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This book is dedicated to anyone who is looking for the courage to follow their heart






Chapter 1

I already felt like I had negotiated my fair share of challenges since Dad died eighteen months ago – funeral arrangements, probate, the family house sale, the sharing of Dad’s possessions between me and my older brother, Zack, and my thirtieth birthday to name a few – but now I was in the midst of what I considered to be some Even Bigger Ones.

Having had my fill of the nine-to-five routine, working as an HR manager for a business that would have been far more successful had the owners been truly invested in the welfare of the staff I had helped them recruit, I had worked my notice period and, with my worldly goods, along with most of Zack’s, all safely in storage, I was now heading to the village of Willowell in the Suffolk countryside to complete a task that was destined to feel like yet another ending, ahead of flying to Spain to spend a few restorative weeks of the summer with my brother.

‘Tilly!’ Zack’s familiar voice filled the car as I pulled into a convenient lay-by and answered his call. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘I should think so, too.’ I pretended to scold him as I turned off the engine. Though actually, I was genuinely a little frustrated that he’d gone off grid right at the point when I needed his brand of brotherly encouragement and rousing pep talks the most. ‘I really could have done with you these last few weeks.’

‘I truly am sorry for disappearing,’ he said sincerely. ‘You know what my work environment can be like. But you have done it, haven’t you? You have finally left that job you’d long fallen out of love with?’

‘I have,’ I confirmed, feeling proud that I’d stuck to my guns, stopped fretting about the loss of a regular pay cheque and made the break even without his rallying cries from the sidelines of my life. ‘And I’ll never have another like it again. I’m done with being stuck in an office for forty-plus hours a week.’

‘Good for you, Sis!’ Zack laughed. ‘But it hasn’t really been that long since we last spoke, has it?’ He sounded unsure.

‘Yes, Zack,’ I said patiently. ‘It has. Check your bank account if you don’t believe me. The last time we were in touch was the day we received the money from Dad’s estate. Three weeks ago, today.’

So much had happened in those twenty-one days that it felt like even longer to me.

‘You know, I’m still not comfortable—’

‘Yes,’ I quickly cut in before he got into his stride. ‘I do know you’re still not comfortable about it, but it’s what Dad wanted. What I wanted, too. A split of everything he left shared equally between us.’

Zack hadn’t been happy with Dad’s will from the moment it was read. He thought that I, having been the one who had looked after our father because he worked and lived abroad and had done for years, should have received the lion’s share of the money, but Dad hadn’t wanted that and neither had I.

It was Zack, five years older than me, who had helped Dad pick up the pieces after Mum had died when he was in his teens and I was still at primary school, and that, as far as I was concerned, meant between us we’d done our bit. Heartbreakingly, we had lost both our parents to cancer but we’d done everything we could, and that our ages and circumstances allowed, to emotionally support one another through the trauma of it.

‘But—’

‘Never mind but,’ I cut in sternly. ‘Now, tell me exactly where you’re calling from. You are still in Spain, aren’t you?’

He was silent for a second.

‘Zack?’

‘No,’ he confessed, and I could tell he was grimacing and feeling guilty because he was only now getting around to filling me in. ‘I’m not. You haven’t booked your flight yet, have you?’

‘Funnily enough,’ I told him, because I was used to him relocating at a moment’s notice, ‘I haven’t. I thought I’d better wait in case you moved again. So, where are you now? And more importantly, can I still come and see you?’

‘I’m on my way back to Bali, and yes, you can still come and see me.’

I let out a breath and had a quick think. Bali was a world away from Spain and I wasn’t sure I was in the mood for a long-haul getaway.

‘Remind me again what the project in Bali is,’ I stalled, while I tried to reconcile my mind with joining him there.

‘Mangrove restoration,’ he said concisely. ‘The project is well underway, but I’ve been asked to go back and check its progress. I’m going to be there for at least a couple of months.’

‘I’ve heard that before,’ I teased, surprised he’d be staying in one place for more than two seconds together.

When Zack and I were growing up, we’d both been adamant that our adult jobs would revolve around spending as much time out of doors as possible. Zack had caught the horticultural bug from Mum, and our annual summer camping trips to Willowell with Dad, which were classic Enid Blyton-style adventures, had inspired me, and we had both dreamt of pursuing our passions into adulthood.

Zack had succeeded admirably and travelled the world setting up and monitoring a whole host of plant-based conservation projects. I, however, down to a need for security which I now wondered if losing Mum at such an impressionable age could have accounted for, had set my childhood dreams aside and as an adult made completely different choices. Unlike my brother, I had settled for the reassurance of structure and routine.

