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      Life could be good and sometimes life could be a little less than good, but one constant remained. Paris, no matter what else was happening in Hattie’s life, would always be magical. There was something about the place, an indefinable quality. It was in the cobbles, slick in the lamplight, and it was in the welcoming glow of a backstreet bistro. The tourists tramping the Champs-Élysées with weary feet and wondering eyes soaked it up and when they went home their lives were a little richer for it. The French had a phrase for it – je ne sais quoi. Trust the French to make I don’t know what sound romantic.

      Hattie sat on the low wall and looked out towards the Seine. A humid dusk embraced the city, indigo skies washed into velvet blackness. Boats cleaved their way through the choppy waters of the river – most of them the low, broad, glass-walled pleasure boats full of tourists that had become such a familiar, unremarkable sight to Hattie over the last two years, dotted with lights that reflected back and scattered into explosions of gold over the dark waters. Along the banks stood rows and rows of pristine and glorious façades, grand and beautiful old buildings brightened by so many lights it was as if they were trying to compete with the stars, and away in the distance the proud Eiffel Tower looked over the city and dared it to argue that it was not the most wondrous sight of all in this most magical of places.

      Hattie looked out on the place she had called home for the past two years, and the sights that had become so familiar over that time had never before been such a source of sadness. Her flight back to England was booked. Given time, perhaps Alphonse might have asked her to reconsider, but the damage had already been done. She didn’t know if their working relationship could ever get back to the way it had once been and part of her didn’t know if she even wanted it to. Perhaps the catastrophe of the opening night of his new collection was a sign. Though she loved Paris, Hattie had been plagued by the vague feeling that something wasn’t quite right for a few months now. She’d been employed as his PA, eager to learn about the business, but all she’d done since she began working for him was run around fetching his lunch and dry-cleaning. She’d mentioned it to him more than once, but he’d just tapped his nose and warned her not to run before she could walk and all would be well. That was easy for him to say when the star of his own career as a fashion designer was rising, and soon it would be about as high and bright as it was possible to get. Certainly, it was far above the less impressive orbit of Hattie’s own.

      Then it had happened: Alphonse had finally trusted her with the task of stage dressing for the opening of his show, and Hattie had been beside herself. But it had all gone horribly wrong and Alphonse’s rage had been such that Hattie had feared for his life, if not her own, and he’d sacked her on the spot. He’d repented, of course, once he’d realised that he’d have to run for his own coffee and dry-cleaning if Hattie left, but the incident had made Hattie’s mind up for her.

      She stood up and drew a lungful of air. It’s been good, Paris, she thought, and I’ll never forget you… but it’s time to go home.
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      No matter how apprehensive the thought of coming home made her, the sight of the foxglove-edged lanes as the taxi drove her towards her parents’ house, the meadows of wildflowers and copses of ancient trees that became blurs as the car raced past, the picture-perfect houses of the Dorset village where she’d been born – all thatched roofs, rose bushes and pastel-rendered walls – would always soothe her. Early summer was a remarkable time of year here, when the landscape seemed to burst into life. She’d left many troubles behind when she’d left Gillypuddle, but she’d left good memories and good people too. She couldn’t deny that it would be nice to catch up with those people again, relive some of those memories and maybe make some more.

      ‘Nice place,’ the taxi driver remarked approvingly as he pulled up outside the sweeping driveway. Hattie never really thought about how posh her parents’ home might look to strangers, but every now and again an admiring, covetous glance would remind her that what was unremarkable to her was very remarkable to others. It was just the place she’d grown up in, just home. But as she looked out of the car window now, she really appreciated for the first time just how imposing and grand it was. Unlike a lot of the cottages in the village, the high roof was tiled instead of thatched. It was much larger than the houses surrounding it, the original façade an elegant Georgian design, while sections had been added over the years. It sat in impressive grounds, dressed in an abundance of mature frothing shrubs and leafy trees – a product of her dad’s love of gardening. They were a mile or so away from the ocean; while the sea fog sometimes rolled this far inland and smothered the house, they couldn’t see the sea from here, though being close enough to walk to the beach had always been one of the best things about growing up here.

      ‘Thanks,’ she said, glancing up at the meter and paying him with a note that would cover it. ‘Keep the change.’

      The driver tipped an imaginary cap and got out to fetch her bags from the boot. Hattie walked round to the back of the car and found he’d already placed them on the ground for her.

      ‘Alright now?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes, thanks,’ Hattie said. ‘I can manage now.’

      ‘Righto.’

      With another brief nod, the driver got back into his car and drove away. Hattie looked up at the house and took a deep breath. Her mum and dad would be happy to see her, wouldn’t they? Grabbing her bags, she walked up to the house. She’d soon find out one way or the other.

      

      ‘Helloooo!’

      Hattie closed the front door behind her and dropped her bags to the floor. The entrance hall was silent and she called again.

      ‘Hello! Anyone home?’

      Nothing. Her parents must have gone out, but she’d half expected that. Perhaps a little part of her had almost hoped for it. One thing was certain, she could hardly complain about it when she’d given no warning of her return.

