
[image: Cover: Home, by Penny Parkes]


Penny Parkes

‘A gorgeous thoughtful read’—Catherine Isaac

Home

‘Moving, hopeful and heartfelt… an ideal book group read’—AJ Pearce, author of Dear Mrs Bird

How do you find a place to call your own, when you don’t know where to start looking?






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Home, by Penny Parkes, UK Adult]






For Ollie

I am so incredibly proud of you…






Chapter 1

Oxford, 2019

Anna turned the large, cumbersome key in the lock and held her breath. This was the moment of truth every time; that first impression of her new home, however temporary. Somehow, whether by intuition or simply years of experience, Anna could always tell whether her new placement was in a happy home, or merely a glamorous shell of style over substance.

She dropped her single, efficient overnight bag at her feet and glanced around the echoing hallway of Gravesend Manor, even its name giving her a prescient shiver. Certainly nobody could accuse this rambling Victorian manor house of feeling cosy, and she had a fresh understanding of why its owners might prefer to holiday in the Caribbean sun rather than face another month of drizzle in the Oxfordshire countryside.

Her mobile buzzed in her pocket and she glanced at the screen before answering, relieved to have at least two bars of signal. ‘I’m already here,’ she said simply.

‘And is it just as Addams Family as you thought from the photos?’ laughed Emily, clearly shuffling papers as she spoke.

Anna looked around, wandering through from room to room, taking in the tapestries and polished mahogany furniture which were clearly oh-so-expensive but lent nothing to the welcome or comfort of the place. ‘It’ll be fine,’ Anna said reassuringly, to herself as much as Emily – after all, she didn’t have to live here, just keep the home fires burning until Captain and Mrs Fraser came home. ‘I mean, I’ve walked through three different sitting rooms and I’ve yet to find a warm one or a comfy sofa, but it’s only for a month.’ She paused. ‘It’ll be fine.’

Emily laughed, knowing her favourite house-sitter’s maxim all too well. They might rarely meet in person, but Anna’s commitment and flexibility meant that she was easily the most reliable, the most sought-after house-sitter on Home Network’s books. ‘Do you want me to get that embroidered on a pillow for you?’

‘It’s easy for you to say,’ Anna said, ‘sitting behind your desk with a cappuccino, sending me out into the middle of nowhere without so much as a handover from the owners.’ Anna walked into the kitchen, in search of the promised note that would explain her duties during her stay at Gravesend Manor.

That in itself was a little unusual; normally owners liked to meet their house-sitter in person, to hand over the keys and explain the foibles of the wonky shower, or the kitchen window that wouldn’t close, or the tendency of their whippet/Siamese/house rabbit to pine. ‘It’s a bit weird though, yes?’ Anna asked, spotting a simple Post-it on the kitchen table urging her to ‘make herself at home’. ‘If they booked me to house-sit months ago, why didn’t they allow time for us to meet?’

Emily sighed. ‘Nowt so strange as folk. They didn’t want to pay for the extra day, if you can believe that.’

Anna could easily believe that; even knowing that the captain and his wife were probably halfway to St Kitts by now, almost certainly near the front of the plane. It was all a question of priorities and some of her clients, especially the ones with inherited piles of stone, tended to view their homes as an encumbrance, an imposition on their time and their bank account.

‘Besides,’ Emily continued, ‘their son lives nearby and he’s dropping the dogs back with you tomorrow, so if you’ve any questions, I’m sure he’ll know the answer.’

Anna bit back her immediate thought, for fear of doing herself out of a job. If the son and heir lived quite so nearby, why couldn’t he look after his parents’ home for the next month?

Still, she thought, pushing back the curtains from the French windows in the kitchen and gazing out at the rolling, manicured lawns and topiary, there were worse places to spend her time. And once the omnipresent cloak of drizzle lifted, and the plane trees in the parkland were outlined against a clear blue sky, then Anna could spend her days outside with a book and walking the two spaniels that were to be her sole charges.

‘It’ll be fine,’ she said again on autopilot, making Emily laugh. ‘And thank you, Em. I know these longer gigs are in demand, so I really appreciate you putting it my way.’

Two dogs to walk and cuddle, a crumbling manor house with more bedrooms than days of the week, and stunning views over the spires of Oxford. As job placements went, it was pretty special and Anna was determined not to let the incipient chill between her shoulder blades put her off. She dragged an Ercol chair over to the Aga and sat with her back to the glorious warmth. The ancient, clanging heating system at Gravesend might not be up to snuff, but the Aga was about to be her new best friend.



The next morning, Anna groaned and pulled the blankets over her head – anything to block out the insistently perky ringing of church bells at such an indecent hour. She wriggled her toes to try and improve the circulation and wondered whether a quick trip out to pick up a decent duvet might improve her stay no end. Sheets and blankets, she sighed. Whoever thought that was still a good idea?

It always took a few moments for Anna to find her bearings when she woke up in the mornings; an occupational hazard she’d become accustomed to. Nevertheless, it always gave her a jolt, triggering that automatic glance to her kit bag, never unpacked, just opened out for ease of access. A triumph, Emily would say, in travelling light and achieving, as espoused by women’s magazines everywhere, the ultimate capsule wardrobe. Perhaps it was just easier to see it that way than to consider it an obvious outward sign of a person constantly braced for moving on?

The ringing continued and Anna admitted defeat, pulling on several jumpers over her pyjamas to combat the chill and heading directly for the fancy espresso machine she’d spotted in the kitchen. Pulling her hair back from her eyes, attempting to tame her unruly mane as she yawned her way downstairs, Anna’s only thoughts were focused on the caffeine in the next room.

‘Well, hel-lo, Miss Anna,’ drawled an unfamiliar voice from the kitchen doorway. ‘Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?’

Anna froze, suddenly all too aware of how clingy her beloved Snoopy pyjamas actually were. The man in front of her was familiar only from the multitude of silver-framed photographs decking the mantels and windowsills, charting his rise to adulthood. Andrew Fraser in the flesh. So much for ‘popping in with the dogs around lunchtime’ as his mother’s Post-it had suggested.

One glance at the delight on his florid face at catching her unawares made Anna wonder whether that had actually been his exact intent.

He didn’t say anything else for a second or two, allowing his gaze to travel over her intrusively.

Anna took a deep breath and managed the last few stairs without tripping; he wasn’t the first lascivious Lothario to ever cross her path. Giving her jumper a hearty tug to cover the image of a smiling Woodstock on her bottom, she stepped forward confidently, business as usual. ‘Good morning. You must be Andrew. I wasn’t expecting you until later, but since you’re here, perhaps we can get this coffee machine up and running while you talk me through the dogs’ feed and exercise schedule?’

She walked past him into the kitchen, looking around for the promised canine companions, only to find two brown-eyed spaniels sitting soulfully outside the French windows despite the downpour.

She reached for a towel and strode over towards the doors. How the Frasers treated their dogs was entirely their own lookout, but no dog was catching pneumonia on her watch. Capability was her byword as a professional house-sitter and she saw no issue with taking the initiative.

‘They’re not house pets,’ chided Andrew, even as he switched on the coffee machine and followed Anna’s suggestion, much to her amazement. ‘They’re working spaniels and they’re not to be mollycoddled.’

‘Of course,’ said Anna easily, as she pulled open the doors and deftly rubbed their wet fur dry, smoothing damp, curling tendrils away from their eyes and introducing herself in the process. The pliability and affection they both showed as she dried them suggested that Andrew and his mother might just have differing views when it came to the family dogs, especially when both spaniels instinctively curled up together on the dog bed beside the Aga.

