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Chapter 1


Australia is ten thousand miles from London.


It feels further.


It took me two days to get to Sydney from Queensland before I even got on the flight. When I did I fell into an instant sleep, despite having my knees practically round my neck in steerage. When I awoke I looked at my watch. We’d been flying for seven hours, gazing out of the window at the ground below I turned to the hostess.


‘Excuse me, where is that?’ I pointed out the window hoping she would say France.


‘Australia,’ said the steward without missing a beat.


God.


Twenty-three and a half hours later we landed in London and I vowed never to fly that far again. I was sticky, dirty, rumpled, dehydrated – no matter how many supermodels insisted they sip water and use eye masks, the only way I could cope was to slug a few glasses of below-average wine and drift in and out of a boozy slumber. Traipsing through arrivals at 5 a.m. I waited for my rucksack, which didn’t arrive. After filling out a missing luggage form, I made my connection with minutes to spare and was still in the same less than fragrant skanky clothes when I stumbled off the flight in Edinburgh just before 8 a.m.


First thing that hit me was the cold. Shit it was cold. It was the 1st of January and here I was in flip-flops, a thin pair of ankle grazers, a sleeveless T-shirt and a denim jacket – all quite the thing in Cairns but in Edinburgh airport on the first day of the year bloody ridiculous. I am sure eyebrows were raised but I couldn’t see them because they were all sensibly encased in woolly hats, ski jackets and scarves. Without any luggage I went straight through the arrival gate ignoring the ill-disguised amusement of security personnel, and suddenly I was face to face with Noel. The second he saw me he unzipped his North Face jacket and wrapped me in it, giving me an almighty bear hug.


‘Maddy, welcome home.’


‘Noel…’ I said inhaling the familiar embrace of this lovely man.


‘Where’s your luggage?’


‘Long story – this is it! Me and my tatty handbag. I’ll explain in the car.’


His bone-crushing hug continued. ‘You can let me go now,’ I said.


Another few seconds and he finally released me, inhaling as he did so.


‘Wow, I’ll have to go away more often,’ I joked and then I looked at his face. Tears filled his eyes; he looked stricken. ‘Noel, what is it?’


‘Not here. Come on,’ he said turning and walking quickly, weaving past the busy waterproof-clad Edinburgh tourists. Anxiety flared as I followed Noel to the car park. Of course he opened the passenger side for me. He had the manners of an angel, something I hadn’t appreciated until spending nearly three months in the outback of Oz where old-school manners, in my limited experience, were long dead.


I jumped in. ‘No William?’


‘No…but…’ And before he could finish his sentence a high-pitched blood-curdling YIP assaulted my ears about the same time as a hairy Exocet pinged over from the back seat onto my lap.


‘FRANK!’ I said as the hairy wee sausage dog stood on his tiptoes reaching up, nibbling and licking, wagging and whimpering as he released his pure unconditional doggy love on my face. Scragging his ears and holding him tight, I felt my mood soar. It felt so good as he dug into the jacket I had round me, and in less than a minute had nuzzled under my arm, next to my heart, which was swelling at the display of affection this little dog had just shown me, and fell immediately asleep.


Noel grinned. ‘He’s been looking for you since you left. He’s missed you.’


I smiled.


‘We all have,’ he went on.


‘Me too,’ I said grinning at Noel with my chin wobbling as the familiarity of the road stretched ahead. ‘OK. Home, James,’ I said tipping my imaginary cap at him as he slid the car into drive and off we went. As Noel steered us in the direction of the Forth Road Bridge and St Andrews beyond, I wrapped a tartan rug round my goose-pimpled legs and resettled the snuggling dog. After blasting the heaters up to max until my underdressed body toasted up, I realised that despite having slept for about ten minutes I had never been so wide awake. I was desperate to hear what Noel had to say.


‘OK, Noel, tell me what’s going on.’


‘Don’t freak out.’


Which freaked me out.


‘Why?’


‘It’s William.’


‘Oh my God. What?’ I sat bolt upright, staring at him as he concentrated on the road ahead.


‘I’m afraid he’s been signed off work.’


‘Will! Why?’


He glanced at me. ‘Basically…he’s worked himself into the ground.’ Instantaneous guilt floored me, which he detected. ‘It’s not your fault.’


‘It is.’


‘I knew you would say that, Maddy, but it is not your fault.’ He put a hand on my shivering leg. ‘You know Will – he lives and breathes The Birdie & Bramble. He was having the time of his life…and then, well…a victim of his own success, he became so wrapped up in it all, he lost perspective somewhere along the line.’


How long ago?


‘Just before Christmas it all came to a head. He was working every hour that God sent and more, and wouldn’t listen to reason.’


‘Why didn’t you tell me? I would have come back!’


‘I did think about it, and at one point even threatened to tell you if he didn’t slow down, but he was so adamant he had committed to looking after things until you came back I backed down. We both knew if we dragged you back here against your will it would make things worse and I then I’d have two miserable characters on my hands.’


He was right. A few months ago I left St Andrews and the restaurant behind to travel the world and I had been so happy and relieved escape, wild horses couldn’t have dragged me back.


‘And anyway you’re back now.’


Stuck in traffic, the heat in the car caused me to drop off and before I knew it Noel was nudging me awake.


‘We’re here, Maddy.’ I looked at him, half asleep, befuddled, and as it dawned on me where I was I smiled as he continued. ‘And before we go in… just for tonight, let’s pretend everything’s OK. Please,’ he said.