I could see now that losing Mum hadn’t impacted on Zack in the same way as me; he hadn’t lost his ability to make brave choices, but then we weren’t the same person and the age difference between us probably explained a lot. However, thanks to a couple of things that had serendipitously happened to me during the last year and a half, I was finally, slowly making my towards the life I’d always secretly wanted, but for a long time, hadn’t had the courage to embrace.

‘I know,’ Zack sighed. ‘But I mean it this time. I’m staying put for as long as I can.’

‘Of course you are.’ I nodded.

‘I’m tired, Tills,’ he said, and I realised he genuinely sounded it. ‘And I can’t bear to even begin tallying up my carbon footprint. All these flights…’

‘Just keep focusing on all the good you’re doing,’ I encouraged him as his words trailed off. ‘And if it’ll make you feel any better, perhaps I won’t come out. That’ll be one less trip to add to our combined number of miles spent traversing the globe.’

Not that I’d done all that much criss-crossing. Not compared to him, anyway.

‘No, you must,’ he insisted. ‘Now you’ve jacked in your job and have finally remembered how amazing it feels to spend more time outdoors than in, I want to help you keep going. Were they upset to lose you at the charity you’d been volunteering with?’

‘They were, actually.’ I swallowed, thinking of the wonderful people and the beautiful place I’d left behind at the wellbeing charity, Woodland Adventures. ‘Those woods and the people connected to them are what I’m going to miss now I’ve moved on. My weekends won’t be the same without them.’

Along with everything else, I’d also given up my room in the house I’d short-term shared with two other people, but never really bonded with, after the house I’d lived in with Dad had been sold. So, along with my HR job and the colleagues there who I had little in common with, and my partner, Lee, who I’d parted company with when it became obvious that the rediscovered outdoorsy me wasn’t the version he wanted to be with, my ties to my old life were well and truly cut.

With the nest egg from Dad sitting safely in the bank, I now had space in my life to embrace a new adventure, and it was that that I forced myself to focus on, rather than feeling upset about leaving the team at Woodland Adventures behind. The end of my romantic relationship had been no loss – I had no desire to squeeze myself back into a shape that had never been the right fit, and especially for a man who couldn’t accept the new me – but the day I left the woods for the last time had broken my heart a bit.

‘It’s time for a new adventure,’ Zack said stoically, astutely echoing my thoughts as he often did, but I wondered if he meant just for me or both of us. ‘And at the risk of sounding like a cracked record, I’m sorry I can’t be with you this week.’

‘It’s fine,’ I said, as I glanced at the packed cardboard box on the passenger seat. ‘We’ll be fine.’

‘Tell him I’m really sorry, won’t you?’

‘You can tell him yourself, if you like.’ I smiled. ‘He’s right here next to me.’

‘Seriously?’ Zack laughed.

‘It didn’t feel right putting him in the boot,’ I said, shifting a couple of things so that I could check that the wooden box containing Dad’s ashes hadn’t become dislodged.

It was packed in with a hat, a couple of small photo albums and childhood holiday journals that I hadn’t wanted to put into storage and had been planning to take to Spain.

‘That feels weird,’ Zack said, but I could tell he was smiling. ‘Though if I was transporting him, I daresay I would have let him ride shotgun, too.’

‘Of course you would.’

‘Are you going to let him go tonight?’

‘Yes.’ I swallowed. ‘I don’t want to put it off and as it’s the solstice, it feels fitting.’

‘Crikey, the solstice,’ Zack sighed. ‘The mid-point of the year. Where are the months going?’ He sounded wistful again. ‘I really should have been back more…’

‘I keep telling you, it’s okay,’ I reminded him, because I didn’t want him feeling even worse. ‘Honestly. But this is the right time to do it, isn’t it?’

‘Absolutely,’ Zack confirmed. ‘The solstice is the perfect time for transitions and change, so ideal. And I’ll raise a glass to us all, wherever I happen to be tonight, your time.’

‘Oh, Zack,’ I whispered, as I felt a lump form in my throat and the prickle of tears that were still quick to gather, even though I was moving on with my life.

‘I’d better go,’ he said, and I could hear his voice was thick with emotion, too. ‘Let me know how you find Willowell, won’t you? I hope it hasn’t changed.’

We’d decided together that Willowell was the perfect place to scatter Dad’s ashes. The three of us had slowly healed there during our holidays after Mum had died. Dad, with the best of intentions, had moved us out of the family home, which had once been the heart of us, and in lieu of it Willowell had come to feel like our special place. Our time there had benefited us all. As I’d reached adulthood, along with my love of the outdoors, I’d slowly lost sight of what the village and countryside there had once meant to me, and I was excited to discover if it was going to reclaim its hold on my heart.

