention it. Thanks for lunch.’


And then there was silence, apart from the toot of an approaching train in the distance. Now what? All of a sudden Nella found herself really wanting to kiss him. Like, properly.


But that would be weird, and the chances of them ever seeing each other again were slim to zero. It wasn’t in her nature to panic, but she was definitely panicking now. To stop herself doing anything embarrassing, she grabbed his hand and briskly shook it like the world’s most determined doorstep politician.


Nick looked so startled she thought she must have gripped too tightly, inflicted actual pain.


‘Right, that sounds like my train. Better go. Have a good journey.’ Aaargh, wrong, I’m the one heading back up to Manchester, not him.


To his great credit, Nick didn’t point this out. Instead he said, ‘Thanks. I will.’ And if he burst out laughing after that, at least she didn’t hear it as she dragged her noisy overnight case on wheels across the car park and into the station building.









Chapter 5


‘Blimey, girl. Look at the state of you.’


Tommy hadn’t even seen her in person yet; all he was doing was observing her on the CCTV. Having buzzed her into the house, he greeted her in the silver and cobalt hallway beneath the matching chandelier in the shape of a glittering alligator that he’d commissioned last year from a stained-glass artist in Cornwall.


‘Sorry about the car,’ said Nella as he gave her a hug. ‘It’s not going to be fixed until after Christmas.’


‘Hey, no worries, plenty more where that came from.’ He wasn’t kidding; Tommy owned several vehicles, most of them a lot flashier than the Honda she’d skidded into the stone wall. ‘So long as you’re all right. Apart from looking like Frankenstein’s monster,’ he added with a grin. ‘And speaking of Christmas, what d’ya think?’ He pushed open the double doors – ‘Ta-daaaaa’ – revealing the sitting room in all its gaudy, glittery glory.


‘Ouch,’ said Nella. ‘My eyes.’


‘Come on! You know you love it.’ He was beaming, proud of himself. ‘I did it all for you!’


‘Why?’


‘To cheer you up after your accident. I thought you’d be pleased!’


Had it really only happened yesterday? It felt like so much longer ago than that. She’d called Tommy last night from her hospital bed and told him where she was. A hyperactive nightmare in so many ways, he was also big-hearted and loved nothing more than to treat any friends in need of cheering up. Nella knew his taste in interior design was blingy, but this time he’d outdone himself; virtually every inch of the vast living room was covered in black and gold Christmas decorations, with a swirling light show being projected onto the walls and ceiling so everywhere seemed to be alive and undulating like snakes.


The Christmas tree was black, huge and swamped with lights and baubles, and there was a bottle of Krug waiting in a crystal-encrusted ice bucket on the circular gold dining table. It was always Krug. When you’d come from nothing and built up a fortune through hard work, charisma and a few dodgy dealings along the way, these details were important. Tommy as a teenager had had a chance encounter at a beach party in Marbella with a world-famous female soul singer whose appetite for beautiful younger men was well known. It was his first time meeting a proper celebrity, her glamour had enthralled him, and she in turn had been openly amused by the stars in his eyes. Up until that moment lost for words, Tommy had found himself blurting out, ‘What’s your favourite drink?’ and she’d replied, ‘Krug, my darling. Always. Why, are you going to buy me a bottle?’ Whereupon Tommy had said, ‘I can’t afford it right now. But I will one day. And that’s a promise.’


Utterly charmed, she’d bought him a drink instead. Seven years later, having made his first million, he’d found out her London address from a paparazzo friend. Having delivered the magnum of Krug to the singer in person, he told her she had inspired him to turn his life around and become a success. It wasn’t true, of course – he’d been hell-bent on succeeding since the age of twelve – but she’d been delighted enough to accept his invitation to officially open his next nightclub. Nella suspected they might even have had a fling, despite the fact that the woman was old enough to be his mother.


‘You did all this by yourself?’ she said now, as Tommy eased the cork from the bottle.


‘Don’t be daft, I hired that company you booked for the last party, didn’t I? Paid them double to come in this morning so it’d be done by the time you got here.’ Impatient as ever, he poured her a glass too quickly so the foam overflowed and dripped onto the deep-pile white carpet. ‘Here you go. Cheers, treacle. You do like it, don’t you?’


Treacle. His crazy accent, a three-way mix of Scottish, Mancunian and cockney, never failed to make her smile. She said, ‘It’s all very you. Which is just as well, seeing as this is your home.’


‘Except I’m not gonna be here over Christmas, am I? So I thought you might like to move in for a couple of weeks while I’m away. That’s why I did all this, for you. You’d rather be here than in your flat, wouldn’t you? Like, who wouldn’t? It’s a no-brainer.’