‘The black one’s Angus, and the chocolate-coloured one is Betty,’ Andrew volunteered, as the steam from the coffee machine clouded his glasses and pinked his cheeks.

Anna felt herself soften towards him, quietly betting to herself that he was ninety per cent bravado. She couldn’t help wishing she was dressed for this meeting, or indeed had brushed her teeth, rather than piling out of bed and straight into work mode, but it couldn’t be helped.

‘So,’ she said, sipping at the excellent espresso he placed on the kitchen countertop for her. ‘Have your parents arrived safely?’

He shrugged. ‘They’ll let me know if there’s a problem.’

Anna just nodded, learning so much about the family dynamic from that simple statement alone. ‘Okay then. So I’ve had a chance to look around and your parents didn’t leave any specific instructions. Is there anything I need to know – about the house, the dogs, the post?’

Andrew glanced over at the dogs, both slumbering contentedly in the warmth. ‘No dogs on the furniture. Two meals a day. Two walks a day. The details are in the utility room. And just pile the post on my father’s desk in the study.’ He paused. ‘No need to open any of it,’ he said sharply.

‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ Anna replied. ‘I was just offering to note the date of arrival, as some of my clients request. Sometimes they like telephone messages to be emailed over, that kind of thing…’

Andrew frowned. ‘They’re on holiday. I think the world will cope with their absence for a few weeks. Just keep the house safe, lights on in the evening, etcetera, look after the dogs. Quite the cushy number for you, I would imagine?’

Anna sipped her coffee again. Whether his parents deemed her services value for money was really not her place to discuss. She did know that her unrivalled rating on the Home Network website meant that her care and attention to detail was something her clients appreciated. Trust, responsibility, confidence – those were the watchwords of her job and she endeavoured to always do her best with each and every placement.

Different houses, different requirements, certainly different personalities to contend with, but for Anna the upside was always the same – for every residency gave her a place to call home, for a little while at least; a place just to be, where none of the details were of her choosing. The ability to move on without attachment was just as important to Anna as the carousel of changing locations was to her spirit of adventure.

‘I’m very lucky,’ she said simply by way of reply, a wealth of unspoken sentiments colouring her words. ‘Angus and Betty will be just fine,’ she said reassuringly, getting to her feet. There was no outcome from Andrew’s impromptu visit that could be improved by having him here longer. ‘Do let me know if your parents would like an update. Being away for weeks often sounds so much more appealing than the reality, doesn’t it?’

Andrew turned on the doorstep, obviously reluctant to leave. He cleared his throat. ‘And if you’d like to go out for a drink on Saturday, I can show you around Oxford?’ he offered, colouring slightly.

‘That’s so kind,’ said Anna, ‘but I have a friend’s wedding to attend. I’ll be back to take care of the dogs though, so no worries there.’

Andrew turned away, rebuffed despite her best, most professional efforts, and Anna pushed the heavy studded door closed behind him. She sighed; the notion of domain never ceased to be confusing in this job. Still, she glanced across at Angus, who was wagging his tail tentatively against the Aga and watching her every move – at least she had a little company. And as long as there were dog biscuits in her pocket she wouldn’t be short of affection either.






Chapter 2

Oxford, 2019

Anna couldn’t deny that her usual polish and professionalism had deserted her. First there’d been the awkward introduction to the owners’ son in her pyjamas and then, as she distractedly went through the motions all week, one rule after another had gradually fallen by the wayside, culminating in her spending last night with two incredulously delighted spaniels on her bed, not to mention a plate of fancy cheese for midnight snacking, as she read a glorious first edition from the captain’s well-stocked library into the wee small hours.

A certain ambivalence about this posting seemed to be creeping in that would do her professional reputation no good at all should the Frasers rumble her flagrant disregard for their strictures. The only problem being that she simply couldn’t convince herself to care.

It was just so out of character, so unusual for her to loosen her hold. But her hold on what, she asked herself, as she pulled into a fortuitous parking space near Christ Church Meadow early that morning.

For the last ten years, she’d been focused, driven really, to fill her diary with bookings and rack up the five-star reviews that were the only true measure of success for a house-sitter. This wasn’t rocket science, she reminded herself – keep the house safe and clean and the pets hale and hearty. Not always an easy ride, to be sure, but certainly within the realms of possibility.

Excitable whimpering from the back of the car brought her back into the moment; there was plenty of time for soul-searching in the middle of her sleepless nights. Besides, she was already running late. Not that Kate would expect any different, she thought. Old habits, etcetera etcetera.

Opening up the boot to allow Angus and Betty to leap down and twirl around her ankles, Anna slowly breathed out. Perhaps coming back to Oxford had been a mistake. After all, she’d only taken this particular booking to be nearby for Kate and Duncan’s wedding. Would it really have been so awful to miss it, or to have just popped in and out – a flying visit – without committing herself to weeks of dreaming spires and disconcerting memories?

The morning mist on Christ Church Meadow held no answers, only the crisp warmth that signalled the imminence of summer, and birdsong that carried amongst the trees echoing off the buildings nearby. The three years studying here had been the longest that Anna had ever lived in one place and some of the happiest she had ever known, yet coming back was never easy.

‘Pod! Pod? Anna? Over here!’

Anna looked up, squinting through the mist as the early striations of sunlight lit up the figure striding towards them with a bounce in her step. Ever the tomboy, Kate’s jeans had seen better days, her wellies gaped at the calf and an ancient college scarf was swathed around her neck. ‘Didn’t you hear me, you mad sod, I’ve been hollering for ages!’

Anna found herself caught up in the kind of effusive hug that was second nature to Kate, doled out in times of both happiness and sadness, and testament to her sheer enthusiasm for life. ‘Morning,’ said Anna, muffled into Kate’s shoulder, blinking hard to settle herself before the inevitable Twenty Questions could begin.

‘Well, don’t you look like death warmed up?’ Kate said, stepping back to take stock. ‘Although you two are gorgeous, aren’t you?’ She fussed Angus and Betty, and Anna couldn’t help but smile. Erratic, distracted, but sheer genius when it came to philosophical debate, Kate was the most unlikely blushing bride she could think of, and yet the love match with Duncan was almost visceral in its strength.

‘So, are you excited or nervous?’ Anna asked, as they fell easily into step.

Kate shrugged. ‘I’m remarkably relaxed about the whole thing to be honest.’ She gave a filthy laugh. ‘My attention’s focused more on the honeymoon. I cannot wait to just get on that plane and be somewhere warm with a cocktail in my hand.’ She tucked her arm through Anna’s as the dogs romped delightedly through the long grass. ‘I’ll even have time to read something that isn’t another de Beauvoir treatise. Say, maybe a friend’s manuscript?’

Anna shook her head. Four minutes thirty seconds. It was a new record even for Kate. ‘One day,’ she replied easily, well versed in evasion.

It niggled, of course it did, the whopping great lie that had taken on a life of its own. But still, it was somehow easier than conceding the truth.

But Kate was like a dog with a bone this morning. ‘I just think that maybe some editorial input would be good. You can get too close to a manuscript, you know? Lose all objectivity…’ She took a breath and Anna knew exactly what she was going to say before the words came out of her mouth.

‘A decade is an awfully long time, Pod. I mean, it’s great that you can do this house-sitting thing while you write, but you have a First from Oxford. You could literally do anything…’

Anna called the dogs to heel and gave them each a treat. ‘I could. As could you…’ She didn’t need to ask Kate how many degrees she really needed – the girl was addicted to learning, it seemed. Or possibly hooked on the heady aroma of ancient books in the Bodleian. With Kate and her all-or-nothing approach to life, it was sometimes hard to tell.

‘So seriously – you’re getting married tomorrow and we’re talking about books?’