‘It always felt like home, didn’t it?’ I smiled.

‘Yes,’ Zack agreed. ‘More home than where we ended up. If that makes sense.’

‘It does.’ I swallowed.

It suddenly dawned on me that I currently didn’t have a home and that if I didn’t fly to Bali to stay with Zack, once my time in Willowell was up, I had nowhere to go. Even though I was determined to embrace my newfound freedom, it did feel a little unsettling to have no base at all.

‘I’ll let you know about the village,’ I promised, keen not to get bogged down with worry. ‘I know there’s a village store there now, because the cottage I’m staying in is attached to it, but beyond that, I’ve no idea.’

We ended the call once we’d made a plan – in so far as I ever could make a plan with my brother – to speak again in a couple of days, and as I climbed out of my car for a breath of air and a stretch, I realised he’d never told me the reason why he’d recently been off-grid. Classic Zack.

I opened the passenger door to pick up my phone to message and ask him and a sudden gust of wind rushed through the driver’s side open window and whisked Mum’s cherished but rather battered ancient straw hat out of the box next to Dad’s ashes and away. Almost before I had realised what had happened it had blown halfway down the dusty lay-by and was in danger of being lost over a hedge.

‘No!’ I shouted, as I slammed the door shut and set off after it.

The tatty old thing that Mum used to wear when she was gardening was showing its age and was of no financial value, but I would have been devastated to lose it. Fortunately, that didn’t happen, because there was a very sleek black car parked quite a way back from mine, and the driver, on spotting the unfolding drama, jumped out and set off in pursuit.

Being that much closer than I was, he was able to lunge for it and turned around grinning, with the hat clasped tightly in his grasp. Most people wouldn’t have bothered, but he hadn’t hesitated to help. What a hero!

‘I take it this is yours?’ he smiled, as I came to stand in front of him and felt my breath hitch and a rush of heat flood my face, and not because of the unexpected chase and fear of losing Mum’s hat.

‘It is.’ I swallowed as I took in his impeccably cut suit – something I had never before been impressed by, but couldn’t help noticing because he wore it so well – thick dark hair, kind deep brown eyes and enviable lashes. ‘Yes, it’s mine.’

‘Here you go, then,’ he said, dusting it off before handing it over.

‘Thank you,’ I said, taking it and holding it tight. ‘It was really kind of you to come to the rescue like that.’

‘It can be my good deed for the day.’ He smiled as his eyes met mine. ‘I always aim to get in at least one.’

Thoughtful, kind and the most handsome man I’d ever laid eyes on. This guy had it all going on. Unless of course, it was just a line, but his smile, which made his eyes crinkle attractively, looked completely genuine, so I didn’t think it was.

‘I hope that didn’t sound as cheesy as I think it did.’ He then groaned and wrinkled his nose which made me laugh because he looked rather silly.

‘It didn’t,’ I said, willing my cheeks not to flush even deeper. ‘And you’ve truly surpassed yourself with your deed for today, because this grubby old hat has great sentimental value and I would have been devastated to lose it.’

‘In that case, I feel even happier to have helped save it.’ He smiled again. ‘Even if it did prompt me to say something cringey.’

‘You really didn’t.’ I laughed again. ‘I’m truly grateful. Thank you.’

That should have been the moment that I turned and walked away, but my feet felt rooted to the spot, and I would have given anything to find something else to say that would have prolonged our conversation, but the truth was, the interaction had run its course.

A sudden blast from the horn of his car made us both jump and I then realised there was a woman sitting in the passenger seat and she looked rather peeved as she tapped the face of the watch she was wearing.

‘I’d better go,’ the guy said, gesturing over his shoulder with his thumb towards the car.

‘Yes,’ I nodded, as I took a step away, ‘I should be off, too. Thanks again for rescuing my hat.’

‘Anytime,’ he grinned.

I broke eye contact before he did, and as I walked back down the lay-by, I wondered if it was his partner in the car. I hoped not, because unless my imagination had been completely carried away by his luscious looks, he was giving off a flirtatious vibe and that would have been entirely unacceptable, wouldn’t it?

I caught sight of myself in the rearview mirror as I put Mum’s hat more securely in the box, then settled into the driving seat, adding yet more creases to my oversized sea green linen dress with mismatched wooden buttons. My long, wavy, dark hair was escaping the knot I’d tied it up in and I wasn’t wearing a scrap of make-up. My freckled face was bright red and my neck looked rather blotchy. Um… the flirtation was definitely wishful thinking on my part then.

