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Chapter One
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‘And that was the last time Mum and Dad ever bought us matching outfits!’ Freddie Arnold chuckled. ‘So yes, in answer to your question, Phil and I did get up to lots of twin tricks when we were younger.’


Susan Collins laughed as she placed her knife and fork on her plate. She was having a lovely time. Really, for a first date, things couldn’t have been going much better. The food at the Fox and Goose was delicious, as always, and the company was excellent. They were sitting at a small wooden table next to a window. Raindrops spattered against the panes, but Susan could see the cheery glow of Christmas lights in the November darkness outside. The heat from the nearby crackling fire made her feel pleasantly cosy, despite the weather. She felt totally relaxed and the butterflies that had set up camp in her stomach for most of the afternoon had all but faded away.


She had met Freddie on LoveSpark, an online dating app, and they had hit it off instantly. He’d made her laugh with a couple of opening quips but had quickly revealed a sweet side that Susan had warmed to. He was even more handsome in person than in his photos. He had dark hair in a neat and tidy cut, and a boyish grin coupled with handsome brown eyes. Susan hoped that she was exceeding his expectations too. For this date, she’d chosen some skinny black jeans, heeled boots and a turquoise blouse. It had become her standard first-date outfit, since it was cute and smart, but not too overdone. To finish off the look, she’d loosely curled her straight brown hair, dabbed on some powder and added a swipe of red lipstick.


‘So how about you?’ Freddie said. His head was on one side. He seemed genuinely interested. ‘Tell me about your family.’


Susan sat very still for a moment. On the surface, it was a simple enough question, but Susan’s heart quickened and her chest felt tight. She shuffled in her chair, sitting up a little straighter. ‘I’m actually an only child,’ she said. ‘My dad died five years ago, but my mum lives in Walton. Luckily for me, she also helps out often with my son Jack.’


Let’s see what he thinks of that …


She watched as he blinked, then glanced sideways. She was growing used to seeing that uncomfortable look. To her son’s existence being a bombshell thrown into the middle of an early date, often deciding the outcome of the encounter.


She never mentioned Jack online. Not that she was ashamed of him, but because she felt it was safer that way. However, it complicated things when she did mention it. She always did, as soon as she felt she might want to see someone a second time.


Freddie’s jaw clenched for a moment, then unclenched. ‘You have a son?’


He sounded quiet, but serious and for a moment, Susan felt optimistic. Maybe it was going to be okay. She found her smile. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘He’s four.’


One side of Freddie’s mouth lifted as if he was trying to return her expression but couldn’t quite make it. ‘And he’s called Jack?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’ Susan felt her shoulders relax infinitesimally. Being willing to use his name seemed like a good sign. Although, Susan had to admit to herself that she probably had a very low benchmark for this. Some men didn’t believe her when she’d mentioned Jack, some had looked terrified and some had even been angry! The very first man she’d dated since having Jack had stood up, shouted across the table about liars and stomped out. Perhaps Freddie was going to be different.


Freddie lifted his napkin, dabbed his mouth, dropped it on the table, then pushed his chair out. ‘If you’ll excuse me, I just need to go …’ he nodded towards the gents. ‘Back in a minute.’ He stood up and made his way past the bar.


Susan’s eyes followed him. She guessed he wanted to process what she’d said in private, but she hoped he wouldn’t be long. Then another movement caught her eye. Bev, the landlady of the Fox and Goose, was coming over. Her cheeks were pink in the warm room, but she looked tidy in her smart white blouse and narrow black trousers. She grinned at Susan. ‘Was everything okay?’ she asked as she gathered the plates.


‘It was lovely, thanks,’ Susan replied.


Bev leaned a little closer. A conspiratorial grin lit her eyes. ‘How’s the company?’ she asked in a loud stage whisper.


Susan smiled. She had known perfectly well when she came to the Fox and Goose that she and her date would be on display. But the comfort of the old coaching inn, with its open fire and traditional hearty food, was a worthwhile pay-off for Bev’s amiable nosiness. Plus, it was close to home. ‘It’s going well … I think,’ she said. ‘Can you bring us the dessert menus when he comes back, please?’


‘Of course.’ Bev grinned as she piled the last of the plates and whirled away towards the kitchen.


The room buzzed with the chatter of other patrons. Across the room, Susan could see two old men sitting at the bar, chatting quietly.


She turned her chair slightly so that she could face the room more comfortably. Bev was back behind the bar, polishing a glass. Near the fireplace, a group of teenagers were enjoying a raucous night out. Leaning an elbow on the wide windowsill, Susan propped her head against her hand. She remembered being eighteen, when pubs were still a novelty and every night out had been the best one ever. Another wave of laughter from the teenagers washed over her. They sounded so happy. For a moment, she envied them their uncomplicated lives. Outside the window, a pair of headlights appeared from the car park behind the pub and accelerated away towards the Walton Road.


After a few minutes, there was still no sign of Freddie. He really was taking a very long time, she thought, a sinking feeling in her chest. Surely, he wouldn’t have … Bev was still at the bar, pulling a pint of ale for one of the old men. Susan pushed her chair out and made her way over.


‘Hello.’ Bev smiled. ‘Do you want to look at the menu?’ She glanced across the room and her grin disappeared when she saw the empty table. A crease appeared in the middle of her forehead. ‘Is everything all right?’ she asked.


Susan leaned against the bar, feeling a flush spread across her face. You don’t know that he’s gone, she told herself. ‘Would someone be able to check the gents?’ she asked. ‘My date went in and he hasn’t come back.’


Bev’s eyes widened. ‘Do you think he’s ill?’ she asked, looking concerned. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll get Gary to go and look.’


