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Chapter One


‘I can’t believe you’ve been left in the lurch to go on your own.’


Hannah Reynolds took the opportunity that a queue of traffic offered to look fleetingly at her own expression in the rear-view mirror of her untidy car. At thirty-five, she still managed to look like a schoolgirl who’d been told off – again – for talking in class. She rolled her eyes. Somehow the girl she’d been, though, had been replaced with a pretty-ish (her own estimation – trying to embrace the whole love yourself movement on Instagram) woman with a tangle of dark brown curls (and a sprinkling of sneaky greys).


Traffic began to shift, slowly, and she waved with gratitude as a lorry driver held back, giving her space to move left into the lane that fed into the Oxford turn-off. Meanwhile, her friend Katie was still grumbling her disapproval through the hands-free phone.


‘You’re too bloody soft, that’s your problem.’


‘I know,’ Hannah said patiently. She didn’t really think she was. If you asked her – which the loving but strident Katie didn’t, very often – she’d admit that she could be a bit of a pushover, but that she stood up for what mattered. And if that meant that Phil, her salesman husband who worked increasingly ridiculous hours, couldn’t make it to her Aunt Jess’s funeral and she had to go alone, well, that was just what happened in modern families. Or that’s what she told herself, at least.


‘But Phil had work. Ben has an exam. The last thing he needs is any more trouble at school.’


A picture of Ben earlier this morning – rucksack slung casually over his shoulder, the mop of dark curls he’d inherited from her hanging over his eyes – popped into her head. It was a source of constant amazement to her that she had a fifteen-year-old son, when she still didn’t feel like a proper grown-up herself. But somehow the little boy had grown into a hulking six-foot teenager with a fine line in sarcastic humour and an increasing propensity for getting into trouble, both in and out of school.


‘I’m just saying that if someone in Phil’s family had died, you’d have been there no matter what.’


Hannah rolled her eyes again. Katie was right. Of course she was right.


‘Yes, I would. I’m the sucker, he’s an idiot, that’s the end of it.’


She knew precisely how the conversation was going to go – and Katie, who was like a dog with a bone about these things, wasn’t going to give up.


‘Oh come on, don’t get arsey.’ Katie’s tone softened slightly.


‘I’m not. Bloody hell!’ She swore as a motorcyclist swerved suddenly in front of her, so she had to slam on the brakes. ‘Not you, a maniac on a bike.’


‘I did wonder.’ Katie laughed. ‘Look, I love Phil. I think he’s a perfectly nice husband and father, and all that stuff. I just love you more, and it makes me cross that you’ve somehow made a career out of being the easy-going one.’


Don’t come round here with your undeniable logic, Hannah thought, shaking her head.


‘Just maybe for once think about putting yourself first? For me?’


‘Deal.’ Even as she said it, she knew that the chances of that happening were vanishingly small. Katie knew exactly the same – after all, they’d all been friends since secondary school, growing up together in the Manchester suburbs. The difference was that while Katie had made something of her life, Hannah had somehow ended up pretty much where they’d started off, with only the stretch marks and frown lines of motherhood to show for it.


‘Right. Got to go. Speak later. Love you!’


It was easy for Katie, Hannah reflected, turning off the motorway and watching as the green of the countryside was replaced with the sprawling outskirts of Oxford. She was on her own, no children, had a brilliant job as head of research at a huge multinational company, and didn’t take any shit. She’d been working on not taking any shit since she left university, graduating with a first (of course) and climbing the ladder with a dogged determination to succeed.


It wasn’t quite so easy to start not taking any shit at the age of thirty-five, when you’d had a lifetime of being the lovely, obliging one. Hannah ran through the mental list of things she’d put aside for one reason or another. Oxford always brought this hankering out in her. Years ago, when she’d found out she was pregnant at nineteen – in the first term of her degree – she’d put aside her ambition to be a professor of literature among the dreaming spires and instead married Phil, her sixth-form sweetheart, who’d been slogging away at a business studies degree at a red-brick uni in Lancashire. He had carried on his studies while she got a job working part-time at a nursery school, and when Ben was born she’d taken him to work, popped him in the baby room and fed him on her breaks. Logical, methodical, reliable. These were the words people used to describe her. They weren’t bad things, though. That was what she consoled herself with.


The grey sky split apart and the city was lit with a shaft of bright, pale sunlight as she drove down the road, the golden stone soaking up the light as if it was the least it deserved. The hotel was situated down a pretty tree-lined driveway – an old manor house that looked over a meadow full of cows grazing incongruously opposite a row of tattered shops and student houses. She parked the car, hauled her overnight bag out of the boot and headed inside to check in.


If there was one thing the Reynolds family did well – excelled at, in fact – it was funerals. In the foyer of the hotel, she could see an assortment of distant friends and relations – most of whom she hadn’t seen since her mother’s funeral two years before. They looked up on seeing her, greeting her with warm smiles of welcome.


‘No Phil today?’


‘Is he following on?’ Her cousin Andy lifted his chin and looked at her over the top of his pint of Guinness.


‘He’s working. Can’t get away. Last-minute thing.’ She pressed her lips together and waited.


‘Oh, what a shame. And Ben?’


‘School. An exam.’ I’m going to have this conversation about eighteen times before the service, Hannah thought to herself, smiling politely and pointing in the direction of the reception desk. ‘Just going to check in.’


‘Hannah Reynolds,’ she said, taking out a credit card and handing it across to the girl behind the desk.