The look on his face told me this was not a joke; he was serious.


‘OK,’ I said a feeling of worry growing exponentially now.


And suddenly there was the cottage. Their cottage. The higgledy-piggledy bricks, pantile roof, glossy black door with the brass nameplate –‘Hartman’ – gleaming in the street lights, flanked by two windows glowing warm from within. I felt my shoulders drop from my ears, and a sense of belonging spread through me. As Noel opened the door to heft me out, Frank jumped down, his tail quivering with excitement, leading us to the door as it opened and there he was, arms outstretched to engulf me.


‘William!’ I said wrapping him up in my arms, snuggling into his fluffy jumper.


‘Welcome home, Maddy,’ he whispered into my hair before releasing me and stepping back, ushering me into the room. Everything was exactly as I remembered, exactly as it should be. The fire roaring in the grate, a pile of logs stacked up beside it, overstuffed armchairs scattered with cushions, a tartan rug thrown over each, a squishy sofa and, as if it wasn’t inviting enough, the smell of something delish emanating from the kitchen. Looking around it wasn’t until I sat down and gratefully took a gulp of the generous gin and tonic William handed me that I really looked at him. I was too tired and shocked to hide my expression.


‘Jesus, William. What…?’


Noel looked at him with that loving gaze I knew so well. ‘OK, you two, I’ll get the food sorted whilst you have a catch-up.’ And he slid out of the room seamlessly.


Following instructions Will sat down gratefully. Despite looking absolutely worn out he offered a tired smile. ‘Maddy, I’m so glad you’re back.’


I smiled back, remembering my promise to Noel.


‘It was time,’ I said not completely untruthfully.


Settling back into our familiar positions, each inhabiting an easy chair, feet on the coffee table, smiling at each other, I leant in.


‘William, please tell me what’s going on,’ I said.


His face was seldom serious and the grave expression was giving me a very bad feeling indeed.


‘Tell me,’ I pressed as he took a mouthful of his wine.


‘I’ve been signed off.’


‘OK,’ I said my heat yammering in my chest. I sat up further. ‘When and why?’


He chuckled. ‘Welcome back, Maddy Campbell, aka the Spanish Inquisition.’


‘Sorry,’ I said, backing off. That had been a bit heavy-handed. Patience.


He sipped his drink, avoiding my eye. ‘Two weeks ago with stress.’


‘Two weeks ago! Why didn’t you tell me?’


A heavy guilt smacked me in the gut. This was all my fault. Buggering off like some flibbertigibbet to the other side of the world, leaving the restaurant and all the stresses and strains that entailed behind. Turning my back on it and Will and now this.


‘You had to go. You were on your own journey, Maddy. I would never drag you back here. You had to come back when you were good and ready and not a moment before.’


Avoiding his eye I nodded.


‘God, Will, I am so so sorry. You should have said. Why didn’t you say? I would have come straight back. There is nothing more important than your health…nothing…’ My eyes filled with tears. I was directly responsible for the situation. ‘How do you feel now?’


‘So tired,’ he said closing his eyes and exhaling.


Understatement, I thought. He wasn’t even talking in sentences and those two words seemed to have worn him out as he sat back. This wasn’t the Will I had said goodbye to just three months before, the Will I knew and loved.


‘So how are you now?’ I pressed him.


‘Well I’m getting there,’ he said, opening his eyes, smiling weakly, convincing no-one.


‘Really?’


I eyed him and he had the good grace to offer up: ‘I have lost a bit of weight.’


‘Every cloud,’ we said in unison, which broke the serious nature of the conversation, a blessed relief for both.


During our last frantic period working at The Birdie & Bramble living and breathing food, before I had taken off, ironically we had both lost weight. Me running around like a lunatic out front, fire-fighting all the drama that was going on and Will being locked in the kitchen seven days a week cooking for the masses, we simply forgot to eat.


‘Noel’s been fantastic. Really stepped up – feeding me, looking after me – it’s been like having my own unpaid manservant.’


‘Which is exactly what I am,’ chipped in Noel as he swung into the room holding aloft three bowls placing them on the chunky wooden coffee table in front of us.


‘It’s a TV dinner tonight,’ he said, fussing about, handing out napkins and a fork each. ‘A great steaming bowl of mince and tatties.’


‘You remembered?’ I said, heart melting. One of our favourite games being entirely obsessed with food was playing ‘Shot at Dawn’. You had to choose what your last meal would be if you were going to be shot at 6 a.m. the following morning.


Mine was mince and tatties. The most bog-standard school dinner, meal that every Scots child was weaned on, fed weekly and loved from cradle to grave.


‘How could I forget?’ He grinned. ‘Everyone wanted fancy-pants food and yours was always just mince and tatties.’


‘YOUR mince and tatties,’ I underlined my voice, warbling with emotion, as I greedily nudged the steaming-hot food so desperate was I to scoff it down.


‘Your dad’s mince and tatties if you want to be factually correct,’ Will reminded me. It was hard to believe it was nearly six months since Dad had died, and I had come to realise grief was not a finite thing – a time, a pattern – it was what it was. And the strangest things opened the floodgates, raw emotion bubbling up when I least expected it. Of course there were times when I allowed myself the luxury of thinking about him, about his undulating hooter and his great spade-like hands and I howled into my pillow I missed him so much. There were times I reached for the telephone to tell him something and then the realisation he was gone hit me all over again.