‘Thanks,’ Susan said. She turned and watched as Bev emerged from behind the bar and walked round the corner towards the snug. Maybe Freddie was ill, she thought. Her mind had jumped to scepticism. The timing of Freddie’s disappearance had seemed suspicious, coming as it did, just after she had mentioned Jack, but there might be an innocent explanation. But a moment later, Bev returned with her husband, Gary, following close behind.


Gary’s hair was standing on end as if he’d pushed his hands through it. His expression was uncomfortable. ‘I’m really sorry, Susan. I’m afraid he left a few minutes ago, out the back. I’d no idea you were still here. I thought the two of you were heading home separately or I’d have come and said.’


He looked so guilty that Susan felt even more sorry for him than she did for herself. It was hardly his fault if her seemingly pleasant date had decanted before dessert. She managed a rueful smile. ‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘And thanks for letting me know now.’


‘Rotten beggar.’ Bev’s cheeks were redder than ever and she seemed outraged on Susan’s behalf. ‘Well, I don’t know what happened, but he could at least have had the decency to tell you he was going. If I see him in here again …’ She trailed off and for a brief moment, Susan felt amused. It would almost be worth seeing Freddie in here again, if it meant that Bev would give him a piece of her mind. Bev was an inveterate gossip, but her heart was in the right place and she was fiercely protective of the young women of Welford.


‘Thanks, Bev,’ Susan said. ‘And thanks, Gary … it wasn’t your fault,’ she added. He still looked doubtful. Their concern somehow made her feel even more humiliated. There was no way she could avoid what had happened; her date had run away from her and now they felt sorry for her. She suddenly couldn’t bear being in the pub a moment longer. ‘I’d better be off,’ she said. ‘I’ll settle up before I go.’


Bev raised her eyebrows and looked at Gary, who gave the tiniest nod. Bev turned her gaze back to Susan. ‘I’ll not charge you for his meal,’ she said. ‘I’ll work out how much your bill comes to and we can call it quits, okay?’ She reached out a rather awkward hand and patted Susan on the shoulder.


‘Thanks, Bev.’ Susan willed her voice not to wobble. The kinder they were, the more wretched she felt. Doing her best to smile, she paid her bill and donned her jacket. Pulling the fur-edged hood up, she opened the door and stepped out into the November night. The cool air felt good on her burning red face. Well, that’s that, she thought, trying to calm herself down as she turned left onto High Street, walking towards the church. The rain had slowed to drizzle, but the wind was getting up. To her right, the village green opened up. A string of chilly white icicle lights hung from the gable end of the old school house. They swayed and danced in the wind. Susan squared her shoulders and tucked her chin into her chest as a flurry of raindrops pattered against her face, and she didn’t see the tall figure coming in the opposite direction until it was almost upon her.


‘Susan?’ The voice was familiar.


‘Mandy!’ Susan found her smile easily. Mandy Hope was a veterinary surgeon who also ran Hope Meadows rescue centre. She was one of Susan’s closest friends. She and Jack often visited the centre to help out with the rescued animals. At Mandy’s heel trotted her much-loved collie Sky, thick fur ruffling in the wind. Despite the wind and rain, Sky began to caper, her tail beating frantically as Susan bent to greet her.


‘Are you on your way home already?’ Mandy frowned, her face shadowed in the dim light of the streetlamps. ‘I thought you had a date? Heel, Sky,’ she added as she turned to walk with Susan towards the post office.


Susan groaned. ‘Well, I did,’ she said, ‘until he bailed on me. Just after I told him about Jack.’


‘Really?’ Mandy sounded scandalised. ‘So … what? He just stood up and said he was leaving?’


Susan let out a short laugh. ‘Worse than that,’ she said. ‘He said he was going to the gents and never came back. Skipped out the back door, leaving me with the bill.’


‘What a shit!’ Mandy’s exclamation cheered Susan immediately. Mandy always got to the heart of things fast. It was one of the things Susan liked about her. In fact, it had been Mandy’s blunt nature that had begun their friendship in the first place when they were only twelve years old. Mandy had believed that something was wrong with Susan’s pony, Prince, and had gone to the lengths of hiding him from Susan so that she couldn’t compete on him. When it emerged that Mandy had been right and Prince was suffering from the heaves, a sort of equine asthma, Susan had had to thank her for saving Prince’s life. Thus, an unlikely friendship had been born.


‘It’s a shame Bev didn’t catch him,’ Mandy went on. ‘It would have been funny to watch him thrown out on his ear.’


Susan found herself grinning. ‘Well, Bev did say she would sort him out if he ever came back but I have a feeling he will be conducting his future dates elsewhere.’


Mandy laughed and then leaned in to give Susan a quick hug. ‘Anyway, seems to me like you had a lucky escape. There are better men out there, that’s for sure. You’re well clear of that one.’


‘Thanks.’ Susan felt another wave of humiliation washing over her. Having Bev, Gary and Mandy feel cross on her behalf, whilst nice in its own way, did underline how pitiable she felt. When she had set out to join LoveSpark, she hadn’t expected it to be easy. But she hadn’t expected Jack’s very existence to define everything. Only one of her matches had actually made it to the end of their first date and he had said he didn’t want to take things further. Two more had walked out. Now Freddie had done the same without even telling her. One of them had referred scathingly to ‘her baggage’ and had sneered, telling her she would never find a man to ‘take on someone else’s brat’. It would have been one thing if they’d met Jack and didn’t feel it would work out. It was quite another to find herself rejected outright and told she was foolish to even try. Now here she was, walking home to an empty house when the night was only half done.


Mandy seemed to sense Susan’s feelings. She reached out and took Susan’s arm, linking it through hers. ‘Is Jack at your mum’s?’ she asked as they continued to walk.


