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Shepherd Market is old London. Two small squares of ye-olde quaint shop fronts and pubs, some dating back to the 1700s, nestle unconcerned among the steel-and-glass monoliths of their descendants. A peculiar vibe of village camaraderie and tourism pulses through the tiny neighbourhood; doors open with tinkling bells into welcomingly dark shops, and people mingle in the street, strangers and friends passing the time. And it is here, sandwiched between a tailor’s and a bistro, that Elinor Noel – Nory to those who know her best – runs her second-hand bookshop, Serendipitous Seconds, with her right-hand man, Andrew.


The woman in the long blue floral coat with curly grey hair flowing to her waist had been leafing through a book of prints by Dutch Old Masters for nearly twenty minutes, and Elinor was beginning to twitch. One of the only downsides, so far as Elinor could see, to spending your life surrounded by beautiful books was that people kept wanting to buy your favourites.


Andrew pushed a mug of coffee into her hand.


‘Stop staring,’ he hissed. ‘You’ll put her off the sale.’


Elinor narrowed her eyes and stared harder. ‘That is one of the most comprehensive books we have on the Old Masters’ still lifes,’ she whispered. ‘The quality of the prints is exquisite. They don’t print books on that kind of paper any more.’


‘Which is reflected in the price tag, which is why we need this sale. Now stop intimidating our only customer and help me decipher this inventory.’


She allowed herself to be led away to the large mahogany desk at the back of the shop. Andrew was on an eternal quest to try and keep track of the vast and eclectic jumble of books for which they had long since run out of shelf and stacking space. Nory didn’t feel that the alchemy of bringing books together with readers could be contained within a spreadsheet.


Face-to-face sales might not have been her strong suit, but Nory had a gift for finding rare and beautiful books and matching them with owners who would treasure them for ever. It was as if she could feel the books calling to her. She could sift through a box of dime-a-dozen titles and find the hidden gem. Not only that, but she would instantly know who the book was destined for – Andrew called her the ‘book-whisperer’. And it was this talent that kept people coming back for more. In her desk drawer she had a small leather-bound volume with the names of all her repeat customers and the books they had purchased. When a fresh consignment of titles arrived at the shop, she would reach for the book of names, fingers tingling with the promise of matches to be made: book-love was a magical thing.


Matilda murmured in her papoose, which was attached to Andrew’s front. Matilda was four months old now, and Elinor wondered how long Andrew could continue to carry her around for hours at a time without developing a stoop. Matilda spent two days in the shop with Andrew and three days at home with his husband Seb, who worked in graphic design. In January, Matilda would start at nursery and Andrew was already fretting.


The woman in the floral coat began to walk towards the desk, zigzagging slightly as she negotiated the piles of books on tables and footstools, organized in an order known only to Nory, and Nory felt herself tense. Andrew rested a steadying hand on her shoulder.


It wasn’t that she was against selling books – this was, after all, her chosen profession – it was more that she felt a particular affinity with anything botanical, in particular botanical art, and she had collected some rather fabulous books on the subject, which she was loath to part with. She guessed that’s what you got for growing up in a family-run nursery business: her whole family was plant-obsessed.


The woman placed the tome – a collection of the works of Rachel Ruysch – with due reverence on the desk and Elinor thawed slightly; perhaps she was the right owner for this book after all.


‘Can you do anything on the price?’ she asked.


Elinor made a face like she was thinking about it. ‘It’s a rare reproduction. I think it’s priced more than fairly.’


You did not, in her opinion, haggle, where Old Masters were concerned. The woman eyed her.


Andrew, with Matilda snuffling contentedly into his chest, leaned over and asked, ‘I wonder if this book could be the first in our ten per cent Christmas discount offer?’, in a terribly polite voice, which only Nory knew actually meant make the goddamned sale!


The woman’s eyes widened briefly and she raised one eyebrow expectantly at Elinor, who smiled.


‘Of course – how silly of me to forget the Christmas discount. That brings us down to three hundred and twenty-five pounds exactly.’


‘Wonderful!’ exclaimed the woman. She immediately began to rummage around in her handbag, while Andrew whisked the book – which Nory had been stroking wistfully – out of her reach to wrap it.


Andrew handed the book, enveloped in thick brown parchment paper and secured with string, to Nory, and she held it out to the woman. The woman took it, but Nory held on. Suddenly she couldn’t seem to make her hands unclench. The woman tugged and Nory resisted. The woman smiled uncertainly and tugged again. Reluctantly Nory let go and the woman hurried out of the shop, apparently fearing Nory might give chase. In fairness, if Ameerah hadn’t ambled in at that moment and flung herself into one of the old chesterfield armchairs in the reading corner, she might have.


Ameerah was wearing a black floor-length military coat, undone to reveal a tailored black skirt suit nipped in at the waist and a brilliant white shirt with a ruffle down either side of the buttons. Her knee-high stilettoed black boots squeaked as she crossed her legs elegantly and settled her gaze first on Elinor and then on Andrew.


‘Hello, my darlings. Coffee’s on the way.’ She smiled.


Where Ameerah was tall and Marlene-Dietrich-sleek, Elinor was five foot five at a pinch, with decidedly Rubenesque proportions. Elinor had a heart-shaped face with high cheekbones, emphasized by almost permanently rosy cheeks; if she were an actress, she would surely be typecast as a buxom wench. Her shoulder-length hair, like her eyes, was a mixture of browns, golds and ambers that caught the light. Her friend Jenna had once said that Nory had the colouring of a tortoiseshell cat. Nory had decided there were far worse animals to be likened to.


Nory checked her watch. ‘Shouldn’t you be in court, defending the defenceless?’ she asked.


‘The case was adjourned until the morning.’


‘Lucky us,’ said Andrew slyly.


‘Don’t pretend you’re not delighted to see me,’ said Ameerah. ‘Now bring my god-daughter over here, so that I can coo over her.’


‘Actually, Ameerah, Matilda is my god-daughter.’


‘Yes, but we’re best friends, so she’s my god-daughter by proxy.’


Elinor couldn’t argue with that.


The bell jingled and Hannah, the owner of Delizioso Coffee, came in bearing three cardboard cups, steaming in the cold air.


‘Thank you, Hannah,’ said Nory, taking the cups. ‘You didn’t need to bring them over – I would have come and got them.’


‘It’s no bother. We’re quiet at the moment. The lull before the lunch rush. Lots of people are talking about your window display. It’s quite a hit.’


Andrew beamed. This year’s Christmas window design had been his idea: a three-foot plump and jolly Father Christmas seated in a rocking chair, reading, his half-moon glasses having slipped to the end of his nose. Around him were piles of well-loved books and vintage Christmas titles propped up, their covers facing outwards. This morning they had sold a particularly crusty-looking copy of The Little Match Girl from the display.


‘Let’s hope it brings in the customers,’ said Nory.


‘If she can bear to actually part with the books,’ replied Andrew. He was kneeling at Ameerah’s feet, the papoose still attached to him, while Ameerah poured adoration upon his daughter. Having men at her feet, even gay men, was something Ameerah was used to.