Kate laughed. ‘We always talk about books. And anyway, I’m not the one choosing my house-sits by whether they have a nice library or not.’

‘True. And I may or may not have spent last night eating cheese and reading a first edition Virginia Woolf.’

‘Not at the same time!’ Kate exclaimed, the colour draining from her face.

‘I’m not a complete heathen!’ Anna replied, neglecting to mention that her only nod to etiquette had been turning pages with her right hand and eating Camembert with her left. Thinking about it now, she wondered whether she had officially taken leave of her senses – perhaps it was the first unequivocal sign of madness? Her usual deference for great literature the one enduring factor in a life where libraries had always been her solace and her sanctuary.

‘We only ask because we care,’ Kate boomeranged back around. ‘You haven’t let anyone see so much as a synopsis.’

‘I promise you, when I’m finished, you’ll be the first to read it,’ Anna said, quietly wondering whether at some point she’d actually have to write a bloody book just to shut her friends up. There were worse motivators to put pen to paper, she conceded. And certainly they wouldn’t consider her constant questing to keep moving an acceptable life plan – ‘plan’ in itself being too strong a word for the geographic chaos of her life.

‘Now, tell me about the honeymoon at least, if I can’t persuade you to be excitable about tulle and gypsophila.’

Kate frowned. ‘Is that some pervy sex thing that’s passed me by again?’

Anna laughed, loving the ease with which they found their feet together. ‘I think it’s a tiny white flower you shove in your hair.’ She paused. ‘Unless I’m behind the times too.’

‘God, we’re just useless aren’t we? I mean, we’re bright, educated women. Not hideously disfigured. Why do I feel so constantly out of step with the world around me?’ Kate’s perfect browline furrowed. ‘And I always seem to come round to the fact that I just don’t care enough.’

Anna faltered. ‘About getting married?’

‘No, no, I mean – well, maybe? I want to be married if that counts? I just keep thinking of the library I could fill with what we’re spending on canapés and nonsense.’ She grinned. ‘But then I tell myself we’re making memories and you can’t put a price on those.’ She paused. ‘Although about seventy-five quid a head seems to be the going rate.’

‘Blimey,’ Anna said. ‘Just as well I’m not getting married. I could only have six people at my wedding before going broke,’ she joked. She didn’t clarify that there were only six people she’d actually want to invite; it seemed a little too pity-inducing when she knew full well that Kate and Duncan’s special day would be celebrated by dozens of their friends and family.

‘About that, actually…’ Kate hesitated and suddenly Anna felt exactly like the fool she undoubtedly was. Of course there was a reason that Kate had been so insistent that they meet, catch up, ‘talk properly before I’m all dressed up like a meringue.’

‘So he’s definitely coming?’ Anna said, taking the high road, making it easier. If not for herself.

Kate nodded. ‘We could hardly not invite the groom’s brother, Pod. I mean, I think he’s a reprehensible human being for what he did to you, but what could I do?’

‘We could kill him?’ Anna suggested, laughter masking the edge to her voice. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t considered it.

‘Nah,’ said Kate. ‘You’d look rubbish in orange and you’d get all twitchy if you couldn’t move house every five seconds. Besides,’ she breathed out, as though girding herself, ‘he seems to be doing a perfectly decent job of that on his own.’

‘Oh,’ said Anna quietly. There was no need to explain. ‘Well then, I’ll smile and wave and hope that he has the good sense to stay away from the bar on your big day.’

Kate nodded. It was all any of them could wish for, really. ‘Wear a killer dress though, yes? I mean, surely he should be forced to see what he’s missing out on?’

Anna shook her head. ‘It’ll be the trusty jersey dress, as per usual. Take me as you find me.’ With the added benefit that it rolled up small and didn’t crease, but Kate didn’t need to know that.

‘Hmmm. Well, if I’m going to have to take part in some patriarchal ceremony just to get married quarters in College and a trip to the Seychelles, maybe you should tiptoe out of your comfort zone too? I could lend you something?’

‘You have enough to think about,’ Anna hedged.

‘As a favour to me?’ Kate countered. ‘I mean, it’s bad enough you won’t be my bridesmaid. Surely I can impose some measure of my discomfort on you too?’

‘Remind me again why you have to be uncomfortable on your wedding day?’ Anna asked.

Kate pulled her into another of her heartfelt hugs. ‘I’m not entirely sure. But I cannot deny that my legs look amazing in heels – who knew?’

‘Apart from everyone else?’ Anna teased her, tucking a wayward curl back behind her friend’s ear. ‘Just promise me you’re not going to straighten your hair, or Duncan won’t even recognise you as you walk down the aisle.’

Kate coloured slightly. ‘Well I’m not going to promise to obey and nobody’s giving me away like an old suitcase, if that helps?’

Anna just smiled. Words eluded her; it confused and intrigued her in equal measure that her staunchly feminist friend was taking vows at all. It had seemed like the one thing they had both always agreed on – they didn’t need to belong to anyone.

‘Don’t judge me, Pod,’ Kate whispered so quietly that Anna could barely hear her above the rustle of grass and the dogs’ joyful panting. ‘God help me, I love him. And I want to be his wife.’ She turned to hold Anna’s gaze and the conflict was written all over her face – how to choose between principles and love, ideals and convention.

‘And tomorrow you will be,’ Anna replied, leaning forward in a rare display of affection and kissing Kate lightly on one cheek. ‘And I will be there to sign the register and raise a glass to the new Mrs Howard.’ She swallowed hard; nobody said unconditional support would be easy.

Kate laughed. ‘I love him, Pod, but I’m not giving up my name or my doctorate. I’ll still be the Dr Porter you know and love.’

Anna nodded in relief, the lump in her throat making it hard to say anything. And really, what else could she actually say?

Tomorrow was just another day, another challenge, another rite of passage that Anna herself would never experience. And of course, there would be Max to contend with – another gem in the day to look forward to.






Chapter 3

Oxford, 2019

With both dogs nicely tired and drying by the Aga, Anna made herself a cup of coffee, still jumping at the violent spurt of steam from the slightly overstated Ferrari of coffee machines. Typically, she would just about master its quirks and foibles the day before she left. It was ever thus.

Her phone trilled beside her on the kitchen counter.

‘Can you talk?’ It was Emily.

‘Morning. You’re up bright and early,’ Anna replied, deftly adding just a small swirl of cream as she hit speakerphone.

‘How’s it going? Any more visits from Fraser Junior?’ There was a hint of concern in Emily’s voice. It was highly irregular for a client’s friends or family to randomly let themselves in while a house-sitter was in residence.

Anna sighed, glancing over at the kitchen table where this morning’s note had been propped against the sugar bowl while she was out with Kate and the dogs. It wasn’t so much that Andrew Fraser was a nuisance, but that Anna never felt that she could properly relax. Although that could also have something to do with the looming nuptials tomorrow and being back on her old stomping ground. Every knock at the door, ring of the phone, key in the lock made her jumpy and it wasn’t a feeling she enjoyed; another reason she sought out anonymous isolation.

‘I’m sure he’ll get used to the idea of me being here soon. I mean, his parents obviously trust me enough to give me free rein in their home and with their gorgeous dogs. I’m not quite sure what his problem is really,’ Anna said resignedly.

‘Some people are just uncomfortable with the idea of a house-sitter, you know? I mean, it’s none of his business technically, but I can’t do much more to appease him from here,’ Emily said.

‘More?’ Anna missed nothing, and she heard her friend’s sharp intake of breath as she realised her misstep.

‘It’s nothing. I mean, nothing really. He just phoned a few times midweek. Threatened to make a formal complaint. But we’ve talked him down. It’s not going to be a problem.’