They were nearing the end of High Street. Across the road, Susan caught a glimpse of a Christmas tree in the window of one of the houses. It lifted her a little. She’d always loved Christmas, ever since she was a little girl, living in London. Moving to Welford when she had been twelve had only made it more magical. She had fond memories of pure white fields, village carol concerts and wintery hacks on Prince. ‘Yes. He’s sleeping over,’ she replied.


‘Well, in that case, how about you and me have a drink?’ Mandy suggested. ‘The village shop’s still open. We could get a bottle of wine.’


The patter of raindrops on her hood had stopped. Susan pulled it back and turned to smile at Mandy, feeling a rush of gratitude towards her. ‘Sounds good,’ she said. ‘We can go to mine, if you like, seeing as it’s closer.’


‘Perfect!’ Mandy sounded enthusiastic. Susan was so glad she’d bumped into her. Much better than going home on her own.


Five minutes later, clutching a chilled bottle of Sauvignon Blanc, she pushed open the door of Moon Cottage and stepped inside. To the left of the doorway, a small pair of green wellingtons with toad eyes stood neatly on a black shoe-tray. One of Jack’s paintings, a picture of a cat, hung in a cheap frame on the wall. For the briefest of moments, Susan was overtaken by a different kind of sadness. Her beloved cat Marmalade had been hit by a car back in September. He had always run to her whatever time of the day or night she had come in. There was still an instant every time she entered the house when she expected him to appear, purring loudly, wrapping himself around her legs.


They kicked off their shoes and the moment passed. Susan collected some wine glasses from the cupboard in the kitchen and handed the corkscrew to Mandy. ‘Can you pour the wine, if I light the fire?’ she asked.


They walked through to the living room. Susan knelt down beside the mantelpiece. Luckily, she had set the fire before she’d gone out. Within a few moments, the flames were licking up the crumpled newspapers and the kindling was beginning to crackle. When she turned round, Mandy had already sat down in one of the squashy chairs and was leaning forward to open the wine. Jack’s well-loved toy, Lamby, sat on the chair beside her, looking with serene indifference out of his one remaining eye.


‘Thirsty?’ she asked Susan.


‘You bet!’ Susan felt her spirits lifting. As well as Lamby on the chair, there was a box of toys in the corner of the room. Two rather ugly china dogs stood on the mantelpiece. Left to herself, Susan would have taken them to a charity shop, but Jack loved them. The wine glasses shared the table with several play-doh animals that he’d made earlier. He’d been so proud of them that Susan hadn’t had the heart to tell him to scrunch them up and put them away. She had done away with the big fireguard when Jack had turned three, but the house was still unmistakable as the home of a small child. Generally, Susan would have felt awkward to have a guest over when the house was in such a mess, but Mandy was such a frequent visitor that Susan didn’t mind. Her friend had seen it, and her, in almost every state imaginable.


As soon as Susan moved away from the fire, Sky edged her way towards it. Mandy was curled in the armchair with a glass of wine in one hand and Lamby on her knee.


Susan lifted her own wine and sat down opposite.


Mandy grinned at her and lifted her glass. ‘Here’s to us,’ she said.


Susan lifted hers. ‘Cheers,’ she said, sipping her wine, which had a zesty lime flavour. Now she could see her friend clearly and she realised that Mandy was looking rather tired.


‘How’s your mum getting on?’ she asked. Only a few months ago, Mandy’s mum Emily had been diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis. Since then, Mandy had barely had any time to herself. Mandy’s parents, Emily and Adam, had run Animal Ark veterinary practice for years. When Mandy had come to join them a year and a half ago, it had seemed things at the Welford practice would settle down. But then Emily’s illness had struck and everything had shifted again.


‘She’s not too bad,’ Mandy said. She shifted slightly in her chair and hugged Lamby to her. ‘She’s not so dizzy any more and the headaches have stopped. She’s going to see the ophthalmologist next week for an assessment, but so far so good.’


Susan watched as Mandy stretched out an arm and seemed to be trying to swallow a yawn. ‘Tired?’ she asked.


Mandy laughed. ‘It’s worth it to see Mum so much better,’ she said, ‘but yes. With only me and Dad on the rota, the on-call nights come round so fast. We’ve a new vet starting soon, though, did you know?’ She yawned again and then grinned and shook her head. ‘Sorry,’ she said.


Susan had heard the rumours, but nobody seemed to have any details. ‘So who’s your new vet then? Is it a new graduate?’ Animal Ark would be a nice practice for someone just starting out. The Hopes were such a nurturing family.


‘Actually no,’ Mandy said. ‘He’s been qualified a few years. We thought it’d be better to get someone with experience. That way, he can slot right into the rota. It’s still hard to stop Mum jumping in when things get busy, even though it was her decision to stop.’


‘Sounds like a good idea.’ Susan nodded. ‘So will you be having any time off at Christmas?’


Mandy shrugged with one shoulder and shook her head. ‘Not a lot,’ she said. ‘Dad and I are sharing the rota, but Hope Meadows is nearly full.’ She paused for a moment to take a sip of her wine. ‘People are usually really nice, though, on Christmas Day. If I drank all the glasses of sherry I’m offered, I wouldn’t be fit to drive home, never mind calve a cow!’


‘What about Jimmy?’ Susan asked. ‘Are you and he doing anything special?’ Jimmy and Mandy had been together for more than a year now. Mandy had spent last Christmas with Jimmy at his old cottage, but now he had moved into Mandy’s newly refurbished cottage, Wildacre. This would be their first Christmas there.


Mandy rolled her eyes, though her glance was humorous. ‘The twins are coming to stay,’ she said.


‘Oh! That’ll be lovely,’ Susan said, then with a smidgeon of doubt, ‘… will it?’ She knew that Mandy hadn’t had an easy time getting to know Jimmy’s children. Abi and Max had resented Mandy coming into their dad’s life, but recently things had been much better.


