


[image: images]





[image: image]


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: image]





Contents


Title page


Dedication page


Chapter One: Ella


Chapter Two: Jenny


Chapter Three: Ella


Chapter Four: Ella


Chapter Five: Harry


Chapter Six: Ella


Chapter Seven: Harry


Chapter Eight: Harry


Chapter Nine: Ella


Chapter Ten: Ella


Chapter Eleven: Jenny


Chapter Twelve: Ella


Chapter Thirteen: Ella


Chapter Fourteen: Ella


Chapter Fifteen: Harry


Chapter Sixteen: Ella


Chapter Seventeen: Harry


Chapter Eighteen: Jenny


Chapter Nineteen: Ella


Chapter Twenty: Harry


Chapter Twenty-one: Ella


Chapter Twenty-two: Harry


Chapter Twenty-three: Harry


Chapter Twenty-four: Ella – and Harry


Chapter Twenty-five: Jenny


Chapter Twenty-six: Ella


Chapter Twenty-seven: Harry


Chapter Twenty-eight: Jenny


Chapter Twenty-nine: Harry


Chapter Thirty: Ella


Chapter Thirty-one: Harry


Chapter Thirty-two: Ella


Chapter Thirty-three: Ella


Chapter Thirty-four: Ella


Chapter Thirty-five: Jenny


Chapter Thirty-six: Jenny


Chapter Thirty-seven: Harry


Chapter Thirty-eight: Ella


Chapter Thirty-nine: Harry


Chapter Forty: Jenny


Chapter Forty-one: Ella


Chapter Forty-two: Ella


Chapter Forty-three: Harry


Epilogue


Acknowledgements


The Telephone Box Library


Chapter One


About the Author


Also by Rachael Lucas


Copyright page






To Archie, with love




Chapter One


Ella


‘It was a little girl.’


‘I should think it was a stray tourist.’ 


Ella was certain it had been a little girl. Haunted dark brown eyes in a pale, dirt-smudged face, framed with long, dark hair. When she’d moved towards the hedge, calling hello, the child had started and ducked out of sight.


Her aunt Bron lifted a saucepan from the top of the Aga and clattered it down on the slate worktop. She turned around, brushing a thick lock of grey hair from her face with the back of her arm. Ella couldn’t remember it happening – just that one day she’d noticed the thick plaited rope that hung down her aunt’s back had somehow shifted from deep auburn to a uniform steely grey. Bron had aged by stealth – the laughter lines that crinkled in the corners of her eyes growing longer, the furrows between her brow deepening over time. Ella watched as her aunt put her hands in the small of her back and stretched, arching her spine with an audible crack.


‘I checked the village page, just in case one of the kids from school had wandered off,’ Ella said. The laptop lay open on the battered pine table in front of her. It floated on a sea of discarded post and days-old newspapers, forage bills and junk mail. Ella and Bron lived in what they liked to refer to as comfortable chaos.


‘And?’


‘Nothing. It just seemed so strange. I couldn’t get her face out of my head. She looked so sad.’


Bron looked across at her. ‘I’m sure there’s a perfectly rational explanation.’ She shooed the cat out of the way with a wave of her hand.


‘I rang Lissa to check in case she’d heard anything.’


‘And?’ Bron pushed up her sleeves and ran her hands under the hot tap, lathering them with the cracked bar of soap that sat in the seashell dish by the sink.


Ella shook her head. ‘Nothing.’ Lissa was her best friend, and a teacher at the village primary school. There wasn’t much that went on in the village that she didn’t know about – partly because she was party to all the goings-on at the school gates, but also because her nose for gossip was particularly sharp.


‘Well then,’ said Bron, as if that was the end of that. She put the soap down on the dish and rinsed her hands under the hot tap. It seemed to Ella that the never-ending green bar of soap had been sitting there for decades. She could remember turning it round and round in her hands as a little girl when they’d visited the farm, back when a week in the summer holidays helping out with the sheep and the chickens and the goats was the highlight of her year. Back then, she could only have dreamed that the farm would become home.


Ella headed back out to the yard to finish off the final checks for the evening. A flurry of whinnies started up as soon as the horses heard her footsteps on the gravel – the high-pitched squeal from Blossom, the nine-month-old filly, and the low whicker of anticipation from the pregnant Sweetbriar. As the oldest mare of the herd, she presided over the yard from her box, which was set apart from the others. This was more for practical than hierarchical reasons. Left to her own devices, she’d snake her neck forward and take a warning bite out of any of the others who dared come too close. Right now, though, the other eight horses were still grazing the last flush of grass which had grown in the warmth of the autumn sunshine, and so Sweetbriar’s only charge was her fiery little niece in the stable opposite, who shared the same deep chestnut colouring, white blaze, and flaxen mane and tail.


‘Get back, you,’ Ella laughed as Blossom reared up, her tiny hooves waving in the air. Her mother, up on the hill, would have given her a warning nip on the neck, telling her to get back in line. Ella lifted a finger, which was enough to send Blossom skittering to the back of her stable.


It was the last day of October, and the nights had suddenly turned chilly – the clear, bright, sunny afternoons giving way to evenings that were cold up on the hill. The clocks had changed, giving them a brief few weeks of extra light in the evenings, but that would be over soon. Then night feeds would be done in darkness, freezing fingers wrapped around the handles of icy cold feed buckets, the horses clouding the air with dragon-puffs of warm breath. This was the week when autumn took hold – the last few years, October had been a treat of a month, with afternoons which warmed up after misty cold mornings. Down the valley, Ella noticed smoke curling from the chimneys of the cottages below. Some of them were holiday lets, which often sat empty for the six colder months of the year. The town always quietened down as the temperature dropped. She rubbed her hands together, trying to warm them up, then slid the lock back into place. 


The farmhouse was warm and welcoming, and the two dogs lay snoozing in a tangle of legs and tails in front of the Aga. The temptation to collapse on the sofa with a large glass of red and the remains of the box of chocolates was strong. But the prospect of Lissa’s wrath was more terrifying . . . Ella had promised that she’d be at the Hallowe’en party at the Lion. And she’d promised again when she’d spoken to Lissa on the phone earlier that evening – no, she hadn’t forgotten, and yes, she was definitely going to be there.


She reached down and rubbed Cleo, the spaniel, behind her long floppy ears, and ran a hand over the snoozing wire-coated Jack Russell, Bob. He opened one eye, checking for treats. Realizing none were forthcoming, he dropped off to sleep again.


‘All right for you two,’ Ella laughed, turning away.


