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For Mum, with love x









Prologue
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The rain was hammering against the glass roof of Laura’s kitchen. It was 2 October and all the promises of an Indian summer made by the tabloids had been washed away, along with Kate’s mascara, by the cold incessant rain. 


Kate had emailed some preliminary designs to the studio this morning and had treated herself to a break before beginning the next batch of sketches. She was in need of a change of scenery – she had spent the last three days holed up in her kitchen with mood boards and paint pots. And because Laura had begun texting her at seven o’clock this morning, demanding that she pay her a visit, Kate had obliged. She knew she was walking into a trap, but by this point Kate was resigned to her fate. Laura was persistence personified. 


Laura opened her laptop and typed Lightning Strikes into the search bar. Kate noticed the lilac sheen of a recent blackcurrant squash spill on the cover. Around the edges of the screen were three stickers: two of pink-winged sparkling unicorns and one of a broccoli floret.


‘I’ve got about forty-five minutes before the kids wake up from their naps,’ said Laura. ‘That should be enough time to get you signed up and on your way to man town.’


Kate grimaced.


The Lightning Strikes website flashed up on the screen. Digital images of white-berried mistletoe and silver stars glittered around its edges. The Twelve Dates of Christmas was written in large red lettering in a box in the middle of the screen. Two smaller boxes sat beneath it. One said Click here for more information, and the other Click here to sign up. 


‘Are you sure about this?’ asked Kate. 


‘It’s completely legit,’ said Laura. ‘I researched them thoroughly before I took their proposal to Lady Blexford. I couldn’t afford the risk if it wasn’t; Lady Blexford would feed me to the dogs. She actually would. I’m not joking.’


‘Yeah, but still,’ said Kate. ‘I’ve tried dating apps before and believe me, not everyone is telling the truth about themselves.’


‘Oh my God!’ said Laura. ‘You have got to let that go.’


‘He was nearly as old as my dad. And that wig wasn’t fooling anyone.’


‘When was the last time you actually went out with a man?’ asked Laura. 


Kate went to answer. Laura held her hand up.


‘And don’t say your dad or Matt,’ she warned. ‘They don’t count.’


Kate frowned and considered the question. 


‘Paul,’ said Kate. ‘We ate tagliatelle in that little Italian place with the blue paintwork in town.’


‘Paul is your accountant,’ said Laura. ‘He’s also married to a man.’


Kate pouted. 


‘Go on then,’ said Kate resignedly. ‘Let’s have another look at it.’


Laura clapped her hands and grinned. Kate had never seen her friend look more like a mischievous pixie than in that moment.


In truth, Kate had already visited the site and read all the spiel, and half decided she was going to sign up. But she wouldn’t tell Laura that. After such a long campaign of persuasion, Laura deserved to have her moment of victory. 


Laura clicked the ‘more information’ box and the screen reloaded:


On the first day of Christmas, Lightning Strikes offered me,


Twelve tailored chances for perfect harmony . . .


Kate leaned in to read the pitch again for her friend’s benefit. Laura had found out about the enterprise through work, when the Lightning Strikes marketing team had approached her last November. They wanted to hold some of their dates at Blexford Manor, where Laura worked as ‘Head of Staff’ – which was code for marketing/sales person, PA to Lady Blexford and general custodian. 


Lightning Strikes was a market leader in dating apps. They supposedly prided themselves on their holistic approach to matchmaking. And to be fair to them, if the forums were to be trusted, they had a pretty good success rate. 


Laura had been banging on about Kate signing up ever since she’d first started working on the collaboration almost a year ago. Kate had been resistant. As the time for the dates to begin drew nearer, Laura’s persistence became a more concentrated attack. Now, the sign-up deadline was two days away and Laura had reached fever pitch. 


The Twelve Dates of Christmas was a package deal: twelve dates in twelve different locations between 1 and 23 December. It wasn’t cheap by any stretch – definitely more expensive than a spa weekend, which was something Kate was sure she would enjoy more. It was being marketed as an exclusive offer, with limited space available. But once you’d signed up, all the ‘date experiences’ were inclusive in the price, and some of them, Kate begrudgingly admitted, looked like quite good fun. Laura had used her contacts to tentatively hold a place for Kate.


This was a new venture for Lightning Strikes. They were trialling it in a small chunk of the commuter belt around London, mostly encompassing Kent and areas with access to the high-speed rail link. If it was a success, they would roll it out across England. If it was a success. Kate was dubious. It seemed like a vast area to coordinate and a daunting task to digitally herd 150 horny hopefuls into their correct venues, with their correct dates. 


Kate had been vocalizing her resistance ever since the first time Laura had broached the subject, way back when her friend was still harbouring the bump that was now napping upstairs with his sister. 


‘I’m not sure I want to be a guinea pig for a dating agency,’ Kate had complained. 


‘But it’s the perfect way to broaden your male horizons,’ Laura had said, rubbing her hands over her basketball-sized belly. ‘Are you seriously telling me that you aren’t even the teensiest bit curious?’


‘Not as curious as you seem to be on my behalf,’ said Kate. ‘What if it folds and I lose all my money?’


‘You won’t,’ said Laura. ‘They’re a business, they have insurance against that sort of thing. What’s the worst that can happen?’


‘I meet a psychopath?’


‘I was with you at uni, remember,’ said Laura. ‘I saw some of the guys you dated. None of these dates can be as bad as those, I guarantee you. I was talking to Callie about you; she’s my contact at Lightning Strikes.’ 


‘Oh great,’ said Kate. ‘You’ve been discussing my sad love life with strangers.’


‘In order for a love life to be sad, one must have a love life to begin with,’ said Laura. 


‘Point taken,’ said Kate.


‘Anyway, Callie said they have some of the highest spec tech for matching couples in the business. And she says they’ve got some really high-end contacts for date venues.’


‘She would,’ said Kate.


‘You know I’m pregnant, right? Do you know how hormonal I am right now? Do you know how quickly I can go from calm to batshit crazy?’


‘Please continue,’ said Kate. ‘I’ll be quiet.’ 


‘She told me the way it works is this. For each date you will have a choice of three venues. When you’ve chosen your venue, they will set you up with a person on that date who best matches your profile.’ 


‘What if nobody from the venue I choose matches my profile?’ asked Kate. ‘I could end up with some right old barrel scrapings.’ 


Kate looked at Laura. Laura’s cheeks had gone red and she was pursing her lips. Kate could sense the hormones rising up in her friend like an electrical storm. Things were about to go batshit. Kate smiled her best placating smile.


‘Leave it with me,’ she said, and hugged her crazy pregnant friend. ‘I promise I will have a good long think about it.’


That was nearly a year ago and Kate was still thinking about it. All the while, Laura had been working on the logistics for the dates that would be taking place at the manor and her enthusiasm for Kate to be a part of it had grown exponentially. 


And now Kate’s thinking time was up. This rainy day in October was the day she would have to decide whether or not to commit most of December – already a busy time in anyone’s calendar – to going on dates with a steady stream of perfect (if Lightning Strikes’ rhetoric was to be believed) strangers. 


It wasn’t something she would normally have bothered with; Kate was not the kind of woman who needed a man. But equally, she thought she might quite like one. Her last long-term relationship had fizzled out some time ago and it was mostly down to laziness that she hadn’t dated much since. 


She supposed she had the opportunity to meet people when she was in London but that would mean having to go out and socialize after work, and really she just wanted to come home and eat pie in front of the TV. And as for meeting someone new in Blexford . . . people generally moved here to start a family or retire. There was a distinct lack of eligible bachelors buying up property in the sleepy village. 


Kate had to admit that her regime of pyjamas, toast and telly by 7.30 every night was not conducive to establishing a satisfying sex life. And as much as she’d like to meet someone, she was a bit too happy in her own company. Kate had become her own best date. 


‘You can’t have it both ways,’ said Laura, opening the French doors and letting in a bedraggled tabby cat. One of the gutters was blocked with fallen leaves and rainwater cascaded down past the window like a waterfall. ‘You can’t whinge about wanting to meet someone and then look down your nose at dating websites. This is the future of dating.’ 