‘And will Mr Reynolds be joining you later?’


She suppressed a small roar of fury.


‘Not today,’ she said politely. ‘Not this time.’


The funeral was just as moving as she expected. Tears – because Aunt Jess, Hannah’s mother’s sister, was only seventy-eight, no age at all, as everyone was telling themselves. Laughter – because her daughter Beth, who was as exuberant, loud and chatty as ever – had put together a photo montage set to music which made everyone snort with amusement at the things Jess had got up to. Hannah had swallowed back the enormous lump in her throat that formed the moment she saw a picture of Jess standing arm in arm with her sister, Hannah’s mum. They’d been best friends. Being an only child meant Hannah had missed out on that kind of bond herself.


Washing her hands in the bathroom before the buffet, she thought about Ben and the troubles he’d been having at school. If he’d had a sibling, would things have been different? If they hadn’t been shuttled from London to Inverness, and then to Manchester, would he have been more settled? If she’d tried harder to find out why she couldn’t get pregnant again – well – no. That wasn’t really her fault. She’d tried. She’d taken the vitamins and eaten all the things they’d recommended and bloody Phil had taken it into his head that it couldn’t possibly be his fault because somehow it had to be her problem, not his, but . . .


‘You okay? Look like you’re miles away.’


Hannah looked up, seeing her cousin Beth’s reflection in the mirror. She shook her head. She was lost in her own self-absorbed thoughts, and here was Beth, who’d just lost her mum, asking if she was all right.


She turned, reaching out to give Beth a hug. ‘I’m fine. How are you? It was a lovely service, wasn’t it?’


Beth gave an irreverent snort, which made Hannah laugh. ‘Everyone always says that, don’t they? Imagine if we did a TripAdvisor for funerals. 1/10 – terrible boring ceremony, shit food. 4/10 – sandwiches delicious, guests mind-numbing.’


Hannah giggled. ‘You know what I mean.’


‘I do. Phil didn’t decide to drop everything at the last minute and make a surprise appearance, I see.’


‘Don’t you start.’ Hannah shook her head.


‘He doesn’t deserve you, you know.’


‘That’s what I’m always telling him.’ She wasn’t, actually. She followed Beth back to the function room, where everyone was milling about drinking slightly warm white wine and eating sandwiches. Beth had a word with the woman behind the bar and returned with a chilled bottle of Pinot Grigio.


‘Let’s sneak off outside. I can’t do any more of this polite conversation. I want to hear everything that’s going on.’ She tipped an unwise amount of wine into Hannah’s glass. ‘Shame Ben couldn’t have made it – he and Lauren haven’t seen each other in years . . . What?’


Hannah indicated the glass with a nod of her head. ‘I’m going to be over the limit tomorrow at this rate.’


‘Bollocks.’ Beth poured herself a similarly huge glass. ‘So, little cousin, what’s going on in your world?’


‘You’ve just lost your mum,’ Hannah began. ‘We shouldn’t be talking about me.’


It was lovely to spend some time with Beth. Growing up without siblings, the two of them had developed a close bond despite their apparent differences. She and Beth were opposites in so many ways – Beth had always been a magnet for gossip, bold as brass, not afraid to say what she thought and upset people. Hannah, on the other hand, had done pretty much anything she could for an easy life.


‘I’m not being funny, but I’ve been losing her for a year and a half. Cancer is evil. Honestly, by the end, it was like waiting for a bloody train that’s hours late. She hated it, I hated it. I lost her ages ago, not last month.’ Beth shook her head in a gesture of frustration.


‘I know, but . . .’


‘Honestly, it’s a relief to talk about something other than funeral arrangements, medication deliveries and Macmillan nurses, amazing though they are. I feel like my life’s been completely subsumed by cancer for the last eighteen months.’


‘Okay.’ Hannah took a large mouthful of wine and looked out across the terrace. ‘So weird that there are cows just there in the middle of the city.’


‘I know. It’s like being back in the village, except with all the glorious advantages of actual civilization.’


‘I thought you loved living in Little Maudley?’


‘I do.’ Beth looked thoughtful. ‘Well, I did. But I’ve been back and forth so much, and – I dunno, it’s just all this has made me realize I want something more.’ She gazed out of the window again, looking out at the city that stretched into the distance.


‘What about Lauren?’


‘Even more so her.’


As if she’d heard her name, Lauren appeared – tall, willowy, impossibly glamorous in a short black form-fitting dress, her hair tumbling down her back in perfectly coiffed curls.


‘Do you mind if me and Ellie go into town?’ She gave Hannah a brief smile. They’d kissed hello before the service, Hannah marvelling at how tall and assured her niece seemed. It was a far cry from the childhood days when Lauren and Ben would run around the garden in their waterproofs, covered in mud.


‘I think that’s fair enough.’ Beth reached for her phone and tapped on the screen. ‘There, I’ve transferred some money to your account. Go and get a Wagamama’s or something.’


‘Thanks, Mum.’ Lauren’s face brightened. ‘You’re a star.’


‘I’m a sucker, is what I am.’ Beth blew her daughter a kiss and she and Hannah watched as Lauren headed back inside and linked arms with her identically glamorous friend. They sashayed off across the room and headed into the city centre.


‘God, we weren’t that self-assured when we were eighteen, were we?’


‘No chance.’ Beth chuckled. ‘But that’s partly why I’ve decided I’m moving through here. She needs something more than the village has to offer.’