Her flat was several miles away, in Stretford, and if you lifted it up and magicked it over here to Didsbury, it would fit neatly into Tommy’s kitchen. This six-bedroomed home was his absolute pride and joy.


‘If you’re sure? That’d be great.’ She nodded vigorously. ‘Thanks! And it makes sense to have someone keeping an eye on a place like this.’


‘Good point. Thieving gits around here’d jump at the chance to break in if they knew it was empty.’ He raised his glass. ‘Here’s to a bloody good Christmas for both of us. Cheers, doll.’


There was no thieving git like a reformed thieving git. Nella knew that at the age of eighteen Tommy had served six weeks in prison for flogging TVs and other electrical equipment that had been stolen by two of his uncles from a carelessly unattended van in Coventry.


But she didn’t need to remind him of this; these days Tommy Kessler was a reformed character. Allegedly. And there was still the matter of the questionable taste in decor. He loved animals, though, and was a soft touch when it came to helping out good causes and raising money at charity auctions, which was why there was a ten-foot-tall wire sculpture of a stallion in his back garden.


All in all, she was ridiculously fond of him. As the Christmas lights flashed and danced around them, she clinked her glass against his and said, ‘Cheers.’


Ping went her phone, signalling the arrival of a text, and she dug it out of the top pocket of her denim jacket. It was a message, she saw with an unexpected jolt of pleasure, from Nick Callaghan.


Hope you had a good journey. I enjoyed our Brief Encounter. (It was my grandfather’s favourite film too.)


That was all. Short and sweet, with no kiss at the end. But it made her smile to know he’d been thinking about her.


‘Uh oh.’ Tommy did an exaggerated double-take. ‘Who’s making you look like that?’


Damn Tommy and his perspicacity; he never missed a thing. ‘I’m not looking like anything.’


‘Course you aren’t. Come on, spill.’


‘It’s just the guy I told you about, the one who helped me after the accident.’


‘Just,’ he mimicked. ‘And his name is?’


Typical Tommy, straight to the point. She briefly considered making one up, but it wouldn’t fool him. ‘Nick Callaghan.’


Two seconds later, he held up his phone. ‘This one? Wouldn’t trust the guy further than I could throw him.’


This was typical of Tommy too. Snap judgements were par for the course. Nella said patiently, ‘Why not?’


‘Too good-looking by half.’


‘You mean better-looking than you.’ She grinned, because Tommy had a narrow, mobile face with big dark eyes, a beaky nose, and eyebrows that each danced to their own tune. He might not be classically handsome, but women were drawn to him nevertheless, such was the power of his charisma.


‘Blond hair, eurgh.’ He took another look at the photo on the screen and shuddered. ‘I bet it’s bleached.’


‘It isn’t,’ said Nella.


‘Now you’re defending him.’


‘Only because you’re saying he dyes his hair, and he doesn’t.’ If you looked closely enough, which she had, you could always tell. Besides, he wasn’t the type.


‘Sleep with him, did you?’


‘No! Oh my God, I was in hospital!’


He was laughing at her now. ‘So? I’ve never let that stop me.’


She wouldn’t put it past him either. ‘Well, that’s just unhygienic and you should be ashamed of yourself. Anyway, you don’t have to worry about his looks, because I’m not going to be seeing him again.’


‘He just sent you a text that made you smile. Like this.’ Tommy tilted his head and did his best impression of a simpering lovestruck Disney princess.


She definitely hadn’t simpered, nor was she lovestruck. Nella shot him a warning look. ‘Watch it. He offered me a job.’


‘Did he now? The sly bastard! And?’


‘I said no.’


‘Because I’m a brilliant boss,’ he teased, ‘and you love working for me.’


‘Well, that, of course,’ said Nella. ‘But mainly because you pay me more.’


‘Course I do.’ Tommy winked at her. ‘I’m not stupid.’


It wasn’t until several days later, when Nick went along to the Angel Inn at lunchtime, that he had the chance to engage Esme in casual conversation. With an ulterior motive, needless to say. Having finished her lunchtime shift in the kitchen, she was now sitting at the bar with a coffee, waiting for the shower of sleety rain to pass overhead before setting off.


‘That must have been a nice surprise, seeing Nella again the other day.’ Joining her at the bar, Nick ordered a drink for himself. ‘I suppose you got to know her when she was living here with her grandfather.’


‘I did. She was a good girl.’ Esme nodded easily, evidently happy to chat while the rain was keeping her in here.


‘She was telling me all about him,’ Nick went on.


‘Ah, Vernon. God rest his soul.’


‘Nella really loved him.’


‘He came through for her when it counted. Well, somebody had to, didn’t they? But Vernon stepped up. They only had each other, after all.’