Hannah left, and Elinor began searching for a book to fill the hole on the shelf left by the one just purchased – an unfilled bookshelf was a sad shelf indeed. She wandered over to a pile of leather-bound tomes sitting on an antique dining chair with a frayed red-velvet seat. She knew exactly what she was looking for and gave a little hum of satisfaction when she found it: a book celebrating paintings by Maria Sibylla Merian. Elinor carefully extricated it from the stack and stroked the cover. The antique chair creaked in gratitude at having some weight lifted from it. She gently opened the book and began to turn the pages, feeling a sense of deep contentment as her eyes roamed over paintings that were as familiar to her as her own face. Elinor had studied literature and art history at university and had written her final dissertation on ‘The Forgotten Female Artists of the Golden Age’; Merian’s work had featured heavily.


‘Stop fawning over that tatty old book and drink your coffee,’ called Ameerah.


‘Don’t listen to her,’ Nory whispered to the book, closing it and slipping it into the space left by the latest sale. Ameerah had very little appreciation for anything that came from before the 1990s – and that included her boyfriends. Nory sat down on an old wooden milking stool, which she’d found in the basement when she’d taken over the shop, and sipped her coffee.


Serendipitous Seconds had more than its fair share of cosy nooks, and each was filled with a comfortable old chair. In Nory’s opinion, book-buying should never be rushed, and she wanted her customers to feel they could sit and get to know a book before they purchased.


‘Andrew, I’ve had another email from Jenna to say that Nory is dragging her heels about the house party. We’re supposed to arrive on the twenty-ninth of November – that’s this Sunday. Your employer is being unconscionably difficult. Talk to her.’


‘I’ve tried, believe me. She’s being very resistant.’


‘I am here, you know! And I’m not being difficult; I’m going to the wedding, and I’ve offered to help with the prep in any way I can. I simply don’t know if I ought to go to the house party first.’


‘But it won’t be the same without you. The whole point is that we have the old gang together again – just us – before all the other guests arrive. When was the last time we were all properly together?’


‘You know when,’ said Nory.


A familiar pang of sorrow coiled around her ribs, making her chest tighten. They had been such a tight group at school. It had seemed unthinkable they could ever drift apart. But of course they did. Until Tristan’s death had brought them back together, in the worst possible way.


‘Exactly,’ said Ameerah more softly. ‘And we said we wouldn’t drift apart again.’


‘We haven’t. I keep in contact with everyone; well, almost everyone.’ Nory frowned as a memory of her and Guy, in flagrante, flashed into her mind.


‘Yes, but not all together at the same time! Come on, Nory, we’re the shits-and-giggles gang, remember? You have to come or we’ll be another member down.’ She pulled a sad face and then said, ‘Don’t make me benzodiazepine your coffee.’


‘For someone who works in law, you have a decidedly squiffy moral compass,’ Andrew noted.


‘My client list is long and varied, and each one brings their own education.’ Ameerah winked.


‘Christmas is our busiest time of year. I can’t just go gallivanting off for a jolly in a castle,’ Nory reasoned.


‘It’s not any old castle – it’s Robinwood Castle, the playground of our youth. And it’s not any old jolly, either. It’s a week spent with our oldest and dearest friends.’


Ameerah made a compelling case. It wasn’t that Nory didn’t desperately want to spend time with her friends, but it was complicated, and these days she tried to avoid complicated where possible. Still, she was running out of excuses.


‘Also, I’ve had sex with the groom,’ she countered.


Ameerah threw her head back and laughed. ‘We’ve all had sex with the groom, Nory!’


This was probably true. The very exclusive private school to which Elinor had won a scholarship had been somewhat isolated and, as such, provided a rather small pool in which its horny teenage students could experiment sexually; so the girls and boys of Braddon-Hartmead made sure they swam every inch of it. Charles, the groom, had been generally known as an absolute hound in the sixth form. Beneath his yearbook picture the quote read: Most likely to become a porn star. He’d become an investment banker.


‘Are you bringing Dev?’ Nory asked.


‘Yes. Man-Barbie will be accompanying me, for the purposes of being eye-candy and heroically good in the sack.’


Dev Chakrabarti was Ameerah’s latest boyfriend, a model who was the darling of British Vogue photographers and a well-known figure on the catwalks at Milan, Paris, London and New York fashion weeks. Ameerah was fond of saying that she had neither the time nor the space in her life for men who had something to say; she merely wanted them to look good and fuck better.


‘It doesn’t seem fair that he should be a nice person and attractive and good in bed. There must be something wrong with him,’ said Nory, screwing up her button nose.


She had met Dev several times now and found him very good company – quite different from the vacuous men Ameerah usually dated.


‘There is,’ Ameerah said, stretching and yawning. ‘He’s a man-Barbie.’


‘I think Dev has hidden depths. You just won’t give him the chance to show you. Did you know he has a degree in politics and international relations?’


‘What?’ Ameerah was taken aback. ‘Who? Dev?’


‘Are you objectifying a man, Ameerah? I’m shocked.’ Andrew smiled wickedly.


She pulled a face at him.


‘Andrew, darling, I have been objectified since the day I grew these.’ She paused to poke out her boobs and prod them in turn. ‘Do you think men see me in my barrister get-up and think: gosh, she looks like a clever, well-read woman? No, they look at me and think: what’s she got under those robes? And they assume I must have slept my way to the top. That is, if they don’t first mistake me for the defendant.’


‘Cynical, much?’ asked Andrew.


‘Tell me I’m wrong,’ said Ameerah fiercely.


Andrew put up his hands in surrender.


‘Does that mean we ought to behave as badly as men?’ Nory queried.


‘Oh, I’m sick of having to be the better person. Why is it always down to women to act like grown-ups and lead by example? I want to equal the rights to objectification.’


‘Well, objectification aside, if – hypothetically – I do come to the house party, I’ll be the only person without a plus-one. I’ll be the proverbial third wheel.’


‘Are you not enough as you are?’ queried Andrew, one eyebrow raised archly. ‘Do you need a man by your side in order to feel complete?’


‘Certainly not!’ Nory was indignant.


‘Then you should be perfectly happy to attend as a one.’ He smiled triumphantly.


‘I’m worried about the shop.’ This was a small lie.


Andrew, who had left his position beside Ameerah’s throne and begun to re-alphabetize the middle-grade children’s section, turned with his hands on hips.


‘And what am I?’ he asked. ‘Chopped liver?’


‘Andrew, you know what Christmas is like here. I can’t leave you to cope on your own.’


‘I’ll get Seb to come in. He’s helped out before.’


‘And what about Matilda?’


‘Well, naturally she’ll come too. We can take turns to carry her in the papoose. She’ll love having both her parents with her all day.’


‘As if that baby isn’t spoiled enough,’ said Ameerah.


‘How can you spoil a four-month-old baby?’ asked Andrew. ‘All they want is cuddles, love and food: pretty basic requirements for any human really.’