‘Moving to Oxford? What about the shop?’


‘I just need to find someone to take it over. It’s not exactly rocket science.’ Beth rubbed her ear thoughtfully and then pulled off her earrings, shoving them into the pocket of her bag. ‘I hate being dressed up for things like this.’


‘You two are like chalk and cheese.’ Hannah tipped her head in the direction of the door where Lauren had just been, wafting expensive-smelling perfume.


‘You’re not joking. How did I give birth to someone who looks like she should be on Love Island, when I’m happiest in a pair of jeans and Converse?’


‘How did I give birth to a football genius, when neither I nor Phil can figure out the offside rule and grass pitches give me raging hay fever?’


‘Being a parent is weird.’


‘It definitely is.’ Hannah tipped her glass forward and chinked it against the edge of her cousin’s in a toast of agreement.


‘Mum was saying a while back that you’d been having some trouble with Ben?’


Hannah ran a hand through her hair, pushing it back off her face in the gesture she always used when she was stressed or thinking. She’d been doing it so much of late, she half expected to find long strands of it coming away in her hand.


‘He’s just fifteen. Very fifteen.’


Beth nodded in the way that only another parent, or a teacher, could. ‘I get it.’


‘There’s a group of lads that live near us – he hangs around with them after school – they’re not exactly focused on their education. In fact, they seem to be more focused on what mischief they can get up to, if you know what I mean.’


‘Drugs?’ Beth widened her eyes in horror.


‘No.’ Hannah shook her head vehemently. ‘But we’ve had a bit of under-age drinking, and . . .’


‘Do you remember getting plastered at Grandma and Grandpa Miller’s silver wedding?’ Beth interrupted, to Hannah’s relief. The catalogue of Ben’s misdemeanours was growing weekly, and driving down the motorway with only the radio for company had given her time to think about what was going on.


Hannah laughed. ‘Yes I do.’


‘A bit of drinking isn’t the end of the world – even if he is under age.’ Beth raised an eyebrow. ‘I’ve had all sorts of nonsense with Lauren. It’s what they do.’


‘No, I know. But getting picked up by the police for shoplifting with the same gang of lads is more of a problem.’ Hannah’s shoulders dropped slightly. The relief of saying it out loud, when until now she’d been keeping it secret from absolutely everyone, was huge.


‘Ohhh.’ Beth made a face. ‘He did not?’


‘Oh, he did.’ Hannah shook her head. ‘And worse still, because he’s got as much nous as me when it comes to stuff like that, the others got away and it was all pinned on him.’


‘My God.’


‘I know. So the school got involved, and social services came to visit to make sure I was doing a good enough job of parenting—’


‘Er, hello – what about Phil?’


‘Oh yeah, him too – only he was working as usual, so it all sort of fell down to me.’


‘Of course. Honestly, Han, you’re like a single parent with none of the advantages.’


‘There are advantages?’


‘Course there bloody are. Nobody hogging the duvet, nobody farts in bed after they’ve eaten parsnips with Sunday dinner, I get the remote to myself, and—’


‘You wouldn’t like to meet someone?’


Beth poured them both another – equally huge – glass of wine. ‘Course I would. Don’t think it hasn’t crossed my mind when I think about moving through here.’ She waggled her eyebrows. ‘Online dating in Little Maudley isn’t exactly up to much. I reckon there’s a far better chance of finding someone gorgeous and rich and charming in the middle of the city, don’t you?’


‘Well, that’s the theory, anyway. Can’t say it’s worked that well for half my friends back home – they’re always complaining that everyone on the dating sites is either married or commitment-phobic.’


‘I’ll take my chances. A bit of action wouldn’t go amiss,’ said Beth, making them both giggle.


‘So how exactly are you planning this escape from country life?’


‘Oh, it’s simple,’ Beth said, pulling a face. ‘All I have to do is find someone to take over the village shop, move our stuff to Mum’s place, and we’re sorted.’


‘Surely it’s not that hard to find someone to take over the shop?’ Hannah followed the Facebook page for Beth’s shop. It seemed like the hub of the little village community, and her cousin clearly ran it with military efficiency.


‘You’d think.’ Beth shook her head. ‘But Little Maudley is a bit – well . . .’


‘Stuck up?’ Hannah hadn’t visited for years, but what she remembered of the village was a picture-postcard community with not a single stem of lavender out of place.


Beth snorted and shook her head. ‘Particular is the word I was going to use. They have a lot of opinions about everything.’


‘But it is lovely.’


‘It is. But there’s a weird arrangement where I’ve got the lease on the post office building, but the shop sort of belongs to the village.’


‘How does that work?’


‘It’s a co-op. Long, very complicated story. Anyway, Flo runs the cafe – so that bit is fine – and I run the shop. We’ve even got an author-in-residence.’


‘Very posh. How come?’


‘She moved to the village a couple of years ago after she got divorced – fell in love with it after reading about the telephone box library. Anyway, she’s got two kids at secondary school and can’t get any work done at home, so she comes and sits at the table in the corner of the cafe and writes.’


‘That’s so gorgeous.’ Hannah rested her chin in her hands and – definitely feeling the effect of the wine – closed her eyes. It sounded like the life she’d always dreamed of, and yet somehow she was stuck in a semi-detached 1930s house in suburban Manchester with a husband who hadn’t even texted to see how the funeral had gone, and . . .


‘You could always come and run it.’