Emily was firm with the reassurances, but for Anna it was too little too late. They both knew only too well how her livelihood depended on the quality of her reviews. She could live or die professionally by the number of little yellow stars next to her name on the website. Her stellar rating to date was a point of both pride and practicality. Anna was one of the very few house-sitters on the books to be booked up months and months in advance and she liked it that way. No time to hesitate or consider her options.

‘What did he say?’

There was silence for a moment as Emily clearly considered her words carefully. ‘That you were difficult to deal with and stand-offish.’

‘I was stand-offish? He let himself in and wandered around upstairs while I was having a shower! What a bloody cheek.’ She paused. ‘Is he going to be a problem, Ems?’

‘I hope not. I may have rather dropped him in it with his mother when she called. Maybe he’ll listen to her? She’s kind of formidable. And in the meantime, lock the bathroom door, yes? We don’t want any more “accidental” interruptions.’ Her tone was firm, Emily herself rather formidable when she chose to be.

Anna pushed open the French windows and, with the warmth of the Aga behind her, gazed out over the beautiful lawns and landscape that framed the manor house. The spires of Christ Church were on the horizon and the morning mist had evaporated as the temperatures climbed. Had growing up in a home like this been wasted on Andrew Fraser? It was a source of constant amazement to Anna just how much people took for granted, or considered their due.

‘Listen, while I’ve got you, are you quite sure you won’t reconsider the Anderson job? They’re terribly keen to get it all sorted even though it’s not until Christmas.’

‘Remind me again?’ Anna asked, the Rolodex of houses and names in her head whirring; a blur of Georgian townhouses, Regency villas and ‘architect-designed’ nouveau pads all over the world that were on the cards in the months to come. ‘Was that the one with the flowers?’

‘Orchids,’ Emily said. ‘A world of difference apparently. But they really like your profile.’

‘That’s lovely, but honestly, Em. I don’t so much have green fingers as murderous thumbs. I can water a few spider plants and make a good fist of a veg patch but humidity-controlled conservatories are way out of my comfort zone. What if they came back to find all their prized plants limp and frazzled?’

Emily laughed. ‘They don’t mind that you haven’t got experience; they just want someone trustworthy and responsible. They’ve offered a few days to get you and the orchids acclimatised?’

Anna frowned; that in itself made a pleasant change from the bungled handover she’d received here. ‘Look, Ems, you know my rules. Under-promise and over-deliver. I can’t in all conscience take on a job I’m ill-equipped to handle.’

‘Okay, well, it doesn’t hurt to ask occasionally. Just in case your principles are slipping.’ Emily laughed. ‘And I suppose asking you about the feature in The Telegraph is—’

‘Wasting your breath,’ Anna finished for her. She knew that house-sitting was a growth industry, catching the public’s imagination in recent months in a way nobody could have foreseen. It was something about the life of the nomad that appealed to everyone perhaps, even if they weren’t necessarily brave enough to take the leap themselves. Trying on a different life for size, possibly one that would never be attainable otherwise. But it wasn’t all stunning architecture and luscious interiors; it took a special sort of soul to keep on moving on.

‘It’s only that most of my sitters are part-time. A few weeks or months a year at most. You’re my one and only,’ Emily said.

‘That might be the case, but it doesn’t mean I want my face wrapped around cod and chips, Em,’ Anna said firmly.

It wasn’t as though Anna lived off-grid – just because she didn’t have a permanent address didn’t mean she was out of the loop. She practically ran her life online, but a newspaper feature felt just too public, too exposing and unmanageable. Anna liked to keep her online presence carefully curated. With a mobile phone and an email address she could be anywhere and nobody would be any the wiser… emails, e-vites, text messages all reached her easily enough.

Unless, of course, someone felt the need to send you a fully embossed wedding invitation complete with scented lavender sprigs… Then, well then, she’d had a little explaining to do. The concept of poste restante reducing even Kate to disbelieving silence for a moment or two.

It was almost as though the mechanics of her life confused her friends: like her ability to travel light and never, ever unpack. But it was probably for the best that they didn’t understand the lack of credit card at her disposal – simply budgeting to live within her means – as apparently ‘credit’ required a postcode where they could track you down if needed! Even Anna’s habit of picking up her mail care of a nominated Post Office could throw her friends completely.

Emily may not technically count as a friend – they’d barely met after all – but Anna talked to her more often than anyone else in her life and at least Emily knew where to find her on any given day. Explanations were unnecessary. For the most part.

‘Okay. I’ll let them know. And, Anna? Try and enjoy the wedding, yes? It’s why you’re there, after all.’

Anna hung up the phone and stared across towards her alma mater with unseeing eyes. The notion of enjoying the wedding hadn’t even crossed her mind; she’d been stuck in endurance mode. Glancing at her watch, she decided to change gear. Easier said than done of course, but for the first time in a long time, it seemed worth the effort.



After an hour of bathroom ablutions the next morning involving razors, leave-in conditioners and some kind of face mask that promised to be ‘cruel to be kind’ – she’d actually felt her pores tightening, she thought with a shudder – Anna could remember only too well why she refused to espouse this level of grooming on a daily basis. She couldn’t help but wonder how many talented female brains were limited from reaching their full potential because of hair – styling it, colouring it, removing it… Was hair in fact a key limiting factor in smashing the proverbial glass ceiling, she thought, and not for the first time.

A hammering at the front door stopped her in her tracks. Thoughts immediately turning to Andrew Fraser and her current state of undress, even before logic prevailed and with it the disconcerting realisation that Andrew Fraser didn’t bother to knock. Tightening the belt on her dressing gown, she pushed open the window overlooking the front courtyard. ‘Hello?’

‘Delivery, darlin’!’

She glanced briefly at the comforting brown-liveried van on the driveway. ‘Can you leave it on the doorstep?’ she replied. ‘Does it need a signature?’

‘Well that depends, I suppose.’ The delivery man stepped back in order to locate the source of her voice, smiling at the turban slipping from her still-dripping wet hair. ‘If you’re Anna Wilson, I can just pop it inside the porch for you, love. If you trust me to do the honours?’ He waved his hand in the air as though signing a name.

‘That would be great,’ she replied, even as the thought crossed her mind as to how many people actually knew she was here, let alone wanted to send her a parcel. ‘What is it?’ she called down impulsively and the delivery man grinned.

‘Not for me to say, but you know I’ve been doing this a few years now and my money would be on a posh frock. In tissue paper. It kind of rustles – that’s always the giveaway.’ He glanced at his clipboard and winked. ‘Lucky girl. From the insurance value alone, that has to be one posh frock. Are you sure you just want me to leave it?’

Anna nodded, knowing she’d be down those stairs before his van had even left the drive. ‘It’s fine.’

She pulled the window closed, holding her breath for a second as it wobbled ominously in its Crittall frame and wondering when Veronica Fraser had last thrown it open with such abandon.

Kate. It had to be from Kate, she realised, as she dashed down the stairs and quickly pulled the rectangular dress box inside, feeling its weight, knowing its worth, and wondering why she was even surprised. Surely the fact that Kate had taken her refusal to be a bridesmaid with such calm acquiescence should have alerted her. Kate never took no for an answer, and judging by the decadent swathes of bluebell silk nestled in the tissue paper, her wedding day would be no different.


See you in the vestry. Don’t be late – we’re doing this together or not at all! Much love Kx



Anna swallowed hard, touched and panicked in equal measure.

The fact that staunchly feminist Kate was getting married at all was a wonder; the fact that she refused to do it without her best friend’s support should come as no revelation.