But it was random things that took me by surprise, triggering an outpouring of grief, hitting a chord unexpectedly deep inside me. There was a man on TV in Australia selling tiles for bathrooms and his beard and nose was so like Dad’s, every time the ad came on I burst into tears. A bar of music on the radio or in the supermarket, not one I could identify by name but connected deeply to my subconscious, had me bursting into tears in all sorts of places. This phenomena continued to surprise me as I travelled the world, fulfilling Dad and my long-held dream of visiting all the continents in the world. It was the trip of a lifetime we had plotted together since I was a child, a fantastical journey we never made time to do, and I would never have done unless Dad had died and left me alone in the world. With the home I was brought up in cruelly snatched from me just days after he died, fulfilling this shared dream was the only thing I could do to feel close to him, recalling as I travelled to the places the bedtime stories he had told me, outrageous tales of adventure and intrigue most of which, I now realised, were totally made up.


The top three humdingers being:


Ayers Rock (Uluru) was imported from Scotland by a rich Australian.


Singapore Zoo was based on St Andrews aquarium.


Kylie Minogue had been born in Dundee.


Harmless and on reflection ridiculous but eyes agog as he described these remarkable tales, I was sold hook, line and sinker.


Noel coughed.


‘Sorry,’ I said, ‘I was miles away…’


The boys locked eyes and smiled at each other, as we tucked into our supper. Frank was bolt upright on the footstool between us, willing a morsel of mince to drift into his mouth, by the power of his mind alone, as I curled up, tucked under a tartan rug, completely and utterly at home. I felt as if I had never been away, never launched myself unprepared into the big wide world with a now acknowledged naivety but sitting here, I realised for the first time in my life, there was nowhere else I wanted to be, and nowhere I needed to go, for now, and what a wonderful feeling that was.


Looking at Will I decided to leave my endless questions for another day. He was worn out, so as I sipped away at my delicious glass of red wine, I answered Noel’s questions and slipped into chatty storytelling mode, recounting some of the stories of my twelve-week sojourn round the globe.


We laughed, and they gasped as I confessed to some of my more outrageous tales and launching into another ribald story. I was just gathering momentum when Noel interjected. ‘You OK, Will?’


He nodded, wearily. ‘Yeh, but think I might call it a day.’


‘Oh OK no problem,’ I said guilt surging through me again as I had been holding court and delivering a monologue without considering poor Will.


‘I’ll give you a hand through,’ said Noel, and silently I watched as he gently held his hand out to Will, who didn’t argue but allowed himself to be helped out of the chair. It made me want to cry. What on earth was going on: weight loss, tiredness? My mind was running well ahead of itself as he stopped briefly.


‘Sorry to be a party pooper, Maddy.’


I leapt to my feet objecting in my best Head Girl voice, ‘Ouch don’t be daft, I’m knackered anyway.’


His eyes crinkled at the edges, as he touched my arm. ‘It’s lovely to have you home.’


I embraced him gently, this time noting the fragility, the sense of this fluffy jumper disguising the delicate bones of the shrinking human within.


‘Night night, Will, see you in the morning,’ I said gently as Noel supported his shaky walk through to the bedroom.


Three months of extraordinary adventure, tearing round Bali, Cambodia, Vietnam, Malaysia, Thailand, Australia, selfishly having the time of my life as Will’s life fell to pieces.


Moments later Noel returned.


‘Top-up?’ he asked looking at my empty glass.


‘If you are.’


‘Yeh,’ he said. ‘I could do with another.’ He poured a generous glug into each of our glasses before settling himself down on the opposite couch.


‘Please tell me what’s going on Noel,’ I said, brave after my wine.


‘Well the doctor has said it’s stress, extreme stress.’


‘And what do you think?’


‘I don’t know, Maddy. I’m scared,’ he said holding my gaze. ‘I’ve known Will a long time and have never seen him like this.’


I moved from my chair over to the couch, scooching up beside him. I slipped my arm through his. Despite looking utterly devastated he still smelled wonderful, I thought as I took a deep breath and declared, ‘Well I’m back now and I can’t tell you how awful I feel, that I’ve been swanning around the world when you two have had to deal with all this.’ Noel made to talk but I held up my hand. ‘No, Noel, please let me finish. I have had a lot of time to think, and I am back because I want to be. I am ready to step up and do what I should have done in the first instance. I am back to be a working partner at The Birdie & Bramble,’ I said meaning every word.


His wee face was a picture. Relief writ large as I patted his arm and Frank who had just realised we were sitting on the same couch arrived on my lap, and wiggled his long dachshund body in between the two us, which broke the tension.


‘Thanks, Maddy, what a relief,’ said Noel, slumping back and looking absolutely done in.


We sat in companionable silence for a few moments, toes wiggling on the footstool, toasting by the fire, lost in our thoughts, until nodding off I gave in.


‘I have no idea what time of the day or night it is. I’m totally knackered…’


‘Me too,’ he said.


‘I want to be up bright and early I have a lot to do…so I hope you don’t mind if I head to bed?’


‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘You know where your room is.’ He pointed at the wee staircase that led to the second bedroom. The room I had stayed in the night my father died, the night I had met them and the last time I had returned to St Andrews. How could I ever forget? ‘Thanks, Noel,’ I said hugging him before trudging upstairs, unconsciousness just moments away.