Hannah’s eyes snapped open.


‘What?’


‘Oh my God.’ Beth sat up and clapped her hands together, excitedly. ‘I was joking, but – actually, it’d be perfect. You want to get Ben away from those dodgy lads. There’s nothing like that goes on in Little Maudley.’


‘From what you’ve said, there’s nothing goes on in Little Maudley full stop,’ Hannah teased.


‘Well yes, that’s true as well, but – oh, this is a genius idea – Phil travels for work, right?’


‘He does.’ The tiniest glimmer of excitement was kindling somewhere deep in Hannah’s stomach. She could feel it warming her – or was that the wine?


‘So,’ Beth said, building on her idea, ‘it doesn’t actually matter where he lives, because he doesn’t have an office to commute to, does he?’


‘Well, no . . .’ Hannah said slowly. ‘No. He doesn’t.’


‘Come and see the shop tomorrow on the way home.’ Beth looked about fourteen again, her face lit up with excitement. ‘Will you?’


The thought of escaping to an idyllic Cotswolds village was heavenly. Hannah visualized the rolling fields and a blue sky studded with fluffy white clouds, and the warm honey stone of the cottages that nestled into the hill surrounding the beautiful old church in Little Maudley. Living there would be like living in an episode of some heartwarming Sunday-night TV drama.


And then she shook herself, and reality asserted itself once again. That sort of thing didn’t happen to her.


‘I can’t just turn our lives upside down and move us to a village in the Cotswolds on a whim.’


‘Why not? Life’s short,’ Beth said, shaking her head. ‘Seriously. Look at our family history. Both our mothers died young. We could have popped our clogs by the time we’re seventy. Do you want to spend the rest of it wondering what might have been?’


Hannah exhaled, slowly. For another moment, she let herself imagine how it would feel if, for once in their lives, she and Phil did something because she wanted to, not because it was good for his career, or because they were doing the right thing. There was absolutely no way she could just up sticks and move to another part of the country. Or was there? They’d done it lots of times in the past. Yes, she had friends in Manchester, but it wasn’t like emigrating to Australia or something.


‘Fine.’ She put her glass down on the table and crossed her arms decidedly. ‘I’ll come tomorrow and have a look. But just a look.’


Beth did a fist pump of delight. ‘Yes.’


‘Just a look!’


‘I reckon our mums would be impressed.’ Beth raised a glass and chinked the edge of Hannah’s almost empty one.


‘Maybe.’ Hannah chewed her lip, thoughtfully. She was already thinking of all the reasons it couldn’t possibly work. By tomorrow, she’d have managed to convince herself it was just a pipe dream – but for now, she decided, she’d go with it. If nothing else, it had made Beth happy, and that mattered most of all, today of all days.









Chapter Two


There were two phones on the kitchen table and both were buzzing insistently. Jake picked them up, switched them both to silent and tossed them back onto the scrubbed oak where they slid like bobsleighs, colliding as they crashed into a glass bowl full of gleaming red apples.


The kitchen was spotless – thanks to Jenna, his cleaner – which meant there was absolutely nothing to do. He picked up an apple and bit into it, gazing at the view of rolling Cotswold countryside that stretched out before him. It was a far cry from a council estate in Manchester, where he’d spent his childhood kicking a ball about in the narrow close between the rows of red-brick houses after school. Or – he gave a rueful smile, thinking of his attendance record – instead of school, sometimes. Most of the time he’d dodged class, preferring to hang out with the older lads from the estate who’d finished at sixteen and were supposed to be on youth training schemes. That had mainly meant hanging around, drinking rank-tasting cheap cider and catcalling any girls who happened to pass by the scruffy patch of grass where they all congregated.


Imagine if Tommo could see him now. He hitched a hip up onto the kitchen counter and surveyed the room. There was – as was de rigueur in the Home Counties – an Aga, a massive lump of steel that made the room unbearably baking hot in summer and somehow managed to be completely unreliable when it came to cooking anything. Two shiny white Belfast sinks, complete with expensive satin chrome accessories. An island, shelves stacked with tasteful white crockery. Diana, his most recent ex-girlfriend, had spent months getting the place sorted to her taste – which suited Jake, who didn’t really have any opinions on which tiles they should use as a splashback or whether they should go chunky or smooth for the glassware. He’d gone along with it, because he was still reeling from the shock of walking away from the game.


Lots of players approached their career as a pyramid: they started at the bottom, climbed their way to the peak and then headed back down through smaller teams, not caring about the money or the plaudits but just wanting the chance to do what they loved. But Jake’s shock injury had put paid to that. He reached down, absent-mindedly rubbing the side of his shin. The freak accident in a game against Manchester United had made front-page news – the internet devouring the hideous, sickening moment when two players collided with him at the same time in a sliding tackle that ended everything. Months of physio had made it clear he would never make it back to the top of his game, and so he made the executive decision to walk away, let his team find another defender and retire gracefully.


‘I’ve met someone else’ wasn’t really part of the deal. He’d loved Diana, almost. She was pretty and efficient, even if she did have a steely determination that made him feel slightly odd. She was the perfect woman for a player to have on his arm – sleek blonde hair, tall, leggy, always immaculately dressed. The sort of woman that twelve-year-old Jake would have had eyes on stalks for.


‘Someone else where?’


‘Does that matter?’ She’d popped a cherry in her mouth and smiled beguilingly, which made him feel uncomfortable.