‘How would you know, Mrs Married With Children?’ said Kate. 


‘I read Cosmo,’ said Laura. ‘Cosmo doesn’t lie.’ 


‘Isn’t there a catalogue groom service? Maybe I could just order one in,’ said Kate. ‘Or is that another bastion of sexual inequality we have yet to conquer?’


Laura pushed the laptop forcefully towards Kate. The broccoli sticker was peeling at the edges. There were stickers of various vegetables dotted all about the kitchen. Laura was trying to make vegetables fun for her strong-minded four-year-old daughter, Mina. Charlie, on the other hand, Mina’s nine-month-old brother, seemed very taken with all vegetables. He particularly liked to rub them in his hair. 


Kate’s finger hovered over the sign-up box.


‘Would you do it?’ asked Kate.


Laura threw her arms in the air in exasperation.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘God forbid, if Ben died, this is exactly how I would find a new man.’ She paused. ‘Although Ben has decreed that should he die before me, I’m to have him stuffed and placed in the bedroom, pointing at the bed,’ she went on. ‘He says any man who can still perform under those circumstances will be truly worthy of me.’


Laura smiled dreamily. Kate shuddered. 


‘I’ll have a think and I’ll get back to you on it,’ said Kate.


‘There is no more time!’ said Laura. ‘I have real concerns that if you don’t change your ways, you’ll slip into a cheese and crackers coma and I’ll find you collapsed, with your face wedged in the pickled onion jar. Come on,’ she cajoled. ‘Twelve dates and you don’t even have to go out looking for them. Live a little.’ 


The cursor flickered over the sign-up box. Kate could feel Laura’s big eyes boring a hole into the side of her face, her knee jigging up and down impatiently. What have I got to lose? Kate thought to herself. Other than my time, money and dignity. Laura’s knee-jigging sped up. Kate took a deep breath. She let the cursor hover for another few seconds over the flashing box and then clicked on it. 











1 December


The First Date of Christmas
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Kate Turner stepped gingerly on the crisp ice-dusted leaves and tried not to slip and land on her backside. She couldn’t see where she was treading because of the large plastic containers in her arms. It was one of those perfect winter afternoons, when the air feels cold and clean in your lungs. The sky was so blue it looked like a scene from a children’s picture book, and her breath plumed in white clouds and rose up towards the pale winter sun.


She leaned against the door of the Pear Tree Cafe and it yielded. A friendly tinkle of bells above her head heralded her arrival. The cafe was full and warm and noisy, and the smell of fresh coffee was rich in the air. Condensation dribbled down the windows and clouded the view of the frosted world outside. 


A few people raised their heads from their cappuccinos and waved; Kate smiled and nodded back. Matt turned from the steaming black and silver coffee machine and grinned at her.


‘Thank God!’ he said, as dark liquid espresso filtered into a waiting cup. ‘We ran out of caramel brownies this morning, I thought there was going to be a riot.’


Matt’s hair was permanently unkempt and right now was standing on end like one of those trendy hair-styling adverts; he had a habit of running his hands through it when he was stressed, which only made it worse. Some might call his unruly mop ginger but he insisted it was strawberry blond. His skin was pale, in comparison to Kate’s olive complexion, with freckles that got darker in the sun. He hated his freckles, though they afforded him a certain boyishness that women seemed to find charming, along with his deep-set hazel eyes, which Sarah – his girlfriend – said gave him a look of intense intelligence but Kate insisted made him look slightly squinty, as though he had the sun in his eyes. 


A voice from across the cafe called out, ‘Did I hear someone say brownies?’


Matt cleared a space on the counter and Kate put the boxes down with some relief. She could feel her cheeks burning red in the heat and as she unwound her scarf her curly hair, which she had tamed especially, instantly began to spring up and puff out in the steamy atmosphere. 


‘Over here, Terrence!’ she called. ‘Hot off the press.’


There was a scraping of chairs as regulars clambered over sleeping dogs and Christmas shopping to claim chunks of Kate’s cakes. 


‘I’ve brought some more mince pies, orange and chocolate chunk shortbread and rocky road as well,’ said Kate.


‘You’re a lifesaver,’ said Matt. ‘Carla, can you come over here and take these cake orders, please.’


He picked up a check pad and handed it to the young waitress, who was instantly encircled by a small crowd of sugar-deprived customers. Matt took up his post back at the coffee machine and Kate sidled up to the counter and perched on a stool next to the coffee grinder. 


‘What can I get you?’ he asked. 


Matt poured two shots of espresso into a wide-brimmed cup and added steamed milk; a flick of his wrist as the liquid reached the top made a caramel leaf pattern in the latte. He placed the cup on the counter behind him for Carla to deliver and began the next order. 


‘Just a flat white, please,’ said Kate as she slipped out of her coat and laid it across the back of a battered old sofa. 


‘Wow!’ said Matt. ‘You’re a bit dressed up, aren’t you? Where are you off to?’


Kate brushed her hands self-consciously over her floral tea dress and pulled her cardigan closer around her. She didn’t often wear dresses. 


‘Is it too much?’ she asked.


‘Too much for what?’


‘You know,’ said Kate conspiratorially. She leaned forward and whispered, ‘For the first date.’


Recognition dawned on Matt’s face. 


‘Oh yes,’ he said. ‘I’d forgotten about that. Yes, it is too much, go home and put on baggy jeans and a turtle-neck jumper.’ 


Kate poked her tongue out at him. 


‘Well, well, well,’ said Matt. ‘The Twelve Shags of Christmas, eh!’ He grinned and looked at her expectantly.


‘Will you stop saying that,’ she hissed. ‘You know perfectly well it’s the Twelve Dates of Christmas!’


‘That’s not what they’re saying down the pub,’ said Matt, shaking his head in mock disapproval.


‘Well then, you’d better get some classier drinking buddies,’ said Kate. 


Matt grinned at her. Kate scowled back.


‘So, is it a blind date?’ asked Matt.


‘Not exactly,’ she said, flicking through her phone. ‘They put us together with people whose profiles match our own and then they send us a photo, so we know who we’re looking for.’ 


‘So, no need to wear a pink carnation in your lapel then?’


Kate screwed her face up at him. 


‘Who’s lucky number one?’ Matt asked. 


‘His name is Richard. He’s something to do with hedge funds, though I’m never completely sure what that entails,’ said Kate. ‘He’s a divorced, devoted father of two.’


‘How do you know he’s devoted?’ asked Matt.


‘Because he said so in his profile,’ said Kate. 


‘Oh well then, it must be true!’ said Matt. ‘Come on then, show us a photo of Wonderman.’


Kate flipped her phone around and showed Matt a picture of a smiling dark-haired man. He was clean-shaven and broad-shouldered and covered in mud as he stood in full rugby regalia, with a rugby ball under one arm. 


Matt sniffed. 


‘He looks like a murderer,’ he said.


Kate laughed. 


‘He does not!’


‘I bet he’s got cauliflower ear,’ he said, squinting at the picture.


‘Well, I don’t care about that stuff,’ said Kate. ‘I just want to meet someone nice. Who’s not a maniac. And who doesn’t turn out to be a money launderer and/or a drug dealer.’


‘Your track record is terrible!’ said Matt. 


‘I prefer to think of it as atypically galvanizing,’ said Kate.


‘That’s just a fancy way of saying freakish and terror-inducing.’


‘It’s been more interesting than yours.’


‘You didn’t meet my wife!’ said Matt. 


Kate laughed. Matt knew village mentality well enough to know it was better to embrace the gossip and be in on it than it was to try and hide from it. Barely anyone other than Evelyn had met Matt’s ex-wife. His short-lived marriage at the age of twenty-two was the stuff of Blexford legend; whispered stories abounded about his mysterious bride, everything from her having been a cult member to a jewel thief to – somewhat unkindly – buried beneath the patio. 