She dragged off her long, brown outdoor boots, kicking them under the table, and turned for the bathroom, picking up a heap of roughly folded towels from on top of the Aga. They were deliciously warm. She wrapped her arms around them, feeling the heat rising under her chin. It was half five already, and she had to transform herself from practical equine therapist into something suitable for a fancy-dress party. Or at least suitable to be transformed by Lissa, because – Ella shook her head, smiling to herself – she knew that the second she arrived at her friend’s house she’d be attacked with eyeliner pen and about a ton of make-up.


Grasping the towels tightly, she headed to the stairs.


‘Ella, have you got a minute?’ Bron called through from the sitting room just as Ella put her foot on the first step. She hovered, the other leg in mid-air, towels balanced precariously under her chin.


‘Just going to have a shower. Lissa’s expecting me.’


‘I know.’ There was a pause. Bron cleared her throat and Ella stepped back, feeling a strange, uneasy sensation in her stomach. She pushed the door open. Bron was sitting, her fingers steepled together, her brow furrowing.


‘What’s happened?’


‘Nothing’s happened –’ Bron chewed on her lip and leaned forward, straightening the wine glass that sat in front of her on the coffee table.


Ella inclined her head, inviting her to talk. ‘Come on.’ She put the towels down and balanced herself on the arm of the sofa, her long legs tucked to one side. She noticed a hole in her sock and bent forward, pulling it off.


‘The thing is . . .’ Bron sat back, and sighed. ‘I don’t know how to tell you this. I’ve been trying to find a way for – well, for ages.’


Ella swallowed. Her throat felt tight and as she spoke her voice sounded quiet and somehow distant. ‘Tell me what?’


She could feel the adrenalin response beginning to take effect. Heart thudding against her chest, blood rushing in her ears. She took a deep breath in, calming herself as she did her clients, holding the inhale and then slowly letting the air out of her lungs. It didn’t work. 


Bron began to speak. ‘The thing is, my love, I’m not getting any younger.’


‘You’re always telling me seventy is the new forty,’ Ella said, leaning towards her. She scanned her aunt’s face properly for the first time in she didn’t know how long. She looked thin, and her face was weather-beaten and worn. Why hadn’t she noticed she was ill? She’d been so wrapped up in herself, thinking about work, worrying about bills . . .


‘I need you to take on a bit of help with the horses. I’m going to be away for a bit.’


I knew it, thought Ella. Visions of Bron, pale and out of place in a hospital bed, rushed into her mind. She’d never cope with something like that. She was an outside creature. Hospital would be the end of her.


‘I’m sorry –’ Ella began. She could feel the prickling on her cheeks that meant tears were on the way. She rubbed at her face again, shaking her head. ‘I should have noticed. It’s OK. I’ll look after everything. We don’t need to take anyone on.’


‘You can’t do that, love.’ Bron shook her head. ‘The thing is, I’m not going to be here –’


Oh, please no. Please, please, please. Anything but that.


‘It’s Isobel. She said she didn’t want to worry me, but –’


‘Oh –’ Ella let out a breath and squeezed her eyes shut for a moment before opening them wide, and looking at Bron once again. ‘You’re not ill?’


‘Healthy as a horse,’ said Bron, looking slightly indignant.


‘But I thought –’


‘No need to be thinking about me. I’m fine. It’s Isobel who’s having problems, not that she’ll admit to it, the stubborn old mule. She hasn’t changed since we were children.’


Ella’s memory of her aunt Isobel, who had emigrated to Australia when she was a young nurse in her early twenties, was of the energetic woman who’d flown over to visit when Ella was a little girl. It had been a summer holiday where the sun shone endlessly, and Ella had spent it in shorts and T-shirt, her limbs tanned and her hair swinging in a long ponytail. They’d lived on barbecued sausages and she’d roamed the hills every day with the dogs, exploring until she knew every track through the tall bracken and each tumbling waterfall that poured down through the woods.


‘She’s not doing well at all. Let’s face it, to even let on to me that things aren’t quite right is a sign that things must be pretty bad.’


Ella chewed on the inside of her cheek, closing her eyes. The family had always been very much of the stiff-upper-lip, just-get-on-with-it persuasion. That brisk attitude had been just what Ella had needed when she’d arrived here years back, and it would take something pretty major to shock either Bron or her aunt Isobel into admitting they weren’t doing well.


‘It’s not all bad.’ Bron reached over and gave Ella’s knee a pat. ‘Every year I say that I’m going to take some time out and go travelling. I’ve been saying it since I was thirty. Now thirty years have passed and if I don’t go now, it’s never going to happen.’


Ella picked at a loose thread that was hanging from the edge of her shirt, worrying it until it was long enough to pull.


‘It won’t do you any harm.’ Bron’s expression was serious. ‘You’ll be better off here without me cramping your style.’


Ella pulled at the thread and watched, mesmerized, as the hem of her shirt unravelled with the tug of just one loose thread. It left a pattern of tiny little holes.


‘I don’t have a style.’


‘That’s part of the problem.’ Bron chuckled. ‘Living with your seventy-year-old aunt is not exactly doing wonders for your street cred, is it?’


There was a moment of silence. Ella listened as the ancient farmhouse groaned and creaked with the same end-of-the-day noises she’d heard a thousand times. It was safe, and familiar. She was more than happy with safe and familiar.


‘I didn’t want to tell you today, of all days, but in a way maybe it’s a good thing. There’s never a right time.’ Bron squeezed Ella’s knee again. ‘But it’s been ten years. Maybe it’s time for us to move on a bit.’


Ella looked up at the photograph on the dresser of her father with his arms around Bron and his other sister-in-law, Isobel, taken one long hot summer. The picture was bleached from years of sitting on the dresser in the morning sun. In it, her father’s hand was shading his eyes from the same sun, standing on the wall outside the cottage, beaming with love and happiness, the family all together for once. It had been taken the last time Isobel had visited, the final time. The thrombosis she’d suffered on the plane back had put paid to further flights and she’d been lucky to survive. Bron, tied to the farm and the animals and the hill, had managed a couple of short visits – paid for by Isobel, who had worked for years as a specialist nurse in Sydney. But plane fares were expensive, and money was tighter now. It had been years since they’d seen each other.


‘Won’t you miss the horses?’


‘Less than I ought to, I suspect.’ She chuckled. ‘I’ve been here for thirty years, remember. I suspect I’ll enjoy the break.’