‘Yes, she told me she didn’t have any other relatives.’ Nick nodded slowly like a serious journalist as Esme dipped her spoon in the frothy topping of her cappuccino. Where did natural curiosity tip over into downright nosiness? He hadn’t pressed Nella for details at the time, but she’d been occupying his thoughts ever since. He wanted to know more about her. Was it wrong to be sitting here in the Angel, digging for more information?


‘None.’ Esme took a sip of the hot coffee. ‘Why d’you want to know?’


Maybe honesty was the best policy. He said steadily, ‘We met on Friday, she went home to Manchester on Saturday. And I’ll probably never see her again. But I’d like to know more about her. I’m . . . interested.’


‘Doing all right for herself, is she? Up in Manchester?’


‘Seems that way. I offered her a job.’ He shrugged. ‘But she has a better one up there, apparently.’


‘Ah, she turned you down and now you can’t get her out of your head. A tale as old as time.’ Esme chuckled. ‘I’m glad the girl’s doing well. Deserves it, after the start she had.’


Nick said, ‘You don’t have to tell me anything if you’d rather not.’ Which was a massive double bluff and he’d kick himself if he’d just blown it.


Taking her time, Esme tipped some more brown sugar into her cup and stirred again. Finally, after taking another sip and giving a nod of approval, she said, ‘Vernon Hughes lost his wife in childbirth. They married young and two years later she was gone. But he was a good man, Vernon, and he brought up their daughter on his own. Never remarried. And by all accounts Geraldine was a sweet girl until she was fifteen, then she fell in with the wrong crowd and started getting into trouble. Not that kind of trouble, not then. Drink and drugs, it was. And people encouraging her to live a different kind of life. She went off travelling with them all over Europe, only coming back when she needed more money, even though her poor old dad hardly had any to spare. Then she took up with some chap and that was when Nella was born, but he was a liability too. They carted the baby around with them for a few years, before going to live in one of those off-grid communes. Then the father died of a heroin overdose and Geraldine took Nella off to some place in North Wales. I know Nella went to school there, but by all accounts she was the grown-up who had to look after her mother. She did everything while Geraldine spent most of her time in bed. So sad. Unbearable, really. But she coped because she thought she needed to cover for Geraldine, otherwise the authorities would take her away and then what would happen to her mum?’


Nick was shaken. Jesus, it was unbearable to think about. He said, ‘How old was she then?’


‘Let’s see . . . She was nine when her father died. We’re talking about the next few years after that. Then Geraldine died when Nella was fourteen. The drugs took her at last. And that’s when Nella came here, moved in with Vernon. Began to live a normal life for the first time, bless her heart.’


Nella hadn’t mentioned any of this. He couldn’t imagine what she’d had to go through. What kind of an effect did that have on a young girl, having to parent her own mother whilst putting herself through school? It made Nick feel sick just picturing her experience in his mind. And you’d never guess at any of it to look at her. He shook his head and said, ‘Poor kid.’


Esme checked her watch, finished her coffee in one gulp and eased herself down from the stool. ‘Right, I’m off. Time to pick the grandkids up from nursery. I know, I don’t look old enough.’ She beamed at him and reached for her umbrella, because the sleety rain was still falling outside. ‘There you go. Now you know about Nella. She’s a good girl, that one. Shame you let her get away. Maybe you should have upped your offer.’


A mental image came to him of Nella Hughes touching her bruised temple and telling him she was lucky because it could have been a lot worse.


‘Maybe I should,’ he said.









Chapter 6


Nothing made Lizzie Rafferty feel even more unhappy than her mother telling her she had no reason not to be happy.


‘But how can you feel miserable when your life is perfect? You’re living the dream! You have everything anyone could possibly want,’ Vivienne had exclaimed, entirely unable to understand.


It was impossible trying to explain to her mother that she only had what everyone thought they wanted. Once you were given it – it being success, fame and fortune – you discovered it was far less of a gift and a joy than the rest of the world blithely imagined.


Lizzie had been walking along Laguna Beach for the last twenty minutes, having an imaginary tiff with Vivienne. Now she stopped and turned to watch the waves rolling onto the shoreline as remorselessly as her agent sending her each day’s upcoming itinerary at six a.m. on the dot. The Californian sky overhead was ridiculously blue, the sea foam as dazzlingly white as veneers and the golden sand untouched apart from three trails of footprints where early-morning joggers, doubtless with perfectly tanned and sculpted bodies, had come down here at the crack of dawn to complete their eight-mile runs before showering and heading off to work.


The last time she’d attempted to explain to her mother how she felt, Vivienne had responded, ‘Maybe if you put more effort into it, that might help. It’s not as if you can just give up, is it? You haven’t even won an Oscar yet.’