      Her parents had decorated again. The grand entrance – and it was just that, a room that opened out to various doorways and a staircase that curled into the next two floors – had been covered in a heavy paper last time she’d been to visit, but now the paper had been stripped and the walls had been painted in contrasting variations of sage and cream. It looked brighter, cleaner… more optimistic. The usual gallery of photos remained, however, and with them the pervading sense of sadness, reminders of what was lost, the immobility of time that had choked Hattie during the years before she’d left home. She took a slow tour of the walls, stopping to inspect each image as she reached it. There was her older sister, Charlotte, beaming down with her violin award. Charlotte winning the gymkhana. Charlotte in her school uniform proudly displaying her head-girl badge. Charlotte on her sixteenth birthday, Charlotte in her choir robes, Charlotte shaking the hand of the mayor and beaming for the camera…

      Then the one at the end of the row, next to the stairs. Hattie and Charlotte together on the beach, squinting into the camera, smiles crinkling their faces as they held hands, the sun somewhere out of shot but bright and fierce. Hattie could still remember the feel of it burning her back. Hattie would have been six or seven here, Charlotte five years older. Hattie had long suspected that the only reason this photo had made it into the gallery was because Charlotte looked so unutterably angelic on it. Hattie herself looked like a smudge on legs and there were far nicer photos upstairs in her mother’s album.

      Hattie sighed as she gazed at the photo. Her parents would never stop mourning Charlotte and Hattie would never expect them to, but sometimes it felt as if they existed simply to mourn. Since Charlotte’s death, keeping her memory alive had overshadowed everything else. It had become such a defining feature of Hattie’s own childhood that it had engulfed it quite completely, and she sometimes wondered if they’d forgotten they had another daughter.

      And there were the constant comparisons too, the constant disappointment that Hattie was not all that her sister had been. While Charlotte had been alive her parents had been able to celebrate the differences in their two daughters – and there had been many – safe in the knowledge, perhaps, that at least one of them would become all the things they valued and approved of. Once Charlotte was gone, it seemed to Hattie that she herself had suddenly become a living epitaph to their dead daughter, that they now expected Hattie to become all the things that her sister had been, to fill the gap her death had left in their lives. Charlotte, by virtue of never growing up, would never fail. She’d never go off the rails, marry an unsuitable husband, have children too early or too late, never disappoint or make mistakes or lead a messy life. She’d always be there: a perfect daughter in a photo, frozen in moments of achievement and triumph, while Hattie – live and fallible – made all the messes. Like running off to Paris against her parents’ wishes and screwing everything up when she got there.

      Hattie walked back to her cases and looked down. When it had all gone wrong in Paris, coming home had seemed so appealing, but now Hattie wasn’t so sure it had been the best idea after all. The hallway where she now stood represented everything she’d run away from in the first place. She’d been so ready and eager to rush back to it when her life had taken a turn for the worse in Paris, but why? Had she expected her old life to offer some comfort and safety? In financial terms perhaps it would, but emotional comfort might be harder to come by.

      She hauled in a breath and pushed her shoulders back. Her parents would be happy to see her and it would be good to be home again. And, even if they weren’t, being back in the village where she’d grown up would offer so much in the way of welcome familiarity that it would be worth spending some time here. It wouldn’t be forever anyway – she just needed a breather, time to regroup, decide what to do next with her life…

      Dragging her cases into a corner of the hall, she went through to the kitchen. Sunlight was pouring in through the glass roof, bouncing from gleaming marble worktops. To judge from the smell of disinfectant, Carmen, their cleaner, had recently been in. Hattie went to the fridge and opened it to find the shelves groaning with food. Her flight had been delayed and she hadn’t eaten since her early-morning check-in; she didn’t think her parents would mind if she opened a pack of ham and made herself a sandwich. It was good ham too, Hattie remarked silently as she eyed the packaging – better than the stuff she’d been forced to eat living away from home. Her parents had always liked the best of everything and Hattie had grown up with no idea of what value brands looked like – until she’d gone to Paris, of course. There, with her extortionate rent and low wage, she’d soon found out the meaning of value. At first, she’d sort of enjoyed having to economise – it had almost been a kind of rebellion against her upbringing – but she soon realised just how privileged her home life had been and been filled with a sense of guilt for all she’d had before. She’d wanted to distance herself from that life and she would never tell new friends about it. Right now, a slice of luxury ham was very welcome – maybe she could forgive her parents’ high standards just this once.

      She’d just settled on a seat at the kitchen island with a ham and pickle sandwich and a large glass of cold, fresh orange juice when a voice floated into the kitchen. It was quiet and distant but unmistakable. With a faint look of regret at her lunch, she got up and went to the entrance hall to investigate. The letterbox of the front door was open and a mouth filled the slot.

      ‘Dr Rose…? Mrs Rose…?’

      Hattie smiled as she recognised the voice. Rushing to the door, she yanked it open and a tiny old man almost fell into the house. He looked up, his expression of shock and bewilderment giving way to a beaming smile.

      ‘Hattie!’ he cried, and she threw her arms around him.

      ‘Rupert!’

      ‘Nobody told me you were coming home!’ Rupert said, holding her at arm’s length now to look at her, smiling all over his face.

      ‘I didn’t know I was coming myself until yesterday,’ she said, trying not to think about the events that had led to that decision. It was far too lovely seeing her old neighbour to let that sort of melancholy ruin the moment. ‘How are you? It’s so good to see you!’

      ‘All the better for seeing you, my dear,’ he replied cheerily. ‘I expect your parents are thrilled to have you home.’

      ‘They don’t know I’m here yet – I’ve just arrived and nobody’s home.’

      ‘Ah,’ Rupert said. ‘That answers my question. I wanted to have a word with your father about my gammy knee.’

      Hattie raised her eyebrows. ‘Still not a fan of the new village GP?’

      Rupert looked faintly guilty. He was of the generation that held anyone of any qualification in the utmost esteem and reverence, and he must have been half afraid that being less than complimentary about the village’s new doctor would cause a bolt from heaven to strike him down.