Ella had done more and more of the work around the stables as the business had begun to grow. Initially, her equine therapy business had been a small sideline to Bron’s breeding programme. But she’d sold on several of the broodmares, and that side of the business had dwindled away until the focus was on Ella’s therapy work. She’d used the inheritance from her father to build a big covered school where she could work with clients and horses all year round, protected from the Welsh rain – or liquid sunshine, as they liked to call it, rolling their eyes as it fell incessantly all summer. And there was a little arena outdoors too, floodlit and surfaced with springy, weatherproof material, sheltered on each side by high thick hedgerows to break the harsh Welsh winter wind. Two of the stables had been converted into a sitting area and a waiting room, where clients could help themselves to coffee from a machine, sit on the comfortable leather armchairs and watch the tank full of tropical fish flitting back and forth. Business wasn’t booming, but they managed to wing it each month, bringing in enough money to keep afloat. And – Ella looked down at her cheap, scruffy jeans and battered fleece covered in straw – she might not be dressed in designer clothes, but the horses didn’t want for anything. If Bron was brave enough to set off to Australia for an adventure, she’d have to step up and deal with it.


‘Now you get yourself off and get ready for your night out,’ Bron said, reaching forward for the remote control. ‘We can talk about this more in the morning.’


‘Well, yes,’ Ella said. ‘We’ve got plenty of time.’


‘Mmm.’ Bron made an odd noise, then cleared her throat. ‘About that.’


Ella’s dark eyes darted to meet her aunt’s blue ones. Bron looked slightly uncomfortable.


‘I’ve been trying to pluck up the courage to tell you for a while.’


‘Oh-kay . . .’ Ella frowned. ‘So we don’t have plenty of time after all. What’ve we got? Weeks? A week?’


Bron shifted in her chair and looked at the coffee table instead of meeting her eyes.


‘A week.’ Ella shook her head. ‘Are you joking?’


Bron gave a small shrug and pulled a face. This was typical of her – she hated confrontation, or uncomfortable conversations.


‘I thought it might be easier if we just ripped the plaster off.’


‘OK. We can deal with that. I can manage.’


‘It’s not quite a week, though,’ Bron said quietly. ‘My flight leaves on Monday afternoon.’


Ella stood up and shoved the towels under her arm, picking up a brown envelope which was sitting on the coffee table as she did so. She felt a bit wobbly, but didn’t want to show it. She took a deep breath, turned back for a moment, and looked at her aunt steadily. ‘I think –’ she ripped open the envelope and pulled out the contents – ‘you’re doing the right thing.’


She headed out to the hall and stood for a moment, trying to catch her breath.


Bron had always been there for her, and perhaps it was time to let her get on with her own life. The sitting-room door swung shut with a gentle click, and Ella shook out the paper from inside the envelope. IMPORTANT was stamped at the top, and the contents were ringed with a box of red. That only ever meant one thing. They’d balanced a financial tightrope for long enough that she recognized the seriousness of a final demand straight away. She sat down on the stairs and looked more closely at the letter.


Further to our repeated attempts to contact you, it began. Ella felt a familiar churning in her stomach. Neither of them were exactly hot on paperwork. They shoved a box full of receipts once a year at Glynn, the accountant, who shook his head and sighed, before working his magic and sending off the details to the tax office. In between times, with the animals and the business taking up their days from dawn to dusk, things were quite often missed, mislaid or forgotten. It always worked out, somehow.


This is a final demand for payment of building rates. Unless a payment of £4,000 is received within ten days . . .


Ella looked up at the calendar and down at the stark wording of the letter.


‘Ella?’ Bron called through from the sitting room. ‘You all right out there?’


‘It’s nothing. Yes. I mean, I’m fine.’ She shoved the letter back in the envelope, the page crumpling at the corner as she did so.


Bron had taken thirty years to pluck up the courage to do something for herself. The least she could do now was let her aunt go, and deal with this without giving her a reason to hesitate.


God, she was going to have to sell a kidney or something – and fast. She’d been drifting for far too long, managing to squeak by from one month to the next, and she’d always pushed the nagging worry that she should have something put away for a rainy day to one side. The bottom had fallen out of the horse market, too, so even if she wanted to sell one of them – which she couldn’t bear to think of – there wouldn’t be any point. She knew of breeders who were giving their horses away.


Horses were an expensive business, and she’d been happily complacent, not getting out of her comfort zone – ironically, given she spent most of her therapy hours gently encouraging her clients to do just that. The little website she’d had designed years back brought in a gentle trickle of enquiries, and the clients she already had passed on a steady supply of word-of-mouth recommendations. But this bill was in a different league altogether.


Biting her lip, Ella pushed herself up to standing. She still had to get ready to go out. Whatever was going to happen would have to wait until tomorrow, at least. She shoved the letter into the back pocket of her jeans and climbed the stairs.




Chapter Two


Jenny


Despite being old enough to know better – old enough, she thought to herself, to be his mother – Jenny couldn’t help admiring the removal man’s bottom as he bent over, dropping the crate with an alarming thud on the flagstone floor of the cottage. She was a girl of twenty not that long ago – only . . . forty-five years? Good God. She was old enough to be his grandmother. It was amazing how age crept up on you when you weren’t looking.


She slipped past the removal man and stood for a moment, looking at the cottage as it stood in the low afternoon sunlight. It was whitewashed and timbered, the low roof sheltering windows that were set deep into thick stone walls, protecting the inhabitants against the wind, which must blow fiercely through the valley. She wrapped her arms around her chest, realizing that despite the warmth she felt from all the rushing around, out here there was a chill in the air. A couple of pale climbing roses were still blooming bravely on the bush that grew up the side of the back door, and in the wooden planters some hardy pelargoniums were holding on, warmed by the late October sunshine they’d had across the country. Through the open stable door she could see the removal men stacking the last of the boxes neatly against the ancient wood of the staircase. The cottage was hundreds of years old, and full of history. And now they’d landed here to add their voices to the ones that echoed through the walls – Jenny smiled at the thought. It had been a crazy idea, and the last-minute panic had set everyone on high alert, but she had a feeling everything was going to be fine. Later she’d nip down to the little supermarket in the village. Maybe the bakery would have some bread left over – dinner could just be cheese and bits and pieces – Hope’s favourite, and hers too. No cooking was always a plus, especially after a long day like today.


‘Nearly done, love.’ One of the removal men – the cheerful one, she’d already named him in her head – carried in a box. ‘What have you got in this? Gold bullion?’ He chuckled.


‘Books.’


‘Blooming heavy ones!’


She smiled and headed back inside, curling her hand around the bundle of keys in her cardigan pocket, feeling their comforting, familiar weight. Car. Ancient keyring from Sarah’s school ski trip to Austria. Big Yale key from the storage place where they’d left the majority of their furniture. And home – well, not any more. Not for the next six months. It had been the most impetuous thing she’d ever done – and Lou, still recuperating from a major heart operation, had gone along with it. They’d rented out their big, airy Georgian house in Norwich to a couple who were new to the area, house-hunting for a place of their own to bring up their two small children. It had been the perfect solution for both families.