Old friends were indeed the best friends; but even old friends didn’t always know the full picture. Or indeed how big an ask it was for Anna to step into even the periphery of the bridal limelight.

Her phone beeped beside her and the text message made Anna smile. Kate had thought of everything.


Get yourself in that dress and over here, Anna Wilson, or you can explain to Duncan why he’s standing there like a plum at midday. Love you, darling. No excuses, okay? I’ll hold your hand. Well, not during the vows obviously, although that’s always an option… Kxx








Chapter 4

Oxford, 2019

Anna’s cheeks had begun to ache with the effort of smiling long before the ceremony was over. Standing at the front of the church, even wearing the admittedly beautiful dress, was absolutely the last way she had wanted to celebrate her best friend’s marriage. She’d had high hopes for a discreet pew at the back where she could snivel unapologetically into a hanky. She’d known it would be an emotional day.

‘Take this. You look like you need it.’

Anna jumped, startled out of her tumbling thoughts, as organ music swelled and the happy couple shared their first kiss as man and wife before setting off down the aisle to echoing applause.

It was a voice she would recognise anywhere. Max may not have been the best man, but as the brother of the groom, he was hardly relegated to the cheap seats. The tiny, perfect, white linen handkerchief he offered was typical of her ex-boyfriend – a triumph of style over substance.

His presence was enough to halt the nascent tears in their tracks and she shook her head. ‘I’m fine, thanks.’

‘You look stunning in that frock,’ he persisted. ‘A perfect elfin beauty.’

There was a compliment in there somewhere, of course, but Max of all people should know how much she hated comments about her size. In her mind, petite had become a byword for weak; ‘feminine’ code for delicate. She wanted to be seen as strong and accomplished – in mind and in body – not ‘elfin’ or ‘dainty’.

She turned to face him, half wondering how she would react to seeing him up close and personal for the first time in years. She took a breath and waited for the inevitable landslide of emotion and then paused. Nothing. She felt precisely nothing. A shiver of mild annoyance at best.

She gave him a relieved smile, no doubt confusing him no end. ‘Well, it’s Kate and Duncan’s special day. Even I could see the logic in a posh frock. I drew the line at heels.’

They fell into step as they turned to follow the happy couple out of the church, pews emptying at speed as all the guests surged ahead of them.

‘I’m so glad you’re here,’ said Max quietly. ‘I’d rather like to apologise. Belatedly, I know. But I behaved appallingly.’

‘You did,’ Anna agreed.

He hesitated, presumably unprepared for her to offer no resistance. ‘Well, yes, right – breaking up the way we did, when maybe I’d implied that we had a future together. But we were so young and I wasn’t ready for commitment…’

‘Oh, Max. You really haven’t a clue, have you?’

‘Well, yes, obviously. I was there too, Anna. I saw how upset you were.’ The colour was rising up Max’s neck, a sure sign he felt off balance.

Anna stopped walking and turned to face him. ‘I was “upset” as you put it, Max, because you stole the basis for my dissertation,’ she said calmly. ‘You couldn’t think of something for yourself, because you were permanently hung-over and lazy, so you took my idea and submitted it. Early. Not a last-minute panic, but early. I believe you’d call that premeditated. Or is it “with malice aforethought”? You’re the lawyer.’

‘But our break-up? When I left—?’

She shrugged, this conversation proving surprisingly cathartic. ‘You already broke my heart when you claimed my work as your own. And then made it worse, frankly, by making an utter hash of a brilliant idea.’ She turned to walk away and he caught her arm.

‘It’s always about the books and the theories with you, isn’t it?’ he said nastily, clearly piqued by her revelation and abandoning all pretence of contrition.

‘Books never let you down,’ Anna said simply, removing his hand from her arm with the best look of utter disdain she could muster, ignoring her racing heart at the ferocity of his words. For a man like Max, the golden boy, to dent his pride was the only way for him to register emotion. If only she’d realised that years ago.

She swept away from him, swallowed into the crowd, pressing her hand against her chest and forcing herself to breathe. No matter her protestations, Kate had been absolutely right: if you needed to be strong, looking fabulous while you did it was an excellent head start.



‘Anna! You’re here!’

She felt herself being subsumed into friendship groups of old, friends who had simply fallen off her radar one by one as she moved from place to place.

‘You sly vixen, where on earth have you been hiding?’

‘Glorious dress!’

‘Can you believe it? Kate and Duncan are married!’

‘How the devil are you?’

The words bounced around her. Effusive greetings and rhetorical questions punctuated by the string quartet’s allegros.

‘Hi,’ she said simply, being pulled into yet another embrace. Had she been to more weddings, more family gatherings, then perhaps she wouldn’t have worried as much. These were hardly the soul-searching conversations they’d shared as students, awake until dawn, finding their feet in the transition to the adult world. This was small talk. And small talk she could do.

In fact, over the years, Anna had become adept at painting a picture of her life: her nomadic profession cast in a rosy glow of stunning architecture and travel opportunities. The odd funny anecdote about Park Lane Persian pussycats with foie gras addictions and suicidal tendencies and she was good to go.

‘You’re so lucky,’ breathed Sarah, one of Kate’s childhood friends. ‘You can follow your feet and never get bored.’ She cast a glance at her florid husband who was waxing lyrical about the state of pork futures and sighed. ‘And are all the houses just glorious? I’ll bet they are, aren’t they? I mean, you’d hardly pay for a house-sitter for some crappy flat in Clerkenwell.’

Anna shook her head. ‘You’d be surprised. Sometimes it’s more about the pets. For me as well. I try and keep an open mind, but if there’s a beautiful Irish wolfhound or one of those miniature wire-haired dachshunds in the mix, then all my desires for waterfall showers and slipper baths tend to come in a poor second.’

‘Do you ever have a snoop?’ Sarah whispered, slightly the worse for wear on raspberry Bellinis and agog with curiosity.

‘Nope,’ said Anna firmly. That wasn’t even a matter to joke about.

‘Really?’ said Kate, stepping into their conversation and tucking her arm around Anna’s waist. ‘Aren’t you even tempted? Just a teensy bit?’

‘Really, truly not,’ Anna replied in earnest, forgetting for a moment that this was a social occasion, a time for tall tales and fun. ‘I can’t think of anything worse, can you? They’re entrusting me with their home and their pets, stepping into their lives for weeks sometimes. I couldn’t do it.’

‘I would,’ said Kate firmly. ‘I couldn’t resist. It would be like a history project, piecing together how their life worked, whose photos are out on the mantelpiece and whose are hidden away.’

Anna could feel that they were veering into dangerous territory. She certainly didn’t want to get caught up talking about the non-disclosure agreements she was asked to sign from time to time. The high-profile husbands who no longer shared the marital bedroom, the variety and quantity of prescription meds in a headlining barrister’s medicine cab-inet – really the list went on… It was no coincidence that the keyword search used most frequently on the website was ‘discretion’ and according to her reviews, discretion was something that Anna offered in spades. Most likely because even when she came to an event like this – and that in itself was once in a blue moon – she made a point of driving home.

One glass of champagne was always her limit.

One glass of anything. Always.

‘Of course, the same doesn’t apply to their books!’ she joked. ‘I can never resist a good library.’

She could have kicked herself. How to kill a chat. She knew all too well that nobody wanted to talk about first editions or leather-bound classics anymore. They wanted scandal and dirt and the feeling of knowing something that they shouldn’t. The scoop.

There was a momentary awkward pause and then Sarah laughed. ‘Me too, Anna. I may never judge you by your shoes, but I can’t help getting the measure of a person from their bookshelf. Now, Kate did tell me that you’d been working on some secret manuscript. And that this whole house-sitting fandango was your way of planning your life around books. Is that true, then? Are you going to tell us what it’s about?’