‘I don’t suppose so.’ He’d shrugged. ‘I just – I thought we were a thing?’


‘We were,’ she said, ruefully. ‘But I met Adam, and . . .’


Adam Leyland was captain of another Premier League team. Tall, with close-cropped black hair and a slightly menacing air (he’d been red-carded on more occasions than his manager cared to recall), there’d been no love lost between him and Jake. One night at a sponsors’ dinner he’d made a beeline for Diana and made it pretty clear that he’d set her in his sights. She’d feigned innocent obliviousness, but he’d noticed that after that she’d started keeping a close watch on her phone and her nights out with the girls had increased twofold. And then the accident had happened, and when he was rushed into surgery she’d been nowhere to be seen. His agent had promised – as he was wheeled away, blanching with pain and yet completely out of it on gas and air – that he’d get hold of her while Jake was under.


‘I’m sorry, mate,’ Max had said later, pushing a hand through his slicked-back pale blond hair. ‘Tried everywhere, couldn’t get an answer. I spoke to Charlotte and she said she thought she was off on some silent retreat.’


Jake had closed his eyes, still nauseous from the anaesthetic, and slipped back into unconsciousness.


You’d have thought that losing your career would be enough to contend with – that, and the stuff from his past that was always lurking at the edges, waiting to pop up and ruin everything – but no. The next day, Diana had appeared at the private hospital on the edge of Oxford where he was recuperating in a room that would put a five-star hotel to shame. She’d blushed prettily and placed a hand-tied bunch of flowers on the side table, fiddling with the ribbon that held them together, then turned to face him.


‘Sorry, honey, I was—’


And in that split second he knew. ‘. . . With Adam Leyland?’


‘On a mindfulness retreat,’ she finished, lamely. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear in a way that reminded him of when they’d first met, and he felt a knot tighten in his gut.


He raised an eyebrow. He was propped up on a stack of pillows, his knackered leg still raised and pinned in three places. He felt puffy and agitated and desperate for a workout to help clear his head, but of course the chances of that were non-existent.


And then it had all spilled out. The thing about Diana was, she was an uncomplicated soul – what his friend Gerry, who worked in the city and had a mind like a sly, calculating ferret, would have called more beauty than brains. So it seemed perfectly logical to her that she’d met someone else and now was the time to pursue it, even if it was right in the middle of Jake’s entire life falling apart.


So here he was now, looking around the kitchen that was decorated to her specification, wondering if he should rip the whole lot out and start again. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t afford it; even now, when the sponsorship deals and the exciting evening invitations had dried up, he still had enough money in the bank, not to mention tied up in wisely chosen investments, not to have to worry about being skint ever again. It was a strange feeling. But even so, there was always a nagging fear that something might go wrong. Every time he picked up his wallet and pulled out his card to pay for something, a fleeting reminder of how it had felt growing up would rise, the feelings starting in his gut and filling him with a gnawing discomfort that maybe all this was ephemeral, and one day he’d end up back in Manchester in the tiny boxroom where he’d started.


Football was a fickle game, and he’d had enough of it. Eighteen months on, he’d recovered to what any normal man would consider full fitness – but to an ex-pro footballer, he was still constantly irritated by what he couldn’t do rather than satisfied with what he could. Talking of which – he checked his watch – it was time to get out for a run.


He pulled on his trainers and headed out down the long, tree-lined drive. Thick post-and-rail fencing had replaced the rusting iron that had been there when he bought the house three years ago, and behind it grazed a flock of sheep belonging to Jack, the farmer who rented the fifty acres that had come along with the house. Back in the past, the house had boasted a stable yard, a working dairy farm and a collection of farm workers’ cottages where the employees all lived. Those had dwindled away over the years following the war, but Greenhowes was still known as the Big House to the residents of Little Maudley, the nearest village.


During the Second World War the house had been requisitioned and used as a hospital for injured servicemen, with its owners happily mucking in and doing their bit to help men who’d been broken apart in ways that made Jake’s double break and countless pins look like a walk in the park. But after that, the family who owned it had fallen victim to death duties and crippling maintenance bills. Eventually, when the heir of the estate had been faced with a bill for a new roof that would have completely cleaned him out, he’d simply walked away, claiming bankruptcy. After that, the place had stood empty for almost ten years.


There was something about the dilapidated, filthy, totally unloved manor house which had appealed to Jake. He’d been advised to invest in property – and his last contract had seen him earning more money per day than anyone in his family had ever known in a year. Even if he’d known where she was, it was too late to help his mother – nobody could do that, it seemed. But he’d already set his aunty Jane up in a villa in Spain where she lived quite contentedly with Shaun, her second husband, and an assortment of sleek vizslas who lay about by the side of the pool with their tails wagging contentedly. She wanted for nothing, which after the years she’d spent working as a cleaner to pay for his football boots and his game subs was the least Jake could do.


His cousin Lisa was living in an expensive detached house on an estate in Cheshire, where she was experiencing the whole WAG lifestyle by proxy. She’d featured in The Real Housewives of Cheshire and ran an exclusive and high-class beauty therapy clinic as her business, with not a perfectly smooth and beautifully coloured hair out of place. Her forehead, Jake reflected with a smile, was also perfectly smooth, thanks to an overly enthusiastic Botox administration by a new nurse at the clinic. She’d come on FaceTime the other day and it had been a good five minutes before he’d been able to stop crying with laughter at her frozen expression.