      ‘I’m sure she’s very good but Gillypuddle is not the place for someone like her. She’d be better suited to a big city where she doesn’t have to care about being part of the community.’

      ‘Dad says she’s very professional; that’s why she doesn’t get involved personally with her patients.’

      Rupert gave a dramatic sigh. ‘I suppose it’s a modern thing. It’s a sad sign of the times, though, when your family doctor can’t stay for a pot of tea and a slice of cake.’

      ‘I expect she’s got a lot of work to get through,’ Hattie said carefully. She was used to hearing all about Rupert’s disgruntlement from phone calls to her mum and dad. ‘I’m sure it’s nothing personal.’

      ‘It isn’t and that’s precisely the problem,’ Rupert continued, determined that Hattie’s assessment wouldn’t sway him to have even the tiniest bit of sympathy with the new doctor’s probably massive workload. Her dad had started his career back in the days when the village GP was everyone’s friend, when people who worked in the health service had time to spare, but for many years now he’d been saying that it wasn’t like it was in the old days and that the job got tougher every year. It had been one of the deciding factors in his recent decision to take retirement.

      ‘So Dad’s still seeing patients?’ Hattie asked.

      Rupert tapped the side of his nose. ‘Not officially. He’ll only give informal advice if his friends ask, and we mustn’t say anything in case it gets back to the new woman – could cause all sorts of trouble.’

      ‘I understand. I’m not really surprised either – I suspected Dad wasn’t enjoying retirement much, even though he’d said for years he was going to take it as soon as he could.’

      ‘Sixty’s no age to retire these days, is it? You’re still in the prime of your life at sixty. He’s getting plenty of golf in though, so he’s keeping busy.’

      ‘Yes, so Mum tells me.’ Hattie smiled. ‘Why don’t you come through to the kitchen and have a cup of tea? I’m sure Mum and Dad won’t mind if you wait for them.’

      ‘Where have they gone?’

      Hattie paused. ‘That’s a very good question; I don’t actually know!’ It seemed ridiculous now that she wouldn’t have warned her parents that she was coming home, but it had been such an impulsive, sudden decision that she’d barely thought about it. Now, it seemed rather arrogant to have assumed that her return would just be OK with them, that they’d accommodate her regardless. But all she’d thought about when she’d booked her flight back to the UK was how much she wanted to be home. And perhaps a small part of her had been desperate to delay for as long as possible the conversation about why she was giving up a life in Paris, when it had been the subject of such a fierce fight before she’d gone to chase it.

      For the moment, she tried to push all this to the back of her mind and gave Rupert her brightest smile.

      ‘In that case, perhaps I’d better not,’ he said. ‘It’s not that I’m not enjoying your company, but there’s no telling how long they’ll be and Armstrong will want feeding.’

      Hattie blinked. ‘Armstrong?’

      ‘Oh, I’ve still got him.’ Rupert laughed. ‘He’s toothless and half deaf but I think he might be immortal.’

      ‘I don’t know about that, but I’m sure I’ve never heard of a cat as old as he must be now.’

      ‘Twenty-three,’ Rupert said proudly. ‘Give or take a few months because we were never quite sure how old he was when he came to us.’

      ‘Well, it must be a good life living with you. I ought to try it.’

      ‘Ho ho, you practically did live at our house when you were little – you and your sister. Kitty loved having you both over – God rest her soul.’

      ‘It’s nice of you to say so but I’m sure we must have made absolute nuisances of ourselves, turning up at all hours and expecting you to drop everything to entertain us.’

      ‘Never! We loved it. Kitty always said it was better than having our own children because we could send you back when we’d had enough.’ He chuckled. ‘Not that she’d ever have had enough. I think she would have adopted you both if Dr Rose had allowed it!’

      Hattie’s smile grew, but a small part of her thought that it was a good job she’d never known this fact when she was younger, because she might have campaigned quite vocally to put this arrangement into place. Not because she didn’t love her parents or appreciate the home they’d given her, but because at least then the years after Charlotte’s death wouldn’t have been characterised by the overwhelming sadness that had eclipsed all else. Perhaps, in Rupert and Kitty’s care, Hattie might have blossomed into the vibrant, individual flower she’d always felt she was meant to be instead of trying to grow into a shape that fitted the hole Charlotte had left behind. Perhaps she wouldn’t have been gripped by the compulsion to rebel in quite the same way, and perhaps she wouldn’t have dropped out of education or run off on a whim to Paris with a man twice her age. Perhaps she would have understood with more certainty where she fitted in the world and what she was capable of achieving. She’d had a lovely time in Paris, of course (until the last bit anyway), but she’d realised very soon after her arrival that the relationship that had taken her there had been a huge mistake and nobody – least of all Hattie – could argue with that.

      ‘I’ll pop back later,’ Rupert said, speaking into her thoughts, ‘when your parents are home. You’ll be staying for a few days more?’

      Hattie gave an uncertain nod. If her mum and dad would have her, she’d be staying for a lot longer than a few days, but she wasn’t sure how welcome she’d be to move back in when she thought about how hard she’d tried to persuade them that Paris was the right place for her. The phrase I told you so was bound to feature in conversation when they returned and found her there, and she’d have to bite her tongue when it did.

      ‘I expect so,’ she said.

      ‘Wonderful! I’ll look forward to hearing all about your adventures in Paris then! I can’t promise any fancy French wine if you pop round but I do have some bottles of bramble wine that I made last autumn.’

      ‘That sounds lovely.’ Hattie gave him a brief hug and a peck on a whiskery cheek. ‘I’ll look forward to that.’

      Rupert smiled affectionately. ‘You both were such sweet, polite little girls,’ he said, ‘you and your poor sister. Not many would spare time for an old man like me.’