Kate was in the happy position of having two best friends: Laura had been a stalwart, a constant in Kate’s life that neither distance nor brimful diaries could hamper. Her friendship with Matt had evolved rather differently; he had been her childhood best friend, her bête noire, and then her best friend again. There was a time when Kate had vowed she’d never step foot in the cafe, let alone be baking for it. 


‘I’ve got to go,’ said Kate. ‘I’m meeting Richard on the bench on the green and we’re walking up to the manor together.’


Kate hopped down off the stool and slipped her coat back on, wrapping her scarf twice around her neck. She called her goodbyes to the Pear Tree regulars, who waved back, their mouths full of cake.


‘Have fun!’ yelled Matt above the noise. He began to sing loudly: ‘On the first date of Shagmas . . .’ Kate turned back and poked her tongue out at him. 


‘Hey!’ he shouted, as she pulled the door open and let in a waft of spiky cold air.


Kate looked back; her eyes narrowed as she waited for another sarcastic comment. 


‘Catch!’ he called and threw over one of the tartan blankets they kept for weather-hardened customers who liked to sit outside. ‘That bench will be freezing.’


‘Thanks,’ said Kate, as she caught the blanket before stepping out into the cold.


‘I don’t want you getting piles!’ Matt shouted after her. Kate shook her head, smiling, and walked across the white-tipped grass to the bench.


The green was a small patch of land in the middle of Blexford village, around which sat the cafe, the Duke’s Head pub and a small but princely stocked corner shop – run by the ever-busy Evelyn. The little village centre was nestled among trees and cottages all around. 


Kate stretched the blanket out. She laid one half on the bench and the other across her lap and she waited. A large fir tree, liberally strewn with fairy lights, stood proud in the centre of the green and several smaller ones hung from brackets above the shop and pub windows. Even the trees that were mere skeletons of their summer selves were dripping in lights. 


A bright red Santa hat had been placed atop the wooden sign that pointed the direction of Blexford Manor and it was in that direction that a steady stream of cars and cabs now headed. Kate guessed they were going to the first of the Twelve Dates; Blexford didn’t usually get much through traffic. A couple of Range Rovers struggled with the narrow road and more than one car pulled into the layby near the corner shop to check its satnav. 


Kate felt glad she’d come back here to live. At first, she’d missed city life but now she felt she had the best of both worlds. She worked on her fabric designs at her kitchen table, looking out onto the long garden and the vegetable patch beyond. And when they were ready for printing, she took the train up to her London office and soaked up the bustle of the city. So many parts of her personality were wrapped up in the things she’d taken for granted growing up here: her love of walking and hiking, and her passion for nature, which was the inspiration for much of her work. 


Still, it hadn’t been an easy decision to up sticks and move back to Blexford. When her mother ran off to Spain four years ago with Gerry – the estate agent who was supposed to be helping her parents downsize for their retirement – her father, Mac, was distraught. 


It was a shock to everyone; one minute her parents were looking at a quiet retirement together and the next her mum had dropped everything and disappeared off to Spain. 


For some reason Kate had assumed her mum would calm down as she got older; learn to appreciate the gem she had in Mac. But age had hampered neither her mother’s ambition nor her libido. 


It was Matt who called Kate to alert her to Mac’s deteriorating mental health. He’d popped round to the house and found Mac slumped across the table, drunk, an empty bottle of whisky next to him. 


That phone call was the first time she and Matt had spoken in nearly ten years. They’d had a monumental bust-up at university and severed all contact thereafter. Her father’s illness forced a tenuous interaction, whereby they communicated over text and occasional phone calls to discuss her dad’s progress. But these were cold, overly polite exchanges.


During those first few months Matt kept an eye on Mac during the week and Kate came down at the weekends. It was easy enough to avoid each other. But it soon became clear that Mac’s pain ran deeper than melancholy. Eventually he had a complete breakdown and Kate felt she needed to be with him more than just Friday night to Sunday. She gave up her flat in Kennington and moved back into her childhood home. 


Luckily her colleagues at Liberty were very understanding. They changed her contract to freelance so that she could work from home. She could Skype for meetings and email photographs of mood boards and new designs straight to the office. It had meant Kate could take on as many or as few design briefs as she wanted, which was invaluable during her first year back in Blexford. 


It wasn’t only her dad who was pleased when Kate returned to the quiet Kent village; Laura was delighted to have Kate back in Blexford, especially since she had just discovered she was pregnant with her first child, Mina. 


It had always been Laura’s intention to move back to Blexford after university. Laura had been in love with Blexford Manor since she was a child. She was a history nut. She’d got a part-time job there as soon as she was old enough and the lord and lady of the manor had all but promised her a job after university. 


Neither Kate nor Matt, on the other hand, had ever intended to move back to the sleepy village of their childhood. But life has a way of tipping the seemingly unimaginable on its head. 


A robin flew down and perched on the armrest of the bench. It looked at her expectantly with onyx-black eyes, its head moving jerkily as though powered by clockwork. 


‘I don’t have anything for you, I’m afraid,’ said Kate.


The robin twitched its head from side to side. 


‘My date is late,’ she told the tiny bird.


The robin took off suddenly, splatting droppings on the concrete slab around the bench. Kate looked at it and nodded.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘My sentiments exactly.’


The bird landed on the holly tree near the entrance to Potters Copse. Its red breast glowed against the dark spiky leaves. Kate slipped her phone out of her pocket and took a photo of it. Her brain whirred into action: stiff cotton, the voluptuous curve of a feather-down chest, the bottle-green leaves arching outwards, taut and shiny, needle-sharp. Kate’s fingers twitched for the feeling of her paintbrush between them. 


At eighteen years old, Kate had been so desperate to escape the quiet village that she’d forgotten how beautiful the changing seasons of the countryside were. When she’d moved back – travel-savvy and city-hardened – she found fresh inspiration in everything around her, and her fabric designs reflected a new style and confidence that delighted her managers and earned her a promotion. 


Slowly her father recovered and when he was well enough he rented a smaller cottage near the green. He wanted a fresh start and Kate needed a place to live, so she took over the mortgage on the old family home and they both rubbed along quite happily.


This year, Kate had been working solidly since May, putting in five, sometimes six days a week on designs, so that she could cut her days down to three a week during December, her favourite time of year – and when she’d seen how intense the schedule of the Twelve Dates was, she was glad she had. 


Kate checked her watch. It was ten to four. She’d been waiting for twenty minutes. They’d have to get a stride on if they were going to make it to the manor for 4 p.m. Afternoon tea. Her stomach growled. Lightning Strikes didn’t display their clients’ phone numbers on their profiles, so Kate couldn’t even call Richard to see if he was lost. She thought about the roaring fires in the gigantic stone fireplaces at the manor and shivered, tucking her hands under the blanket. 


Blexford Manor was built in the seventeenth century and Blexford village had grown up around it. The estate had been passed down through the Blexford family and once upon a time was the chief employer in the area. 


But, as with so many grand old places, Blexford Manor was a money pit and by the turn of the twentieth century the coffers, which had once seemed bottomless, were hollowing out. The tragic legacy left by two world wars in such close succession touched every family and the Blexfords were no exception. The big high-society parties dwindled and the balls, which had once been the talk of the county, became a mere memory. 


By the mid-1970s the Blexford family had two choices: sell up and ship out, or make their family home run as a business. They chose the latter and Blexford Manor was opened to the public. These days Lord and Lady Blexford lived mostly in the east wing of the manor and shared their home with tourists and wedding parties – and, for the next month, groups of hopeful singles on a quest to find love. 


The light was already beginning to fade. The sky toned down as though on a dimmer switch, from brilliant blue to washed-out denim and then cold grey. Windows festooned with Christmas lights flickered into life as the sky darkened and parents and children returned home from the school run. The branches of the old fir creaked as the wind began to pick up. Kate pulled the blanket tighter around her and wished she’d worn an extra pair of socks inside her boots. 


A hand rested gently on her shoulder and she jumped, turning expectantly. It was only Matt. He held out a lidded paper cup. 