‘I only saw my parents at weddings and funerals – didn’t do me any harm,’ said Ameerah mirthlessly.


‘I rest my case,’ Andrew remarked, giving her a side-eye.


Ameerah had been a boarder at Braddon-Hartmead from the age of eleven and had been raised by a nanny before that; she was only slightly exaggerating how little of her childhood she had spent with her parents. Whereas Elinor’s family lived in the village down the hill from the school, so she only boarded Monday to Friday.


‘What about Mugwort?’ asked Nory.


Mugwort was her cat. He was seventeen years old and only had three legs, since he’d lost one in an altercation with a Deliveroo bike two years ago. Mugwort had decided, rather wisely, that he would become a house-cat after that.


Andrew crossed the room and laid his hand on Nory’s arm. ‘Nory,’ he said, ‘we’ll have Mugwort; he’s no bother and he knows his way around our place. Go and have some fun. Your shop and your feline will be fine.’


‘Andrew, that’s really very sweet of you, but you’ve got enough going on – you really don’t need an elderly disabled cat moving in.’


‘We’ve got Seb’s mother coming to stay for the whole of December. What’s one more cantankerous cat in the mix?’


Ameerah stretched out her long legs and her boots creaked.


‘There we are,’ she said. ‘All your stupid protestations have been quashed. You’re coming!’


As a barrister, Ameerah was not used to losing cases.


‘And what about Guy?’ Elinor asked.


‘What about him?’


‘You know what.’


Ameerah puffed out exasperatedly and looked at her perfectly manicured nails.


‘Well, obviously he’ll be there. Like it or not, Guy’s one of us. I’ll be on hand as your human shield, but honestly, Nory, he’s not going to be making sleazy jokes about it, with his wife there.’


‘How can I face Camille? I’ll burn up with shame every time I see her.’


‘You didn’t know he was married, so the shame isn’t yours; if anyone should be burning, it’s Guy. Anyway, that was five years ago,’ said Ameerah.


‘I don’t see how that’s relevant, Ameerah. It doesn’t become less adulterous, the longer ago it happened.’


‘All I’m saying is: it’s water under the bridge, done and dusted. It’s not like anyone’s going to remember. And even if they do, they’re hardly going to mention it with his wife there.’


Elinor knew full well that her old friends remembered just as well as she did.


It had happened after Tristan’s funeral. The old gang had booked a farmhouse for a long weekend after the wake. They had spent the time drinking and reminiscing and swearing allegiance to one another. There had been tears and reflections, but there had been laughter too. In the early hours of Sunday morning, after far too much wine and with hearts heavy with old memories, Guy and Elinor had stumbled into her bedroom and the inevitable had happened, multiple times. It wasn’t until they’d come down for breakfast, looking sheepish and beaming in the afterglow of having been shagging for the last six hours, that Charles had informed Elinor that Guy was in fact married, with two children under five. They’d had another child since.


‘I still can’t believe no one stopped me.’ Elinor was filled with fresh mortification every time she thought about it.


‘Nobody knew you two were going to embark on a marathon fuck-fest. Anyway, I didn’t know he was married, either. And by the time Pippa filled me in, the sounds of the headboard smacking against the wall suggested that Guy was already very much filling you in!’


Andrew spluttered a laugh, which made Matilda jump.


Elinor buried her head in her hands. ‘You are so crude,’ she mumbled.


Ameerah continued, ‘I could hardly knock on your door while you were mid-coitus, to let you know, could I? I planned to take you to one side the next day and tell you, but Charles got in first. He always was the biggest gossip.’


Nory and Guy weren’t the only friends to pair off that weekend. Jenna and Charles had also reconnected with each other, and now they were about to be married. It was strange to think their happiness was born out of such a tragedy. Would they have found their way back to one another if it weren’t for Tristan’s death? It made Elinor sad to think about it, and she knew Jenna struggled with it too. Jenna said she felt guilty sometimes that her life had been transformed because of Tristan’s death. Before that weekend, she’d been boomeranging hopelessly between men, trying to blot out their failings and make one of them stick. And then she’d seen Charles again and suddenly it all seemed to fall into place, as though she’d been trying to force her previous boyfriends to fit a Charles-shaped hole.


Elinor would be lying if she said she hadn’t entertained similar thoughts about Guy during their brief encounter; she had fantasized between orgasms that the Fates had thrown them back into each other’s paths for a reason. But of course the Fates had had nothing to do with it, although Elinor suspected that Guy might have been channelling Priapus, the Greek god with the permanent erection.


‘Oh, say you’ll come, Nory, please. I can ask Dev to bring along another man-Barbie to play with you.’ Ameerah waggled her eyebrows and winked.


‘No, thank you. I have sworn off meaningless sex with mindless men.’


‘Good! That leaves more for me. Now stop playing hard to get, and tell Jenna you’ll come to the house party.’


‘You know she won’t give up,’ said Andrew. ‘Besides, you haven’t had a proper break this year. And really why are you letting this hack, Guy, stop you spending a week living in the lap of luxury with your oldest friends? Why are you making his life easier?’


‘Yes!’ said Ameerah, clapping her hands together. ‘Andrew is spot-on. This is about fighting against the patriarchy. Women have spent too long making apologies for men’s bad behaviour. If you don’t come to this house party you are allowing the cycle of systemic misogyny to continue. Don’t be part of the problem, Elinor, be part of the solution: break down the walls of patriarchal mind-control.’


Elinor gave in. She was no match for Ameerah’s courtroom arguments. And why should she be relegated to hide in the shadows because Guy couldn’t keep his penis in his pants? She hadn’t cheated on anyone. With Ameerah looking over her shoulder, she messaged Jenna, apologizing for dragging her heels and confirming that she would be coming on Sunday for the whole week.


Elinor felt indignantly roused by Ameerah’s speech for a full hour before she came down off the high and remembered that she was a compulsive worrier and had just agreed to spend a week in a castle, avoiding Guy’s wife.









Chapter 2
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It was dark when Elinor locked the door to Serendipitous Seconds. She stood for a few moments looking at their festive display through the thick leaded windows. They had left the fairy-lights on, and Father Christmas rocking in his chair. The Christmas titles stared out at her: a 1930s reproduction of A Christmas Carol, a particularly battered copy of M. R. James’s ghost stories, an illustrated reprint of The Nutcracker and the Mouse King by E. T. A Hoffman and Tolkien’s Letters from Father Christmas. And, her favourite of all, a vintage edition of The Night Before Christmas illustrated by Arthur Rackham – she wasn’t sure she could bear to part with that one; she had fought Andrew on having it in the window and he had won. He was right, of course, it looked beautiful, laid open to a page of Father Christmas in his sleigh among the snowy rooftops. Maybe she would pop a little red ‘Sold’ sticker in the bottom corner to put off potential buyers.