      ‘I’ve always got time for you, Rupert,’ Hattie said.

      She saw him to the door and, with a final farewell, she watched him go and shut it again. Her sandwich was waiting in the kitchen, but somehow she wasn’t quite as hungry as she’d been when she’d made it. She walked back anyway, Charlotte smiling down at her from another row of photos on the wall. Hattie had returned to Gillypuddle to fix something, though she didn’t even really know what it was that needed fixing. She’d thought coming home would make everything better, but now she wasn’t quite so sure.
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      Hattie was asleep on the conservatory sofa when the sound of a key turning in the lock of the front door woke her. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but the sun pouring in had been so warm and the cushions so plump and soft, and she’d been up so early that morning, and in the end, it had been so easy to drift off. She leapt up now, groggy and disorientated, and rushed to the entrance hall, where she found her parents inspecting her suitcases with a puzzled look. At the sound of footsteps, her mother looked around and broke into a broad smile.

      ‘Oh, how wonderful!’ she cried. ‘Why didn’t you warn us you were coming?’

      ‘I’d only just made up my mind for certain last night,’ Hattie said, rushing into her mother’s open arms. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t call ahead but…’

      ‘But what?’ Hattie’s father asked, offering a slightly stiffer, more formal hug.

      Hattie gave a vague shrug. ‘It was all a bit sudden really and I didn’t know how you’d react.’

      ‘You’re always welcome to visit us, any time,’ her mother said. ‘You know that. We hardly see you enough so we’re not going to complain about a lovely surprise like this. How long are you staying? More than a day or two, I hope?’

      ‘Maybe,’ Hattie began slowly. ‘How would you feel about me staying for good?’

      ‘Coming home?’ Hattie’s mum looked to her husband. Hattie caught the uncertainty and her dad’s answering frown.

      ‘So what’s happened?’ he asked, turning to Hattie now.

      ‘Nothing.’

      He raised his eyebrows and Hattie felt fourteen again, making excuses for the cigarette butt he’d found at the end of the garden.

      ‘I just decided that Paris is not for me after all. Not somewhere I want to live forever anyway.’

      ‘What about that job you were so determined was going to change your fortunes? You didn’t need a degree to be a success – that’s what you told us. All those years of school fees down the drain so you could run away from home and play at fashion designer and now you don’t even want to persevere doing that?’

      ‘I know I said that but…’ Hattie fell silent.

      ‘And what about this man you were supposed to have been madly in love with? That ended well too, didn’t it?’

      ‘Dad…’ Hattie’s jaw clamped so tightly it almost felt like it would never open again. Didn’t her dad know how much it hurt when he brought Bertrand into the conversation? It made her feel silly and ashamed for the way things ended there, and surely her dad could see that? ‘I wasn’t madly in love with him,’ she said in a sulky tone that hid her real feelings. ‘And I’d rather not talk about it if you don’t mind.’

      ‘So now you’re home, what are your plans?’

      ‘Nigel…’ Hattie’s mum cut in, ‘perhaps we should have this conversation later?’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because Hattie’s only just got here and I’m sure she’s tired after her journey.’

      ‘It’s OK, Mum. Dad’s right – I should have plans – but I’m afraid I don’t have a clue. There. I messed up in Paris – is that what you wanted to hear?’

      ‘Nobody’s accusing you of that,’ Hattie’s mum said, but Hattie shook her head.

      ‘It’s what you’re thinking.’

      ‘It’s what you think we ought to be thinking,’ her dad said, ‘but it wouldn’t make any difference if we were or not. Nobody’s ever been able to offer advice or the benefit of their wisdom to you without a fight and I’m not about to start trying again now. I expect you’ll do what you always do – exactly what you want. And when you’re bored you’ll fly off on the next breeze. Is that about right?’

      ‘I don’t fly off on the next breeze,’ Hattie returned sourly. ‘I went to Paris to chase a career.’

      ‘You went to chase a fantasy.’

      ‘It was a job.’

      ‘You’d have been better finishing your education.’

      ‘I have an education – a very good one, as you keep reminding me.’

      ‘An unfinished education. It’s a competitive world out there and the best jobs go to those with the best qualifications.’

      ‘Academia never suited me – I thought we’d established that.’

      ‘You couldn’t possibly have known that after only four months.’

      ‘It was enough. If I’d studied for four centuries I wouldn’t have liked it any better.’

      ‘It’s not about what you like and don’t like. Charlotte understood how important it was and she worked hard even when she didn’t want to. If she’d made it to her graduation…’

      His sentence tailed off and Hattie saw her mother’s gaze float to the row of photos on the wall. Everything always came back to Charlotte. If Charlotte had lived she would have become a consultant surgeon or a GP like her dad or something worthwhile. Charlotte would have been a success, not like her hopeless little sister who couldn’t even stay away from home and rebel with any degree of efficiency.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Hattie said quietly. ‘It was a mistake.’

      ‘I always said running off to France was a mistake.’

      ‘Not that,’ Hattie said. ‘I shouldn’t have come home.’

      ‘Of course you should!’ Hattie’s mother cut in.

      ‘But I’ve made Dad angry.’

      ‘I’m not angry,’ he said, and Hattie waited for him to add the usual: I’m just disappointed. Disappointed was what he’d always been in Hattie and why would that change now?

      ‘Please stay,’ her mother said.

      ‘Rhonda…’ Hattie’s father began, but she fired a warning look and this time he backed down.

      ‘I’ll get a job, I promise,’ Hattie said. ‘I wouldn’t be scrounging.’