Jenny pulled the set of keys out and slid the cottage keys onto the ring. There were so many now, she’d look like a gaoler if she emptied her handbag.


‘Oh, bloody hell!’


There was a thud from the room next door.


‘Grandpa, you’ve broken the lamp.’ A small, shrill voice carried through the hall, echoing off the bare wooden floorboards and the rough whitewashed plaster.


‘That’s us off,’ said the less friendly removal man, thrusting a clipboard in Jenny’s direction. ‘If you can just sign –’


‘Two seconds.’


She waved it away and hurried through, ducking her head to avoid banging it on the low, beamed doorway. The cottage was a complete contrast to their high-ceilinged house in Norwich, and it was going to take some getting used to.


‘What on earth is going on?’


Lou was on his hands and knees, picking up pieces of china that had scattered over the floor. A wooden crate lay on its side on the flagstones, the contents spilling out. Hope was inexpertly stacking the books which had fallen over into a toppling pile and Jenny could only stand and watch as they slid, slowly but inexorably, from the arm of the still-not-in-place sofa to join the muddle of broken vase pieces on the floor.


The removal man poked his head around the door. His eyebrows shot up as he took in the scene.


‘Breakages?’ He sucked his teeth. ‘I’m afraid we only cover the goods in transit . . .’


‘It’s not ours, it belongs to the cottage.’


Jenny suppressed a sigh of irritation. They’d paid an absolute fortune for the removal company so they could make the cottage feel like home for a few months, and they’d done exactly what they were paid to – and not a thing more. Lou’s recovery regime meant he was supposed to be taking things easy, not crashing around unpacking boxes. Perhaps she should have paid for them to sort that out as well. She chewed on the side of her lip for a moment, wondering just how big a tip and how many cups of tea might swing it.


‘If you’re all right to sign this, then –’ he waggled the clipboard again – ‘I need to get this truck back before it gets too late. We’re running behind as it is.’


‘Oh.’ That’s that, then, she thought. ‘It’s fine,’ she said, reaching across and swiping the clipboard from his hands. ‘No real damage done.’ She signed her name and handed it back, absent-mindedly pocketing the biro he’d given her.


‘That’s great.’ He ripped off a pink duplicate copy and handed it to her. ‘Can I have my pen back, please, love, and I’ll get out of your hair.’




‘Thank God that’s over,’ said Lou, closing the door as the removal lorry trundled over the brow of the hill. ‘Now, why don’t I make you some tea, and then I’ll sort out some of this unpacking. Go and put your feet up for a bit.’


He made a shooing motion. Even after the weeks of recuperation, it was still strange to have her husband around all the time. They’d spent all their married life with very firm boundaries: him out at work – long, unpredictable hours which hadn’t changed even when his job as DCI became more office-based.


‘No.’ Jenny was firm. She blocked the doorway to the kitchen and stood in it, not moving, so he had no choice but to duck through the low-ceilinged hallway and into the whitewashed sitting room. She motioned to the plumply stuffed sofa. Hope had already removed the cushions and piled them up on the armchair, where she was now sitting, Princess and the Pea style, reading a tourist information leaflet about Wales.


‘You sit. I will make tea.’


The advantage of a holiday rental cottage was that everything they needed was already in place. All they’d had to do was bring along the bits and pieces they needed to make the place homely – only somehow that had extended from a couple of boxes in the car boot, as each of them staked a claim on belongings they couldn’t possibly do without. The kitchen was spotless, if a bit dated, with brown wooden cupboard doors and a fake marble worktop. But the Aga made the room warm and welcoming, and the window looked down the valley towards Llanidaeron itself. Jenny opened the wooden door of the larder and found a wicker basket, filled with everything that the holiday visitors would have needed. There was tea, coffee, and someone had delivered two packs of freshly baked Welsh cakes. Inside the fridge sat a fat roll of local butter wrapped in gold paper and a pint of organic milk from a local dairy, as well as a bottle of wine (‘by way of apology’, the note tied to the neck explained).


When the holiday cottage company rang to say that they’d had a bit of a mix-up, and the cottage they’d signed up for on a special six-month offer for the winter had been taken off the books, she’d almost shot through the roof of their Citroën Picasso with fury. Only the presence of Hope on the back seat, her headphones clamped over her ears but her ever-watchful eyes taking everything in, stopped her from exploding. Instead she’d been completely calm. Or near enough, anyway.


‘We’re incredibly sorry,’ the manager had said, sounding harassed. The reception was terrible – he sounded like he was calling with his head halfway down the loo. ‘This isn’t something that’s ever happened before. But the owners have sold the property – quite unexpectedly – and as it happens we have an absolutely beautiful cottage available in Llanidaeron which is only five miles away, as the crow flies.’


‘We are currently driving towards Llanover,’ Jenny said, through gritted teeth. Lou shifted slightly in the passenger seat, emitting a quiet snore. It was a miracle that he was actually relaxing. If she started losing the plot now, he’d get stressed, and that was the last thing any of them needed.


‘Surely there are clauses? They can’t just withdraw the property without a notice period?’


‘There are, yes – but we’d have to turf you out after a month. This seemed like the best option.’


Why is it never easy, Jenny thought to herself, gritting her teeth.


‘Right. Fine.’ It was only a few months, after all. And the whole point of this was to take them out of their routine a bit. Hope had said she didn’t want to see the cottage before they arrived. So she decided to try and be calm about it. She took a deep breath in. How bad could it be? ‘What’s this new place like?’


‘Absolutely charming.’ She heard the manager’s voice shift, relieved, into sales mode. ‘The most adorable thatched roof, beams everywhere, an old-fashioned iron range in the sitting room, and a master bedroom with a beautiful en suite.’


‘But it does have three bedrooms?’ Jenny flicked a quick glance at Hope in the rear-view mirror. She was chewing a lock of hair, her dark eyes lost in thought.


‘Yes, three and a little office, in fact. I just know you’re going to love it. I’ll come out to meet you myself if it helps – I’ve got a Hallowe’en party for my daughter tonight, but we can swing past?’


‘No need.’ Jenny was firm. The last thing they needed was more people and more stress. Hope had been relatively calm and happy so far and everything – apart from the minor detail of a new house – was going reasonably well. Ish.


‘Are you absolutely sure?’ Despite the terrible line, she could hear the obsequious tone in his voice.


‘Completely.’ The last thing they needed was to deal with the manager of Hideaway Holidays on a charm offensive. ‘If you could just message me the postcode.’