‘Oh good luck with that!’ Kate cut in. ‘I’ve been asking her for years and she’s annoyingly tight-lipped about the whole project.’

Sarah reached into her clutch bag and pulled out a business card. ‘Well, when you do want to talk about it, call me. I’m not a commissioning editor yet, but I will be one day.’

Anna glanced down at the card, careful to conceal the surprise on her face. Assistant Editor at Papyrus Publishing was no small achievement in itself. ‘Thank you, Sarah,’ she said simply instead. ‘But please don’t hold your breath.’

‘I knew you two would get along!’ crowed Kate happily, snaffling a canapé from the circulating tray. ‘And if anyone can persuade you to talk about your novel it’s Sarah. Don’t let the whole ditsy thing distract you; she has killer literary instincts. She’ll be running Papyrus one day, I promise you.’

‘From your lips to God’s ears,’ said Sarah with a smile. A smile that slipped firmly off her face as she realised what her husband was doing on the other side of the room.

Anna followed her gaze to see half of the men in the marquee lining up shots and Kate’s face drop accordingly.

‘Leave it with me,’ Sarah said, laying a hand on Kate’s arm reassuringly. ‘I won’t let the rugby club antics ruin your day.’ She sighed and held up her hand, her own freshly minted wedding ring catching the light. ‘It’s too late for us, Anna, but think long and hard before you get one of these. Mine’s turning me into a total killjoy. I didn’t realise that being a wife meant being his mother too.’

As she walked away, Anna felt Kate tense beside her. Even with her own loving family as a template for married life, it seemed that her best friend was taking a leap of faith. She glanced over and saw Kate’s parents ecstatically entertaining their own friends, their eyes returning constantly to their beautiful daughter on her special day.

When it came to having a template to follow, Anna knew that hers was a cautionary tale at best. How on earth did she know what choices to make when she had no clear idea of the destination? How fitting, then, that she chose to spend time trying on different lives for size…

Kate sniffed and leaned in to hug her tightly. ‘I’m so glad you’re here, Pod,’ she said, slightly emotional and with her bridal tiara no longer perfectly central. ‘It really wouldn’t have been the same without you. And I’m so bloody glad that dress fit too! Can you even imagine?’

Anna leaned into the embrace, trying not to let herself feel jealous. Not of Kate for being the first in their group to take the plunge, but of Duncan. He got to live with Kate, dig in for box set marathons with her, travel with her… All the things that Anna had truly treasured in her friendship with Kate over the years, she was now committed to sharing with Duncan. Officially.

Duncan was no longer a passing fancy; he was permanently part of the picture. And as much as Anna loved him and his bumbling, affectionate ways, she couldn’t deny that it changed the dynamic when he was there.

‘If it all goes to shit, I’m moving in with you by the way,’ mumbled Kate into her hair, still holding on tightly, having apparently now bypassed ecstatic with the second flute of champagne and swung round to poignant and overemotional.

‘Wherever I am,’ Anna agreed. ‘There’ll always be a place for you.’

Kate pulled back, one hand on each shoulder, and looked straight into her eyes unflinchingly. ‘But you are happy, aren’t you, Pod? All this hoofing around, never in the same place twice? I want you to be happy.’

Anna nodded, the assurances Kate was looking for sticking in her throat. ‘It’s going to be fine,’ she said in the end, falling back on her standby motto for life.

‘Will you know it when you see it, do you think?’ Kate asked, tilting her head to one side as she considered her own question, the tiny pearl tiara listing still further.

‘Will I know what?’ Anna asked, wondering if her friend could actually read her mind.

‘The place you want to stay,’ said Kate. ‘The place you want to call home?’






Chapter 5

Oxford, 2019

In Anna’s experience of grand parties and celebrations, limited though it was, things always took a turn for the worse once the port and cheese came out. Whether it was that frozen moment of indecision about which direction the decanter should be passed (left, she was almost certain it was left) or whether she might accidentally cut the ‘nose’ off the brie with the wrong knife… Either way, she felt exposed.

Smiling weakly as she hefted the cut glass clockwise to the chap on her left, she watched the cloying, sticky port slosh up the side, climbing down slowly.

‘No port for you, Anna?’ he asked, eyeing the veritable forest of pristine glasses in front of her. One for each course.

‘I’m driving,’ she said simply, hoping that, now they were officially grown-ups, that line might carry enough weight to see off further questioning.

He raised a rakish eyebrow. ‘And I can’t tempt you to an impromptu overnight?’

Anna shook her head, trying not to laugh at the brazen cheek of the man. He’d barely made the effort to make conversation through dinner, unless one counted regaling her with tales of his prowess on the rugby field and a brief but intense quiz about whether she made ‘a decent living with this house-sitting malarkey’. As seduction techniques went, it was one she was all too familiar with.

‘Come on,’ he said confidingly. ‘Let’s grab a bottle of fizz and explore the maze.’

‘The maze?’ Of course there was a bloody maze, thought Anna irritably. Along with the ice sculptures and the vintage Morgan and the party favours scattered liberally (expensively) across every table. In fact, if she didn’t have direct line of sight to the bride, couldn’t see with her own two eyes that this was in fact Kate’s wedding, her Kate, bluestocking, overachieving Kate’s wedding then she wouldn’t have believed it.

All too easily she was struck again by the notion of loss. Of their friendship slipping through her fingers as coupley dinner parties and talk of mortgages and nurseries and school fees filled Kate’s life in the space where Anna had been. She swallowed hard.

To love someone was to risk losing them, she’d always known that.

Had always seen that.

But with Kate, with their student house on the Cowley Road in Oxford, Anna had felt brave enough to take the risk and open her heart, if not her baggage.

Emotional and material.

‘You okay there, Anna?’

What was his name? Anna shrugged away her dinner companion’s lingering touch to her arm with irritation. Annoyed with herself that after two hours of admittedly one-sided conversation, she couldn’t quite recall that salient fact. ‘I might head off actually.’

She was tired. Tired of smiling. Tired of pretending to be someone she wasn’t, sitting here in her silk dress, surrounded by acquaintances, all of whom were desperate to prove their success and net worth to each other. It was as though the decade since graduation had barely changed the landscape at all, merely the budget.

‘Wilson, Wilson… I knew that name rang a bell. Do you know, Anna, I think I met your father in court the other week? Grey-haired chap?’

Anna froze. Her legs suddenly unable to support her as she sank back into her gilded chair. It wasn’t that it was impossible; after all, who knew where he was? Who even knew what he looked like… But the notion of him standing in the dock being questioned by this young upstart was enough to make the single glass of champagne in Anna’s stomach turn to acid.

‘Yes. He was rather inspirational, actually. Not many barristers so open-minded in their approach. I was just there for my six, but impressive stuff.’ He leaned in closer. ‘I might hit you up for a personal introduction, darling.’

Anna breathed out slowly. Wilson was a common enough name. No need to illuminate Rupert – that’s what he was called – that the Graham Wilson on her birth certificate would never knowingly have been on the right side of the law.

It was possibly the only gift she’d received of any value from her parents: an ambiguous name.

Anna Wilson could be anyone, from anywhere; equally unremarkable in the Benefits Centre as the quadrangles of Oxford University. Posh Annas were aplenty, as were their grafting counterparts born without the proverbial silver spoon.

‘Not my father, I’m afraid,’ she said quietly, watching the interest in his eyes fade, clearly wondering how quickly he could shift his attention to the girl on his left, to make sure that his night wasn’t a complete bust.

