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About the Book


This is part three in an uplifting four-part serial from bestseller Cathy Bramley.


Love, friendship and family come in all different shapes and sizes. . . . 


Gina has been going with the flow for years – she’d rather have an easy life than face any conflict. She runs her childminding business from her cottage at the edge of The Evergreens, a charming Victorian house and home to three octogenarians who have far too much fun for their age.


But when The Evergreens is put up for sale, Gina and the other residents face losing their home. To protect her business and save her elderly friends from eviction, Gina must make a stand and fight for the first time in her life.


As Gina’s ideas for saving The Evergreens get bigger and bolder, she starts to believe it might just be possible. The only thing is, does she believe in herself?


A Patchwork Family is a heartwarming novel told in four parts, following the challenges and triumphs faced by Gina Moss as she swaps an easy life for a happy one. This is the third part.




Previously in Part Two of A Patchwork Family:


A picnic at The Evergreens for her array of cheeky charges at Welcome Cottage gives Gina an exciting new idea: what if the house could be a place where young and old could fit together?


Her schemes bring her closer to Dexter, one of the people behind the sale of the house. But despite the sparks flying between them, Gina is determined to carry on fighting for her friends, her home and her business.


But now her ambitious ploy to keep The Evergreens from selling has been uncovered, and her budding friendship with Dexter is in tatters. Can Gina learn to believe in herself, and can she and Dexter repair their relationship?


Find out in the third part of A Patchwork Family, Taking Chances . . .




PART THREE


Taking Chances




Chapter One


An hour after finding Dexter’s note on the kitchen table at The Evergreens, I was pacing the floor at Welcome Cottage with my brain in a tizz.


Dexter had left for America and I didn’t know what to do with myself.


I’d known that as soon as there was an offer for The Evergreens, he’d be flying home, but I’d hoped that that wouldn’t be quite yet. I’d also hoped that the offer was going to come from me.


Now, after losing his temper with us, he’d gone without saying goodbye, or letting me apologise for sabotaging the open day. I hadn’t even had chance to tell him that I was seriously interested in buying the house.


If only he’d come to visit Violet earlier, so that we could have met under happier circumstances. Then I’d have known him as her beloved great-nephew and not as the person responsible for evicting two lonely elderly people from the place they called home.


And yet, I couldn’t help but like him.


Oh come on, Gina, admit it, it’s way more than that.


I took a deep breath. Okay, I was attracted to him. I pulled a bobble from my wrist and smoothed my hair back into a ponytail. I remembered that afternoon when he’d baked gingerbread men for everyone and played in the garden with the children. He’d been so natural, so relaxed.


Then there were those moments when we’d been alone together; they’d been anything but relaxing. Every interaction we’d had since our first meeting on the morning of Violet’s funeral had been electrically charged. And then that last evening together, the night before the open day, when we’d saved the baby hedgehog and Lily had spoken those precious words; it had been such a special moment and it had felt really good to smile at him and feel, just for a short time, that we were on the same side.


It couldn’t all be over, it just couldn’t.


I fetched a notebook and pen and sat at the kitchen table, intending to jot down some ideas. I should use this travelling time of his wisely, I decided, so that I could work out what to say to him when he reached his Brooklyn apartment.


My brain was filled with image after image of Dexter like a slideshow: those dark brows, so animated when he talked, with eyes which sparkled like dew on autumn grass; his patience with the children and his gentle spirit, which calmed my soul in a way I hadn’t even been aware of until this second. A man who was taking the very worst version of me back to New York with him.


The church bells began to ring in the distance, their weekly invitation to join the 9 a.m. service. I wasn’t a regular churchgoer, but today I was tempted. Maybe I could slip in among the pews and whisper my apologies and hope that some divine hand would intervene and deliver them to him as his aeroplane crossed the heavens.


I put the pen down. I felt claustrophobic in the warm cottage and wanted to be outside in the autumn sunshine. I strode back down the hall into the porch and wiggled into my trainers. I had a sudden urge to run and stretch my limbs and push myself physically to get rid of all this pent-up energy. I hid the front door key under a big stone and sprinted away from the cottage and away from The Evergreens.


Down the hill I ran, feeling every thud of my feet on the pavement. Left onto the main road, towards the shops, past the sign advertising the village fireworks display and along the stream which skirted the green. Soon my body found its rhythm: arms pumping, legs burning and feet pounding. My chest was tight, my system on overtime as it fought to provide enough blood and oxygen to keep me going. This wasn’t a run; it was a sprint. Not for pleasure, maybe for punishment?