She was slowly becoming resigned to – even a little excited by – the idea of spending seven days in a draughty castle with her old school friends. Ameerah had messaged to say they would leave on the morning of Sunday the twenty-ninth, stopping for a leisurely pub lunch somewhere. Jenna had insisted that no one should arrive before 3 p.m. because she wanted to get acquainted with the place first. This was Jenna-code for wanting to make it absolutely clear to the staff that she was the bride, a.k.a. number-one guest, a.k.a. in charge.


Elinor shivered as the cold evening eked in through her coat. Shepherd Market was picture-perfect: lights twinkled from every window, and people spilled out from the pubs wrapped in scarves and clutching cold pints of ale. Nory walked the short distance to the Italian restaurant, waving and calling ‘Goodbye’ to fellow shopkeepers closing up for the night.


As she pushed open the door to Pepe’s, the scent of garlic and vine-tomatoes washed over her.


‘Elinor!’ Anthony called across the crowded restaurant.


Anthony was the owner of Pepe’s, and Elinor never failed to marvel at how sensual his strong Italian accent managed to make her name sound. She smiled warmly at him, and her stomach growled as she made her way through the candlelit tables to the small bar area at the back.


‘Hi, Anthony,’ she said as he dramatically kissed both her cheeks.


‘When are you going to marry one of my sons so that you can start calling me Papa, hmm?’


Elinor laughed. This was a familiar routine. Anthony ran the restaurant with his two sons: Anthony Junior, who managed the kitchen, and Paul, who worked the bar. They were both in their late fifties. Anthony Junior had been divorced twice and Paul was gay, but Anthony Senior saw none of these things as an obstacle to their ‘making an honest woman’ out of Elinor.


Anthony Junior came out of the kitchen holding a brown paper bag, which he handed to Elinor before also kissing her on both cheeks.


‘Lasagne,’ he said in his broad London accent. ‘And a decent helping of Mama’s tiramisu.’


‘Mmm, thanks, Anthony. I put the money in your account earlier.’


Anthony Junior waved his hand as if money was the thing furthest from his mind.


‘Leetle Elinor, always eating alone!’ exclaimed Anthony Senior, loud enough for all the patrons to hear. He brought his voice down to a loud whisper and winked. ‘You know I would give you our best table for two if you ever want to bring a man in for dinner.’ He said the word ‘man’ like it was some exotic creature, which Elinor supposed, for her, it would be; at thirty-four, she was beginning to feel like a Jane Austen spinster.


She left the restaurant, calling her goodbyes, and hurried between two buildings down a skinny alleyway, which broadened out into a dead-end filled with wheelie bins, giant flattened-out cardboard boxes and other detritus from the businesses and private lets that inhabited the premises. Iron fire-escapes clung to the walls, and the smell of clean washing blew up through fans from the communal laundry rooms in the basements. Hidden in an alcove was a door, coloured deep purple, with chips revealing the navy blues and dark reds of paint-coats past. An ornate Christmas wreath hung from the door knocker, looking incongruous against the tatty alley.


Elinor let herself in and began to climb the stairs. The carpet was worn, but the walls were painted sage green, and Etienne and Ross – art lecturers at UCL – had painted trailing flowers and wisteria climbing the hallway. Nory lived on the fifth floor and there was no lift, but she didn’t mind; working so close to home, sometimes these stairs were the only exercise she got. She passed several doors on the semi-landings as she climbed. She liked hearing the sounds and soaking in the smells of the lives happening behind the doors: always meaty smells and soap operas from the Greek couple in Flat 7; the starchy scent of boiling rice and the sound of classical music from Anna and her Russian girlfriend in Flat 10. Further up the building, Kia, the newest addition to Neela and Jonas’s brood, was making herself heard above the saccharine soundtrack of Disney tunes.


She turned the key in the lock and pushed open the door to find Mugwort waiting for her. No one could describe Mugwort as a looker, but that was what had attracted her to him in the rescue centre; she had always been a sucker for an underdog or, in this case, undercat. Mugwort followed her into the kitchen, which saw far less cooking than she would ever admit to her mum. She fed Mugwort and slid her lasagne out of its foil dish onto a plate; then, emptying the last of a bottle of red into a wine glass, she settled on the sofa and switched on the TV. This was her nightly routine. Later, she would attempt some bookkeeping – which Andrew would correct tomorrow – and then she would scour the online auction houses for estate content sales and check to see if any of her house-clearance contacts had any new book acquisitions.


In the last two years she hadn’t dated anyone for longer than three months. She wasn’t sure if she had changed or if the men on the dating apps had changed, but lately she hadn’t been clicking with anyone. She was supposed to be in her flirty thirties, but all the guys her age and older seemed to be wanting someone younger and she was finding precious little opportunity to do any flirting at all. Why were all the thirty-five to forty-year-old professional men wanting to date twenty-two-year-olds straight out of university? She was a catch – a damned fine catch! She had her own business, staff (one member, but that still counted), a studio flat in central London; she was well read, intelligent, curvy, reasonably attractive, a non-smoker (except after three shots of Sambuca) and she liked sex; not only that, but she was rather good at it too. How was that not getting her all the likes?


Her mobile rang.


‘Hi, Mum.’


‘Hello, love, what are you up to?’


‘Eating dinner and watching TV.’


‘That’s nice. What are you having?’


‘Lasagne.’


‘Home-made?’


‘Mmm.’


‘Lovely. You’ll have to make one for us when you’re next down.’


‘Um, yeah, sure – why not?’


‘Thomas said there’s a big house party staying at the castle next week. Is that your friend’s thing?’


‘Yes, it is. How does Thomas know?’


‘They’ve ordered all sorts of flower garlands for the staircases and arrangements for the tables, hundreds of loose blooms and greenery too. Shelley’s doing extra shifts, but you know it’s hard for her, with the boys as well. I remember trying to manage you two and the business, especially at Christmas with all the castle displays. I was going to cut my hours back before Christmas, but there’s not a chance, with all this going on as well as our usual orders. Thomas thought he recognized the name on the order sheet – Pippa-something, I think. You used to be friends with a Pippa, didn’t you?’


‘Yes, that’s my friend Pippa.’


Pippa had the kind of job that would send Nory’s dad into a tailspin: She was a house stylist. People with excessive amounts of money paid her to go into their houses and create floral arrangements in every room, and garnish their sideboards with the correct objet d’art to make them look effortlessly stylish. It didn’t surprise Nory that Jenna would have hired their friend to ‘dress’ the castle. In her real life Jenna didn’t have quite enough money to have a house stylist on the payroll – though she had aspirations for the future – but she would be pushing the boat out for the wedding.


‘Will you be there? At the castle for the week? I know you’re going to the wedding, but I didn’t realize there was a holiday first.’


‘I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to make the house party. But as it turns out, I will be there, yes.’


‘Oh, how lovely! Make sure you come and see us. You can’t be so close and not come to say hello – I couldn’t stand it. Will Ameerah be coming too?’