      ‘Nobody said you would,’ Rhonda replied. ‘We can talk about your options over dinner. How does that sound?’

      Hattie hesitated. Exactly what options would these be? She wasn’t sure she had all that many left. Twenty-six and no real education to speak of apart from some very expensive school certificates, and a CV that was frankly embarrassing. And it wasn’t as if she was going to get a glowing reference from Alphonse in Paris any time soon, even if she dared to ask for one. But she looked into her mum’s dazzling green eyes, the ones Charlotte had inherited, while Hattie’s own were dull and brown like her dad’s, and she could see that her mother was desperate to help.

      ‘I’d like that,’ Hattie replied finally. ‘I’d appreciate any advice you could give me.’

      ‘But would you be willing to take it?’ Nigel asked.

      ‘I’d be willing to think about it,’ Hattie said. ‘Would that be enough?’

      He only frowned at her through his wire-framed glasses and offered no reply.

      ‘I’ll go and make up your old room,’ Rhonda said into the silence.

      ‘I’ll help.’ Hattie grabbed for the nearest suitcase and followed her mum up the stairs. She heard footsteps behind her and turned to see her dad bringing the other one.

      ‘Is this all you have?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘It’s not much to show for two years in Paris.’

      ‘Well, the flat was furnished by the landlord and I didn’t see the point in bringing back anything that I didn’t really need.’

      ‘So what did you do with the things you didn’t need?’

      ‘I gave them to a homeless charity,’ Hattie huffed as she hauled her suitcase onto the landing at the top of the stairs and paused for breath. Her dad gave a nod of approval. At least she’d got that right if nothing else.

      ‘I’ll let you and your mother sort out the bedroom while I start dinner. We’re having salmon if you’re interested.’

      ‘Sounds lovely,’ Hattie replied absently, her gaze falling on a fresh row of childhood photos at the top of the stairs, the lion’s share once again of Charlotte. She couldn’t understand how, but she’d quite forgotten about this collection, though she’d seen them often enough over the years. The sight of them threw her. Her dad was right – if Charlotte had lived to be a hundred years old, she’d have never cocked up as often or as impressively as Hattie did.
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      Hattie pushed her empty plate away. ‘That was so good! The best chefs in Paris can’t cook like you, Dad. Not that I got much of a chance to try out the best chefs on my wages…’

      Nigel nodded his thanks with a wry smile. ‘Do the best chefs in Paris have someone to clean up for them?’

      Hattie grinned. ‘I see what you did there… I’ll clear the table.’

      ‘I’ll help you,’ Rhonda said, finishing her wine.

      ‘Thanks, Mum.’

      Hattie began to collect up the dirty dishes with her mum. In the kitchen they stacked the dishwasher together.

      ‘It’s so lovely to have you home,’ Rhonda said.

      ‘Do you think Dad feels the same way? It didn’t seem like it at dinner. I know he wants to talk seriously about what I’m going to do now I’m back in England, but honestly, Mum, I just don’t think I’m ready yet.’

      ‘I know, darling. It doesn’t matter – when you’re ready.’

      ‘I don’t think Dad would agree with you there.’

      ‘He does. Oh, don’t listen to him… you know what he’s like. He’s spent too many years calling the shots in his career – it’s hard for him when something is out of his control.’

      ‘Something like me?’

      ‘He really does only want what’s best for you. That’s all he’s ever wanted for his children.’

      ‘I know. And Charlotte would have listened to him too.’

      ‘You’re not incapable of listening.’

      ‘The trouble is, I can listen but I can’t always agree. I can’t help that I’m not the same as you and Dad.’

      ‘That’s not what we’re asking of you; we don’t want a carbon copy. We realise that you might have different hopes and aspirations to those we might have for you. We realised that a long time ago, but it doesn’t stop us from sometimes thinking you’re making a mistake and wanting to do something about it.’

      ‘Even if they’re mistakes, they’re my mistakes and I want to be able to make them. I’m twenty-six, Mum. I’m not your little girl anymore.’

      ‘You’ll always be our little girl, no matter how old you are.’ Rhonda’s smile was melancholy and Hattie guessed that she might be thinking about her other little girl, the one who would never grow up and never be able to make mistakes now.

      ‘Thanks, Mum,’ Hattie said. ‘I appreciate that.’

      ‘So…’ Rhonda said in an obvious attempt to banish the gloom that had settled over the kitchen. ‘What are you planning to do now you’re home? Don’t worry, I’m talking in the short term here, nothing more.’

      ‘Apart from sleep for a week?’ Hattie smiled. ‘I suppose I’ll need a job.’

      ‘In Gillypuddle? I think you’ll find your options rather limited. I imagine you’ll have to look further afield if you want something above minimum wage.’

      ‘For now, I’ll take minimum wage if I have to. As long as it allows me to give you and Dad a little.’

      ‘We don’t need money and we don’t care if you contribute to the house or not.’

      ‘It’s the principle, Mum.’

      ‘But we wouldn’t have you slogging your guts out in some horrible job just to give us money.’

      ‘I think Dad might see it as a matter of principle too. Or at least pride. I don’t think he would be able to hold his head high at the golf club if his loser daughter was scrounging from him.’

      ‘You wouldn’t be scrounging,’ Rhonda said, though Hattie thought that, privately, her mum probably agreed with her. Hattie’s dad had always been big on image and social standing.

      ‘Well, regardless, it might have to be a minimum-wage job considering my qualifications and recent work record.’

      ‘You had a perfectly good job.’

      ‘Maybe, but I don’t suppose a casual working arrangement with a temperamental Frenchman is going to count for much back here in England and I don’t think Alphonse will be too forward with the references either.’