On the edge of my vision I saw a movement, the wave of a hand, and heard a voice call my name. Paige. She was carrying a loaf of bread and a newspaper. I raised my hand but didn’t slow down. I didn’t want to stop and talk. My legs wanted to run and run. Instead I dipped my head, increased speed and changed direction to avoid her.


But today just wasn’t my lucky day; the corner of a loose paving slab took me unawares. As my foot struck it, the slab tilted, my foot rolled outwards and I stumbled sideways.


‘Ouch.’ I stopped, bent double, hands on my hips, hot breath forming clouds in front of me. I circled my ankle cautiously; nothing broken, just twisted.


‘Whoah, Gina, you okay?’ Paige ran across to me, the heels of her boots sinking in the long grass.


‘Yeah, yeah, fine.’ I pointed at the slab. ‘Me being a clumsy oaf. As usual.’


A wave of self-pity washed over me and before I could catch it, a sob escaped.


‘Oh, babe.’ She dropped her bread and newspaper and circled a hand around my back. I turned towards my friend and dropped my chin to my chest.


‘Fancy being my shoulder to cry on?’ I croaked.


She wrapped her arms around me and held on tight, not saying a word as I let the tears fall.


‘Done?’ she asked a couple of minutes later when I’d worked my way through her pocketful of tissues.


I straightened up. ‘Think so. Thanks.’


‘Want to talk about it?’


I shook my head, balling damp tissues into my fist. ‘Tell me something happy instead.’


‘Um.’ She tapped a finger to her cheek. ‘Nigel’s making bacon breakfast. Which doesn’t happen often. Well, grilling bacon at least. I’ve been sent out for supplies.’


I looked at the abandoned loaf on the ground.


She smiled. ‘Exactly. For bacon sandwiches. Trust him to choose something we didn’t have all the ingredients for.’


The thought of being settled and loved and living in a family home, with someone to share a bit of breakfast banter, made me want to cry again. I almost wished I was still married to Eric.


‘Let me try again,’ she said hurriedly, watching my face droop. She led me to a bench and we sat down. ‘Oh yes, everyone at the pub was talking about the escapades at The Evergreens yesterday. Stanley and Maria were regaling us with your adventures. Sounds like it didn’t go down too well with the new lord of the manor.’


‘Oh, Paige,’ I groaned. ‘I’ve made a monumental cock-up.’


She looked confused. ‘But I thought your sabotage was a success?’


‘The thing is I really like Dexter,’ I bit my lip. ‘I mean, really like him.’


Paige’s eyebrows shot up. ‘I thought he was the enemy?’


‘He was.’ I managed a sheepish smile. ‘But now I’m probably his enemy. And he left under a cloud this morning to go back to the States, saying he knows where he’s not welcome; and I feel awful. He doesn’t know that I’d like to buy The Evergreens, and I doubt he’d believe how I felt about him now anyway.’


Paige’s forehead creased. ‘Dexter hasn’t gone.’


‘He has.’ My breathing had returned to normal and I could feel my muscles cooling. I rubbed my arms to keep warm. ‘He left a note. He’s changed his flight so he could leave today, packed his bags and gone.’


She shook her head. ‘I’ve just seen him about twenty minutes ago on my way to get the bread. Looking very down in the dumps.’


My insides clenched. ‘Did you see him get into a taxi?’


She frowned. ‘No taxi. I just assumed he was going walking. He had a backpack on. He went that way.’ She pointed across the green towards the path which led to the river. ‘Why don’t you go and tell him what you just told me, that ought to cheer him up.’


I blinked slowly, processing what she’d said.


‘Gina?’ She gave me a shove. ‘Hurry. What are you waiting for?’


I gripped Paige’s hand. ‘Thanks – I owe you one.’


And then I was running. Faster than I’ve ever run in my life.


‘About that,’ Paige yelled. ‘I want a job working at The Evergreens. For you!’


‘You’re on,’ I shouted back, my laughter and my words getting caught on the air.


I’d never loved my friend more. I loved her confidence in me, I loved the certainty she had that Dexter would be pleased to see me, but most of all I loved that I was still in with a chance to try and reverse the mess I’d made.