Ameerah had been ‘adopted’ by Elinor’s parents in her first year at Braddon-Hartmead when they discovered that Ameerah’s parents wouldn’t be in the country for Christmas and Ameerah would be staying at the school over the holidays. That was to be the first holiday of many for which Ameerah’s parents wouldn’t be around, so she had been assimilated into the Noel household. Ameerah’s relationship with Nory’s family was far less complicated than her own.


‘Yes, Ameerah will be there.’


Her mum squealed down the phone and then began to talk to her dad, while Elinor hung on the phone, half listening, half watching an old episode of Midsomer Murders.


‘Jake. Jake! . . . Guess what? Nory and Ameerah are going to be at that house party Thomas was talking about . . . I know . . . Yes, I told her they have to come down to see us . . . Hang on, I’ll ask. Dad says will you be bringing one of your Tory capitalist boyfriends with you?’


Elinor rolled her eyes. As far as her dad was concerned, any man earning a living in London must be a Tory capitalist.


‘No, tell him not to worry – no boyfriends this time.’


Elinor had given up introducing boyfriends to her dad. He was a fiercely proud working-class man, originally from Yorkshire, and no matter how left-leaning Elinor’s boyfriends were, somehow they never measured up to her father’s standards. Even if their politics aligned with her dad’s own views, the dinner-table discussions would soon become a competition about who was more working-class. (Her dad always won.) Unless Elinor could produce a man who strode into the kitchen with a pickaxe over one shoulder and hands callused to the point that they resembled tree bark, they were unlikely to impress her dad.


‘Do you want Thomas to pick you and Ameerah up from the station?’


‘No thanks, Mum, we’ll make our own way.’


Ameerah had a brand-new Mini Countryman sitting in the garage below her apartment block in Mayfair that saw very little use, since parking in central London was horrific and you could get everywhere you needed to faster by Tube.


‘Okay, love. It’ll be lovely to see you. And then it’ll only be a few weeks till Christmas and we’ll see you again. What a nice treat.’


London was less than two hours by train from the small village of Hartmead, but it might have been another country as far as her mum was concerned. Her parents rarely visited Nory, and each time they did, her mother marvelled anew at how tiny her flat was and at the enormity of her rent.


‘It’ll be lovely to see you too, Mum.’


‘I’ll tell Thomas he was right about that Pippa. Jackson lost a tooth last week, did Thomas tell you?’


‘Erm, no, he didn’t. Shelley sent me a photo.’


Shelley was her sister-in-law and the only person with the power to make her sullen brother smile; or maybe he smiled at everyone and reserved his scowls for his kid sister.


‘Bless him, you can see the new tooth already – it looks like a big one. I think he might have buck-teeth, like you did before your braces. Do you remember: Thomas used to call you Bugs Bunny?’


‘Yes, Mum, I remember.’


Occasionally he still called her Bugs even now. Nory and her brother’s relationship was equal parts affection and low-level resentment. There were times when she couldn’t be arsed to deal with the latter.


‘Won’t it be lovely to be together with all your old friends again, love?’ said her mum. ‘Well, not all of them, but you know what I mean,’ she added.


Elinor did know. Her eyes wandered over to a framed photograph on the windowsill. A picture of the leavers’ picnic on the very last day of sixth form. Eight smiling young faces, excited to be moving on to the next chapter of their lives. Tristan sat between Nory and Pippa on the picnic blanket, an arm slung casually over each of their shoulders. He was laughing. Happy. Elinor waited for the familiar ache to settle, and smiled back at the image.


‘Well, anyway,’ her mum carried on, ‘I’d better leave you to it. Vera’s about to start on ITV3. Say hello to Andrew for me. Love you.’


‘Love you too, Mum. Bye.’


Tristan had been everyone’s friend. At school he’d fallen into the role of peacemaker; there were some big characters in the group and some even bigger egos, but Tristan had a way of calming down heated situations. It was no surprise to anyone that he aspired to be a doctor, as his mum was a surgeon and his dad was a fertility specialist, so it was in his DNA.


He had his ups and downs, but that just seemed to be the way Tristan ticked; he’d have months of being okay and then the cloud would fall, and it would take a while for him to come back out from underneath it. None of them had ever expected that one day he wouldn’t be able to.


Tristan used to say he was his therapist’s favourite client because he was a guaranteed repeat customer. He’d not long come back from a stint working in a hospital in Nairobi when Elinor had last seen him. They’d bumped into each other quite by chance in Soho, when they’d both wandered into a vinyl record shop. They went for coffee, which became lunch, which ended with both cancelling their evening plans and going to dinner together near Leicester Square. Tristan had seemed okay – better than okay; he’d said the therapy was really helping.


In fact, he’d been more worried about her. She’d been struggling since moving to London. School and university had felt like a safety net; in those places she’d always been surrounded by people. Now her friends had scattered, busy building their careers, and the big wide world was lonelier than she’d expected. She felt like she was failing at adulthood while, through the lens of social media, her old friends were adulting like bosses.


Nory had landed a good job with an advertising company, but she was constantly out of her depth. There was a lot of schmoozing involved, a lot of afternoon and evening drinking with clients, and she found it easier to be the person she was expected to be after a couple of drinks. It gave her the confidence she needed to close the deals – took the edge off. Shy, nervous, sober Nory was less efficient than Nory after three glasses of wine. But this only conspired to make her feel even more of a fraud. If she was only good at her job after a dose of Pinot Grigio, did it even count?


‘What’s going on with you? Where’s the old Nory?’ Tristan had asked, after she’d necked another shot. ‘This isn’t you.’


‘I’m trying to be more dynamic.’


‘I liked you as you were before.’


‘I needed a change, you know? I’ve always been so small-town country-bumpkin compared to the rest of you.’


‘Why are you comparing yourself to anybody? It was never a competition.’


‘Not to you lot, no, but you didn’t have anything to compete with – you already had it all.’


‘There were plenty of things you had that we didn’t.’


‘Are you giving me the more to life than money speech?’


Tristan had laughed. ‘I think I am, yes.’


‘Okay, that’s fair. But it isn’t a money thing. Which is just as well, as I still don’t have any. You’ve all got your shit together and I’m still doing the doggy-paddle.’


Tristan laughed again.


‘Is that what it looks like to you? I’ll let you into a secret: we’re all making it up as we go along. We’re simply better at faking it.’


‘But you were born to it.’


‘What?’


‘Success,’ said Nory. ‘It’s in your genes. You’re all children of super-high achievers, trained from birth to become high achievers yourselves one day. I’m just not up to it.’


She downed another shot.


‘We had a head-start, that’s all. Nory, are you happy?’ He was looking at her in that earnest way he had, which instantly dissolved all bullshit. Tristan had big brown eyes that saw everything – even the stuff you didn’t want him to – and a smile so reassuring that you would trust him with your life. That probably made him a good doctor. He had thick brown hair that looked as though it had been cut with a knife and fork, and a frame so long and gangly he rarely found shirt sleeves that reached his wrists. But somehow these things added to his easy charm.


‘I hate my job, and my job hates me,’ Nory said and laughed mirthlessly. ‘It takes a lot of Dutch courage for me to be the person they think they hired.’