Chapter 2


Waking the next morning, I lay in bed, duvet up round my neck. A glance at my clock told me jet lag had kicked in, as it was well after 10 a.m. Diving out of bed over to the small window I drew the curtain, hurtling back to bed where Frank nuzzled back into me. I contemplated the day ahead. The quality of light had barely changed; it was still dark. Scotland’s winter had descended with a vengeance. November through to February were acknowledged as the toughest months. The inevitable pay-off for endless summer days were short cold days, subdued light, a grey hue pervading, causing imminent Vitamin D deficits. Bbbrrrrr. Welcome home.


I knew I would feel it more acutely having just returned from the thirty-eight-degree heat of Australia, so I lay still, taking in my surroundings. On the surface the wee room looked the same, all plumped up and inviting, but as I scrutinised it I saw signs that someone else had been staying in it too, not just as an occasional visitor, but really living in it. There was a stripy man’s dressing gown behind the door, a bottle of Eau Sauvage aftershave on the chest of drawers, a pair of slippers poking out from under the bed.


The penny dropped: Noel had been sleeping here. He had said Will was wiped out and sleeping sixteen hours a day, so it made sense. Noel would need his own space. Of course Will’s default setting was to protect everyone else. He always put himself at the bottom of the list, so it might take time, but with kid gloves I would eke it out of him or Noel. I just had to be patient and now my imagination was running away with itself.


Jet lag aside I was desperate to get up and at it, get in to the restaurant and see what was happening at The Birdie & Bramble. Having been out of the loop, out of the country, and on the other side of the world, my head was spinning with creative energy, a jumble of ideas I had scribbled down during my travels, which I was keen to introduce to the business. I was going back in there as the boss and determined to step up to the plate, and make it mine.


Mindful not to go in like a bull in a china shop, I needed to gather the team and glean as much information as I could, so my first port of call – as ever – was Mouse.


Mouse, an art student, had been part-time at the restaurant for a long time, and when I inherited the failing business, she proved her mettle, by being an absolute rock for both William and myself. Her goth-like appearance failed to disguise that she was the dearest, sweetest girl, which was exactly why my cousin Hamish had fallen for her instantly.


Mouse and I had kept in touch by email over the past few months but just quick memes, GIFs, etc. as I tore round the Southern Hemisphere. As she graduated in fine art, we had an unwritten understanding we would just pick up where we left off when we were back in the same place at the same time. I wondered if she knew I was back. Well there was only one way to find out.


I texted her. ‘I’m back!’


She came straight back! ‘Yeh! Fantastic! Welcome home, Maddy, I’ve missed you!’


‘Meet you in the B & B in an hour?’


Smiley face emoji.


Phew. Anxiety reduced a modicum. Launching into my first day back felt less daunting knowing Mouse was around.


Jumping out of the shower, it dawned on me I had to crawl back into the same clothes as my rucksack was still missing in action. What a nightmare, I thought wriggling into the same clothes for the third day in a row. Thin cotton ankle grazers, long-sleeved T-shirt, embarrassingly flip flops and a tatty denim jacket were the only clothes I had to my name other than a suitcase of sensible work clothes I’d left with my old flatmate in London months before, when I left my job and old life behind. Sooner or later I’d get round to having that sent north but for now the flimsy array of cheap and nasty clothes I was sporting would have to do until I had time to have a good rake round the charity shops.


Before I had left St Andrews, I’d been overwhelmed by the amount of stuff I had to sort out. Mouse had come round with the Marie Kondo book everyone was raving about.


Clearing the stuff, clearing the mind, and moving forward with your life was the idea behind Marie Kondo and so I’d sat bemused amongst the mountain of belongings. Mouse guided me through the Kondo magic of piling up everything I owned in one mountainous blob, and then picking up and addressing each item – whether a coat, a sock or a pair of knickers, and asking myself. Do you love it? If you don’t love it…chuck it.


To begin with I felt even madder than usual, and it was sheer torture but when I finally found an item I really did love, the denim jacket I was still wearing, I soon got into the swing of it. Kondo was right: I didn’t love anything much at all and so with the benefit of a half bottle of red, enjoying this liberation from material things, I’d chucked most of my clothes and with the prospect of my hot, wonderful adventure in my mind’s eye, it seems all of my winter clothes.


I am a stupid bloody woman, I thought marching downstairs for a dig about in the under stairs cupboard where all hairy, cosy, outdoor things were kept. I knew the boys wouldn’t mind if I borrowed their stuff, and as I suspected I found an array of Worzel-Gummidge-like garments including a pair of massive long kilt socks, which I rolled over my thin trousers like leg warmers. Next I grabbed an ancient holey fleece, which smelled like logs and smoke, and yanked that over my head. It fitted on top of my denim jacket with room to spare. Gloves and a hat and my ensemble would be complete, I thought digging through the shelf, which was when I found a bobble hat. Not any bobble hat but my dad’s blue bobble hat with a red stripe round the base of it. I had been humming and hawing as to whether or not to keep it and I could have woken William up and kissed him, as half cut and on a roll I had callously put it in the pile to dispose of with the rest of the stuff. It was only a bloody hat, I had said at the time draining my glass.


What in God’s name was I thinking? Only a hat? Right now it seemed like the umbilical cord between me and my childhood. I loved it. I loved the man who had worn it. I loved the feel of it. I could see Dad plonking it on his head before waving a cheery goodbye and marching off out the door. William, bless him, must have known I was not in my right mind whilst half cut and Kondo clearing out all mine and Dad’s belongings in the aftermath of his death.