Mandy sent her a look which was halfway between amusement and resignation. ‘I’m glad they’re coming,’ she said. ‘It’s wonderful now, really it is … but hosting Christmas is a big deal. I’m kind of nervous.’


Susan laughed at Mandy’s expression. ‘Just be yourself and it’ll all be fine,’ she said and was pleased when Mandy returned her smile.


‘So what about you?’ Mandy said. ‘Apart from tonight, how’s the dating going?’


Susan rolled her eyes this time. ‘I’m thinking of renaming the cottage “Spinster’s Paradise”.’


Mandy chortled. ‘Is it that bad?’


‘Afraid so.’ Susan took another gulp of wine. ‘I’m starting to think this dating app thing isn’t for me. They’ve all been duds. And that’s just the ones I’ve met in person! There have been dozens more I couldn’t even bear to meet.’


‘But every bad date is a funny story for your next date, right?’ Mandy pressed. ‘Come on, tell me the latest ones.’


Susan mused on this for a moment. It was true, she supposed. Some of them had been ridiculous enough to be funny, in hindsight. Even Freddie’s back-door escape would probably make her laugh one day. ‘Well then, let me tell you about Prince Tarquin from last week.’ She smiled at Mandy.


Mandy almost spat out her wine. ‘Prince Tarquin? Tell me that wasn’t his real name.’


Susan giggled. ‘The name is real but I added the title. Tarquin seemed to think we were still living in regency times. He arrived looking like something out of Pride and Prejudice, but with added eyeliner …’ She paused to show Mandy a picture on her phone. Mandy snorted.


‘So, you know I don’t judge by appearances. He could turn up dressed as a giant teapot if he was a nice guy, but then we started talking about work. I told him I worked in the nursery and he asked if I would be willing to give up work when I married, because “a married woman’s place is in the home”.’ Susan mimed air quotes.


Mandy whistled. ‘How very historical of him.’


Susan laughed. ‘That’s not all. When I took offence, he assured me he believed working in a nursery was a very respectable place to work, like that’s what was bothering me. Good practice for when I was a mother, he said. When I told him I was already a mother, thank you very much, I thought he’d explode. He stayed just long enough to splutter that he hadn’t thought I was “that kind of woman”, and then he rushed out.’


When she looked across at Mandy, her friend had lifted Lamby up and was cuddling him and grinning. ‘I guess you didn’t see him again?’ she said.


‘I did not!’ Susan snorted. ‘Still,’ she went on, ‘at least he wasn’t as bad as Stalkery Steve.’


Mandy, who was taking a slug of wine, choked. For a minute she sat there spluttering, her eyes watering, but when she finally drew breath, she swallowed hard and shook her head with a grin. ‘Stalkery Steve?’ she said. ‘He sounds another real catch.’


Susan rolled her eyes. ‘He seemed perfectly normal to begin with,’ she said. ‘Mostly anyway. He turned up with a hangover. I didn’t take much notice. Our date was on a Sunday. I just thought he’d got a bit carried away the night before. He seemed better after he’d had something to eat. I’d told him about Jack and he’d taken it quite well.’ She lifted a hand to rub her chin. ‘It was only later on, it got weird. He said he needed to go lie down. ’Cos of his hangover. I could “take care” of him, apparently. I suggested if he felt that bad, he should go lie down somewhere else, but he was insistent he wanted to come here.’


Mandy’s eyes had opened wide. ‘You didn’t bring him did you?’


Susan shook her head. ‘Course not,’ she said. But he didn’t want to take no for an answer. I walked out eventually: drove round until I was sure he wasn’t following. He called the next day to apologise and ask for another date. He was being all nice again. He called me loads of times. I just put the phone down. He seems to have stopped now, but I know I have to be careful.’ She sighed. ‘It’s not easy,’ she said. Her eyes wandered round the room, finishing on the fire. It was getting low. She pushed herself upright, poked the embers and threw on more coal. After a moment, the fire blazed up, sending flames up the chimney. Sky was lying on the rug and didn’t stir.


Mandy’s gaze was thoughtful. There was sympathy in her eyes. ‘That sounds scary,’ she said.


‘It was a bit,’ Susan admitted. She’d kept her voice light as she’d told Mandy, but it had come close to putting her off dating. Especially with Jack being so young. His safety had to come before everything. ‘You know I told myself I was going to meet someone this year, and it just wasn’t happening naturally. I thought this online dating malarkey might help. But the year’s nearly over and I’m no further forward. I know I shouldn’t set deadlines, but I’m starting to think if I haven’t met anyone yet, it’s not going to happen.’


Mandy reached forward and set her wine glass on the coffee table. She settled back in her chair, looking thoughtful. ‘It wasn’t easy at first with Jimmy. Having children does complicate things. But I’m sure there’ll be someone out there who’ll accept you for who you are.’ She put her head on one side and gave a half smile. ‘You’ll probably meet him when you least expect it. In the supermarket or something.’


Susan grinned. ‘Knowing my luck, he’ll appear just as I’m reaching for a supersized pack of toilet roll.’


Mandy laughed. ‘If he still likes you after that, you’ll know he’s a keeper!’ She lifted the wine bottle. ‘Top up?’


Susan held out her glass and Mandy poured more wine. As she sat back in her chair, the phone in her pocket buzzed. She pulled it out. It was another match from LoveSpark. Douglas MacLeod. She glanced at his profile picture. He had wild red hair and a big bushy beard.


‘Everything okay?’ Mandy asked.


Susan sighed. ‘Everything’s fine,’ she said. ‘It’s another LoveSpark match, but he’s not my type.’