‘Are you drinking on the job?’


‘Not in the office.’


‘If you need to be hammered to make a sale, you’re in the wrong career.’


‘Tell me about it! So what about you: what’s next?’


‘I’ve got a job at St Thomas’s. I’ll spend a couple of years getting more experience, save some money and then I’ll head back out to Africa. I feel like I’m really needed there.’


Elinor smiled. ‘You always were the best of us,’ she said, meaning it.


‘You need to give yourself a break,’ said Tristan. ‘Seriously. You’re better than you know.’


‘Oh, you don’t need to worry about me. I am on a voyage of self-discovery,’ she laughed.


‘Overrated,’ Tristan laughed. And then he said more seriously, ‘You won’t like this, Nory, but you don’t need to find yourself – you already know exactly who you are. Of all of us, you always had the strongest sense of self.’


‘Jeez, is that how I came across?’


‘You always knew your own mind; your moral compass was immovable.’


‘What if I don’t like the person I am?’


‘Then you need to learn to love her because, like it or not, you’re stuck with yourself.’


‘Are you taking your own advice?’ she asked, knowing that Tristan would understand that she was referring to his battle with depression.


‘I’m trying,’ he said, smiling. ‘Every day’s a school day!’


They’d had a great night, laughing over old times and talking about the future. In that moment it never would have crossed Elinor’s mind that Tristan might not have a future.


At the end of the evening they had promised they wouldn’t leave it so long again and they both said they’d call. But they didn’t. It wasn’t intentional, it was simply that life got in the way. They were busy people. It wasn’t like she hadn’t thought about Tristan – she did, often, in between needing to text her gran and changing the bed sheets; it was one of those things you determine to do tomorrow.


Almost a year later Charles had called to tell her Tristan had taken his own life. At first she felt winded. Then came disbelief, that terrible feeling like you’re stuck in a bad dream and can’t wake up – it can’t possibly be true. Hot on the tail of disbelief came regret; why hadn’t she made that call? Was she really so busy? What had been so important that, in a year, she hadn’t had the time to call up her old friend?


During those first few weeks after Tristan’s death the group had pinged back together like they’d been on elastic, and Elinor realized they all felt the same. Each of them felt horribly guilty. Pippa hadn’t seen him for a couple of years, and Guy for even longer. Jeremy had met Tristan for a drink a few months after Elinor had. Ameerah had bumped into him on the Tube and they’d promised to get together, but never did. They all had a similar story. It wasn’t only with Tristan; they’d all lost touch, aside from Elinor and Ameerah. Before the funeral, Elinor hadn’t seen Guy since their post-graduation reunion weekend. She’d not seen Jenna or Charles for almost five years, aside from seeing Jenna on TV. She’d met Jeremy at a book festival maybe three years before Tristan’s death? She’d kept in contact with Pippa, though not nearly enough. It was all well and good to have the kind of friendships that could be picked up where you left off, until one of you disappeared down the cracks in the gaps left between. Since they’d lost Tristan, they had all made more of an effort to keep in touch, though with busy schedules it still often took a major life event such as a wedding to get them all in the same room.


It seemed unreal that they had been so close, so tight with each other at school and even through university, and then suddenly they’d blown away in different directions, like dandelion seeds in a stiff breeze.


The worst part of all – the part that Elinor couldn’t get her head around – was that Tristan wasn’t in the world any more. It hadn’t mattered that they hadn’t seen each other from one year to the next, because she’d known he was in the world somewhere. And suddenly he wasn’t. She would never see him again; that option had been removed from the universe. It was almost unbearable. How could anything be so very final? Had she told Tristan how much she loved him, the last time she’d seen him? She couldn’t remember. She wished she had. She knew it was selfish of her to want a neat ending, one that left her conscience unburdened. Tristan had been unable to cope with his own demons; she didn’t need to palm hers off on him as well.


Aside from the inevitable grief, Tristan’s death had reconfigured time for all of them. Suddenly there was no such thing as ‘all the time in the world’. They weren’t all running around in a hedonistic state of carpe diem – although Nory’s brief encounter with Guy was certainly a knee-jerk reaction to the fleetingness of life – but they each in their own way became more aware of time and its importance. Jenna and Charles stopped their decade-long dance of flirt and denial and made a commitment. Ameerah bought an apartment. Pippa started her own business. And Elinor left the well-paid job that she hated and opened Serendipitous Seconds. They all vowed not to lose contact again. Apart from Guy, Elinor had seen or been in contact with all of them pretty regularly ever since the funeral.


Elinor lay in bed that night, waiting for sleep to rescue her from the maze of ‘shoulda, coulda, woulda’ tangents into which her mind kept disappearing. It had been a while since she’d been plagued by these thoughts, but knowing that she would soon be with everyone again had brought them back with a vengeance.


She wondered if Jenna was feeling the same. Of all of them, Jenna was the one with the most complex feelings around Tristan’s death. Jenna and Tristan had been each other’s first loves. Throughout school, those two were always breaking up and getting back together. By the time they went to separate universities, things were properly over between them, and Jenna and Charles were showing sparks that would eventually come to be a flame. But you never forget your first love. You leave a tiny piece of your heart with them, always, and hope they keep it safe.


A few weeks after the funeral the girls had got together for drinks. Jenna confessed that she felt as though she had lost a piece of herself. She’d said she hadn’t even known there was such a piece until it was gone; Tristan had taken it with him.


And now here she was, five years later, marrying Charles. Elinor supposed all actions began with a catalyst of some kind.


Her phone vibrated with a message – clearly someone else couldn’t sleep, either. Elinor reached to where her phone rested on a pile of books beside the bed, which had become a kind of makeshift nightstand. She’d once had a date claim it was unnecessary to have so many books in such a small flat; he hadn’t made the cut, obviously. The screen glowed green in the darkness. It was a message from Jenna. She should have known.


Hello. I’m so pleased you’re coming for the house party. I understand why you were holding back but it really wouldn’t be the same without you. Here’s to shits and giggles! xx


Elinor’s fingers hovered over the keypad.


Sorry for my dithering. I’m looking forward to it – it’ll be lovely to catch up with everyone. To shits and giggles! xx


If it wasn’t for stupid cheaty-face Guy and his poor unsuspecting wife, she would have had no qualms at all about being there. Argghh! How could she have been so stupid? Her cheeks burned in the darkness.


Don’t forget to pack evening wear. We’re going full 1920s castle glamour in the evenings! xx


Elinor huffed loudly at the ceiling. She was not a woman who possessed evening wear – at least not the kind Jenna was talking about. The kinds of parties Elinor attended were those for which a good Primark dress with some bold accessories was perfectly adequate. It wasn’t like she could raid Ameerah’s extensive dress collection, either, since Ameerah was three sizes smaller than she was. She would have to ask Andrew; his sister, Scarlett, had a vintage clothing shop and she rented out some pieces, as well as selling.