And so – having called the removal driver, who was on the road somewhere behind them – they’d typed the new postcode into the satnav, and both Jenny and the driver wondered how five miles as the crow flies managed to add on an extra forty minutes to the drive.


Of course – Jenny lifted the kettle and poured boiling water into two mugs – that had become clear when they’d driven past the sign for Llanover and up a hill. And down another. And back round the side of another hill. Eventually they’d found themselves in Llanidaeron, the pretty little high street nestled in between the shoulders of the green hills on either side of the valley, and driven up, up, along a narrow lane flanked on either side by the bare branches of hawthorn hedges, and pulled into the gateway of Robin Cottage, their home for the next six months.


‘Here you –’ Jenny stopped herself mid-sentence as she opened the door. Lou was sitting, legs stretched out and crossed over, head back against the plump cushions of the armchair. His mouth hung open and for the briefest second she felt her stomach dropping to her feet. Time stood still for a moment. And then he gave a walrus-like snort, waking himself up.


‘What?’


Jenny gave a peal of relieved laughter. ‘Tea.’


She wondered if that feeling of panic would ever go, or if she’d feel a flicker of fear every time she saw him motionless and silent. Losing people – or almost, in Lou’s case – just made you more aware of how precious and fleeting life could be. She passed him the steaming mug, and gave his shoulder a brief, gentle squeeze.


He gave her an odd look but said nothing. She sat down opposite him on the armchair by the fire. It wasn’t the most comfortable thing she’d ever sat on, and she lifted off a prickly woollen rug from the arm and tossed it across to the little wooden coffee table.


‘Here we are then,’ Lou said. ‘Are you pleased with it?’


‘I will be once I’ve got this lot sorted.’


The room was stacked with boxes – a surprising number considering they were only supposed to be bringing the bare minimum – and it all needed to be sorted.


‘What’s Hope doing?’ She’d disappeared from her pile of cushions, leaving a heap of leaflets in her wake.


‘Upstairs,’ Lou said. ‘She’s unpacking, I think.’


Jenny knew what that meant. Chaos. She plonked her mug down on the table and pushed herself out of the chair, suppressing a groan. Her back was protesting after the long drive and she’d have liked nothing more than to collapse in front of the sofa, have a long bath, and deal with everything else tomorrow. But she was responsible for Hope, and eight-year-olds didn’t slow down just because their grandparents were feeling frazzled.


‘I might just check. She’s suspiciously quiet.’


‘Probably drawing or something.’ He reached forward and picked up the remote control. ‘How do you think this thing works? I don’t understand why they can’t all be the same. Where’s the on button?’


The narrow staircase had been there for centuries and the stairs were surprisingly steep. She popped her head in the door of Hope’s bedroom, but she wasn’t there.


‘Darling?’


There was a pause as she waited. Sometimes Hope liked to play hide and seek – usually at the most inopportune times. They’d waited half an hour once when she was four, searching behind the clothes on the hangers in M&S, knowing she’d tucked herself somewhere. The security managers had manned the doors, convinced she’d been abducted, but Jenny had stayed surprisingly calm. Eventually one of them found her, cocooned inside the warm fleece of a dressing gown, apparently unconcerned by the rising panic of every adult in the shop.


And now there was no sign of her under the bed, or – thankfully – in the wardrobe, which seemed quite unstable. It was a beautiful piece of old walnut furniture, but swayed alarmingly when she pulled open the door to check inside.


‘Lou?’ she called down the stairs, ‘No sign of Hope here.’


The responsibility of bringing up her granddaughter weighed heavily. She felt a pang of guilt, thinking about her promise to Sarah to bring her up and give her the security she needed. If Harry was here a bit more, she thought, it wouldn’t be so bloody – she shook her head, feeling guilty for even thinking it. She had to tell herself that he was doing the best he could. They all were. She had to believe that, even if sometimes it felt like she’d pulled the short straw in everything.


‘She said something about seeing horses. Or drawing them?’


No sign of any art equipment where normally it would be strewn across the floor – Hope liked to lie on her stomach, propped up on her elbows, colouring in pictures she’d created. She could spend hours like that.


The first chilly fingers of fear sneaked into Jenny’s stomach. She took an instinctive breath in, feeling her chest rise, closing her eyes for a moment, remembering the words of the grief counsellor she’d seen for so long after Sarah’s death. Not everything is a calamity, she reminded herself.


‘Hope?’


Her voice sounded breathy and high-pitched. She strained her ears, listening for the rustling that would indicate a small child hidden somewhere.


‘She’s here.’


Thank God.


At the bottom of the stairs she paused again for a moment, watching as Lou caught Hope by the waist and pulled her in for a cuddle, taking her by surprise. ‘You smell of fresh air,’ he said. ‘Have you been in the garden?’


‘Darling . . .’ Jenny bent over to pick up the wellington boots – white stars on a blue shiny background – left strewn across the flagstones of the hallway. She placed them on top of the stack of cardboard boxes and looked at Hope. ‘Can you tell me or Grandpa if you’re going to play in the garden? Just so we don’t worry?’


‘I wasn’t in the garden,’ Hope said, standing on one leg, one striped sock hanging off the end of her toes, the other rolled over her jeans. She cocked her head to one side, thoughtfully, her dark eyes dreamy, long hair hanging in curtains on either side of a face smudged with mud. ‘I was looking at the horses. I’m going to go and draw them now. Did you know there’s a desk in my room? And I can see the horses from the window if I stand on tiptoe . . .’


‘Please don’t go leaning out of any windows,’ Jenny said to Hope’s back as she scampered out of the room.


‘How are you feeling?’ she asked Lou.


‘Fine, darling.’ She could see her husband doing his best not to roll his eyes. ‘Don’t fuss.’


‘I’m not fussing.’ Jenny pursed her lips. ‘I just prefer you alive to hooked up on a million machines.’


‘I’ve no intention of letting that happen again.’


A fleeting image of Lou, covered in monitors which had beeped and whirred alarmingly, popped into her head unbidden. She shook her head slightly as if to scare it away.


‘Good.’


‘Fine.’


He smiled at her for a second, his eyes twinkling, and something in his look reminded her of the boy he’d been when they met. Maybe this place could be a chance for them to remember who they’d been, before – everything.




Chapter Three


Ella


Each of the trees that lined Llanidaeron High Street was wrapped with a thousand tiny orange lights, glowing in the evening dusk like fireflies.