Stopped in my tracks, I held it up to my face, and inhaled. The musty woolly smell was like a direct line to the past and it elicited a sob.


‘Dad,’ I said burying my face into it, guilt overwhelming me, the thought of this hat being discarded breaking my heart.


It was eight months since he had died, thirty-two whole weeks, over half a year without my beloved father. It felt like yesterday; it felt like forever. From the moment I got the news, the pace of life had been relentless: returning from London to sort out his affairs, to sell a failing restaurant business and then the extraordinary turn of events that resulted in me actually owning The Birdie & Bramble and the building it was in. Afraid to stop moving, and still in an emotional black hole, I had handed half the business to William, trusting him to run it and care for it as I left on a whim to travel the globe, fulfilling a promise Dad and I had made to each other to explore the seven continents. It was a long and expensive way to realise no matter how far you travel, or where you go, the one thing you can’t run away from is yourself.


The fact that my heart and home were in St Andrews had been a revelation and the relief of knowing where I wanted to be and what I wanted to do extraordinary. So although I felt like the boss I certainly didn’t look like it as I jammed the beloved bobble hat onto my ridiculously out-of-control hair and then catching sight of myself in the full-length mirror on the back of the door couldn’t help a guffaw. What a bloody sight.


‘Right!’ I said out loud, closing the door and shuffling through to the kitchen to put the kettle on where I found a note from Noel: ‘Off to work, Will sleeping, see you tonight? X’


‘See you tonight?’ Typical of Noel being polite and lovely but I knew they needed peace and quiet. Me coming and going all times of the day and night up to my neck in the business that had driven Will to distraction was not going to work on any level. So top of the list: come up with an alternative place to stay and fast, I thought abandoning the idea of a cup of tea, grabbing a banana instead, and clipping Frank’s lead on. I decided would swing by later to tell Noel I was moving on, ASAP.


As I opened the door, a short sharp blast of air hit me.


Whoa. It was bloody freezing.


Thirty-six hours earlier I had been in Australia in a glorious thirty-plus-degree heat and having left the UK in the middle of Scottish summer I had not one piece of warm clothing to my name. As my extremities confirmed, a roaring Scottish winter was on the way. I had a lot to do, I thought as I rumbled along the road towards the restaurant.


The change of season never failed to surprise, no matter how many years I had lived in this part of the world, as I felt the freezing, icy north-east wind that went through me like a cheese wire. I was going to have to find something more appropriate to wear quickly or die of hypothermia.


Familiar faces, cheery good mornings, despite the biting wind, as I walked round to North Street and there it was.


Just as I had left it. The Birdie & Bramble, the restaurant my parents had started all those years ago. Having been all over the world, it was this place that resonated more than any other, a thousand memories flashing by, as I braced myself to enter this familiar world once more. This time not as a reluctant lost young girl, but as a woman with a plan.


Just as I lifted my key to open the metal grille door Mouse came careering over the road shouting, ‘Maddy!’ and got me in a surprisingly firm grip.


‘Mouse! It’s so good to see you,’ I said, stepping back, grinning and meaning every word.


My eyebrows flew up, another transformation, but this time in a good way.


My lovely goth friend Mouse had been toned down. Her beautiful face shone out from under her black shiny hair. Her goth make-up had vanished replaced by a fresh, pink complexion, her eyes sparkling.


‘Wow, Mouse, you look fantastic!’ I said.


She blushed shuffling from foot to foot. But it was not goth boot to goth boot as it had been the last time we had seen each other. It was chunky trainers – yes of course they were black, but they revealed a naked foot and ankle, skinny jeans, and a bright yellow puffy jacket.


‘Wow!!! What have you been doing?’ I teased. ‘You look…different…’


Pooh-poohing my question she nudged me to the side. ‘Come on let’s get inside before frostbite sets in.’ Deftly changing the subject, I thought.


My first reaction was relief. Not one thing out of place, the tables set, glasses gleaming, cutlery polished.


‘Everything looks the same,’ I said relieved.


‘Yeh it is,’ she said, ‘apart from you! You look great.’


‘I feel great,’ I enthused as the front door swung open behind us.


‘Maddy!’ cried my big hairy galoot of a cousin.


‘Hamish!’ I said launching into his open arms. ‘It’s great to see you.’


‘You too,’ he said stepping back and grinning.


‘So here we all are again…’ I said.


We all grinned like loons at each other for a moment.


‘Almost,’ said Mouse eyebrows giving me the look, and seeing my reaction, heating up and speechless added, ‘Does he know you’re back?’


‘Who?’ said Hamish as ever on a different page.


‘Who do you think?’ said Mouse digging him the ribs.


‘Oh Jack!’ he said typical bloke – disinterested. ‘Funnily enough I was out for a curry with him last night.’


I tried to hide my intense interest but my intestines had just formed into a reef knot.


‘How is he?’ I said, divesting myself of my vast fleece, as lightly as I could with my heart in my mouth.


‘Usual,’ said Hamish.


Bloody men, I thought, information black hole.


‘Which is?’ prompted Mouse rolling her eyes at me.


‘Oh right well it’s the first time I’ve seen him in ages, but yeh, he seems fine. He was asking if we’d heard from you.’


My heart missed a beat.


Mouse crossed her eyes. ‘And what did you say?’ she said reading my mind.


‘I said no.’ Mouse harrumphed as he defended himself. ‘Well we hadn’t! Not for ages. How was I to know you were on your way back? I’m not bloody psychic!’