She caught Kate’s eye across the marquee and blew her a kiss, knowing that she was hampered by acres of tulle and the top table stretching away from her on either side. All she could think about was getting back to the manor, taking off this dress and snuggling into bed with Angus and Betty. She wouldn’t be sleeping alone tonight and there’d be none of the awkward disappointment that she would undoubtedly have encountered with Rupert the next morning.

Really, she thought, as she edged her way discreetly between the tables, there was very little in her life that couldn’t be improved by a decent cup of coffee, an engrossing book and a little canine companionship. Even if it occasionally broke her heart a little to say goodbye to her furry friends, knowing that she was just a temporary fixture in their lives was nothing new.



‘Pod! Wait up!’

Anna stalled the engine of her ancient Mini at the sight illuminated by her headlights. She pushed open the door and stepped out in her bare feet. ‘You can’t run away; you’re the bride,’ she said to Kate, who was walking towards her as fast as her fancy red-soled bridal shoes would allow.

‘I’m not running away. You are,’ Kate called, as the distance between them closed. ‘Again.’

Anna smiled and drew her into a hug. ‘I’m just ready for my bed, that’s all.’

Kate frowned, the emotion of the day, coupled with barely a bite to eat as she’d been so on parade and no shortage of fizz, made her normally lightning-fast acuity somewhat sluggish. ‘Why?’ she managed in the end. ‘I’m only getting married once, Pod, no matter what my mother might say about starter marriages. Stay and celebrate with me?’

Say what you like about Kate, she knew exactly which buttons to press to make Anna feel guilty.

‘You can’t just rush off to yet another house that isn’t even home. I never know where you are. Nobody does.’ Her eyes darkened. ‘I’m beginning to wonder whether you’re actually even writing a novel. Nobody serious about getting published would have been quite so blasé about Sarah’s interest. She’s a big deal, you know. I mean, I know she looks so quietly sweet, but she has a core of literary steel. Like a ninja.’ Kate wobbled slightly as her questionable ninja hand skills challenged her already precarious balance.

‘What are you doing, Pod?’ Kate asked. ‘If I promise not to judge, will you tell me?’

Anna nodded. ‘Just as soon as I know, you’ll be the first person I tell.’

Kate narrowed her gaze. ‘So there isn’t a plan? It’s all a bit aimless?’ Kate looked utterly confused. She was a planner, a goal-setter, a woman of many lists. That anyone could be so cavalier about their future clearly was beyond her comprehension. ‘But. But, why?’

Anna shrugged. ‘You should see the houses I get to live in, though, Kate. They’re the stuff of dreams. Whole rooms full of books, vast kitchens, sitting rooms fresh from an Austen novel. Modern homes with sweeps of granite and glass one week and Georgian townhouses the next. Every single one is unique and every single one is a home like nothing I could ever dream of. I get to live there, Kate.’ Her voice had taken on the slightly softer, supplicating tone that came so naturally when she wanted to persuade someone that she was right, but Kate was having none of it.

‘But they’re other people’s homes, darling. Not yours. You’re just passing through. It’s not your life. It’s not even your furniture, or your books, or sodding bedsheets. It’s smoke and mirrors, Pod, and it’s stopping you finding your own path.’

‘Maybe this is my path,’ Anna said loudly. ‘Did you ever stop to think of that? Maybe I have no frame of reference for how I want my life to be.’ She glanced back into the marquee, at the smiling faces of Kate’s family and friends celebrating together. ‘Maybe the idea of putting down roots feels like an anchor to me, dragging me down, unless I keep moving.’

She stopped, biting off her next words before she could say any more, reveal any more. ‘Katie-Kate, I am just fine bumbling around. I’m being paid to live in luxury houses and see how the other half live. It is not a bad choice. It’s just not your choice.’ She nodded towards the marquee where Duncan was now standing outlined in the swagged doorway. ‘I am over the moon, utterly delighted, thrilled for you and Duncan. You are a gorgeous couple and I wish you every happiness in the world. Watching you take your vows meant the world to me, so please don’t read anything into me leaving other than that I’m very tired and very sober and I have zero desire to be fondled by the rugby team on the dance floor.’ She smiled. ‘And we both know that’s where this evening is heading.’

Kate stepped forward and hugged her tightly. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to get all bridezilla on you there. I think this tiara is literally killing my brain cells the longer I wear it.’ She smiled. ‘I just worry about you. I guess I just don’t understand how you can be so incredibly self-sufficient, and despite all my bloody credentials and qualifications, I still need all this to validate my choices.’

‘I know, right? I mean, who knew that you, my fiercely feminist friend, still needed doves and a string quartet to affirm your love?’ Anna swept one hand dramatically back against her forehead in a swoon and in moments they were both laughing together like drains.

‘I love you, Anna Wilson, you know that, right?’ Kate waved her hand in the air. ‘And one little band of gold and a few words in church won’t change that. But listen, promise me – don’t be an island, okay?’

Anna slipped back behind the wheel as Kate returned to Duncan. How could she ever explain that independence wasn’t a choice for her, it was a necessity? She had only herself to turn to and only herself to please.

As she drove through the dark Oxfordshire lanes towards the manor house, the absolute silence of the night in contrast to the bubbling, exuberant crowd she had left behind was not as comforting as she had hoped.

For a fleeting moment, Anna could only wish she had the fortitude to turn around, the irony not escaping her that honesty and vulnerability required a lot more strength than keeping her friends at arm’s length; almost as though she’d been doing it for so long that her metaphorical elbow was locked into place. Bending was no longer an option.






Chapter 6

Oxford, 2019

Oxford at night was a masterpiece of light and shadows. As the engine idled at the T-junction, Anna couldn’t help but pause, taking in the spires and towers that punctuated the skyline even from a distance. She adored the town, loved her friends – though even she would acknowledge that they might not actually know this, based on her remote behaviour since they had all moved out of their shared student house.

And, like the skyline in front of her, Anna herself was a mass of contradictions – old and new competing for space, for breathing room.

She pushed the silken, billowing fabric of her dress aside to reach the handbrake, grateful that Kate had given her the push she so clearly needed to step up today, yet somewhat unnerved by the feeling that she was on the cusp of tumbling down the rabbit hole again. She had dived into their life as students here together with such naivety, allowing herself to feel a part of something without holding back, without measure, for the very first time.

She glanced up as the lights changed and swung the wheel to the left on autopilot, instinctively returning to the Cowley Road.

She couldn’t have been the only one who had wished it would last for ever – who had reeled at the exhortations to ‘keep in touch’ even as her housemates’ taxis and trains whisked them away to pastures new?

She pulled up to the kerb outside number forty-four and sighed, assailed by memories of happier times. Proximity had always been the only measure of commitment that counted for Anna – those who mattered stayed, or so she firmly believed.

Seeing everyone tonight, seeing how the bonds of friendship had ebbed and grown, morphing with their changing lives, she felt a shiver of regret. She had done what she always did when she was unsure – she’d pulled back, pulled away, a self-imposed boundary drawn harsh in the landscape of their friendships. It wasn’t that she begrudged them leaving, but that she doubted their relationships could survive the change.

‘You should have more faith,’ Kate had told her over and over, refusing to be fobbed off, refusing to be sidelined, pos-sibly knowing more than most how the dismantling of their household, their temporary family, might make Anna feel.

Well then, thought Anna, her mind flickering back to the bride and groom and the affectionate, laughing speeches, to the effusive greetings and welcome she herself had received, maybe it wasn’t too late? She glanced down at the passenger seat, at the bridal bouquet she had caught despite every evasive measure she could think of. Almost as though Kate had been aiming it directly at her.

Perhaps she would go back for the brunch tomorrow – the morning after the night before? Perhaps she would dip a toe in the water, and maybe, just maybe have a proper conversation with Sarah about how publishing actually worked.