Mandy smiled, eyebrows raised. ‘Really? I thought you didn’t judge by appearances,’ she said, slyly. ‘Can I have a look?’


‘If you like.’ Susan handed over the phone. ‘I just don’t think I want to meet him. I’ve had enough.’


Mandy gazed down at the phone. ‘It says he’s a children’s book illustrator,’ she said, looking up. ‘That sounds hopeful, doesn’t it? He must like children.’ She held out the phone.


Susan grabbed the mobile and took another look at the profile. It did indeed say he was a children’s illustrator. Further down the page, there were pictures of his work. He seemed to like animals. She read his bio, which was self-deprecating and humorous.


Although I may look like ‘Father Christmas before his hair went white’, as my nephew kindly puts it, I can assure you that the similarities end there. Except my job also revolves around making children happy, I do have a big laugh and I did get stuck in a chimney once, but that’s it, I swear.


Susan laughed. She looked at the photo again. If she looked past the wild hair and beard, she saw he had strong cheekbones, a cheery grin and very piercing blue eyes. He was handsome, if unconventional. He might be fun.


‘What do you think?’ Mandy asked.


Susan shrugged her shoulders, but she smiled. ‘I suppose I could give it one last go,’ she said. ‘What do you think I should write?’ She leaned forward so that Mandy could see, and together, they began to compose a message.




Chapter Two
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Susan clapped her hands and gazed around the nursery classroom. ‘Tidy-up time!’ she called. ‘Bring your brushes and water to the sink, please, then take your paints to Nina.’ She glanced over at Nina, her classroom assistant, who was standing at the entrance to the big walk-in cupboard where the art equipment was stored. Nina was a small older woman, whose children were grown up. Her blue eyes were almost always filled with enthusiasm. ‘If you can sort the paints out, please, Nina?’


Nina nodded, her smile widening. Chairs scraped all over the room and for a few minutes chaos reigned as the fifteen three- and four-year-olds who made up Susan’s class wove their way around the room with their water-filled yogurt pots, paints and brushes. The distinctive smell of poster paint hung in the air.


‘Don’t forget to wash your elbows,’ she reminded Christina. Christina Anderson was four and one of the liveliest children. Her cherubic face belied her tendency to create chaos wherever she went. As ever, she seemed to have paint right up to her armpits. The youngest child in the class walked over. His blond hair was tangled and he had a smudge of blue on his chin. He too held out his brush, a sweet smile lighting up his very round face. ‘Thank you, Neil,’ Susan said.


Her son sidled up to her, poured his water in the sink and held out his pot to her. ‘Thank you, Jack,’ she said. She always made an effort to treat him exactly as she treated the others in class.


‘Now,’ she said, when they had all, finally, come to rest. ‘Can you all come and sit down in the story corner, please?’


All the children, bar Christina, trotted obediently towards the story corner and sank to the floor cross-legged, as they had been taught. Susan looked over at Christina. ‘Are you coming, please, Christina?’ she said.


‘Can I go to the toilet?’ She was jiggling up and down.


‘May I go to the toilet, please?’ Susan reminded her. ‘Yes, you may go, but come straight back.’ Christina scurried away. Susan looked down at the children who made up Penguin class. They were, on the whole, well behaved. A few of them had started out in the baby room, but most had joined at three years old. It was a small nursery, based in a converted house near to the church. Susan’s classroom was at the front of the house. A big bay window looked out over the nursery garden, which at the moment was filled with fallen leaves. It was much more cheery indoors. The story corner was carpeted and surrounded on three sides with shelves filled with brightly coloured books.


‘We’re going to do something very exciting now,’ she said. ‘We’re going to learn all about caring for animals.’


A few of the children’s eyes widened. Noah, three years old and wearing Harry-Potter style glasses, wriggled to his knees. ‘Will we learn about penguins, Miss?’ he shouted. There were a few giggles.


‘Don’t forget to put up your hand, Noah,’ Susan reminded him. ‘Not penguins, but lots of other animals. We’re going to visit Hope Meadows rescue centre.’


There was an outburst of chatter. Christina rushed back into the room and got down, but only to a crouch. Herbie Dhanjal, lively as ever in her brightly coloured kurta, made as if to stand up.


‘Sit down, please,’ Susan commanded and they quietened immediately. She was pleased they were so excited, but she knew she had to keep their enthusiasm on a tight rein. ‘The lady who looks after the rescue centre is a vet. Does anyone know what a vet does?’


Forty-five minutes later, the children walked in a crocodile formation out of the gate and turned onto the track that led through the fields. Susan walked at the front of the class and Nina brought up the rear. Clouds chased across the sky overhead. The air was fresh on Susan’s face and she could feel it tugging at her ponytail. The row of trees on the far side of the stone wall were moving, their bare branches swaying with each gust. Luckily the rain, which had fallen all through lunchtime, had stopped.


Mandy was waiting for them at the door. She was wearing a set of dark-blue scrubs, and as often happened, her working clothes were stippled with animal hair. She glanced at the orderly crocodile and grinned at Susan. ‘Hello, everyone,’ she said.


Susan was pleased to see how much at home she was in front of the children. When Mandy had first come back to Welford, she’d seemed almost frightened of Jack. Now, even with fifteen pairs of young eyes on her, she looked cool and collected. ‘Welcome to Hope Meadows! We’re going to see lots of animals,’ Mandy said. ‘It’s really important when we go in that you’re quiet. Some of the animals haven’t been treated very well before they came here. A few of them are really shy. Does everybody understand?’ Fifteen attentive heads nodded. Mandy seemed to have them all under a spell.