I grinned. It was so good to see these two and just knowing Jack had asked about me made me feel ridiculously fizzy.


The night before I left, Jack and I sat up all night on the beach talking until dawn, sharing our dreams and aspirations. We had an undeniable connection, a chemistry neither of us could deny. But it was clear we were on very different pages. Settled happily in St Andrews, Jack loved the sense of community and the lifestyle, the hills, mountains, hunting, fishing, outdoor things, which was how his business was born. His nickname, The Merchant Of Venison, said it all really. He supplied venison to restaurants across the country, all dispatched and prepared in his own cold store. It was organic, traceable and he could not be any busier and he loved every minute of it.


And there at the other end of the spectrum was me. Grieving for my father and desperate to escape St Andrews, or as I called it Toy Town, and the restaurant business I’d inherited. The very community Jack celebrated drove me to distraction. Everyone knowing who I was and what I was up to was claustrophobic and why I had left to work in London as soon as the opportunity had presented itself. Ending up stuck here at twenty-nine was my idea of hell. I’d needed to get the hell away, and find out what I wanted to do with my life. Far from holding me back, Jack was hugely supportive.


When we said goodbye it was a sweet farewell kiss. There were no expectations, no promises. Jack encouraged me to take as much time as I needed. I was a free agent. This was the perfect opportunity to cut loose, go where I wanted, do what I wanted and if or when we ended up in the same place at the same time again, well we would have to wait and see.


Being set free like that had been a blessing and yet I had lost count of the number of times I had relived that last night, that kiss, conjuring up that visceral connection. On several occasions I had written him a long email and then after reading and rereading it, deleted it. Too frivolous, too serious, too long, too obvious – and so we had had no contact other than by occasional word of mouth through others. I was thrilled that just yesterday he had asked Hamish about me.


There were so many questions I wanted answered about Jack: how was he? What had he been doing? Was there a woman on the scene? But I remained silent. Hamish was not the most subtle of characters and would likely blurt out something highly embarrassing to Jack if he realised how keen I was for even a morsel of information about his best friend, so I changed the subject.


‘So what’s been going on with you, Cuz?’


‘Well, loads,’ he said. ‘I’ve been helping Dad at the butcher’s, which of course he loves and I hate! And Mouse has been painting.’


I looked at her. ‘Painting?’


‘Yes.’ She blushed. ‘I seem to have my mojo back.’


‘I’ll say,’ said Hamish. ‘Her stuff is fantastic!’ She looked embarrassed. ‘Well it is,’ he went on, putting an arm round her, ‘and when she’s not painting she’s in the restaurant working so…I’m helping out here too.’ He beamed at Mouse. ‘It’s the only chance I get to see her.’


She grinned at him. ‘And?’ she prompted.


It was his turn to look coy. ‘Well I have been dabbling in a bit of gardening…’


My eyebrows must have given my surprise away. ‘Really?’ I grinned.


‘Come on!’ he said marching me through to the kitchen, unlocking the huge old back door and thumping it with his hip to get it to creak open onto the postage-stamp-size garden at the back, where we kept wheelie bins and recycling.


‘Tada!’ he said.


Intrigued I popped my head out, not sure what on earth I was looking for.


‘Did you grow those?’ I joked pointing at the two green wheelie bins.


‘Ha ha,’ he said bustling on towards the Victorian lean-to glass house, which had been out of bounds forever as a health hazard and potential death trap, broken panes taped up with old cereal boxes, peeling paint, buckled woodwork and a worrying slant, it had been full of rubbish, dead plants, broken pots, old golf clubs, the black hole of Calcutta, another project that Dad and I failed to get off the ground.


Hamish’s face was fit to split as he opened the door. ‘After you,’ he said bowing. As I stepped inside the smell of verdant, healthy soil hit me, transported me into the secret garden. Laid out before us was an array of leaves, plants, vegetables, herbs, sprouting and reaching in every direction. He flicked on an overhead light, revealing wooden slatted shelves laid out with endless trays and pots of plants. I had no idea what they were, but they smelled fabulous and looked wonderful. The hard lumpy ground, where unwanted items had collected, was now an abundance of foliage and plants. It was magical, a beautiful herb and vegetable garden bursting at the seams.


‘Hamish! My God. I can’t believe my eyes. Did you do all this?’


‘Yes, sir,’ he said grinning from ear to ear.


‘How?’


‘Well to be honest it was Mouse who suggested it.’


‘William and I had to come up with a way to get him out from under our feet,’ she said smiling at him affectionately.


Hamish took up the story. ‘It was a throwaway comment. Mouse was in a real strop one day and told me to make myself useful…so I went outside to huff and it was so damn cold I came in here to keep out of her way and have a think about what she said and well—’ he looked round beaming ‘—you know me and the environment…’


It was his default setting of course. I smiled never happier than surrounded by nature, which was why he had turned his back on corporate life and become an eco warrior. When I thought about it, it made perfect sense.


‘So anyway,’ he went on, ‘I began to experiment a bit and…well found that I rather enjoyed it.’


‘Enjoyed it!’ I exclaimed. ‘It’s like the hanging gardens of Babylon in here, and it’s January!’


He chuckled, delighted that his reveal had worked so well. ‘I had no idea what was possible but with a little heat, light and love…’ He looked at Mouse who was positively glowing as if he was talking about her and these saplings were their children. ‘So one day I hope to supply The Birdie & Bramble with all their herbs and vegetable.’


Mouse laughed. ‘One day,’ she said, patting his arm.