It had been one of those semi-jokey remarks that wasn’t quite a joke. Her mother had then gone on to remind her of all the other actresses in their forties who took their work seriously, who didn’t complain and would one day be awarded statuettes by the armful to prove to the world how terrifically talented they were.


Lizzie kept her head down as another male runner jogged past. The next moment he did a double-take and went into reverse, pulling up a couple of yards away. He was tanned, bulging with muscles and already holding up his phone.


‘Hey, Lizzie? You’re like totally awesome, man! Can I have a selfie?’


Even out here on the beach his aftershave was overpowering. Plus, he was unashamedly staring at the outline of her boobs beneath her white cotton dress. She said, ‘Sorry, it’s not a great time . . .’ and turned away.


‘Yeah,’ he shouted after her, ‘I heard you were a bitch.’


Fourteen hours later, home at last from a long and tedious day on set at the studios, Lizzie allowed herself a small, illicit bowl of ice cream followed by the luxury of a cathartic weep in the shower.


What a rebel.


Except it turned out not to be that cathartic after all, because thirty minutes later she was back to being as tightly wound as a ball of elastic bands and the urge to explode was becoming ever more inviting. Was this how it felt to be on the brink of burnout? Carrying her laptop out onto the terrace, she sat on her favourite lounger and began scrolling through various random websites in search of help, any kind of help.


Here was her daily horoscope, telling her she felt as if the world was closing in on her.


Lizzie looked up and took in the view over Los Angeles from up here in the Hollywood Hills, mile upon mile of buildings lit up now that the sun had set. Wrong, Mr Horoscope-writer.


You’re experiencing the urge to do something to change your life for the better, Horoscope Man continued chattily, but today isn’t the day to do it. Wait. Be patient. Count your blessings.


No. She shook her head. No, no and no again. You don’t understand me at all.


Stay still. Do nothing, Horoscope Man went on. Choosing not to act can be powerful and so much more effective than leaping into the fray and making a terrible mistake.


For crying out loud, but what if I want to leap? What if the urge to leap is buzzing in my veins, hmm? What then?


If you fill in the form below and complete the payment details, for just $499.99 I can send you far more detailed information as well as extremely valuable personal advice.


Oh please, are you serious?


Luckily, she never had believed in horoscopes.


Instead, she went to her comfort search, the one she loved to spend time scrolling through whenever her brain was frazzled and in need of soothing. Which was pretty much twenty-four-seven nowadays.


Luxury rental property UK. These were the words she loved to type into the search engine, before adding a particular region for variety. The Lake District was a favourite. So was the Gower coast in Wales. Cornwall always had plenty to choose from, as did Devon, Sussex and Suffolk. Or Scotland or Ireland. The choices were endless.


Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. Tonight it was a three-way toss-up between County Dublin, the Cotswolds and the Yorkshire Dales. Even anticipating the joys of exploring what was available caused the tension in her shoulders to relax.


Yorkshire Dales, Lizzie typed. And twenty minutes later she’d found her dream home, somewhere to escape to in her mind.


Except . . . why only in her mind? Maybe this time she could escape to it with her actual body. She was exhausted, after all. Rest, relax and regroup, that was what she longed for, what she needed; to get away from here and enjoy a complete change of scenery. She felt her breathing quicken as she contemplated trading fantasy for reality. Why not? Why not do the absolute opposite of what Mr Horoscope Expert said and make a real change to her life?


Da-dum, da-dum, da-dum went her heart as she surveyed the property she’d chosen. It was a characterful six-bedroom holiday home three miles from the market town of Skipton, with stunning views of hills and woodland from every window. There was a bright orange Aga in the kitchen – God knows how those things worked, but never mind – and the stunning Forest of Bowland was a short drive away. And Yorkshire people were friendly, right? She’d definitely heard that. She’d seen those ads online for Yorkshire Tea.


Do it, urged the voice in her head. Go for it. Lizzie gazed entranced at the online photos of the various rooms, picturing herself in each one in turn.


She picked up the phone and dialled the number. It was midnight here in LA, which meant it was seven in the morning in the UK. People in Yorkshire liked to get up early, right?


The phone was picked up on the third ring.


‘Hi, I’m calling to book a—’


‘What? Are you kidding me? It says on the website we’re open for business from nine to five.’ The voice belonged to a woman who didn’t sound as if she hailed from Yorkshire and definitely didn’t sound friendly. Taken aback, Lizzie said, ‘Sorry, it’s just that I’m in LA and off to bed soon. I thought if it was too early you’d have your phone switched off.’


‘Well, I didn’t. Clearly.’ The woman spoke with irritation. ‘Go on then, seeing as you’ve woken me up now. What’s your name and which house did you want to book?’
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