Ella stopped to look in the window of the post office, out of habit. She was still thinking about the little girl she’d seen earlier. She’d probably been out walking with her family, wandering up to look at the strangely compelling sight of the wind farm that stretched out along the top of the hills, filling the air with an unceasing, mysterious hum which spoke of ley lines and magic and not, more prosaically, of renewable energy and the town’s contribution to the National Grid. A surprising number of visitors made their way up the hill just to stand and watch the huge arms spinning. It was a contentious subject in the village – most of the locals had been positive about it, seeing it as an obvious way to bring much-needed money into the town, the population of which was slowly dwindling away, year on year. There was still a tattered poster hanging on by two rusted drawing pins to the announcement board, advertising a protest meeting. It had been arranged by one of the incomers. Ella had somehow bypassed incomer status and been accepted into the fold, probably because she’d moved in with Bron – so she’d been accepted over the last ten years as one of the locals. She’d attended more than her fair share of village improvement meetings and watched as many of the little businesses struggled to keep afloat. There were always people – floating out to the countryside to live the self-sufficient life, dressed from head to toe in ethnic-printed organic cotton – who were determined to keep the quaint nature of the village sacred, unaware that the village they imagined, sadly, no longer really existed. Teenagers left in search of university or jobs as soon as they could, the shops closed as the owners retired, and sometimes it felt like one day Llani would be nothing more than a ghost town.


But they’d still have the Lion, of course. It was a permanent fixture. Ella paused for a second to check her reflection in the shop window. Her dark hair was already wind-ruffled and in the blue-white glow of the shop light her face looked pale, her freckles standing out even more than usual. She pushed a strand of hair behind her ear and ran a finger along her lower lip, wiping away a smudge of lipstick. Behind her a gaggle of tiny ghouls tottered past, their faces painted white, high on artificial colours and squealing with delight.


‘All right, Ella?’


It was Susan from the art shop, hair covered with a black wig, cloaked in a voluminous black garment threaded with trailing silver ribbons. She was mummy to two of the tiny ghouls who’d just passed – Ella had no idea which, disguised as they were by the darkness and their elaborate costumes.


The sea of tiny people stopped, connected to Susan by some psychic link, and as one, swirled back, an ever-moving black cloud of energy and excitement, and surrounded them.


‘You going to the party at the Lion? As soon as I’ve filled this lot with as many sweets as they can eat and sent them to bed to dream of the dentist, I’ll be joining you. Lissa said you were coming out.’


Ella nodded. There were a million emotions swirling around inside her and, like a child, she felt an urge to rush home and cling on to her aunt. What if Bron never came back? What if the flight was too much for her and she suffered the same fate as her sister? Ella chewed on her lip, realizing as she did so that she’d probably taken off half of the plum-coloured lipstick she’d so carefully applied.


One of the children tugged at Susan’s sleeve. ‘Can we go now? Mrs Evans said if we came to her house she’d be doing hot dogs and party games and grown-up drinks.’


Susan brightened slightly at this.


‘Grown-up drinks?’ She waggled her eyebrows at Ella. ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’


‘We might get Coke!’ said a small boy.


Both adults laughed.


Ella recognized him as one of the children of the couple who owned the health food shop. He’d probably been dreaming of this night all year long. Coke and sweets weren’t allowed the rest of the time. The children were treated once a week, his mother had informed Ella recently, to a bar of carob on a Friday – if they’d done their meditation every morning.


‘I’m not sure that’s the kind of grown-up drink she meant, Danny.’ Susan caught Ella’s eye with a conspiratorial wink. She lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘Bloody hope not, anyway. I’ll see you later.’


Ella trailed up the high street to Lissa’s little cottage. The curtains were not yet drawn. The lit window framed a picture of pre-party disorganization. There was an ironing board set up in front of the outsize television screen which was showing one of the music channels, half-naked girls gyrating in front of an unappealing-looking singer in too-tight leather trousers. A bottle of wine stood on the floor, half empty already. Behind the sofa Lissa was standing in a dressing gown, face mask on, drying a pair of tights with a hairdryer. Lissa seemed like the sort of person who’d escape Llani for the exciting lights of the city as soon as she could. She had, in fact, when she was eighteen – heading to Manchester University to study politics, determined to make her mark. But the lure of the Welsh mountains had been so strong that following a postgraduate teaching qualification and a few years (‘absolute bloody hell, it was’) teaching in a grim, failing inner-city primary school she’d found herself drawn back to the village and now taught at the local primary school. As a senior member of staff, she prided herself on her professional standards, maturity, organization, and the certainty that the parents knew that while she was teaching she was a model of decorum, even if she was downing pints at the bar with the rowdier half of the PTA on a Friday night. 


‘You going to stand out there all night?’ The front door was wrested open as Ella went to knock. ‘There I was, blow-drying my tights, and I look up and you’re staring in the window looking like you’ve seen a ghost.’


‘I was dreaming,’ said Ella, taking off her coat and hanging it on the end of the banister. She dodged two huge crates of schoolbooks, which Lissa would have to mark tomorrow with a hangover.


‘Here,’ said Lissa, pouring a glass of sparkling wine. ‘Get that down you.’


By the time Lissa had got herself dressed and Ella’s make-up had been redone (‘Let’s make you a bit witchy, like. Here, I’ll do your eyes’), the bottle was finished and another one had been opened. Lissa shoved it under her coat as they headed out into the cold night and pulled the door closed behind them. Ella, concerned, peered into the empty house through the window.


‘What you doing?’


‘Just checking you haven’t left the iron on, or the hair straighteners, or any of the other things you do when you’re distracted.’ Ella nudged her friend, teasing.


‘I checked them all, I’ll have you know.’


‘Right,’ said Ella. ‘Let’s get this over with.’


‘It’s not a bloody torture session, Ell, it’s a night out at the pub. And it’s Hallowe’en. Everyone loves Hallowe’en –’


There was a tiny beat of silence and Lissa tipped her head slightly, looking at Ella as if she’d just remembered something.


‘Oh, honey. I know this is a shitty time of year.’


Ella shook her head. ‘Pass us that bottle,’ she said, reaching across. She took a long drink and handed it back to Lissa, wiping her mouth. She put the thought of the enormous bill, Bron leaving, and everything else to the back of her mind. There was nothing else to do with it.


They walked down the hill towards the old Victorian hotel which stood on the road that skirted the edge of Llanidaeron. A handful of young teenagers ran past, prompting Lissa to shove the wine bottle, previously waving about as she made a point, back underneath her long purple cloak.


‘You out trick or treating, Miss?’ one of the boys shouted back over his shoulder. 


‘Bloody hell, that was close.’ Lissa pretended to mop her brow.