      ‘So…’ Rhonda wiped her hands on a dishcloth and reached for the washing tablets from the cupboard. ‘Are you going to tell me what really happened in Paris?’

      Hattie held up a serving dish. ‘Do you maybe want to rinse this before I put it in the dishwasher?’

      ‘Hattie…’ Rhonda said sternly.

      Hattie put the dish in the sink with a heavy sigh.

      ‘Honestly, I don’t really know. I mean, I messed up but it wasn’t really anything I wouldn’t have been able to put right with an apology and a bit of grovelling.’

      ‘So why didn’t you do that?’

      Hattie shrugged. ‘I suppose the bright shiny career working in fashion that I thought I was going to have one day wasn’t looking quite so bright and shiny anymore. I had friends and, even though Bertrand had left me high and dry, I was having a good time. Living in Paris was like a dream, of course, but… something was just missing. I can’t explain it, but I think now that maybe I was using the thing that went wrong as an excuse to give it up and come home.’

      ‘What do you think was missing?’

      ‘All that stuff didn’t mean anything. You know – like Dad’s job made a real difference and so did your law career. You did important things – Dad saved lives and you saved innocent people from prison. They meant something and my job with Alphonse just didn’t. It was like an empty sweet wrapper – all tempting and pretty on the outside, but when you got into it, there was just nothing there.’

      ‘So…’ Rhonda smiled. ‘While others leave home to find themselves, you’ve had to come back to do that?’

      Hattie gave a small laugh. ‘I suppose you could look at it that way. I just need time to figure out what I want.’

      ‘It’s not too late to go back into education.’ Rhonda closed the door of the dishwasher and switched it on.

      ‘I know that’s what you and Dad would like, but it’s just not for me.’

      ‘How do you know if you don’t give it a chance?’

      ‘I just do.’

      ‘Well, if you say you want to do a job that matters like your father and I had, that’s all very noble, but careers like that don’t come with half an hour’s on-the-job training before your first shift starts.’

      ‘I said I wanted to make a difference, but I’m sure there are other ways of doing that without having to take exactly the same career path as you or Dad did. There has to be something out there for me, something that I’m meant for, and I just need to find out what it is.’

      ‘But opening yourself up to educational possibilities might help.’

      Hattie frowned. ‘You’re starting to sound like Dad.’

      ‘Because I actually think your father might have a point. What if we made some enquiries, found out what it would take to get you on a course somewhere? We could go and look at some nearby universities, talk to some people…’

      ‘That’s not what I want, Mum.’

      Rhonda pursed her lips. ‘Sometimes what you don’t want is exactly what you need.’

      ‘Yes, but if I don’t want it then I don’t really care if I do need it or not because I don’t want it. And that sentence does make more sense in my head.’

      ‘At the very least, don’t dismiss the idea out of hand. Please say you’ll give it some consideration. You did say you’d listen to our advice.’

      ‘I suppose I did.’

      ‘So you’ll think about it?’

      ‘I’m not making any promises.’

      ‘Good,’ Rhonda said, apparently choosing not to acknowledge Hattie’s negative response. ‘Your dad will be pleased to hear that the idea is not completely dead in the water.’

      ‘But I am going to look for a job in the meantime.’

      ‘Of course. You know, now that I think about it, I’m almost certain that Lance and Mark were looking for someone to help out at the Willow Tree.’

      ‘They’re still running that place? I thought they’d sell up after Mark’s heart attack.’

      ‘It was touch and go for poor Mark and we all thought that, but I suppose the Willow Tree is their lifeline. Lance told me they’d thought long and hard about keeping it on but decided that they’d be so bored if they sold up they’d probably eat themselves to death anyway.’

      Hattie was thoughtful for a moment. Lance and Mark were fun, and it couldn’t be that hard working in a sweet little café like the Willow Tree where the lunchtime rush mainly consisted of the ladies of the village choir or the odd passing tourist on their way to the coast. It might just be the breather she needed while she worked out a bigger life plan.

      ‘I’ll call in tomorrow and see if the job is still going,’ she announced.

      ‘Right.’ Rhonda peered into an open cupboard. ‘Now that’s settled would you ask your father if he wants mint or chamomile tea?’

      As Hattie made her way back to the dining room, her mum called after her. ‘In fact, when you’ve taken his order you can make it – it’d be good practise for your new career in catering.’

      Hattie turned to her with a grin. It was a shame more conversations with her parents didn’t go this way, but when they did, she loved being at home with them again.

      ‘Oh!’ she said, suddenly recalling something she’d needed to tell them. ‘I don’t know why I just thought about it but I forgot to tell you that Rupert came looking for Dad earlier. He wants him to look at his knee.’

      ‘In that case we’ll skip the tea for now and pop next door. I’m sure Rupert will have one of his fruit wines open. Want to come?’

      ‘That sounds nice, and I did say I’d try to see him anyway now that I’m home.’

      ‘Perfect! I’ll go and fetch my jacket; I could do with giving old Armstrong a cuddle…’

      

      Despite her long day of travelling, the three glasses of warming bramble wine shared with her parents and Rupert, the easy conversation with her affable neighbour and more than her fair share of fussing an old cat with a purr that could still shake tiles from the roof, regardless of his advanced age, Hattie still struggled to sleep that night. She woke early the next morning with the future on her mind. She’d told her mum that she didn’t want to go back into education and it was true, but she did have to concede that they had a point about where her life was going without it. She could train for something – but what? The fact was, it bothered her more than she’d let on. And she couldn’t shake the feeling of failure that had clung to her, even though she’d left Paris. Everything had gone wrong there in the end, no matter how hard she’d worked to make it go right. First Bertrand had abandoned her, and then she’d messed up with Alphonse.