‘OK.’ He grinned. ‘Maybe not yet, but you must admit my kale is a thing of beauty and my herbs—’ he plucked some chives and handed one to me for a chew ‘—are coming on a treat.’


Spikes of rosemary, frills of thyme flower, red pointy chillies, bulbs of purple onion burst forth from the earth; broccoli heads jostled for position.


As I admired his handiwork, he was like a proud father. I looked at him more closely. There was something different about him too, I thought. He stood next to Mouse and the two of them looked at each other grinning from ear to ear.


Love.


They were seriously, hopelessly, unequivocally madly in love.


My travelling, nomadic cousin, always on the move, ever restless, never content, had finally stopped. And he had never looked happier.


No wonder it took me a while to recognise it; it wasn’t a feeling I was familiar with, I admitted with a bitter-sweet pang.


‘Well I am super impressed. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.’


The door swung open again. This time it was Uncle Fraser, Hamish’s lovely dad.


‘Ah! I heard you were back!’ He grinned. The St Andrew grapevine was in top condition as usual. ‘I thought you might be out here with Alan Titchmarsh,’ he said opening his arms. I walked into his robust and welcoming embrace. ‘Och, Maddy, it’s good to have you home. Mary and I want you round for tea first chance you’ve got,’ he said staking his claim.


‘You’re on,’ I said. ‘The thought of Mary’s fish pie has kept me going on many a lonely night.’


‘Fish!’ Uncle Fraser exclaimed. ‘Och, Maddy, I hope you’re not jumping on the no bloody meat bandwagon are you? Think of the family business.’


I laughed. ‘Of course not. So what do you make of this?’ he said releasing me and looking round. ‘I think the boy’s got green fingers…’


‘It’s amazing,’ I said, watching Fraser smile proudly at his son, something I had not witnessed in a long, long time. God a lot can happen in a few months, I thought watching as Hamish snaked his arm round Mouse’s waist and she turned to him with a coy smile.


‘So what are your plans?’ he asked.


‘I’m just back!’ I laughed.


‘Och sorry, hen,’ he said. ‘Listen, come round for your tea soon so we can hear all about it. Mary is dying to see you too.’


‘Thanks,’ I said.


‘Now tell me,’ he said his voice dropping to a stage whisper. ‘How’s William doing?’


‘He is resting and banished from coming near the restaurant until he is well on the road to recovery.’


‘Good. He’s an awfy man for trying to do too much,’ he went on, shaking his head.


Mouse and Hamish nodded. There was a beat of silence.


‘Right!’ boomed Fraser, his voice back to normal volume. ‘I better be getting back.’ He looked at Hamish.


‘Oh OK, Dad, I’m right behind you,’ Hamish said taking the hint, reluctantly retrieving his arm from Mouse’s waist.


Fraser went marching off, Hamish trailing behind, holding Mouse’s adoring gaze until his great tall frame clattered into the doorframe.


‘Oops!’ he said rubbing his stupid head still and staring at Mouse.


‘Bye, Hamish,’ giggled Mouse appreciatively.


Turning to me, she sighed, as I brought her back to reality.


‘Right let’s sit down and you can update me on what the hell has been going on.’




Chapter 3


‘OK first things first.’


Without hesitating Mouse produced a pot of tea, accompanied by two china cups, two saucers and a side plate complete with doily.


I smiled at her. How I had missed this modern millennial woman with the undercurrent of a Victorian, I thought as she dug two Tunnock’s Teacakes out of her voluminous bag and flipped on the fan heater, to warm up the room. Despite my layers of ridiculous clothes, I was bloody freezing. Gratefully sipping the tea and dunking the biscuit I sat back as Mouse filled me in.


After I left William continued building on our early success and The Birdie & Bramble got busier and busier, which was brilliant. Demand for tables resulted in increasing pressure to open for longer hours and for more days.


‘Dad always closed on a Sunday and opened again Monday night,’ I chipped in.


‘I know but William was so determined to make the most of it, so we ended up open seven days and nights a week.’


That level of work was impossible to sustain. It hadn’t crossed my mind Will would continue driving it as hard as that.


It was hard to believe we were talking about the same business that just a few months earlier had been on its knees. When Dad died leaving the restaurant to me, my plan had been sell up and move on ASAP, but when I found out the business was worth bugger all, William – Dad’s right-hand man – had talked me into taking a sabbatical from my London life, to run it with him for the summer season in St Andrews, which happened to culminate in the global bun fight that is the British Open. The method in our madness was to increase the value of the business with a view to selling on a high that autumn. Our plan worked better than any of us could have hoped, and the increase in value proved all the hard graft was well worth it, so we listed it for auction and that was that.


Or so I thought. On the day of the auction thanks to Jack MacPherson (swoon) I discovered I actually owned the building the business was in too. I decided there and then to hang on to the whole thing, making William my business partner. He was thrilled but I cringed as I admitted to myself that it was not entirely altruistic move. Handing over half The Birdie & Bramble to William allowed me to relinquish all my responsibility and travel the world, leaving him in in charge. I was so keen to get going, I honestly hadn’t thought about the practicalities of the day-to-day.


My father had been a passionate advocate of working to live, not living to work, which I sort of assumed was the pace William would adopt once the madness of a summer in St Andrews was over. It was now only too clear this had not been the case.


‘You have to remember,’ said Mouse gently. ‘William is the most honourable man in the world.’


‘No argument there.’ I nodded.