Elinor typed back, hoping her reluctance wouldn’t translate over the ether.


Sounds wonderful. Don’t worry – I’m on it. It’ll be nice to get dressed up. Are you nervous yet? xx


Not yet. Too busy to be nervous. OK! magazine is sending a photographer on the day! xx


Of course they are, thought Nory, smiling.


Oh My God!! That’s awesome, Jen, you’ll be the bride of the year. xx


Ha ha, I don’t think so. xx


Nory laughed silently to herself: Jenna definitely did think so.


Jenna played a country vet in the soap opera Days and Nights, set in rural Surrey, and she pretended as best she could to hate being recognized and asked for selfies wherever she went. She read for audiobooks and radio plays, and she’d had a few bit-parts in films, but she hadn’t yet made it properly onto the big screen. As a thirty-four-year-old woman, she knew that her chances to play the leading lady in a blockbuster movie were dwindling by the day.


‘Before too long,’ she’d complained at their last lunch date, ‘I’ll start being offered mother roles. I don’t want to be the mother; I want to be the lead!’


With the likelihood of Hollywood calling looking increasingly slim, Jenna had turned her attentions towards the theatre, claiming, ‘An actress has more longevity in the theatre. The theatre doesn’t cap women at the first hint of crow’s feet.’ Not that Jenna needed to worry about crow’s feet; she’d been pumping her face full of Botox since her twenty-seventh birthday. Sometimes Elinor found herself missing the things Jenna said because she was entranced by her paralysed forehead.


Elinor laid her phone back on her book pile and turned over, pulling the duvet over her head. The messages from Jenna had hauled her out of her thoughts maze, and at last she knew she would be able to sleep.


It would be good to be all together again. Her friends were – for the most part – as dear to her as family. Since opening the bookshop, Nory felt more comfortable in her own skin. She had found her calling and that brought with it the inner peace that she had so craved in her twenties. And even though she still wasn’t sure she was adulting at full capacity – would that come with age? children? a mortgage? (fat chance) – she no longer felt like she was being left behind.
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‘Fancy a nightcap?’ Ameerah asked as they reached the point when they would have to part ways to get home. They’d just left Andrew’s sister’s second-hand boutique, having scored a couple of reasonably priced evening dresses for Nory.


‘Sure.’ All that was waiting for Nory was a grumpy feline (she’d already nipped back after work to feed Mugwort) and packing decisions: what did one wear to a castle in the middle of winter?


They ended up in O’Malley’s, an ancient, crooked little pub near Kensington Gardens that they’d discovered when they first moved to London, and which had become their favourite hideaway ever since. They sat up at the bar, sharing a tub of peanuts and taking bets on what song the drunks hogging the jukebox would choose next.


‘“Piano Man”,’ said Ameerah.


‘No way. They’ve got “Fairytale of New York” written all over them.’


They waited. Sure enough, after a moment the sounds of violins filled the dimly lit pub, and the drunks began dancing and singing a terrible tribute to Kirsty MacColl and Shane MacGowan. Ameerah shook her head, laughing. ‘All right, you win. What’ll it be?’


‘I’ll have a small glass of Châteauneuf, please.’


‘A small?’


‘It’s only Wednesday.’


‘Lightweight.’


‘Alcoholic.’


‘Celibate.’


‘Ooh,’ Nory cried. ‘Low blow!’


‘You need to stop holding out for Mr Perfect and loosen up a bit. Have some fun. Have a one-night stand.’


‘If you remember, my last one-night stand didn’t exactly end well.’


‘Guy doesn’t count. A one-nighter should be anonymous.’


‘I don’t want anonymous. I want . . . well, I don’t know what I want.’ The barman rested her wine down on a coaster, and Elinor took a sip.


‘Don’t take it all so seriously. Look at me: I’m not going to fall in love with the man-Barbies; they’re simply a delightful way to pass the time.’


‘What happened to man-Barbie Allan?’


‘He was a Flat Earther.’


‘Really?’


‘I mean, I know I’m not with them for their cerebral faculties, but if they must occasionally speak, I require them not to spout bullshit.’


‘Fair enough. Have you checked man-Barbie Dev’s opinions on the whole Flat Earth thing?’


‘Yes. He’s firmly in the spherical camp.’


‘Well, that’s something. Maybe Jenna’s got a hot poetry-writing cousin who plays jazz and whittles woodland animals in his spare time. Our eyes will meet at the wedding over the hot buffet in the evening, as we both make a play for the last tempura-battered king prawn, and we’ll fall madly in love,’ Nory said dreamily.


‘Those are quite specific requirements. That is, in fact, the opposite of loosening up.’


‘It doesn’t have to be tempura king prawns. It could be chicken wings or mini-pancake rolls.’


‘Not really what I was referring to,’ said Ameerah, frowning.


Mugwort was already asleep on the end of her bed when Elinor climbed into it. She wondered how he would take to playing second fiddle to a baby while she was away. Matilda hadn’t been born the last time Andrew and Seb had cat-sat, and Mugwort had grown rather used to their chicken terrines and nightly grooming; he’d been an absolute prima donna for a week after his return.


Elinor sighed and pulled her laptop onto the bed, balancing it on her knees. She had been putting it off for weeks, but she couldn’t avoid it any longer: she clicked on the wedding invitation and opened the dreaded wedding-gift list.


It was as she had expected – tailored to the wallets of the well-heeled. She scanned down the list. Ooh, spaghetti tongs! That’s more like it: how pricey could they be? £٩5? What are they made of: gold? Okay, a spoon rest: £125 for a place to rest a spoon? This went on for some time.


Eventually, sandwiched between a bespoke hand-whittled garden arbour and a reproduction Art Deco-style drinks cabinet in solid walnut, she found a scented candle for £80. She winced as she pressed ‘Purchase now’. She was glad to see that all gifts would be delivered to the bride and groom’s home address, so she wouldn’t have the embarrassment of placing her gift next to the bronze statuette of Eros or the chaise longue upholstered in Chinese painted silk. Elinor imagined her dad launching into a rant about the abominable elite.


Elinor dropped Mugwort off at Andrew and Seb’s after work on Saturday. The elderly cat had sniffed Matilda suspiciously, before deciding she was acceptable company and allowing her to tug on his ears as he curled up next to her and Seb on the sofa.


‘When’s your mum arriving?’ Nory asked.


‘Monday evening,’ Seb replied. ‘I was going to pick her up from the airport, but she’s insisting on getting a taxi. She doesn’t want to be a burden.’ He cringed as he said this. Seb’s mum made Mariah Carey look low-maintenance.


‘I’ve almost finished hand-stitching the red carpet for her arrival,’ said Andrew.


Seb’s mother lived in Boston, where Seb had grown-up. She adored Serendipitous Seconds; the first time she’d seen it she had actually screamed, ‘Oh my sweet Lord, did you ever see a more adorable store in your life?’, which had instantly endeared her to Elinor. She had also likened Elinor to a brunette Marilyn Monroe, and this too had gone in her favour. Besides, Elinor was used to tricky characters; she had grown up with her dad.