‘Hot chocolate,’ he said. ‘You must be freezing.’ 


‘Thanks,’ said Kate. ‘I am. I think I’ve been stood up.’


‘Maybe he got lost? Or had a medical emergency?’


‘Or maybe he just didn’t like the look of me,’ she said.


‘Well then, he must be blind,’ said Matt. ‘Or an idiot. Or both.’


Kate smiled sadly. She clasped her hands around the cup to warm them. 


‘Why don’t you come inside?’ said Matt. ‘There’s this woman that supplies me with great caramel brownies. You can have one. On the house.’


‘I’ll just give him ten more minutes.’


‘You’re not going to go all Miss Haversham on me, are you?’ said Matt, wrapping his arms around himself against the cold. He’d come out without a coat and his checked flannel shirt wasn’t doing much to keep the chill out. The blond hairs on his freckly arms stood to attention. Matt was five foot eleven and forever disappointed that he hadn’t reached six foot, though occasionally his hair tipped him over the mark. He was slim and annoyingly never seemed to put on an ounce of fat, despite eating like a pig; Evelyn said it was nervous energy, Kate said it was desperately unfair. 


Kate laughed. ‘Not just yet. But if all twelve stand me up, I might start to get a complex.’


Carla called across the green, ‘Matt! Phone for you. Something about duck eggs.’


‘Coming!’ shouted Matt. ‘I’d better go. Don’t be out here too long. I don’t want to have to chip you off the bench in the morning.’


Kate promised. ‘Thanks for the hot chocolate!’ she called after him. He waved but didn’t turn back.


Matt had inherited the Pear Tree from his mother, Pip. For twenty years she ran it as a bakery and tea room until she was killed one night, along with Matt’s older sister, Corinna, in a car accident on their way back from a shopping trip. Matt was just seventeen. 


Mac had helped with a lot of the practicalities when Matt’s mum and Corinna were killed. Matt’s own father had eventually been contacted via solicitors but he and Matt were strangers – his father having left when he was a baby, with no forwarding address – and Matt had made it clear that he wanted nothing from or to do with him. So, Mac stepped up. He ferried Matt back and forth to the funeral directors and he and Evelyn took on the lion’s share of dealing with solicitors and banks. Kate recalled her mum being annoyed at the amount of time Mac and Evelyn were spending together. 


Evelyn was Matt’s godmother and a godsend to him in every way, even though he had railed against her in his late teens. She and Pip had been best friends. They had met in their first year at the girls’ grammar school down in Great Blexley and never looked back. The way Evelyn talked about Pip reminded Kate of her own friendship with Laura. 


When Matt’s dad left, Pip was thirty-five, with two children under five and a business to run. Evelyn was Pip’s consolation and a stalwart in the practical business of day-to-day living. 


By turns, when Evelyn’s husband died suddenly and unexpectedly, leaving her a widow at forty-five, Pip steered Evelyn through the grieving process and was her rock until she could stand alone again unaided. 


When Pip drew up her will, she named Evelyn as the children’s legal guardian, should anything happen to her. It had seemed like a mere formality. Nobody expected the worst would actually happen. 


As for Matt, previously a cocky, happy-go-lucky teenager, the death of his family changed him. How could it not? There was overwhelming grief, confusion and an anger that seemed to bubble beneath his skin. And behind that, silently festering, a kind of insolence, a sense that he was owed happiness; that life owed him. At least that’s how it had felt to Kate at the time. It was to be a death knell to their friendship; there is only a hair’s breadth between adoration and animosity and when the gap closes, it is rarely pretty. 


Evelyn took Matt under her wing and into her home. She guarded his interests – business, pastoral and educational – like a lioness. Evelyn ensured that his family home was taken care of, until such time as he was ready to live there again. And she rented the bakery to an older couple, the Harrisons, who ran it for the next five years, until they retired. 


By that time Matt was twenty-two, newly married and had been taken on by a large accountancy firm in Manchester with even larger prospects; he took the financial reins back from Evelyn and rented the shop out to another family. Unfortunately, they quickly ran the business into the ground and left one night, having stripped the shop of anything of worth and leaving a string of debts behind them.


Matt didn’t come back to Blexford to rescue the business – he was too busy with his whirlwind bride and high-flying career – nor did he try to rent it out again. Instead, he paid the debtors, closed the place up and left it. A shell, or a shrine. The Pear Tree Bakery was a forgotten story, like an old book that would never be read again but equally couldn’t be parted with. 


Kate’s mother – who even then, it seemed, had a keen interest in real estate – had tried to get Evelyn to encourage Matt to sell the building and recoup some of his losses. Evelyn, however, felt quite certain, despite all indications to the contrary, that Matt would find his way back to Blexford one day. 


The Pear Tree lay empty for a couple of years. The windows were boarded up, the garden became a wilderness and what little remained inside the shop was left to fall into ruin. 


Kate would sneak over the back wall sometimes, when she came to Blexford to visit her parents. She’d wade through the long grass and peep in through gaps in the shuttered windows. She had wanted to capture some spark of the happiness she’d felt in that place – her childhood playground. As if memories were tangible things, which could be plucked like dandelion clocks, to turn back time. But she could never quite reach them. 


After his divorce – the marriage not quite lasting a full two years – Matt returned to Blexford and his family home, just as Evelyn had predicted. He was about to turn twenty-five, and was single and somewhat humbled by his experiences; it turned out he wasn’t the city slicker he’d imagined himself to be. Matt spent the next year completely renovating the Pear Tree, finally reopening it as the Pear Tree Cafe. 


He’d asked Mac to help him with the renovations and Mac was only too pleased to oblige. Despite Kate and Matt’s falling-out, her dad had always had a soft spot for Matt. And Kate was far enough away for it not to bother her too much. She was busy forging her career at Liberty in London and her new relationship with Dan; she rarely came back to Blexford. Contrary to Matt, city life suited Kate. If you’d have asked her then, she’d have baulked at the idea of moving back to the country. 


Dan should have been The One. All the ingredients were there but – Kate had eventually come to the conclusion – not in the right quantities. They’d had the perfect meet-cute: she’d been taking a hangover walk one Sunday morning and bent down to pick what she thought was a four-leaf clover. Dan was out running; he’d turned around because he thought someone had called his name and bowled straight into Kate, sending them both sprawling. It was lust, if not love, at first sight. She was twenty-five and ready for something more substantial than the flings she’d relied on thus far. He was twenty-eight, intense, outdoorsy and looking for a partner who could keep up. Kate could. As a landscape gardener, Dan was as inspired by nature as Kate was. But after four years, their inspiration for one another had run dry. 


When Kate came back to nurse her father – freshly single and enjoying the easy breathing that comes with the closure of an ill-starred relationship – the Pear Tree Cafe was a thriving business, firmly rooted in the hearts of Blexford’s residents. Despite having been desperate to escape, Kate couldn’t help but feel out of the loop when she returned, as though Matt’s success in the village had usurped her claim on Blexford and shut her out of the place she’d called home. 


Matt rented out the newly refurbished kitchen to Carla and her mother to use in the evenings for their ready-meal business and offered discounts on drinks to book clubs and committee meetings. In such a small, close-knit community, the cafe had become a hub around which the village revolved.


Kate used to avoid the cafe like a turd sandwich. She’d drive down into Great Blexley when she needed a coffee fix and cross roads or dive into bushes if she saw Matt coming her way. Kate spent a lot of time hiding in bushes those first few months. A small fortune spent on a swanky coffee machine for her house fixed the caffeine cravings; finding ways to avoid Matt in the small village was not such an easy problem to solve. 


Kate shivered. Another ten minutes had passed and the daylight had all but gone. Ice crystals glistened on car roofs and the stars were already diamond points in the sky. There was no cloud. It was going to get very cold.


Her phone blipped:


Where are you?


It was a text from Laura. With numb fingers, Kate replied:


Been stood up! Am sat on the bench on the green, freezing my tits off. Think my bum has frozen to the wood. May need to be surgically removed.