‘And he couldn’t get over the fact you handed over half the business before you left, something he told everyone and anyone who’d listen. You made him so happy, Maddy.’


‘It made me happy too,’ I said truthfully.


‘His way of saying thank you was by doing the best job possible.’


‘But not to the detriment of his health. If it was too much he should have said,’ I argued.


‘Easier said than done. You know what the restaurant business is like. It’s like a drug. When it’s going well the buzz is…like nothing else.’


‘Yeh.’ She was right of course. After all here I was, back in the room, raring to go, living proof.


‘And when I saw we were packed every night, we literally had a queue out the door. The figures were amazing, and we just kept at it, day after day, night after night.’


‘Just the three of you?’


‘We had a few part-timers, so I would get the odd day and night off, as would Hamish, but rarely together and of course William was doing the rota so he made sure he was here every single day.’


‘For God’s sake. Did no-one say anything to him?’


‘We tried in the beginning but he insisted he was fine; he was so determined not to let you down.’


‘He didn’t, he wouldn’t…he couldn’t,’ I said as it was dawning on me: this awful situation was my fault. Dumping the restaurant business in all its complexity and challenges into this poor man’s lap then absconding at speed to the other side of the world without a backward glance.


In the short time we had known each other, I had believed him to be robust, a natural leader who took everything in his stride, but, as with so many other things, I was badly mistaken.


‘I feel sick. I had no idea.’


‘No.’ She patted my hand. ‘None of us did, to be honest – we all had our own shit going on. I had my final degree show, Hamish and I had just got it together and you know what Noel’s like: Mr Discretion. He is so protective over Will, even now he hasn’t said a word to me about it.’


‘God I wish I’d phoned him more often, asked him more questions, listened not talked when I did,’ I said wallowing in self-pity.


‘There’s no point in looking back, Maddy, we are all as guilty as each other. You just think someone is having a bad day, too much coffee, not enough sleep, whatever, and there’s so much else going on. The moment passes and you just keep on keeping on.’


The gravity of the situation was unavoidable. The word ‘stress’ covered a multitude of things, and it was becoming clear William was on the verge – if not in the middle – of a full-on breakdown. Despite Mouse’s words of comfort, I knew the blame for this awful situation was firmly at my door.


I put my head in my hands.


‘Listen, Maddy, this is important: you must not blame yourself. You know William, he cares…he cares too much…always putting others’ needs and wants ahead of his own and, well, he just lost perspective somewhere along the line.’


She looked me, guilt writ large across her face too.


‘I feel shit about it as well. It wasn’t until things were well out of hand that I even noticed. I was so loved up with Hamish, I was mooning about like a love-struck teenager.’


I smiled.


‘I know Noel tried to broach the subject with William in private, only because William would come in and have a rant saying Noel was overprotective and he was fine and that it wasn’t forever, just until you came back.’


I felt sick to the pit of my stomach. I had left without any intention of coming back. I had a one-way ticket round the world and no plans other than self-indulgently swanning round it, in a full-on cliché Julia Roberts Eat Pray Love way. ‘Finding myself’, as William was systematically losing himself.


I felt awful. Gutted, selfish, immature, guilty as hell. I honestly had given little or no thought to William’s predicament, showing scant regard for anyone’s wellbeing but my own.


The realisation of how serious those consequences were was dawning on me.


As if reading my mind Mouse interrupted my long dark plunge into despair.


‘Like I said don’t, blame yourself. William loved his job, the business. God I don’t know how many times he told us the day you made him your partner was the best day of his life. He loved it; he loves you,’ she said seeing my face dropping, and my chin wobbling.


‘What the hell was I playing at?’


‘You weren’t playing at anything. You had just lost your dad. He was your family – no-one will blame you. You had to do what you did. It wasn’t a choice – it was just the way it all panned out.’


I sat back, cringing. If I had taken the time to pick up the phone and talk to William I would surely have gleaned what was going on, but because of the time difference and the pace of life, I just sent my weekly bulletins of nonsense, basically stories about me, me, me, apart from a cursory ‘how are you doing?’ at the top of each email, which he never answered and I never pursued.


In his admittedly much shorter responses, he gave a brief round-up of what had been going on in The Birdie & Bramble but nothing real, personal, about him.


Some bloody friend I was.


‘Listen, Maddy, we told him time and time again to delegate but it’s just not in his nature. He is a self-confessed…’


‘Control freak,’ I said gently thinking of the times we had laughed at that label, not taking the reality of that compulsive behaviour to its natural conclusion.


We sat in silence lost in our thoughts.


‘I know you’re just in the door but have you any idea what you’re going to do?’


‘Yes,’ I said with no hesitation.


Mouse’s eyebrows shot up and her eyes widened. ‘What?’ her voice squeaked.


‘Well.’ I grinned. ‘You know I’ve spent most of my life trying to escape St Andrews.’


‘Yes,’ she said.


I laughed. ‘Well here’s the funny thing… Everywhere I went I compared it to St Andrews, yes the beaches in Thailand were beautiful but the sand wasn’t quite as white as here…or the water in Australia lovely but you take your life in your hands swimming there. I mean who wants to get eaten by a shark or stung by a box jellyfish? And the scenery, the hills in Chile – stunning! But no more rugged and beautiful than The Highlands…’


‘So what are you saying?’


‘What I want, where I belong, the answer was here all along. Right under my nose. Quite why I had to go all the way to the other side of the world to realise it I don’t know.’
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