Susan’s eyes wandered over the attractive building, which was built of stone, wood and glass. In winter, from a distance, it seemed almost to merge into the landscape. Mandy and her parents had built it together just over a year ago. As the class walked into the reception area, a few of the children gasped. It was a welcoming room with huge wooden beams and an enormous window that looked out onto the fellside. Susan had been bringing Jack here ever since Mandy had opened her doors to all the unwanted and unloved animals in the area, but now she saw it afresh. It must be lovely for Mandy, looking out every day at that view, she thought.


Mandy was talking again. ‘I’ve someone very special I want to introduce first,’ she said. ‘But remember what I said about being very quiet. Don’t move quickly with any strange animal and don’t touch any of them unless I say so, please.’ She turned to walk across the room and the children started to twitter. Neil put his thumb in his mouth and reached out with his other hand to grasp Susan’s. Susan gave the small fingers a squeeze.


‘Okay, all of you.’ Susan spoke clearly, raising her voice. ‘Settle down now. When Mandy comes back, we all need to listen carefully to what she says. For now, can you all sit down in a circle on the floor.’ The circle formed and they all sat down with crossed legs. They were behaving very well, despite their excitement.


A moment later, Mandy reappeared. Sky was trotting at her heel. Mandy sat down on a low chair, and Sky sat down beside her. ‘Now,’ said Mandy. ‘Does anyone know what kind of dog this is?’


Several hands shot into the air. Susan could see that Jack was bursting to give the answer, but Mandy pointed to Neil, who took his thumb out of his mouth. ‘It’s a Border Collie,’ he whispered.


‘Well done,’ Mandy said. ‘Yes, she’s a Border Collie and her name is Sky.’ She smiled, reaching out a hand to stroke Sky’s ear. The collie looked up at her. Susan didn’t have time for a dog, but she couldn’t help envying Mandy when she saw her and Sky together. ‘Sky used to live on a farm,’ Mandy went on, ‘but her owner became ill. He couldn’t look after his animals any more. Eventually we found them all new homes, but Sky was such a special dog that I decided to keep her. Now she comes with me when I go out to look after other animals.’


The class were enthralled. They were all looking at Sky, who was looking up at Mandy.


‘Would anyone like to stroke Sky?’ Mandy asked. Susan felt very proud as the children waited in turn to go up one at a time and pat the little collie. Mandy must be pleased too, she thought. She had spent so much time socialising Sky. A year and a half ago, it would have been unthinkable even to let the children near Sky, but now she seemed to be coping very well.


Having shown them Sky, Mandy led the children into the dog kennels. As they filtered in, one of the dogs, a small wiry terrier with a very long tail, rushed to the bars and started yammering. Two of the children stuck their fingers in their ears. Though she’d heard it before, even Susan found the racket hard to bear. Moving backwards, Neil slid his hand once more into hers. Mandy took a huge stride across to the door of the kennel. ‘Hush, Bounce,’ she said, and immediately the little dog stopped yapping and started to wag his tail, bouncing up and down. Mandy reached out a hand and slid the bolt open. ‘Now I’m going to get Bounce out,’ she said, turning her head to regard the children. ‘But I will need you all to be perfectly quiet. Can you do that for me?’ A couple of the children edged backwards, but most were nodding. Jack and a few others moved closer.


When he wasn’t barking, Susan knew Bounce was a really sweet little dog. She and Mandy had spent a lot of time planning this visit. She was very pleased to see how well most of the children were responding. They were obviously enjoying it and all of them had, so far, been polite and well behaved. Bounce was behaving well too, as Mandy had hoped. Susan knew that in spite of his good nature, Mandy was worried about finding a home for him with all the noise he made.


Once all the children who wanted to had stroked Bounce, Mandy led them all outside. There were two goats in the orchard and an ancient Highland cow out in the paddock. Then she brought them back inside and held up her hands to get their attention. ‘And now I have a surprise for you all,’ she said. Susan could see Mandy’s eyes were twinkling. ‘Even Miss Collins doesn’t know about this,’ she said. The eyes of the class swivelled Susan’s way and she raised her eyebrows and made an ‘O’ shape with her mouth. They giggled at her expression and then turned their attention back to Mandy. ‘I’m going to take you in to see some brand new residents,’ she said. ‘They were brought in yesterday. They’re only about four weeks old and they’re still with their mum. We’ll go in to see them, but please do stay back from the pen so they don’t get frightened.’


A wave of whispers ran through the class. Mandy turned and opened the door and led them into the small room off the cat kennel where she kept nursing mothers. The children filed in, their eyes wide. Susan followed them in last, then had to crane her head to see. In the kennel, looking very calm despite the invasion, was a sleek black and white cat. Snuggled into her side there was a pile of kittens. One of the kittens, black and white like its mother, stood up, stretched, then came to the bars of the cage, gazing out with fearless eyes. It put its head on one side, as if to see them better, then gave a piercing mew. As if there had been a signal, three more kittens stood up. There were, Susan saw, two more black and white, one pure black. The smallest kitten was last to wake. It lay close in to its mother, seemingly fast asleep still. With a lazy tongue, the mother cat reached out and started to lick it. It was pure white, Susan saw. Its fur was a little longer than the other kittens’ and when it finally opened its eyes, they were a pure bright-blue colour.


Susan had rarely seen the children so enchanted. She glanced over at Jack. He seemed unable to take his eyes off the cage. The little white kitten had now come forward and was sitting daintily at the front of the cage, its blue-eyed gaze both serious and inquisitive.


‘We’ve got a cat at home,’ Neil said. ‘She was a kitten when she came.’


‘I want a kitten,’ Christina piped up. ‘Please can I take one of them home?’


Mandy laughed. ‘They aren’t ready to go anywhere yet,’ she said. ‘They’re still far too young.’