Laura texted immediately with:


What a dick! He doesn’t know what he’s missing. Would you like me to hire a hitman?


Kate typed back:


If it’s not too much bother.


She chuckled to herself and sighed.


Richard wasn’t coming. Brilliant, she thought. I can’t even get a date when I pay for one. Kate was disappointed but not, she decided, as disappointed as she was to have missed out on the tiny patisserie cakes that would have been served at the afternoon tea; she texted Laura to ask for a doggy bag.


Come up here and get it! Laura texted. You never know, you might cop off with someone else’s date! She inserted smiley face and winking emojis.


Can’t, Kate texted back. Too cold. Frostbite setting in. Need care package containing many many small cakes to aid recovery.


Roger that. Xxx texted Laura.


Kate stood up mechanically, her feet and hands stiff with cold; she couldn’t feel her toes at all. She folded the blanket and laid it on top of the wood basket outside the cafe door where Matt would find it. She wasn’t really in the mood to be gloated at, even if it was meant light-heartedly. She kept hold of the cup to recycle back at home and started walking.


Someone in the Duke’s Head was playing the old beaten-up piano. The tinkling melody wafted around the square and, mixed with the wind chimes outside Evelyn’s shop, it reminded Kate of Tchaikovsky’s ‘Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy’. The grass was turning silver under the glimmer of the street lamps. Blackbirds chattered as they settled down to roost in the holly bushes that ran along the farthest end of the village square by Potters Copse.


The heating would be on and Kate determined to get the wood burner going in the kitchen and light the fire in the lounge as well. She warmed herself with these thoughts as she hurried home.


She had one of Carla’s lasagnes in the fridge, half a bottle of good red wine by the stove and a healthy stash of chocolate in a tin above the coffee machine. Kate smiled to herself, her cold breath clouding out before her; she didn’t get the guy but she had a veritable feast and the BBC Pride and Prejudice box set waiting for her at home. And it didn’t get much better than that.


Kate shivered as the warm air washed over her. She pushed her front door closed behind her and shut out the frozen evening. The answer machine on the hall table blinked a red number three at her. Kate pressed play and went to get the fire going in the lounge. A loud disembodied voice boomed out from the machine.


‘Hello? Hello? Katie-Boo, are you there?’


It was Kate’s mum. The message clicked off and another began.


‘Katie-Boo, it’s Mum. I picked up the parcels at the weekend. Nothing for Gerry, I noticed. I do wish you’d try to make an effort, darling!’


Kate frowned as she scrunched newspaper up and tucked it underneath the kindling. ‘Make an effort!’ she snorted to herself, striking a match and dropping it into the paper nest. He’s lucky I wrote his name in the card, thought Kate.


Gerry wasn’t so bad, Kate supposed. He always made an effort when they visited – which wasn’t very often. They had a studio flat in Chiswick where they would hold court when in England, and Kate was always perfectly amiable towards him. But she wasn’t quite ready to buy him Christmas gifts yet.


She’d sent a Christmas package to her mother three weeks ago to make sure it reached her in time. In it she had wrapped the latest release by her mum’s favourite author, some perfumed body lotion from Elizabeth Arden that her mum had been dropping hints about since October, and a pair of slouchy knitted bed socks and matching scarf in purple and mint-green stripes. Even Palma, Mallorca, got chilly in December, she had reasoned. Kate had commissioned Petula – one of Blexford’s Knitting Sex Kittens, rather fittingly named by the pub landlord, since theirs was no crusty knitting-nanna circle – to knit them for her. Her mother and Petula had been quite good friends before she went through a second adolescence and eloped with Gerry. Though it was unspoken, Kate knew that Petula had made an effort to look out for her since her mother’s departure. At the last moment, Kate had decided it would be churlish to leave Gerry completely out of the gifting. She couldn’t bring herself to purchase anything so personal as socks or aftershave, so she’d bought her mother a voucher for a meal for two in one of the restaurants on the marina, as a nod in his direction.


The little flames began to catch, spitting and popping as they grew in confidence. The machine beeped the end of the message and another one began.


‘Kate Amelia Turner, call me! I have news. You’ll never guess it. Call me on my mobile.’


Kate sighed. She hoped her mother hadn’t got herself into anything stupid; she had a habit of jumping in with both feet before seeing how deep the water was. Kate pressed her finger to her mum’s phone number. Her mum answered after three rings.


‘Katie-Boo, my darling,’ her mum’s voice rang out from the speaker, shrill and excitable. She had a kind of frenetic energy, like a wild pony.


Kate had often wondered how her parents ever came to be married. Her mum was gregarious. She liked parties and ‘bubbly’ and had two volumes: loud and louder. By contrast, her dad, Mac – short for Mackenzie, which he hated – was reserved. He liked Sudoku and tea and avoided parties like they were crocodile-filled swamps.


‘How are you, my sweet, sweet girl?’ her mum cooed.


‘I’m fine, Mum,’ said Kate. ‘How are you?’


Her mum laughed loudly. She had the laugh of a 1920s heiress hosting a soirée; it was raucous yet extraordinarily posh.


‘Darling, you won’t believe where I am!’


‘Not Spain?’ said Kate.


It occurred to her that they might have come back to England for Christmas. That would make life awkward. Thus far Kate had always been spared the uncomfortable picking a parent to spend Christmas with issue.


‘Not even close,’ said her mum. ‘We’re in Barbados!’ she screeched.


Kate moved the phone away from her ear.


‘Can you believe it?’ her mum went on. ‘Barbados for Christmas!’


Kate could believe it. She felt a prickle of guilt at the relief she felt.


‘How did that come about?’ Kate asked.


‘Well,’ said her mum, ‘I sold a yacht for a gentleman last week and he said he had another one he’s been thinking of selling, moored out in Barbados. Anyway, he showed me some photographs and I said Barbados was a bit out of our remit. And before I knew what was happening, he’d spoken to Serge – you remember Serge, don’t you, darling? My boss? Took a shine to you when you came over last year? You could do a lot worse than Serge, Katie-Boo. Age is just a number, you know, and men can go on producing viable sperm until the day they die . . .’


‘Mum!’ said Kate.


‘Hmm? Where was I?’


‘The boat man had spoken to Serge.’


‘Oh yes,’ said her mum. ‘So, he spoke to Serge and I was personally commissioned to come out here and value it. We’re staying on it to get a feel for it.’


‘Wow!’ said Kate. ‘That’s amazing. I bet Gerry was pleased.’


‘He’s over the moon, darling. A free holiday! He hasn’t worn trousers since we landed.’


This was more information than Kate needed. She winced as a vision of Gerry in speedos flashed before her eyes.


Gerry was in his mid-sixties, tall with terracotta skin and thick grey hair, immaculately styled like Barbie’s plastic boyfriend, Ken. He and her mother looked like a pair. She was voluptuous, with full heart-shaped lips – which Kate had inherited – and long, wavy hair that used to be the colour of dark chocolate but was now striking shades of dark and light grey. In Gerry, it seemed her mother had finally met her match. He was dynamic, he always had a deal on the table and he’d always spent the commission before it hit the bank.


Over the years her mum had had a string of affairs with men of Gerry’s ilk, but for one reason or another, his predecessors had always come up short; the bubbly was cheap and the fast cars were rentals. Her mum wasn’t stupid, she wasn’t going to throw in all her chips for someone who, beyond the dinner jacket, could only offer her the same life she already had with Mac. As soon as they invited her back to their three-bed semi in Deptford, her ardour chilled quicker than the fake champagne on ice.


An outsider might assume that her parents’ marriage had been unhappy but, in truth, it wasn’t; unconventional, certainly, but not altogether unhappy.


Her dad knew about her mum’s dalliances – not the details, of course, it was all very discreet – but somehow he lived with them on the understanding that she would always come home to him in the end.


For her mum’s part, she had needed Mac like a compass, or a buoy, to stop her from drifting into danger. His gravitational pull kept her centred and she was always happy to return to the safety of his orbit after a wandering. It was a state of denial that had suited them both – until Gerry cruised into their lives.