‘Are you sure you don’t mind having Mugwort?’


‘My mother adores babies and cats – she can’t get enough of them – so the longer she’s lavishing her attention on them, the less time she has to focus on all the things that are wrong with me.’


‘She’s still not keen on Seb’s decision to work for himself,’ said Andrew. ‘She had him pegged for climbing to the top of the corporate ladder.’


‘You want my dad to explain to her the error of her desires?’ Nory smiled.


‘I’m not sure my mother and your father should ever be in the same room together.’


Mugwort seemed to have remembered that this was the household that fed him poached chicken breast, and he didn’t so much as look up as Elinor said her goodbyes.


‘Now I wouldn’t normally suggest this to anyone,’ said Andrew, pulling her into a hug on the doorstep. ‘But since your man-bar is set so impossibly high, I feel it’s justified: lower your expectations and increase your chances of finding true love.’


‘What kind of advice is that? I thought you were a feminist.’


‘I am a feminist. I am also a realist. Seriously, Nory, no human man is ever going to be able to climb the pedestal you’ve created in your mind. So give mankind a break and be open to possibility.’


‘You’re telling me to sweep the gutters for men?’


‘Elinor Noel, your notion of gutter-sweeping is most people’s aiming for the stars. Now get your game-face on. It is a truth universally acknowledged that many people meet their soulmates at weddings, and this is going to be a big wedding. Spend the week leading up to it doing your homework on Charles and Jenna’s eligible relatives, and by the time the big day arrives you’ll have a plan of action.’


‘You really don’t get out much, do you?’


‘Almost never. Last week I got excited when I had to do a nine p.m. Co-op visit for Calpol and nappies. It was the closest I’ve been to going out-out in months.’


Back at the flat, Elinor packed the last of her clothes for the house party/wedding at Robinwood Castle. She was no stranger to Robinwood or the grounds surrounding it. It had been a part of her life, in one way or another, for as long as she could remember. Her parents couldn’t afford holiday clubs when she was little, so Elinor would shadow them while they worked through the school holidays.


She had fond memories of helping with the weeding and watering in the polytunnels at the nursery, and handing long-stemmed flowers to her mum for floral displays up at Robinwood Castle. Sometimes she played in the castle gardens or read books sitting on the big window ledges in the library. The marquess – also known as Lord Abercrombie – was very kind to her. He’d lived in the castle proper in those days; she understood that he lived mostly in the east wing now.


Then, of course, she had attended the private school on the other side of Robins Wood, when the adjoining castle grounds became a place in which to hide out and bunk off – if they didn’t get caught by the head gardener and sent packing.


There had been a long-standing private war between her friends and the head gardener’s kid, Isaac: mud-flinging usually, occasionally mouldy windfall apples, sometimes manure. He’d started it, by chucking a clod of manure at the back of Nory’s head one day when she and her friends were truanting in the castle grounds. It had sailed right over the wall from the gardener’s cottage and smacked into her ponytail. The prefects in her dorm had called her ‘Shithead’ for months, and the ensuing aggression between the gardener’s kid and her gang had been named the ‘turd wars’.


She wondered if the old head gardener was still there; he was always nice to her when he’d visited the nursery, and he’d never let on to her parents about the things she got up to at school, for which she was eternally grateful. Her mind drifted back to the gardener’s son. Isaac had been a gangly, scowling sort of youth – on whom she’d had a top-secret crush. He had dark skin like his father and the potential to be handsome, if he’d ever decided to cut the hair that fell in thick, greasy curtains across his face and stopped dressing like a Nirvana reject. He was older than her, the same age as her brother. Had he said his goodbyes to the castle and disappeared off to some far-flung destination, or was he, like her, bound by invisible threads that kept pulling him back into its orbit?


Her family still living and working down in the village of Hartmead meant that Nory was a fairly frequent visitor to the area, unlike her friends, for whom this house party would be a trip down memory lane. But she hadn’t ventured up to the castle for a couple of years and, despite her initial reticence, she had to admit that she was looking forward to seeing it again.


To be staying as a guest was the kind of thing that child-Nory had always dreamed about. She would get to sleep in one the four-poster beds that she used to sneak peeks at when the housekeepers were changing the sheets. And spend a week eating food that didn’t come in a foil tray. She would have access to the library! All those musty books without pictures, which she hadn’t appreciated when she was a kid, were calling to her now. She bet there were some cracking first editions hiding in those shelves. And then there were the gardens, a world unto themselves: hidden gates in high walls, which led to fanciful spaces where plants ruled and every season was allowed to shine. Yes, she was looking forward to going back.
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Ameerah pulled off the country lane they had been driving down for some half an hour – ten minutes of which was spent crawling behind a bouquet of pheasants running, panicked, along the centre of the road – and passed the old gatehouse that marked the beginning of the castle’s drive.


After several twists and turns, which led them through a varied landscape of orchards and large open spaces with heavy-coated sheep roaming freely, they emerged from beneath the skeleton canopy of an avenue of lime trees. Robinwood Castle rose up before them like a mirage. Elinor’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of it, and the sharp intakes of breath from both Ameerah and Dev showed that the feeling was unanimous.


‘I’d forgotten how beautiful it was,’ said Ameerah.


‘I hadn’t,’ replied Nory.


Her eyes roamed lovingly over the sandy-coloured stone, mottled with age and scarred by the many climbing plants that had tried to claim its walls through the decades. Chimneys cluttered the roof, and the smoke spiralling out from them spoke of fires roaring in hearths within.


‘I think I’ve been here before,’ said Dev, squinting out of the back window.


‘Wouldn’t you know if you’d been here before?’ Nory asked. To her mind, Robinwood Castle was a place that once visited was never to be forgotten.


‘I’ve been on a lot of photoshoots in places like this. After a while they begin to meld into each other. But I thought the landscaping looked familiar as we drove through. The glossies like an old building as a juxtaposition to the cutting-edge modernity of fashion.’


Each time Dev opened his mouth, he said something that endeared him to Elinor a little bit more. He was impressive in such an unassuming way that she imagined he was constantly underrated. Elinor eyed Ameerah, to find Ameerah’s expression mirroring her own curiosity, with something else mixed in: concern? This man-Barbie was turning out to be dangerously insightful, and he clearly had brains and wasn’t afraid to use them; not at all in keeping with Ameerah’s usual type. Earlier in the journey he’d let slip that he was starting an MA in environmental politics, and Ameerah had almost lost control of the wheel.


OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






		Cover



		Title page



		Contents



		Dedication page



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements



		Read on for an extract from The Twelve Dates of Christmas



		Prologue



		1 December: The First Date of Christmas









		About the Author



		Also by Jenny Bayliss



		Copyright page











Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		Chapter 1













		iii

   

		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		i



		ii



		iv











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
* A winter weddmg

L]
50 A long—awalted:w e

"\JfENNY BAYLISJ'S





OEBPS/images/img_0001.jpg