Jack was still gazing. His big brown eyes were sad and Susan knew he was thinking about Marmalade. If she had found Marmalade’s loss difficult, it had been even harder for Jack. She wanted to reach out and hug him, but instead, with Mandy’s help, she led the class back out into reception. Together they began to get the children ready for the walk back.


It was already dark outside the window when the last of the parents arrived to collect their daughter. Susan waved them off, then closed and locked the door and walked back to the classroom. Just a few things to sort out, then she too could go home. Jack was sitting quietly, playing with the big wooden Noah’s Ark. It was his favourite toy and Susan stopped for a moment to watch as he marched a pair of giraffes along the edge of a shelf, down a pile of bricks and into the Ark. The classroom door opened with a click. Asa, one of the nursery nurses from the baby room, stuck her head round the door. Her dark-skinned face was serious, as ever, her black hair tied back in a bun.


‘I don’t know if anyone told you,’ she said, ‘but you had a visitor this afternoon while you were out.’


Susan frowned. ‘Who was it?’ she asked. It couldn’t have been her mum. Asa would have just said.


‘I don’t know who he was,’ Asa said, ‘but he was very good-looking and he asked for you.’ She was smiling, as if this should be good news, but Susan felt a stir of disquiet. Who on earth would come to the nursery looking for her mid-afternoon? Any of her friends would just have phoned, surely?


‘What did he look like?’ she asked.


Asa thought for a moment. ‘As I said, he was quite handsome,’ she replied. ‘Dark brown hair, brown eyes.’ She paused. ‘He said he was from York. An old friend, he said.’


Susan felt even more uneasy. Stalkery Steve was from York and the description sort of fitted him, though his hair had a lot of grey mingled with the brown. Would he really come looking for her like that? A shiver ran down her spine but she decided not to mention her worry to Asa. No need to jump to conclusions.


‘Thanks for telling me,’ she said. She kept her voice steady.


Asa smiled. ‘Hopefully he’ll catch up with you,’ she said. Susan nodded, her face bland. She wasn’t sure at all if she wanted him to.




Chapter Three
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Susan threw her keys down on the little hall table and carried the two heavy shopping bags through into the kitchen.


‘Here, Mummy!’ Jack came in behind her. He too was weighed down. He had insisted on carrying a third bag home, despite the fact he had to do so with his arms held high.


‘Thanks, sweetie.’ She took the carrier from him and set it on the side. ‘Don’t take your coat off,’ she reminded him. ‘We’re going over to Mr Gorski’s in a minute, remember.’ She pulled a carton of milk from the bag and opened the fridge.


‘Can I cuddle Coffee, Mummy?’


Susan smiled as she turned to reply. Mr Gorski was an elderly man who lived across the road from them. Coffee was his equally ancient Border Terrier. ‘I’m sure you can,’ she said. ‘But don’t forget to ask Mr Gorski first.’


Jack looked very serious. ‘I won’t, Mummy,’ he said.


Susan turned back to her unpacking to hide her smile. Jack was so very earnest about everything now, especially where animals were concerned. She stowed away the perishable food, closed the fridge, picked up one of the shopping bags and held out a hand to her son. ‘Let’s go,’ she said.


As they crossed the road and made their way down Mr Gorski’s front path, it began to rain. Still clinging to Jack’s hand, Susan rushed into the shelter of the porch. She rang the doorbell, then for good measure, banged on the door. Mr Gorski didn’t always hear so well. Inside, there came a volley of barking.


Jack turned and peered out at the rain and Susan half turned too. It was lashing: droplets bright in the light coming from the porch. Jack looked up at her. ‘Will there be snow by Christmas, Mummy?’ he asked.


Susan paused for a moment. One of Mr Gorski’s gutters was overflowing. The sound of water gushing onto concrete meant she had to raise her voice. ‘I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘But even if there isn’t, we’ll still have a lovely time.’


Jack looked unconvinced. ‘But how will Santa’s sleigh go?’


‘Christmas magic,’ Susan said quickly and firmly. Last year, she had indulged Jack’s Christmas beliefs and they had hunted for reindeer until the day Jack had decided to go searching alone in a snowstorm and got lost on the moors. The memory gave her chills. She didn’t want him to be disappointed, but she couldn’t help hoping that if there was snow it would be just a light dusting.


With a loud creak, the door finally opened. Mr Gorski stood in the hallway, beaming. His snow-white hair was carefully combed and he was wearing a warm-looking mustard-yellow cardigan. Coffee trotted rather stiffly onto the porch, her brown tail wagging. She reached up and licked Jack’s face as he knelt to greet her.


‘Hello, Susan. Hello, Jack.’ Mr Gorski stepped back to usher Susan in. They watched as Jack clambered to his feet, then scampered inside after the little terrier. Mr Gorski closed the door.


‘I’ve brought your shopping,’ Susan said.


Mr Gorski put a hand behind his ear. ‘Sorry?’ he said.


‘I’ve brought your shopping.’ She turned to face him, repeated her words and held out the bag.


‘Oh yes. Thanks very much.’ The old man smiled, then turned and shuffled away towards the kitchen. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ he said.


Susan sat down at the little table that stood against the wall. She had got to know Mr Gorski well since she and Jack had moved to Moon Cottage. He’d been a teacher and he had lots of memories that he enjoyed sharing. Conversation had become more difficult as his hearing had worsened, but in every other way, he seemed spry and healthy.


Jack and Coffee trotted into the room. Coffee lay down, her pink tongue hanging out, and Jack knelt beside her.


Mr Gorski looked down at the pair, his eyes bright. ‘I’ve got a favour to ask of you, Jack,’ he said. Susan loved the way Mr Gorski spoke to Jack. He never spoke down or treated him as less important. ‘There’s something I need from the cupboard in the hall and I could do with some help.’ He smiled, holding out his hand. Jack stood up and followed. They returned a moment later, carrying a large, dusty-looking box between them. Susan wanted to laugh. Mr Gorski was almost bent double to let Jack ‘assist’. They set it down on the kitchen table.