Kate had been in her teens when she’d first realized what her mother’s nights away meant. Perhaps her own blossoming sexual awareness had opened her eyes to what had been blinkered by innocence before. These things were never spoken about. Kate couldn’t be sure her dad knew. And it wasn’t something she could bring up with her mother. The elephant in the room was ignored until it trampled them flat.


‘The nights are so balmy, we’ve been sleeping on the balcony completely naked,’ said her mum. ‘There’s a salon in the bay and a sweet girl gave me a Brazilian wax. Have you tried it, darling? It’s so much cooler down there.’


Kate shook her head to try and erase the image and changed the subject.


‘So, when will you be back?’ she asked.


‘We fly back to Spain on the twenty-ninth,’ said her mum. ‘Why don’t you come over and spend New Year with us? You’d love it!’


‘Maybe next year.’


She could hear her mother pouting on the other end of the line.


‘Oh, tut tut, darling, you always say that,’ said her mum. ‘What are you waiting for? I could set you up with a hundred different men out here. It’s not much to ask that I have grandchildren before I’m too old to pick them up.’


‘Mum,’ said Kate.


‘I’m just saying. None of us are getting any younger . . .’


‘Mum!’


‘Okay, okay,’ said her mum. ‘How’s Mac?’


‘He’s fine,’ Kate replied. ‘He’s great actually.’


Kate wished she had something to say about her dad that would impress her mum, or make her think she might be missing out; she doubted his sprout trees, tall as they were, would do the trick.


Mac was a quiet doer. He’d retired from the civil service but kept his hand in on a consultancy basis. He grew things and he fixed things. He took long walks in the country and made notes for the RSPB on the birds that visited his handmade bird tables and feeders. These were things Kate loved about her dad but they were not enough to light her mum’s touchpaper. And there, Kate supposed, was the problem: her mum had always been the rocket to her dad’s Roman candle.


Kate was an absolute concoction of her parents. She had inherited her mum’s drive to succeed and her dad’s quiet determination. Kate had her mother’s Italian heritage to thank for her long black eyelashes and ample curves but her green, almond-shaped eyes and sharp nose were from the Turner side of the family. Her code of ethics and love of the outdoors were all her dad and the part of her that thrilled at a challenge was entirely her mum. And, though she didn’t like to admit it, perhaps some of her reluctance to commit to relationships was congenital from her mother’s side too. Her upbringing, though privileged and happy in so many ways, had left her with a fear and loathing of dishonesty that took no prisoners. Perhaps it was these traits more than any other which contrived to leave her single at thirty-four.


Kate moved to the kitchen, still with the phone at her ear, and stoked the wood burner.


‘Is he seeing anyone at the moment?’ her mum asked.


‘What do you care?’ said Kate. It came out harsher than she had meant it too.


Her mum tsked.


‘Tetchy,’ she said. ‘You always were a daddy’s girl.’


‘I just don’t know why you’re so interested,’ said Kate. ‘It makes no difference to you whether he is or he isn’t.’


‘I want him to be happy,’ said her mum.


‘Well, he is happy,’ said Kate. ‘So, what will you be having for your Bajan Christmas dinner?’ She thought it wise to change the subject.


‘We’re keeping it traditional, darling,’ said her mum. ‘We’ve booked into a five-star hotel in the bay for dinner.’


‘Only five-star?’


‘Don’t be glib, darling,’ said her mum. ‘It’s an unattractive quality in a person.’


Kate pulled the stopper out of the wine bottle and poured herself a full glass. She took a gulp.


‘I sent your Christmas parcel before we left,’ her mum went on. ‘Let me know when you’ve got it.’


‘Will do,’ Kate replied. She placed her dinner in the microwave and started the timer.


‘I’ll be off now, darling,’ said her mum. ‘Gerry’s making cocktails. Send my love to everyone. Love you, Katie-Boo!’


‘I love you too, Mum.’


The call ended as the doorbell rang. Kate answered it with her glass of wine in hand. It was Laura, holding a cardboard cake box and grinning. Laura had been blessed with elfin looks which meant she looked younger than she was. She had big brown eyes, a heart-shaped face and a tiny nose which, if Kate didn’t love her as much as she did, would be annoying in its perfection. She wore her hair in a pixie-cut style, partly for ease; before she’d had the children her hair had been styled in a sharp bob. If you popped a pair of fairy wings on Laura’s back, she’d make a good Tinker Bell.


‘One emergency cake delivery,’ Laura announced.


‘I love you,’ said Kate.


‘I know.’


‘You coming in?’


‘I can’t,’ said Laura. ‘Ben’s mum’s got the kids. She’ll be about ready to hit the gin by now.’


‘Fair enough,’ said Kate. ‘How was it anyway?’


‘It was really busy, a great atmosphere. I wish you’d have come up.’


‘I didn’t really fancy being the only person on a mass date without a date,’ said Kate.


‘Oh, who needs that dick anyway!’


‘His name was Richard.’


‘He’ll always be Dick to me,’ said Laura.


Kate waved Laura off, after pointing and laughing as she eighteen-point-turned her people carrier in the narrow street, and closed the front door on the cold evening.


The smell of lasagne filled the kitchen. Kate lifted the lid on the cake box. Ten beautifully crafted patisserie cakes lay side by side like tiny works of edible art. She smiled to herself as she pulled the curtains closed in the sitting room and set up the DVD.


‘Mr Darcy, I’m coming to get you!’ she said.
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The next morning, the postman knocked, just as Kate was cleaning her brushes after colour-washing her early sunrise sketches.


December sunrises were a more leisurely affair than their summer cousins. The stretching dawn felt blissfully cordial after the protracted dark. Kate enjoyed the transformation of the landscape as the winter sun crept across the fields in a voile of pale gold, chasing away the last vestiges of misty dawn; icy blades of grass bent at the knees as the scant warmth of the sun whittled away the frost.


It was an enchanted time of day and, when she could, Kate made sure she was out with camera and sketchbook to catch it.


‘Looks like a package from your mum,’ said Joe the postman.


‘Looks like it.’


‘How’s she getting on these days?’


‘Oh, you know,’ said Kate. ‘Causing a Spanish whirlwind.’


‘She’s a character all right,’ said Joe. And then, ‘Bummer about you getting stood up.’


‘Yes,’ said Kate. ‘Bummer.’


‘Just changed his mind, did he?’ Joe went on. ‘Didn’t like the look of you maybe?’


‘Maybe.’ She tugged the package out of Joe’s hands a little more roughly than was necessary.


Kate made herself a coffee and opened the package. There had been an unfortunate incident three years ago with a gift which – unbeknown to Kate – was a wheel of Cabrales cheese. After two weeks festering under the Christmas tree, in the warmth of the open fire, the smell was so pungent Kate had begun to wonder if the builders had bricked a body up in the walls of her new kitchen extension.


A similar incident the following year with a selection of Spanish deli meats had taught Kate never to save her mother’s gifts until Christmas Day.


She needn’t have worried this year. The only edibles were the chocolate kind: a bar with cocoa nibs and almond shards, a bag of chocolate-coated almonds and a tin of drinking chocolate, all of which made Kate salivate.


As well as these, there were two self-help books: Find Love Before You’re Forty and Is That My Body-Clock Ticking?


Thank you, Mother, thought Kate. Beneath these was a bottle of Chanel perfume wrapped in what could only be described as porn-star lingerie: a push-up bra with see-through fabric where her nipples would be, and a pair of matching crotchless knickers.


Kate texted her mum:


Thanks for the presents. Interesting underwear!


‘Don’t be disheartened just because one wholly let you down.’ Laura’s voice crackled through the phone loudspeaker.


‘I’m not,’ said Kate. ‘I’m just going to finish off these mince pies for Matt and then I’ll get ready.’


‘Why are you baking for Matt when you should be doing a face pack and painting your nails ready for your date?’ Laura asked. ‘Come to think of it, why are you still baking for Matt?’