He took a left at the top of the drive, heading up the hill towards the far edge of the village. It was the edge of summer – just at that point in July where the leaves hadn’t yet begun to fade and curl at the tips, and the sunlight was bright and yellow and clear. Stepping away from the game had given him time to notice things he’d never had a chance to before, and he revelled in it.


He’d fallen for the character of the old place and chosen the workmen who were charged with renovating it accordingly. He didn’t want the cheapest or the fastest – he wanted people who could see the bones of the house and wanted to restore her (in his head, somehow, he knew that Greenhowes was female) back to her former glory. And so it had happened, piece by piece: ancient wooden balustrades polished with loving hands back to a soft gleam, the wooden fire surrounds and their tiled mantels glowing in winter as logs crackled in the grate. It was almost there, now – the perfect combination of comfortable old house style and all mod cons.


It had been almost perfect, until that night. Then he’d broken his leg, lost his job, lost his contract, lost his girlfriend. And now here he was, living mortgage-free in a house big enough for a family of ten, all by himself. Or he had been, until—


As if he’d summoned her, the phone rang again.


‘Where are you?’


Sarah’s voice came through his airpods. He kept a steady pace, running up the hill towards the village, determined that he wasn’t going to be interrupted this time.


‘Just out for a run.’


‘I’m feeling a bit – stressy.’


He puffed out a breath and tried to keep his pace. But he could already feel the tug of responsibility pulling him back towards the house and a moment later he paused, putting fisted hands to his eyes in frustration, and turned on his heel.


‘I’ll be there in five.’


‘Thank you,’ said a whispered voice.









Chapter Three


It wasn’t often that Hannah had a night of uninterrupted sleep in a hotel room – in fact, she reflected, sitting in the hotel restaurant looking out over the terrace and the ever-present cows, she couldn’t remember it ever happening before. She and Phil had been together since their teens, and then Ben had come along. Despite their closeness, her mum hadn’t been one to offer much in the way of childcare – always busy with work or socializing – and so they’d tended to operate as a fairly tight-knit band of three.


So last night she’d lain starfish-shaped and luxuriating in the middle of the huge king-size bed and then woken in her own time at eight thirty this morning, not wondering about school runs or PE kit or lunch money. She didn’t even have a headache, which was miraculous given how much wine she and Beth had put away.


See you at the shop whenever.


The message from Beth was waiting on her phone. She felt a bit uncomfortable. There was no way of getting out of it, not without hurting her cousin’s feelings. But the truth was that she’d woken up knowing that last night’s conversation had been one of those ridiculous ‘what if we won the lottery?’ chats that you know will never lead to anything. She had a home in Manchester – Ben had school. Phil wouldn’t contemplate a move, not even for a second. There was no way she could expect the whole world of their little family to revolve around one of her whims, no matter how amazing it would be to live in a picture-perfect village and run a little shop.


Now, though, eating her bacon and eggs, she felt the possibilities stir in her head. She’d never asked for anything in the course of their fifteen years together. She’d been pliant and easy-going, dealt with Phil’s moves and coped admirably with everything life had thrown at them. Maybe it was her time now, with Ben aged fifteen and on the verge of growing up. Maybe she’d have a look and allow herself the luxury of imagining what it would feel like to live another life. It couldn’t do any harm, could it?


She checked out and drove north up the A34. This whole area was such a contrast to the uniformity of the 1930s streets where she lived. The fields were busy with tractors chugging away, and the landscape was rolling and bucolic – like something from a poem. She followed the instructions of her satnav and shortly afterwards found herself on the road leading to Little Maudley. It curved around, wending its way over a river. She crossed a bridge, drove up the hill, dipped back down into the valley and waited at one side of another pretty stone bridge as yet another tractor trundled across, the farmer in the cab giving her a wave of acknowledgement. It felt as far removed from Manchester life as it was possible to get.


And then she passed the sign that welcomed careful drivers to Little Maudley, and squeezed her foot on the brake in an involuntary motion. A man walking two shaggy-looking red setters gave her a knowing smile and she drove on. Two neat rows of honey-coloured terraced houses lined the street. A discreet sign etched on a window indicated that a beauty therapist worked there, behind the shaded glass. It was almost impossibly tasteful, and so clean that she felt as if her slightly scruffy Ford Focus was going to lower the tone as she drove over the river bridge and up the narrow hill towards the main street. Here, more terraces were interspersed with the occasional chocolate-box white thatched cottage. And there was a signpost, hung with a basket of newly planted geraniums, pointing towards the local shop and post office.


Up the hill and over, where a huge, solid church of blonde stone stood behind a wall festooned with colourful bunting. The trees were hung with coloured flags. There must have been some kind of village fête going on – the thought of it made Hannah fizz with excitement and then laugh at herself. Maybe if they moved here, she could become the sort of person who went to WI meetings and made jam and owned a pair of green wellies. She could imagine Ben’s scornful face.


And there on the green was the famous telephone box library – decorated, too, with bunting, and stuffed full of books. She pulled up alongside it and wound down the window, intrigued by the sign stuck on the outside of the door exhorting villagers to please not add books to the shelves without asking permission.


On the street opposite sat a white thatched cottage, window boxes stuffed full of flowers, looking ridiculously picturesque. All the doors and woodwork in the village had been painted the same colour, Hannah noticed. She drove again, turning left and feeling a jolt of excitement as she saw the sign for the village shop.