      As quietly as she could, she went downstairs as the sun was rising to make herself a chamomile tea.

      As she pulled up the blinds in the kitchen to let the sunlight in, she was forced to smile at the sight of Rupert’s old cat, Armstrong, sitting on the windowsill, staring impassively at her. She opened the window and he stepped in, rubbing his face against her outstretched hand and purring so loudly that Hattie half wondered if it would wake her parents. Half an hour with Armstrong gave her more peace than any amount of sleep could have, and half an hour was all she got. Armstrong, as was his fickle way, decided he’d had enough mid-stroke, turned tail and stalked off. Hattie watched him leap down from the windowsill and pad across the garden, keeping a keen eye on a family of sparrows that were flitting noisily around the bird table.

      She closed the window and filled the kettle. She’d been so engrossed with Rupert’s cat that she’d totally forgotten her tea. But then her gaze went to the bright meadows beyond her dad’s beloved garden. A walk. Maybe a good long walk would tire her out and she could head back to bed for an extra few hours.

      Putting the kettle to one side, she headed upstairs to pull some clothes on over her pyjamas.

      

      Hattie had only intended to do a circuit of the nearest field and then go back, but her thoughts had been so absorbing that before she knew it, she was treading the old path that led to the beach and the cliffs that overlooked it. She didn’t know what had taken her there, but now that she was on her way she longed to see the sea. So she quickened her step. She knew exactly where she wanted to go – to the secret spot where she’d always gone with Charlotte. They’d play, and later, when Charlotte got too old to play with Hattie, she’d take Hattie anyway. Then she’d show her patterns in the rocks or they’d hunt for shells. Sometimes they’d look for creatures in the pools and sometimes they’d see how many different types of birds they could spot. Hattie thought with a melancholy fondness on those times now and though she knew it was pointless to wish them back, it didn’t stop her from doing it. Perhaps Charlotte wasn’t a perfect teenager, but she was always perfect in Hattie’s memory.

      As Hattie approached the path that would lead to the beach, she heard a noise, carried on the breeze. It seemed to be coming from the cliff top. It sounded like… Hattie frowned. It sounded like braying.

      Nobody, as far as she knew, kept donkeys around here. There was old man Ferguson’s farm up there, but he’d never kept donkeys and, besides, he’d been dead for years. Her mum and dad hadn’t mentioned anyone buying the place. Then again, she supposed it probably wouldn’t be a priority in their minds to tell her if someone had.

      It came again and Hattie was intrigued enough now that she just had to go and look. So she changed direction and headed up to the cliff path.

      At the top, sure enough, there was an enclosure and in it perhaps half a dozen or more donkeys. She was sure it had never been there before. So did that mean someone had bought the farm? If someone had, she wondered what else they were keeping.

      She walked up to the wire fencing. Watching her idly was a smoky brown donkey. Hattie smiled. Within the enclosure, further away in a cluster as if they might be gossiping about the first one, stood the others. Hattie went up to the one on its own and approached it cautiously.

      ‘Hey, fella…’

      The donkey shuffled forward and nuzzled into Hattie’s outstretched hand. She giggled and rubbed its velvet nose.

      ‘What’s wrong with that lot?’ she asked, nodding at the others. ‘Gossiping about you? I’d take no notice – gossips only gossip because they’ve got nothing useful to do.’

      The donkey snorted down its nose at her and she leapt back with a giggle. But then it stretched forward and started to nose into her coat pocket.

      ‘There’s nothing in there, I’m afraid.’ She yanked a handful of wild grass from around the fencing and offered it, but the donkey didn’t seem interested. Instead, it went for her pocket again and she had to push him off.

      ‘So who owns you?’ she asked thoughtfully. Maybe she could take a walk to the old Ferguson place and see if anyone was living there now. But then, perhaps if someone saw her it might look like she was trespassing. At the very least it would seem incredibly nosey and she had the feeling that she shouldn’t even be here now with the donkey, let alone visiting the farm. But the donkey was so adorable that she decided it was worth taking the risk and she fussed him for another ten minutes before finally deciding that she ought to go back to her original plan and head to the beach.

      Before she went, she walked the length of the fencing to see if she could get a closer look at the other donkeys. They were only vaguely interested in her, though she did notice that a grey one had now wandered over to the brown donkey Hattie had been fussing and was now standing silently alongside, both of them looking out to sea together like two old men sharing views on the weather. Hattie smiled. They were so cute. She’d always loved animals and she couldn’t bear to think of one suffering. In Paris, she’d fed any cat that came near the balcony of her flat, much to the annoyance of her landlord and flatmates. When she’d said that they looked like they were starving, her flatmates had only laughed and told her that if they were hungry they’d be keener to keep the rat population at bay.

      With a last fuss of her new friend, Hattie turned back to the path that led to her secret cove. Not secret, of course, because everyone in Gillypuddle knew about it, but it was always the way she’d thought of it – hers and Charlotte’s secret. It was the place where they’d shared childish confidences, the place where she’d always felt she could have her sister’s undivided attention.

      Once she got to the grassy steps, cut into the cliffs, memories overwhelmed her. When it was wet the steps were dangerous, but Charlotte would always cling to Hattie’s hand until they were down safely. When the weather was dry they’d flatten grass that had grown along the steps as they walked, disturbing bees and dandelion seeds and sending them into the air. The air now was salty, as it was back then, and the sea dashed itself against the rocks in a steady rhythm as it had always done and as it would continue to do. This coast, this landscape, this sea… they were forever – it was only the people who lived here who weren’t.