Maybe that alone would be enough of a push to get her back on track: her dreams of being a published author neglected for far too long. Even if all those dreams tended to focus on the image of holding her novel in her hand, seeing it in the window of a bookshop, seeing her name in print. That goal had always been crystal clear – but as to the contents of those three hundred pages? Anna would be the first to admit that she had given that important detail embarrassingly little attention of late.

Twenty minutes later, the gravel made a satisfying crunch as she pulled the Mini to a halt outside Gravesend Manor. A chill breeze lifted the tendrils of hair at the nape of her neck as she stepped out into the darkness, kicking herself for not leaving a light switched on to come home to, wondering whether it would really have been so awful to relax with a glass of wine and stay over rather than returning to this daunting Victorian pile alone.

She pushed open the front door, shoes in one hand and the hem of her dress hooked over her arm to avoid tripping over the acres of fabric. Angus and Betty hustled towards her excitedly, their bottoms wiggling as their tails wagged in effusive greeting. Dropping her shoes, she crouched down to fuss them, as they clambered all over her for attention and affection. ‘Oh you are gorgeous. Are you pleased to see me, are you?’

‘Well, I know I am.’

Anna fell back onto her bottom with a thud, even as the dogs took it to be part of the game and scrambled onto her legs, snuffling happily. She didn’t need to glance at her watch to know it was long past midnight, or at the key in the door to know she’d locked up. There was no way on God’s earth that Andrew Fraser should be standing in the kitchen doorway, tie unravelled, hair dishevelled, and a half-empty glass of wine in his hand.

‘You need to go home, Andrew,’ she said firmly, trying to swallow the quiver in her voice that would betray the sudden sense of foreboding that winded her with its intensity.

‘Home? Home? Are you taking the piss?’ Andrew said, not moving, only his eyes raking over her legs. ‘If this place is anyone’s home, Anna my love, it’s mine.’

He was across the hall in six large strides, suddenly towering over her. He gave a short, abrupt whistle and the two dogs instantly stilled, sitting at his heels and leaving Anna free to stand up. He held out his hand – an aid that was only necessary because he was standing so incredibly close to her.

Nevertheless, Anna scrambled to her feet without his help. There was no way she was going to buy into whatever story Andrew Fraser was running in his mind. The flash of angry disappointment in his eyes told its own tale.

‘Come and have a drink with me, Anna. Since you’re living in my house for free, it’s really the very least you can do.’ He clasped her upper arm tightly and propelled her towards the kitchen, giving her no choice. The resentment was bubbling away beneath the surface of his every word and Anna’s tired brain struggled to compute – was he implying that she owed him rent? In whatever form that might take?

She pulled her arm away, noticing the angry red welt that had mottled her skin and feeling her own temper fraying in response.

‘You know they wanted to charge me rent to live at home? My own parents! Said that I was an adult and should contribute to the “cost of living” if I never planned to leave.’ For a man in his thirties, Andrew sounded remarkably like a petulant child denied chocolate cake for breakfast. ‘Well, I showed them. If I’m going to pay rent,’ he spat, ‘I’m not going to do it to live at home with Ma and Pa, am I?’

Anna flinched. It was presumably better not to say that she assumed that very outcome was exactly his parents’ intention. She saw all too many spoiled, entitled ‘adults’, stunted in their maturity by never having to lift a finger, work a day, have a plan – still sulkily inhabiting their childhood mansion rather than trade it for the lowly bedsit they could probably afford from their own earning potential.

Spoiled. Not just overindulged, but spoiled like rotten fruit, their youthful potential dimmed by a lack of necessity and drive.

Anna herself found it particularly hard to stomach; even more so when the man-child in question was staring at her with such a cocktail of longing and loathing.

She stepped back, making sure that one of the Frasers’ sturdy kitchen chairs was between them. ‘This is probably a conversation we could have during the day,’ she said. ‘Let’s catch up tomorrow.’

Never engage; never justify – lessons from the fostered years would never leave her. Be pleasant, be polite, beyond reproach – unless of course there was no choice.

She silently pleaded with Andrew Fraser to keep his cool and his options open. He was maybe two steps away from some seriously poor decisions – as though letting himself into his parents’ house in the middle of the night, drunk, to accost the house-sitter wasn’t bad enough.

He pulled the chair between them aside, making Anna’s heart thud into her throat, before planting his backside down, thighs spread. He tilted his head back, appraising her through heavy lids, weighted down by alcohol and frustration.

Her gaze flashed to the open front door, to the discarded shoes and clutch bag where her mobile phone remained stubbornly, inexorably, out of reach.

‘And are you enjoying your time as Lady of the Manor?’ he asked switching pace, almost pleasant, were the question not coming hot on the heels of his obvious distaste for the arrangement. ‘Is it fun trying on other people’s lives for size?’

Just rude then; not stupid.

‘What makes someone who looks like you’ – his eyes travelled over her again intrusively – ‘want to live like that? Why isn’t there a Mr Anna and lots of baby Annas and a white picket fence, I wonder?’

He reached forward and caught her wrist, reflexes fast and smooth for a man his size, despite the flush of wine to his cheeks. His abrupt lunge made the dogs flinch, as though they had been on the receiving end of those reflexes more than once.

‘So tell me, Anna Wilson.’ He tugged hard until she fell against him and she stiffened briefly in protest, but the muscle memory was already there. Her gaze was blank, vacant almost, as though she had already left the proverbial building. She didn’t tug her arm away, make a sudden lurch for her phone – God knows screaming would make no difference. She just felt the fight leave her body and blinked at him hollow-eyed.

He grunted his disapproval. Clearly one of those men for whom the verbal riposte was part of the fun. Did he want to see her fear? Hear her beg for him to let go?

Anna allowed her arm to soften in his grasp, her expression carefully neutral. He didn’t need to know that she was mentally cataloguing the contents of her overnight bag upstairs, assessing its necessity.

Simply walking away was often the better part of valour and certainly a tried and tested method.

He ran his slightly sweaty hand over her bare shoulder, snagging at the fabric of the spaghetti straps as he did so, his pupils dilating. ‘So, Anna. Is this just part of the service then, keeping the family happy?’ he leered.

She removed his hand and dropped it with disdain. ‘I think we both know the answer to that, Andrew.’ She paused. ‘There’s a window for you leave now, without any repercussions or hard feelings.’

She stepped back, but his hand shot out and caught her again. ‘I’m fairly sure the night’s not over yet, Anna. And as for repercussions – who are they going to believe?’

Anna’s stomach lurched; a part of her had still been hoping that she was over-reacting, slipping into past patterns, that she was no more vulnerable here than at any other time since reaching the magical marker of her eighteenth birthday. The difference being that now, she had no need to keep the peace.

‘Whatever you’re considering is a very bad idea, Andrew. Your mum and dad trusted me to look after their house and their dogs. That’s all. Don’t read anything more into it, okay?’

Man-child that he was, Andrew didn’t even seem to know what to do. Faced with an easy choice, he seemed determined to make life difficult. ‘You can’t leave and I don’t intend to,’ he said, standing up and towering over her. ‘I think you just need a little persuasion.’

An acidic burn hit the back of Anna’s throat as she considered her options. Fighting back against a man his size would not end well for her.

‘I’m going to make coffee,’ she said, peeling his fingers from her wrist and walking decisively towards the machine. All the while the tattoo in her head was running: calm, slow, steady, calm, slow, steady… She clocked her handbag, still listing sideways on the hall floor, car keys and shoes beside it. Six or seven paces for Andrew; ten or twelve for her. ‘Do you want a cup too?’
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