‘I never paint my nails,’ said Kate. ‘And the baking gives me a bit of rainy-day cash.’


‘You and your rainy-day cash.’


‘I’m self-employed,’ said Kate. ‘It’s all right for you, if you get sick or want to take a holiday, you still get paid. No bugger but me puts money in my pot.’


‘Oh, here we go,’ said Laura in a sing-song voice. ‘Poor Kate Cratchet, so poor she’s only got one piece of coal to last the whole of Christmas!’


‘Oh shut up,’ said Kate. ‘So, do you think the Lightning Strikes team will book the manor again next year?’


‘I had an email this morning from their marketing people,’ said Laura. ‘They said the feedback from their clients was excellent and if they proceed further with the enterprise, they will definitely use us again. I just need to make sure the rest of the dates they’ve booked with us are equally positive. The other two venues were a hit as well by the sounds of it. This Twelve Dates thing is creating a bit of a flurry on social media.’


Kate could tell, through the phone, that Laura was wearing her most smug expression.


‘That’s brilliant,’ said Kate. ‘Well done, you. Lady Blexford must be pleased.’


‘She is,’ said Laura. ‘Oh, I wish you would have come up to the manor anyway. The banqueting hall looked amazing, even if I do say so myself. What are you wearing?’


‘What, now?’ Kate asked. ‘Are you being pervy?’


‘No, dumb arse! For tonight’s date.’


Kate dusted the rolling pin with icing sugar and began to roll out the pastry.


‘Jeans and that sequin jumper I bought when I was out with you.’


‘Jeans!’ exclaimed Laura.


‘It’s a couples’ cooking night, not a cocktail party, Laura.’


‘Okay, okay. So, who are you coupled with?’


Kate pushed the fluted cutter into the pastry and then gently lifted and pressed the bases into the muffin tin.


‘His name’s Michael. He’s a vegan. Divorced. No children. Works for an art gallery in Soho,’ said Kate, reeling off the scant details she’d memorized.


‘Ooh, that sounds promising,’ cooed Laura. ‘What does he look like?’


Kate dusted her hands off and picked up her phone, flicking through to the Lightning Strikes app.


‘Blond hair, kinda foppish, cute smile, crinkles around his eyes,’ she said. ‘I don’t know why I let you talk me into this. It feels like I’m shopping from a man catalogue.’


‘Because you need a little push,’ said Laura. ‘You haven’t seen anyone properly since Dan. And how long ago was that? Six years?’


‘Five,’ said Kate.


‘Well then,’ said Laura. ‘I’m not saying you’re going to meet Mr Right at these things but it’ll help you to get back into dating again. And anyway, who’s to say that the man of your dreams won’t be at one of these events? It could be a Christmas miracle.’


After some more gentle cajoling and a few unsavoury innuendoes regarding Father Christmas and his elves, Laura rang off to cook Mina’s chicken nuggets.


Laura and Kate had been friends since primary school. They went to university together and shared a house for three years, until Kate went off to go travelling and Laura came back to Blexford to take up her position as trainee curator at Blexford Manor and marry her childhood sweetheart Ben.


Kate laid pastry stars on the mincemeat, brushed them with milk, sprinkled them liberally with granulated sugar and put them in the oven to bake. The first batch were cooling on a wire rack and the whole house smelled of citrus and spice. She got cleaned up and changed while they cooked; she would have to go on her date smelling of mince pies but there were worse things to smell of.


Her mid-length hair was mid-brown – not as interesting as dark blonde or brunette. A hairdresser had once described it as ‘mousy’. Kate had dabbled with hair dyes but was a little too lackadaisical in this regard to keep on top of her roots. But she had been blessed with thick corkscrew ringlets and lots of them. It was either curly-good or curly-bonkers, and she never knew which one she was going to wake up with, but at least volume was never a problem; backcombing was something her tresses had never required. Kate was gratified to note that tonight her hair was curling in all the right ways.


She boxed up the cooled pies and put the hot ones on the rack. While she waited for them to cool, she leafed through some of the brightly coloured sketches that were scattered over the battered kitchen table. She’d emailed photographs of her latest design through to the printers and would pick up the resulting test fabric from her London office when it was ready: a dainty spring design of nodding daffodils and cerulean hyacinths.


She scooped the papers into a rough pile and rinsed out her brushes and the jam jar they’d been sitting in. Then she boxed up the last of the mince pies, zhooshed her hair quickly in the mirror and set off for the cafe.


The Pear Tree Cafe was so named because of the giant pear tree in the garden. It wasn’t the only fruit tree in the garden but it dwarfed the plum, cherry and apple trees and made a mockery of the gooseberry bush.


Kate and Matt used to spend their summer holidays messing about in the garden, climbing the trees – when no one was watching to tell them not to – and making tents out of broken chairs and old curtains. Laura’s parents weren’t together so during the holidays she would go to her dad’s house in France.


Kate’s parents worked in the city but her mum worked a three-day week during school holidays. With Matt’s mum working full-time in the bakery and tea room, it made sense for them to pool their childcare resources.


On the days when Kate’s mum was home, she would take them to the beach or rambling, or they’d spend the day in Fitzwilliam Park. And the rest of the time, Kate, Matt and often Corinna – when she wasn’t out with friends – would stay at the bakery, with as much barley water and as many buns as they could manage from the tea room at the front of the shop and free reign of the large garden at the back of the kitchen.


Come autumn, there were more pears than any one family could consume, even with Matt’s mum preserving them in brandy and selling them in the shop or making them into jam. So, she would invite the villagers into the garden for a ‘pick your own’ party. It became a tradition. Blexford’s very own harvest festival. And year on year it got bigger and bigger until it was an event in the village calendar; gazebos would be set up on the green for an American-style supper after the great pear harvest.


Patrick, from Old Blexford Farm, used to concoct a terrifying pear wine with his spoils. He’d dish it out at the Christmas carolling, hot and infused with cinnamon, cloves and vanilla; guaranteed to keep you warm and give you a mild case of amnesia. Corinna would just happen to pass by with a tray of steaming glasses and leave them for her kid brother and his mates, the then fifteen-year old Matt, Kate, Laura and Ben, who would get merrily sozzled on the bench on the green.


When Matt’s mum and Corinna died, the pear parties stopped. Some people suggested they should continue, a good way to keep their memory alive. But Matt couldn’t face it; it was too soon, too raw, and nobody was going to argue with an orphan, especially one with Evelyn in their corner.


The Harrisons used to pile the windfalls into baskets and set them outside the front of the shop for people to help themselves. But the people after them didn’t bother and once the place was boarded up, the pears would rot where they fell.


Kate had suggested to Matt that maybe he could consider inviting people back into the garden in autumn to pick the pears. It wouldn’t have to be a party, just a community get-together. So far, he’d been reluctant.


He had, though, buckled under Kate’s persistence and made good on the garden the year before last. With her dad’s help, Patrick’s rotavator and some muscle power from Barry – landlord of the Duke’s Head – they had stripped the wilderness back to its former glory.


They laid new turf, gave the fruit trees a mercy prune, and Evelyn helped shape and fill new flower beds. At the far end of the garden Kate’s dad built raised beds using the old boards that had been at the windows and then left piled in the coal cellar. And Matt filled them with vegetables, herbs and soft fruits.


The kitchen used to fill the whole back half of the building. But when Matt renovated the shop, he made the kitchen smaller and put in a corridor that led from the cafe through to the garden.


Matt furnished the nearest end of the garden with sturdy high-backed wooden benches and tables for customers. It was the first time the garden had been used for anything other than Matt and Kate’s playground. It was a beautiful space, popular year round, and almost doubled the Pear Tree’s seating capacity. Matt was a natural at running the cafe: his marketing skills and ideas for cafe events proved to be a winning formula. He brought trendy big-city coffee house vibes to the countryside and the countryside couldn’t get enough of it.


It was closing time when Kate arrived at the cafe. The music was turned down low and some of the chairs were already upturned on the tables ready for the floor to be mopped.