      Hattie sat on the sand. It was damp. She poked her finger into it and wrote her name. Then she wrote Charlotte’s, and she tried to pretend that Charlotte herself had just written it. Even after all these years, just like her parents did, Hattie still missed her terribly. But unlike them, she just didn’t think that Charlotte would want to see her sad forever.
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      Hattie had returned home from her hour on the sand feeling peaceful but still not tired. Her parents had gone out and left her a note to get her own breakfast, so she hadn’t been able to catch up with them or ask whether Sweet Briar Farm had a new owner. It meant the mystery would have to wait for now. So she’d got showered and dressed and had headed into the village on her quest to find work. The first port of call was to check out her mum’s recommendation.

      The Willow Tree café was a little old-fashioned by most standards, but what it lacked in modernity it more than made up for in atmosphere. It was spotless, cosy and welcoming, due in part to the continued efforts of the owners, Lance and Mark. Wooden tables were dressed in clean red gingham cloths with fresh flowers in slender white vases and watercolours of the local scenery painted by Mark’s mother on the walls. Lance and Mark ran it with pride, and they loved it almost as much as they loved each other. Lance was ten years younger than Mark, dark-haired, trim and neat, while Mark carried a little weight (which actually rather suited him) and more grey in his perfectly groomed hair. Mark had met Lance in a bar in Amsterdam, where he’d been living and working after leaving his home in rural Wales for a spot of adventure, and by the time the night had been over Lance had already promised to move to England to be with him – or so the legend went. Hattie had never actually asked them how they’d met, but she didn’t think the story sounded all that unlikely.

      They were both standing behind the counter of the Willow Tree now, side by side in matching deckchair-striped aprons, Mark looking suitably apologetic as he spoke.

      ‘I’m so sorry, my love,’ he said. ‘If only we’d known you were back we’d have snapped you up.’

      ‘You’d have certainly added a bit of glamour to the place,’ Lance agreed with an equally apologetic expression.

      ‘But Phyllis Roundtree came about it yesterday,’ Mark continued. ‘And we gave the job to her.’

      Lance shot Mark a look that could have meant anything, but knowing the two of them of old, Hattie guessed it was a look that said they’d had some disagreement about Phyllis’s employment. She’d lived in the village for all of her… well, Hattie didn’t know exactly how old Phyllis was, but she knew she was old, and she kept herself busy and active. Hattie had no doubt that she’d keep up the pace in the café, and she was very popular on account of her sunny disposition, but she was known to be a little accident-prone. Quite a lot accident-prone, as it happened; her exploits including falling into a pub cellar because she’d failed to notice the trapdoor was open, getting caught in the closing doors of a bus as it started to drive away and knocking down the maypole in her out-of-control Mini Metro. And that was just the stuff that was big enough to become village news.

      ‘I don’t know that it would have been enough hours for you anyway,’ Lance added. ‘It’s only a little job and we can’t afford to pay a lot – it’s just to take the strain off Mark occasionally.’ He threw an affectionate glance at Mark. ‘Don’t want any more silly heart attacks, do we?’

      ‘So I have to take it easy,’ Mark said. ‘Even though it’s driving me mad. Doctor’s orders.’

      ‘My dad’s by any chance?’ Hattie asked.

      Mark looked sheepish.

      ‘It’s OK.’ Hattie laughed. ‘I saw Rupert yesterday and he’s still asking Dad for medical advice too.’

      ‘I am very sorry about the job, though,’ Mark said.

      Hattie shrugged. ‘It’s not your fault. I was just hoping to get a little something in Gillypuddle for now that would save me having to commute.’

      ‘If it doesn’t work out with Phyllis we’ll be sure to come to you next,’ Lance said.

      ‘I’d appreciate it,’ Hattie said.

      ‘Stay for a latte,’ Lance said. ‘On the house. You can tell us all about the glamour of gay Paris…’

      ‘Oh… I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to stay for one,’ Hattie said. ‘And I don’t suppose you have a copy of the Gillypuddle Newsletter lying around?’

      ‘What on earth do you want to read that drivel for?’ Lance asked with a laugh as he poured milk into a steel jug. ‘Unless you’re desperate for an update on that family of ducks after their highly traumatic attempts to cross the A road last winter.’

      ‘No.’ Hattie giggled. ‘Nothing like that. I just wondered if there might be any other jobs in there.’

      ‘I doubt it,’ Lance replied and Mark nodded agreement. ‘We’d usually be first to hear any news around here and we haven’t heard anyone saying they need staff.’

      ‘Apart from Medusa on the hill,’ Mark added in a meaningful tone and Lance laughed.

      ‘Nobody in their right minds would work for her,’ he said. ‘Besides, didn’t she say it was a bed-and-board arrangement only?’

      ‘No pay?’ Hattie asked. Surely she had heard it wrong.

      Lance nodded.

      ‘Really?’ Hattie frowned. ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Well, perhaps she’s paying some kind of wage, but whatever it is, it won’t be enough. I’d want a gold pig to work for her.’

      Hattie was thoughtful for a moment. ‘Should I know who this person is?’

      ‘Jo Flint,’ Lance said. Hattie shook her head. ‘She’s been here for a good couple of years now,’ he continued. ‘She bought old man Ferguson’s place on Sweet Briar Cliffs.’

      ‘I don’t know her,’ Hattie replied. But that did confirm Hattie’s suspicions that someone had bought the farm. So did this woman own the donkeys Hattie had seen too? ‘Maybe she moved in as I was moving away…’
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