Chapter Two


My feet churned up clouds of copper leaves as I headed out of the village, practically leaping over the stile onto the footpath. I ducked my head through the low-hanging branches of the hawthorn copse, and kept up my pace, hoping that his twenty-minute head start wouldn’t prove too much for me to catch up with. Maybe he hadn’t gone far at all, maybe he was meditating, like the first time I’d met him. My heart thundered against my chest as I cleared the trees; I ran into the open and incredibly there he was. Right in front of me.


‘Dexter!’ I skidded to a halt, only just avoiding a collision and staggered backwards, gasping for breath.


‘Whoah!’ He grabbed my arms to steady me. ‘Gina?’


‘Thank goodness!’ Relief washed over me like a tidal wave. Before my brain caught up with my body, I launched myself at him.


‘Oof!’ said Dexter as I crushed him to me in a tight hug. He pulled his headphones out from his ears and pocketed his phone. ‘Are you all right?’


‘More than all right!’ I leaned back so I could see him, still catching my breath. ‘I found you! I didn’t think I would. I thought I’d missed you, I thought I was too late. And I haven’t and I’m so glad.’


A wave of emotion brought tears so close to the surface that my voice had gone wobbly.


‘You were looking for me?’ He raised his eyebrows.


I nodded, relinquishing him from my grasp. ‘I read the note you left in the kitchen and Paige said she saw you head this way and I wanted to say goodbye properly.’


‘Ah, I see.’ A muscle in his cheek twitched. ‘I thought it was better to just leave and get out of everyone’s way. I’ve got a taxi picking me up from the village green in fifteen minutes. I was on my way back there now to wait for it.’


I thanked my lucky stars; I could have so easily missed this chance to talk. If I hadn’t gone for a run, if I hadn’t bumped into Paige. And now he was here in touching distance. I’d get my opportunity to explain and I was determined to make the most of it.


‘Before you go, can we talk?’ I held my breath waiting for a reply.


After a brief hesitation, he shrugged. ‘Sure. Sorry, but I really don’t I have long.’


I gave him a swift smile. ‘I’ll make it quick.’


We began to walk, side by side, the sleeve of my sweatshirt brushing against his jacket. On his back was a large rucksack. I smiled to myself, remembering that first glimpse I’d had of him; I’d thought he was homeless. And possibly dead.


We passed a couple of narrowboats and had a quick chat with a lady who was sitting on the steps clasping a mug with curls of steam rising from it. Faded bunting fluttered in the breeze; on the deck there were pots of herbs, a woodpile and a short washing line hung with two pairs of knickers and four socks.


‘Do you sometimes wish your life was as simple as that?’ I said once we were out of earshot.


‘You don’t know it is simple,’ he said, amused. ‘She could be having a few days away from her job as a rocket engineer. Or she could be keeping a low profile while the scars after her latest facelift fade. Or she could have murdered her husband and dropped him overboard piece by piece as she travels the English waterways.’


‘You’d never guess you’re a writer.’


He smiled, that big open smile, which made me smile too. ‘Occupational hazard. Always on the lookout for a story.’


‘Talking of which, look.’ I nodded towards the place I’d found him meditating. ‘Here we are again. The place of our first meet-cute.’


‘You can only have one meet-cute,’ Dexter said. ‘It literally means the start of two characters’ love story. You can’t meet someone for the first time twice.’


‘And I suppose the cute bit is out of the window now that you’re really mad with me,’ I said with a sigh. ‘Which is understandable, by the way. But the thing is, there’s stuff I haven’t told you. And if I don’t tell you now then you’ll disappear off to the other side of the world thinking the worst of me.’


He stared at me oddly. ‘I’m not really mad with you.’


I was so wrapped up in getting my own words unravelled in my head, I didn’t take in what he’d said; I turned to him, and took his hands in mine.


‘Dexter, I’m so, so sorry for what we did yesterday. We – I acted selfishly. There was no malice behind my actions, despite what you might think. It was purely self-preservation. It started with one tiny idea of sabotage and it just snowballed.’


I paused. Dexter’s face was unreadable but his eyes were locked on mine as he waited and listened.


‘When you came to the cottage with the hedgehog, it was such a lovely moment. You were so good with Lily and Isabel, and then Lily spoke for the first time since being at my house. Cat was overjoyed, by the way. And you and I got on so well that I very nearly called the whole thing off. I regret it more than you’ll ever know. It was wrong and I’m sorry. Again.’
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