‘You see, I usually go to my sister’s for Christmas,’ Mr Gorski explained. ‘So I don’t usually bother to decorate my house. But this year, she’s coming to me. So I’m going to … decorate!’ He lifted the lid up with a flourish. Threadbare tinsel topped a pile of faded baubles. A paper angel with a badly drawn face peeped out from the tangle. Mr Gorski’s face fell. ‘Oh dear.’ He looked over the contents of the box with a rueful grin. ‘I suppose it’s been a while since I used these …’


Susan laughed at his expression. ‘I’ll help you sort them,’ she suggested.


Jack’s eyes opened wide as Susan pulled out the first piece of tinsel. He loved decorations. ‘Can I help?’ he asked.


Susan peered into the box. Some of the baubles were broken. ‘There’s broken glass in here,’ she said, ‘but you can have a look at this and see if everything’s there.’ She pulled out a half-buried carton. The picture on the lid showed a miniature wooden Nativity set with brightly coloured, painted figurines.


Jack took it from her, eyes huge, face solemn.


Susan returned to sorting through the debris. Mr Gorski made the tea and then joined her. Most of the decorations were past their best, tinsel that had tied itself into a big knot and old cards that were brown and peeling at the edges. There were a few lovely unbroken baubles, though, and an old wooden toy train piled with brightly coloured presents.


Jack finished checking the crib scene and looked up. ‘They’re all there apart from there’s one sheep missing,’ he told Susan. ‘Can I play with Coffee now, please?’


Susan smiled as she took the carton. ‘Of course you can.’ She watched as he sat down beside the little dog and stroked her gently, then returned to her task. She pulled the last decoration from the box. It was a foil star that could be opened to make a circle. Half of it was so squashed that it didn’t even unfold. She put it into the almost-full bin.


Mr Gorski looked down at the empty box and the small pile of decorations that lay on the table. He shook his head. ‘I’ll have to buy some new things,’ he said. He lifted up the paper angel that had been near the top of the box. ‘One of the last classes I taught gave me this,’ he said. ‘Christmas was always the best time of year. The children made such lovely things for the classrooms.’ For the first time, his expression was a little melancholy.


Susan looked at the lopsided angel. It certainly had character. ‘Jack and I could make some new decorations,’ she suggested. ‘It’s years since I’ve made real old-fashioned paper chains. What do you think, Jack?’


Jack looked up. ‘What’s a paper chain?’ he asked.


Mr Gorski laughed. ‘It’s a special kind of Christmas decoration,’ he said. ‘Your mum will show you.’


‘Can we make snowflakes for the window too?’ Jack’s eyes were huge. He loved cutting out paper snowflakes.


‘Of course.’ Susan nodded. ‘We can make all kinds of things.’


Mr Gorski’s eyes were twinkling again. ‘So will you help?’ he asked Jack.


Jack’s sweet smile lit up his whole face as he looked over at Mr Gorski. ‘Yes please,’ he said.


Susan’s heart swelled. Making things with Jack was always fun and making Christmas decorations would be better still. She lifted her mug and drank another mouthful of tea, then glanced up at the clock on the wall.


‘We should go,’ she told Mr Gorski. ‘My mother’s expecting us for dinner. Come on, Jack, Grandma will be waiting. Say goodbye to Mr Gorski and Coffee.’


‘Bye bye!’ Jack said, waving madly across the table at the old man, and then giving Coffee another big hug.


It was still raining when Susan pulled up outside her mum’s house. Susan’s mother, Miranda Jones, lived in a rather grand villa on the edge of Walton. Many years ago, she had lived in London, working as a professional actor in a soap opera. She still popped down to London or Salford sometimes to appear on television, but now she mostly did voice work in Leeds and York. It meant she was free to be with Jack, she said; she didn’t want to miss him growing up. Susan pulled open Jack’s car door and he rushed across the gravel onto the porch and pushed the doorbell.


‘Hello, darlings.’ Miranda opened the door and flung her arms wide. Jack rushed into her embrace and she kissed him heartily. Susan smiled. Her mum still enjoyed the trappings and drama of her TV lifestyle. The dress she was wearing, though beautiful, seemed wholly unsuitable for a visit from a four-year-old. It was red and clingy. Her hair looked as if it’d had a team of stylists working on it as well. Yet Susan knew that if Jack spilled something or ruffled the exquisite hairstyle, Miranda would just laugh. She loved Jack so much. Susan still found it hard to believe how lucky she was. Without her mum’s help, she would be hard pushed to find any time at all for herself. Miranda let go of Jack, stood up and held out her arms again.


‘Mum,’ Susan said, stepping forwards into the embrace. She closed her eyes for a moment and was taken back to her childhood. Her mum smelled, as ever, of expensive perfume and Pears’ soap. She felt herself relax.


Miranda released her, touched a hand to Susan’s face as if she’d never seen anything more lovely, then bent again to Jack with a smile. ‘How gorgeous to see you both. Come on in. Let’s get that coat off you.’ She leaned over to help him with his zip. ‘Have you had a good day?’ She glanced up at Susan, who had taken off her own damp jacket.


‘Pretty good,’ Susan replied. ‘We took the class to Hope Meadows.’


Miranda opened her eyes wide and looked at Jack. ‘That sounds fun,’ she said.


‘It was!’ Jack told her.


‘And what was the best animal?’ Miranda held the sleeve of first one arm, then the other as Jack pulled out of his jacket.


Jack put his head on one side, then looked up at Miranda. ‘They were all lovely,’ he said, ‘but my favourite was a kitten.’
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