Their footsteps echoed in the empty street. An owl hooted overhead in the silence, and a rumble in the distance could be heard, as the lights for the level crossing started to flash. There was a creak and a metallic clanking as the arm of the barrier groaned into life.


‘Shit, the bloody Aber train. I was stuck here for ten minutes the other day. I swear there’s something wrong with the timer on it, or something.’


Crossing when the lights were flashing and the alarm beginning to sound might be Lissa’s style, but that kind of risk wasn’t Ella’s usual sort of thing. But –


She grabbed Lissa’s arm and pulled her on. They hurtled across the metal railway tracks to the other side.


‘Duck,’ she shouted, and they bobbed underneath the barrier.


‘Bloody hell,’ Lissa bent over, puffed out and laughing. The huge floodlight that illuminated the crossing cast a pale white glow on her face, emphasizing the black shadow that formed sharp, witchy peaks at either side of her huge dark eyes. The alarm continued to sound, beeping repeatedly in time with the three red lights that flashed a warning in the darkness.


‘Cutting it a bit close there, girls. You off to the Lion?’


Looming out of the darkness, Alan from the post office approached. He lifted an arm in greeting.


‘Yes we are,’ Lissa indicated Ella with a nod of the head. ‘If Ella doesn’t get us run over by a bloody train first.’


Ella, exhilarated and feeling the wine going to her head, grinned.


There was a faint metallic hum as the train approached the little station platform behind them.


Alan shook his head. ‘Don’t think it’s my thing, girls. I’m a bit old to be out partying in my Hallowe’en outfit. I’m away off home with a pie from Rhian.’ He lifted the paper bag he was holding from the fish and chip shop.


‘Are you sure you can’t be tempted?’ Lissa waved the wine bottle in the air in reply.


‘Absolutely not.’


The lights of the train loomed out of the dark fields that lay beyond the village and drew closer. In a moment it had passed, pulling with a squeal of brakes into the little train station, disgorging its cargo of weekend tourists, students home for the weekend from university, and the late-night commuters who worked each day in Shrewsbury. It was another world – Ella couldn’t imagine it. Leaving this beautiful place every day for traffic and noise? There might be downsides to living in the middle of nowhere, but she wouldn’t swap life here for the bright lights now, not for anyone.


The warning lights blinked off and with a groan the hydraulic arm was lifted up again, pulling the barrier back. As Alan passed, his normally deadpan face broke into a rare smile.


‘You’re looking very glamorous tonight, Ella,’ he nodded. ‘Nice to see you out and about and out of your work clothes.’


Ella and Lissa opened the door to a wall of noise and the heat of countless bodies crammed into a tiny space. The air was thick with perfume and the damp, hoppy smell of spilt beer. A werewolf, a zombie nurse, three vampires and a mummy, his bandages already drooping, were hunched over the wooden stools that circled one of the beer-barrel tables just behind the door.


‘Ella!’ The mummy raised his glass in greeting. She peered forward through the half-lit room and recognized Mick from the grain stores, lifting a hand in a half-wave of recognition. It was busier this year than ever, with everyone having dressed up for the occasion. Like a masked ball, she thought, nobody quite knew who anyone was – and it meant that this night, of all nights, was the one when misbehaviour was at its peak. Even Adelaide Evans, owner of the little village bookshop, who normally presided owl-like over her desk like a Victorian schoolmistress, was standing by the bar with a glass of cider in one hand and a broomstick in the other. Her hair, still in its neat little top knot, was sprayed silver and a cobweb – complete with spider – hung from her round-framed metal spectacles. She was deep in conversation with a black-clad shape wearing a ghoulish rubber mask.


Sally behind the bar gave them a wave, rolling her eyes and lifting palms upward in mock despair, as if she couldn’t believe what was going on. She was the architect of the yearly Hallowe’en party, instituted years back when her children were much younger. ‘Why should they get all the fun?’ she’d said, telling everyone at the school gates and along the river when she met them out dog walking. ‘We can bloody well have our own Hallowe’en celebration once we’ve got our lot off to bed.’ And so she did – Gareth and Charlotte, her twins, were at university now, no doubt causing mischief wherever they went, but the tradition continued. Now whichever parents had drawn the short straws – Susan was one, this year – would be trailing over-excited children around the village, looking for the lit-up carved pumpkins that indicated a welcome while the others would be back home, preparing for a much-anticipated night out. The children would be delivered home and teenagers bribed into babysitting with money and vast buckets of trick-or-treating leftovers.


Ella stood for a moment, letting the sounds wash over her. The music was almost drowned out by the clamour of voices and the clatter of glasses. She ran a hand along the wooden carving on the panelled wall. A hundred years or so ago, someone had lovingly created each of the ornate wooden oak leaves which ran along the edge of the panel, detailing each one with the finest miniature branches of veins, each one different, all beautiful. Over the years, the edges had become smooth and rounded with all the hands that had touched them over a hundred years. The things the hotel had seen years back, when the traders were making their way across the country to and from London. And now here they stood, the place filled with ghouls and gargoyles, the light dim, skeletons and ghosts hanging from the ceiling.


She lifted her gaze and scanned the room. Lissa had already managed to duck under the heaving throng of people waiting to be served at the bar and could be seen waving a twenty-pound note at one of the young, good-looking barmen. With her dark hair curled and her old-fashioned, bosomy figure cinched into a drawstring corset, Ella wasn’t completely sure what her friend was supposed to be, but she looked like she’d been poured into her dress and the effect was dazzling. Lissa wasn’t having any trouble attracting attention. A second later and she’d exchanged the money she was waving for two pints and two shots of something alarmingly purple in colour. Ella waited as she managed to part the sea of people and make her way back out, beaming triumphantly.


‘Here you are.’ She handed two of the glasses over.


‘Should I ask what it is?’


‘Haunted horror, it said on the poster.’ Lissa raised her glass, clinking it against Ella’s. ‘Something purple and –’ She took a mouthful, pulling a face. ‘Well, it looks nice, anyway. I reckon Andy behind the bar made it up off the top of his head.’


Ella sniffed cautiously, threw her head back, and downed it in one. She placed the glass on a nearby table, feeling quite pleased with herself. This was more like it. Maybe Dutch courage was what she needed.


It was hard to move through the bar to get to the function room at the back of the hotel. They sidled, stepping sideways, glasses held high.


‘I can’t believe Bron’s off to Australia.’ Lissa took advantage of a break in the music, turning to Ella, her dark eyes thoughtful. ‘How are you feeling?’


‘Fine. Good.’ Whatever was in the drink was definitely going to her head. ‘I’m going to make some – changes.’


‘Really?’ Lissa looked impressed. ‘So what’s the plan for the new and improved Ella?’