A couple of die-hard customers skulked in the corner on easy chairs; always the last to leave, savouring the dregs of their coffees, determined to finish their newspapers before Matt finally put out the lights and turfed them out. They nodded at Kate over the tops of their glasses.


Louder music came from the kitchen along with the smell of something meaty being cooked in red wine. Carla and her mum were cooking up a storm. Kate’s stomach growled and she made a mental note to check Evelyn’s freezer and pick up one of whatever they were making back there.


Petula waved from the back of the cafe. Today she was wearing a green velvet skirt, with flowers appliquéd around the bottom hem, and a navy-blue crew-neck sweater. Petula was in her early sixties and didn’t look a day over fifty. It was a source of constant dismay amongst Blexford residents that no sensible gentleman had snapped her up. The truth, however, was that Petula didn’t want to be snapped up by anyone. She had left a bad marriage behind twenty years ago and still revelled in the sheer relief of being in control of her own happiness. Petula had told Kate there wasn’t a man in the world special enough to make her compromise on the life she’d built for herself. Kate secretly hoped there was such a man and that one day he would find Petula. But then Kate, for all her realism, was clearly a bit of a romantic.


Three tables were covered in polka dot oilcloth covers and spread all over with bits of paper, craft knives and all the glittery detritus left from Petula’s card-making class. Petula’s cottage was far too small to fit her craft sessions in and so Matt let her use the cafe. It suited them both: Petula got the space she needed and Matt made money on all the coffees and cakes her class purchased while they crafted.


From now until Christmas the group would be making all manner of cards, decorative parcel labels and place settings. Petula was one of the founder members of the Blexford Knitting Sex Kittens; her speciality was Christmas jumpers and Kate was her muse, a role which Kate, as a Christmas jumper enthusiast, was happy to fill. Petula was a multi-skilled Sex Kitten; she could embroider, crochet and was making her own greetings cards long before it was considered trendy. She also worked part-time in the Pear Tree.


‘Hello, darling!’ said Petula. ‘I was hoping to see you. I was wondering if you’d help me with one of my Christmas craft sessions. I think your design expertise would be a real boon.’


‘I’d love to,’ said Kate. ‘When were you thinking?’


‘I’ve got an afternoon class on Sunday the thirteenth,’ said Petula. ‘I want to do natural Christmas cards and table settings using fresh and dried foliage.’


‘Great!’ said Kate. ‘Count me in.’


‘Oh, super!’ said Petula. ‘Oh, and Kate darling, I heard you got stood up by your first date. Don’t let that put you off. Onwards and upwards!’


Petula smiled and went back to clearing up from her class. Kate grimaced. This was what you got for living in a small village. Everyone knew what everyone was doing, where they were doing it, how they were doing it and with whom. And everyone had an opinion on it that they were unashamed to share. A person’s business could get comfortingly lost in the city; in the country there was nowhere to hide.


Matt came out from the kitchen. He smiled when he saw Kate and smiled wider when he saw the boxes full of mince pies.


‘Hello, you,’ said Matt. ‘Are those for me or are you just really hungry?’


Kate screwed her face up at him.


‘As it happens, I am hungry,’ said Kate. ‘But I will remedy this by cooking a meal with my hot dinner date.’


‘Another date already? You only had one yesterday!’


‘Well, technically I didn’t actually get to go on that date, if you remember,’ said Kate. ‘It just happens the event I picked falls today – I guess they’ve got to squeeze them in to get all twelve done by Christmas.’


‘You’ll be knackered by Christmas morning. You won’t have the energy to open your stocking.’


‘By Christmas morning I might have someone to open it for me,’ said Kate.


Matt pulled a face.


‘So, you’re cooking a meal with this fella?’


‘Correct.’


‘Does he know you’re really bossy in the kitchen?’ asked Matt.


‘I’m not bossy, I am assertive. And besides, I’m only like that with you because you’re so slack.’


‘I prefer relaxed,’ said Matt.


‘Slack,’ said Kate.


‘My God!’ said Petula from the other end of the cafe. ‘You two have been bickering like this since you could talk.’


One of the die-hards stifled a guffaw from beneath his newspaper.


Instantaneously Matt and Kate pointed to one another and said, ‘You started it!’


Matt beamed and pulled a large plate, with Christmas trees painted all around the edge, from a stack above the sink. Kate helped him pile the pies onto the plate and Matt covered them with a bell jar ready for the next day.


Matt sang while they worked. ‘On the second date of Shagmas my true love gave to me, Chlamydia aaaand VD!’


Kate thumped him.


‘I’ll bet you spent all day thinking that up, didn’t you?’ she said.


Matt grinned. ‘Not all day.’


‘I’m impressed that you think I’ll have twelve lovers between now and Christmas,’ said Kate.


‘Well, you don’t have to sleep with all of them!’


‘I don’t have to sleep with any of them. But I might want to.’


‘Kate,’ said Matt, adopting a more serious tone, ‘some of the men that sign up for these kinds of things aren’t very nice.’


‘Matt, I’m a big girl. I’ve been around the block a few times. You don’t need to be signed up to a website to meet not very nice men.’


Matt huffed.


‘I don’t know why you feel the need to join a dating agency anyway.’


‘I didn’t feel the need,’ said Kate. ‘Laura felt that I should feel the need.’ Kate frowned as she mentally considered the sense of her sentence. ‘And anyway,’ she continued, ‘it’s good to meet new people. And I would like to . . . you know . . . settle down maybe, one day.’


‘I don’t want to cast aspersions on your character, Kate,’ said Matt, ‘but you’ve never exactly been short of men.’


‘Yeah, but I can’t seem to make any of them stick.’


‘You mean they don’t make the grade,’ said Matt.


‘I see nothing wrong with being choosy.’


‘What about that James bloke?’ asked Matt. ‘I liked him.’


‘Yes, Matt, but it’s not really whether you like them or not that matters, is it?’ Kate replied.


‘Or Harry,’ said Matt. ‘Harry was great.’


‘Maybe you should have gone out with him then,’ said Kate. ‘I don’t know.’ She sighed and began applying berry-red lipstick in the mirror above the fireplace. ‘Since Dan there hasn’t really been anyone that’s . . .’


‘Rocked your world?’ Matt finished for her.


‘Exactly,’ said Kate.


‘You’re always saying you don’t need a man,’ said Matt.


‘I don’t. I just think it would be nice to meet someone I could share my life with,’ she said. ‘Laura’s got Ben. You’ve got Sarah . . .’


‘Well, it’s only been a couple of months,’ said Matt hastily. ‘We’re not exactly ready for marriage.’


‘But you’ve got someone to kiss under the mistletoe,’ said Kate wistfully.


‘If that’s all it takes to make you happy, I’m sure I could rustle up one or two customers to give you a snog under the old love branches.’


The man in the armchair looked up from his newspaper hopefully and raised his hand to volunteer. His wife poked him sharply and he went back to considering the lifestyle column.


‘That’s exactly my point,’ said Kate. ‘I’m tired of rustling up men. I’ve had my fill of sprinters, I’m looking for someone who can go the distance.’


‘You’re looking for a marathon runner?’


‘Metaphorically speaking, yes,’ said Kate.


‘It’s all over Twitter, you know,’ said Matt.


‘My manhunt?’ asked Kate.


‘Sorry, no,’ said Matt. ‘Unfortunately your love life isn’t interesting enough to go viral on Twitter.’


‘No shit,’ said Kate.


‘But I’ll keep a look out, see if anyone mentions a crazy-arse fabric designer. You could become famous on the dating circuit.’


‘Gee, thanks.’


‘I meant the Twelve Dates thing,’ said Matt. ‘It’s getting a lot of attention on social media.’


‘Laura will be pleased,’ said Kate.


Matt leaned across the counter.


‘Come on then, show me tonight’s date.’


Kate brought the picture up on her phone. Matt looked at it and frowned.


‘Private school mummy’s boy,’ he announced dryly. ‘I don’t think he’ll make the cut.’
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