She pulled up outside it and looked out of the window. A postman was loading sacks of mail into the back of his van. It was like stepping into an episode of Postman Pat; she half-expected a black-and-white cat to appear, wending between her ankles as she made her way inside. But instead, there was Beth, bursting out of the door with her make-up-free face wreathed in smiles. She was back in her usual outfit of a loose shirt and jeans, hair tied back from her face in a workmanlike ponytail. She dusted her hands off on a black apron that had ‘The Old Post Office’ embroidered on it in a modern, stylish font.


‘Oh my God, you made it. I honestly wondered if it was one of those things you say when you’re a bit pissed and regret the next morning.’


Hannah shook her head. ‘No, I’m definitely here.’ A knot of apprehension made its presence felt in her stomach. The shop was even prettier than she remembered, and the village was almost too perfect to be real.


‘Come on then, let’s show you round.’


Inside, the place looked immaculate. Fresh bread and newly laid local eggs stood under a prettily hand-chalked sign, and the shelves were laden with expensive-looking deli products as well as the usual washing powder, tins of baked beans and emergency candles. But alongside the emergency in-case-of-power-outage six-pack of table candles, there was a collection of expensive hand-poured, essential oil and soy wax candles in tins.


‘Made by Helen Bromsgrove, who lives in the village. It’s her new thing. Not that she needs a thing, considering she never stops, but – anyway. It’s a fundraising project.’


There was a noticeboard studded with neatly laid out signs and posters for village events, and a reminder that the WI meeting would be taking place a week late this month owing to unexpected events.


Hannah had taken a peek at the Little Maudley village Facebook group while eating her breakfast. It was clear that being a good villager was a fairly high priority on everyone’s list, which was ironic given the number of mildly catty posts objecting to over-full bins the day before collection day or the untidiness of houses where the gardens weren’t up to scratch. There had been several names that kept popping up and if Hannah remembered correctly, Helen Bromsgrove was one of them. Not only did she make candles, but she seemed to be very much involved in every aspect of village life.


There was a jingling of bells as the shop door opened and a slim, neatly dressed woman with expensively highlighted hair walked in. She glanced from Beth to Hannah and gave a confident smile. ‘Hello,’ she said, reaching for one of the wicker shopping baskets stacked just inside the front door.


‘Talk of the devil,’ said Beth, under her breath. And then she said in her normal tone, ‘How funny, Helen – we were just talking about your candles.’


‘Oh, really?’ Helen looked pleased with herself.


‘Yes,’ Hannah said, picking one up and inhaling the scent of lavender and jasmine. ‘They’re lovely.’


Helen softened slightly. ‘Do you think?’


‘They’re selling like hot cakes,’ Beth said, adding, ‘or hot candles,’ as an afterthought.


‘Good, good.’ Helen put a box of eggs and a loaf of freshly baked bread into her basket. ‘That’s what I like to hear.’ She made her way around the shop, checking a neatly written list, then placed her basket on the counter. Hannah, meanwhile, had been standing still, trying to imagine what it would be like if this were her life. It was so peaceful and small and lovely. No sirens were blaring outside, and the only traffic that passed by as she looked out the window was a tractor rattling a trailer laden with bales of hay.


‘I must have a word with George about the next parish council meeting,’ Helen said, pulling out a red spotted Cath Kidston purse from her handbag as she waited for Beth to ring everything through the till. ‘We’re still using far too many plastic bags in the village. I’ve been seeing people coming out of the shop with them all month.’


‘I’ve been selling lots of these,’ Beth said, pointing to a display of tote bags hanging behind the counter. They were stamped with an image of the village shop and the words ‘Little Maudley Loves the Environment’.


‘Oh, yes, I know. But people just don’t make enough effort.’ Helen tutted, looking disapproving. ‘You need to try and push them a bit more or we’re never going to raise the money we need for the village hall kitchen.’ She glanced at Hannah and held out her hand in greeting.


Hannah shook it. ‘Hello, I’m Hannah Reynolds, Beth’s cousin.’


‘Goodness, you don’t look at all alike.’ Helen looked at them both in surprise.


‘Well, no.’ Beth looked nonplussed.


‘Well, lovely to meet you, Hannah. Perhaps I’ll see you again sometime.’


Beth shot Hannah a sly look and nudged her. ‘Sooner than you might think,’ she said, making Helen frown slightly. ‘It’s a long story.’


Beth waited until the door had clicked shut before snorting with laughter. ‘Oh God, Helen’s a perfect example of why I’m desperate to escape this bloody place.’


‘She seems quite nice to me,’ Hannah said, watching as Helen crossed the village green and stopped outside the telephone box library. A moment later, she’d straightened a sign that was taped inside and stood for a moment with her arms crossed, admiring her handiwork. ‘Very . . . community-minded.’


‘That’s one word for her. She’s such a queen bee.’ Beth leaned forward on the counter, resting her chin in her hands. ‘I mean, her heart’s in the right place, but she’s one of those people that has to be involved in everything, if you know what I mean?’


‘What’s the deal with the village hall kitchen?’


‘Well, funnily enough, I don’t think we’re going to make enough money selling tote bags and Helen’s scented candles to rip out the old one and put in a new one, but that’s the aim. We’re getting a grant – they’re going to match whatever we make by the end of the year – but . . .’ She stopped herself. ‘I have no idea why I’m telling you all this stuff. It’s hardly going to persuade you to come and live here, is it?’