Ella took a deep breath, and another large mouthful of her drink.


‘I’m going to talk to Nick tonight.’




Chapter Four


Ella


‘Oh.’ Lissa’s eyes widened. ‘I’m not sure that’s –’ She stopped midway through a sentence, looking at Ella briefly, then across the sea of black-clad bodies. The music had been turned up and was thumping so loudly now that Ella could feel it reverberating through her body, shaking her bones, waking her up. It brought back memories of long ago – nights out clubbing, dancing under ever-changing coloured light, staggering exhausted into the hazy half-light of an Edinburgh dawn at four in the morning. Back in uni days they’d stayed out all night. It was a far cry from the life here in Llanidaeron, where the sounds most likely to wake her at that time of the morning were a ewe calling for a stray lamb, or the milk tanker chugging past on the way to start the first collection of the day over on the coast.


‘But I’m not ready for him yet,’ said Ella, grabbing Lissa’s hand, pulling her onto the already-packed dance floor. They were folded immediately into a throng of bodies, twirling and thrusting and moving with the beat, which was hypnotic. The lights pulsed in time with her heartbeat and Ella threw her hands in the air, losing herself in the music.


Lissa, when the music dipped temporarily, grabbed Ella’s hands with a beaming smile, her dark eyes bright.


‘This is bloody brilliant, isn’t it?’ She spun around, knocking into a green-clad zombie who nodded his head in acknowledgement, pointing both fingers and dancing backwards, inviting her to join him. ‘That’s – oh my God,’ she yelled, only just audible as the ancient, familiar sound of Michael Jackson’s ‘Thriller’ came through the speakers, ‘Gerry, you’ve got the moves, boy.’


She turned away, laughing, taking the hand of Gerard Lewis, head of the secondary-school science department, normally seen in a white lab coat looking thoughtful or reading the paper over a coffee in the bakery on a weekend. This was a departure for him. Ella laughed aloud, finding herself shoulder to shoulder with a row of ghouls who clearly knew every step of the dance from the song. She didn’t have a clue what she was doing, she was surrounded by noise and chaos, and she was having fun – for the first time in bloody ages, she was letting her hair down. She’d even managed to – almost – forget the slight matter of a bill she had no idea how to pay.


Extracting herself from the grip of an over-excited Mrs Evans who, clearly brightened by several sherries, was determined to drag everyone into a conga, Ella headed for the loos, buffeted and bumped by countless half-recognizable fiends along the way. At times like this, living here in Llanidaeron felt like being part of a huge, unruly family. She pulled open the door to the green-tiled bathroom and leaned back against the wall, waiting for a loo to become free.


‘All right, Ella? Haven’t seen you for ages, love.’ Hannah, another horse owner from the village, looked up, catching her eye in the mirror.


‘Work,’ said Ella, by explanation. ‘You know what it’s like.’


‘God, tell me about it. Nice to get out though, hey?’


Hannah rubbed her hands dry on her zombie suit – after goodness knows how many years, the hand dryer still wasn’t working properly unless you –


Ella gave it a sharp wallop on the side with the flat of her hand and, startled, it whooshed into life. Hannah laughed.


She pulled the door open so the sound spilled into the bright white light of the toilets. Turning back, she touched Ella on the shoulder as she left.


‘Don’t be a stranger, all right? You know you can always pop round for a coffee any time, lovey.’


Ella smiled back. It was easy, as winter came in, to go into hibernation mode. If it wasn’t for Lissa dragging her to the pub, she could have stayed up on the hill for weeks on end. When Bron went, she’d be up there by herself. Even thinking about it felt a bit lonely. She gave an involuntary shiver.


‘I will,’ she said. ‘Promise.’


Hannah blew her a kiss and was swallowed by the crowd as the door slowly shut, leaving Ella standing looking in the mirror alone.


She hadn’t seen Nick yet. There was no way he would be missing tonight, though, and she knew it was only a matter of time before they found each other. It had started as a flirtation at work – he’d turned up in town, having taken over one of the old units in the converted barns, where he’d set up his farriery business. Old Tom – who had been known by that name for as long as Ella could remember – had finally given up the ghost and retired, almost bent double after a lifetime of shoeing the horses that lived and worked in the valley. He’d been more than happy to hand over his business to the charming, young and – Ella had acknowledged to herself when he’d arrived in his red van, swinging himself out with an easy manner that could tame the most recalcitrant and awkward of horses – pretty bloody good-looking man.


‘All right, my lovely,’ he’d said to Bella. Bella had, Ella swore, telling Bron later that afternoon, actually melted slightly, batting her long eyelashes and gently nuzzling his back as he trimmed her hooves. Ella hadn’t been able to tear her eyes away from the strip of skin that Bella’s inquisitive muzzle had revealed. He was tanned and muscular under a battered grey marl T-shirt, with the strong arms that came with his profession. But where Old Tom’s arms were grizzled and scarred with countless injuries, grey-haired and twisted, Nick’s were – well, Ella had to look away. She’d spent years not even thinking about men, or sex, or anything, so it was a complete surprise – and one she hadn’t shared with Bron, who up until then had been party to Ella’s deepest secrets – that she’d found herself accepting his offer of a drink that night.


They’d headed to the tiny little tapas bar that had recently opened by the canal bank – the most exotic thing that Llanidaeron had to offer – and spent the night drinking red wine and flirting until Ella took matters into her own hands and invited herself back to his cottage, where she stayed the night. The next morning, still amazed at the fact that she’d been basically overtaken by nothing more than overwhelming lust, she’d marched the long, hungover walk back through the village and up the hill to feed the horses, arriving back in the kitchen to put the kettle on and jump in a shower before Bron had even risen for the day.


She hadn’t – she insisted to Nick, who seemed as matter-of-fact about this as he did about pretty much everything else – wanted a relationship.


‘That’s fine,’ he’d grinned. ‘How about we leave it as – well, you can’t deny we’re pretty compatible . . .’


Ella had felt herself going pink, remembering their night together. She didn’t want a relationship with anyone – life was too complicated for that, and despite Lissa’s protestations that life was short and she ought to grab it with both bloody hands (and Nick, for that matter, whom Lissa had pronounced ‘a damn fine specimen’) she didn’t want complications. So they kept it very loose – if she was at the pub, they’d hook up. If he was shoeing the horses, she’d catch a lift down to the village in his van and they’d go for something to eat and inevitably end up staying the night.


But she’d kept a cautious distance. And so over the next few years she and Nick had danced back and forth, not committing to anything, sleeping together once in a while, sharing a laugh. They were both happy with that.
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