Hannah didn’t say anything. She was thinking that it sounded as if everything Beth had had enough of about village life seemed pretty much perfect to her. Maybe it was just about perspective . . .


The door jingled again as a woman with long dark hair tied back in a ponytail backed into the shop, staggering under the weight of a huge box of books.


‘Can I just put these with the others in the store room?’ She balanced the edge of the box on the counter and looked beseechingly at Beth, who tutted, half-joking.


‘Oh my God, Lucy, we’ve got millions in there already.’


‘I don’t know what else to do with them. We’ve got doubles of doubles, and most of them are almost new.’


Beth reached over and peered at the books that were visible on the top of the box, flicking through a hardback about gardens. ‘This one doesn’t even look like it’s been read. Lucy, this is my cousin Hannah. Lucy’s another incomer – she’s from Brighton. She came here to visit and never left. She’s with Sam, the guy I was telling you about last night who makes the treehouses?’ Beth rattled on, seemingly unaware that Lucy seemed more than a little uncomfortable about being the topic of discussion. Picking up her box of books, she headed across the shop to a little window alcove where several other boxes were already stacked up.


‘Can I just shove these here for now?’


‘You’ll need to get your Sam to come and make a shelf for them at this rate.’


Hannah looked at the alcove. It was a pretty arched shape, and the window overlooked the village green. If this was her place, she’d . . . Well, there was no point thinking about that. Last night’s conversation had been lovely, and being here felt like stepping into an old-fashioned novel, but back home she knew she had a mountain of washing to catch up on, a house that would probably look like a bomb site and a son who was up to goodness knows what.


‘It all started with the telephone box library,’ Lucy explained, after she’d put the box down and straightened up again. ‘Only we can’t keep up with the donations, and we’re running out of places to put all the books.’


‘So somehow, muggins here has ended up as a sort of book depository.’ Beth shook her head.


‘We keep trying to tell people to cool it a bit, hand them on to the charity shops or something instead; but nobody seems to get the hint.’


‘You should sell them second-hand,’ said Hannah, almost without thinking. ‘You said you’re trying to raise money for the village hall?’


‘Uh-oh,’ said Beth. ‘Helen’s got to you already.’


‘Hardly,’ Hannah laughed. ‘It just seems like a logical thing to do.’


Lucy and Beth exchanged glances.


‘She’s got a point,’ said Lucy. ‘A village bookshelf to go with the library?’


‘Hello?’ A voice came from the far end of the shop. ‘I’m trying to reach the top shelf, and I can’t quite manage it.’


‘Two secs,’ said Beth, leaving Hannah standing with Lucy.


‘It’s mad, isn’t it?’ Lucy picked up a brand new book, still with the supermarket sticker on it. ‘Can you imagine giving away books?’


Hannah shook her head. ‘Not really one of my problems. I’ve got bookshelves in every room, and I keep promising I’ll hand some on to the charity shop, but they’re like old friends.’


‘Exactly.’ Lucy smiled. ‘I’ve still got loads of the books I read when I was young.’


‘Me too. I thought I’d pass them on to my son, but he’s not exactly a massive fan of books.’


‘Nor is my partner. He’s dyslexic, and he’s never really got over how shitty they were about it at school. Thank goodness things are different now.’ She paused. ‘I’m a teacher – we’ve got so many ways to help dyslexic kids who are struggling with reading.’


‘My son isn’t dyslexic – he’s just not very keen on reading.’


‘No, not everyone is. It’s hard to get them to focus, isn’t it, when there’s the lure of social media and all that stuff?’


‘Exactly.’


Hannah had spent years trying to find the perfect book that might lure Phil or Ben in – sports biographies for Ben, interesting books on personal development or business stuff for Phil. All of them sat untouched on the bookshelf in the hall at home.


‘So,’ Beth returned. ‘Hannah’s full of ideas for the shop, aren’t you?’


‘It was just a thought.’ Hannah felt slightly uncomfortable with the attention.


‘A good one,’ said Lucy. ‘Anyway, I need to go. We’ve got Bunty coming for a visit later on.’


‘Ahh,’ said Beth. ‘Give her my love. I haven’t seen her for ages.’


‘She’s doing much better after her op.’ Lucy pulled the door open and paused for a moment. ‘Nice to meet you.’ She smiled at Hannah.


‘You too.’


‘See,’ said Beth, triumphantly. ‘You’re a hit with the locals, too.’


‘Yeah.’ Hannah fiddled with her sleeve, picking at a loose thread. ‘But I can’t just give up everything and come and live here and run your shop.’


‘Why not?’


‘I’ve got responsibilities.’


‘You can bring them with you.’


‘It’s not that simple.’


‘It is,’ Beth said, crossing her arms. ‘It is, if you want it to be. Seriously, Han, you need to think about it. You can’t spend your whole life pleasing other people and not yourself.’


‘I’ll think about it,’ she said, mainly to get Beth off her back.


‘Right. That’s a deal. Now, I’m going to hand over to this afternoon’s volunteer and then make you some lunch. How does that sound?’


‘Perfect.’


Beth led Hannah through the little passageway that linked the shop with her cottage. Tiny and almost ridiculously quaint, it had been built at the same time as The Old Post Office where the shop now stood. The sitting room was low-beamed and dark, with two deep-silled windows that looked out over the village green and down the street. A brick fireplace took up most of the side wall and a huge, sagging sofa was stuffed with pillows. Beth motioned for Hannah to sit down.
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