My libido had lain idle since I’d split with Lee, and if I was being completely honest, for a while even before that, so it must have forgotten how to interpret the signals. How embarrassing. I hoped the stranger hadn’t thought I was flirting with him, but then I wasn’t likely to ever see him again, so I don’t suppose it really mattered, did it?

‘Right then, Dad,’ I said, as I pulled on my seatbelt, started the car and put the encounter with the handsome stranger out of my mind. ‘Let’s go and have one last adventure in Willowell, shall we?’






Chapter 2

It had been a long time since either Zack or I had visited the picturesque Suffolk village of Willowell but as I drove along the narrow road through it, I could see that I was very happily going to be able to tell my brother that it hadn’t changed all that much at all. The pretty river still meandered its way through the heart of the village, which was reached, via the approach I took, by crossing a stone bridge which looked the same as I remembered it from the many times we had played Poohsticks there.

Lots of the houses had classic pink-washed walls and quite a few were thatched. The majority had prolific roses and wisteria growing around the doors and windows and, with barely another car in sight, it felt like I’d stepped back in time. This was a feeling that I’d also experienced when visiting Willowell in the past and I was delighted it remained. Everything looked picture perfect, and I was so happy to be visiting again at last, even if it wasn’t for long and it was for a sad reason.

That said, I knew that between us, Zack and I couldn’t have settled on a better final resting place for Dad, and I also felt that he would have been very happy with our decision that I should bring him here. We might only have spent a few weeks a year in Willowell, but each of us felt settled and at home right from the moment we crossed the bridge and set up our simple camp in an obliging farmer’s field to one side of the river just beyond the edge of the village. Our time here had genuinely healed us all and I suppressed the urge to berate myself for leaving it so long to come back.

Following the instructions issued by the Airbnb owner, I carefully pulled through the narrow gateway set between what was now the village store and the property next to it, and parked my car in the gravelled courtyard, in front of what I recognised as the tiny cottage I’d booked for the next few days.

‘Well, I hope you won’t, Kaya,’ were the first words I heard as I walked around to the store and through the open front door, which was flanked by boxes of seasonal vegetables and buckets of fresh flowers. ‘Because it’s summer now and you know it’ll be even busier in here soon and I’m going to need your help with the cottage on changeover days, too.’

The woman talking was wearing a pale pink apron dress and her abundant blonde hair was tied up in a scarf of the same colour. She was standing with her back to me and had the other woman, who I guessed was Kaya, not spotted me, I would have stepped outside again.

‘Customer,’ the assumed Kaya said and then quickly ducked through a door at the back.

‘Hi.’ I smiled as the other woman, who looked to be around my age, turned around. ‘I’m Tilly. I’ve booked the cottage. I hope I’m not too early?’

She immediately replaced her frown with a smile and put down a basket which was full of handmade bars of soap with dried flowers pressed in the tops.

‘Tilly, hi,’ she beamed. ‘I’m Melody, the cottage owner, and no, you’re not early at all. It’s all ready for you.’

‘Fantastic.’ I nodded.

‘Just give me two secs and I’ll grab the key.’

I walked back around to my car and lifted my small suitcase and rucksack out of the boot. I didn’t have much in the way of luggage because I was only staying a few days and then, potentially, jumping on a plane.

‘Can I give you a hand?’ Melody offered when she appeared again.

‘Thank you. If you could take the rucksack, that would be great. There’s not much in it, so it’s quite light.’

I decided to leave the box containing Dad’s ashes and Mum’s hat, among other things, in the car for the moment.

‘Here we are then,’ Melody said, opening the door and letting me in ahead of her. ‘Welcome to Rose Cottage.’

The interior looked even smaller than it had on the website, but I didn’t mind that because I was planning to be out and about every day as opposed to in it for all that long.

The ground floor was open plan with a sitting room and minuscule kitchen, featuring Cabbages and Roses classic floral pink fabrics, and I knew the bedroom and bathroom were decorated similarly because I’d seen them online. The pretty aesthetic and pared back furniture made the most of the bijou space, and given the colour of Melody’s apron and headscarf, I guessed pink was her favourite.

‘It’s beautiful.’ I smiled as I drank in the scent of the old-fashioned roses which were arranged in a spongeware jug on the coffee table in front of the sofa.

‘Thank you.’ Melody smiled back. ‘There’s a folder full of local info and some foodie treats in the kitchen, along with milk, tea, coffee and so on.’

‘Perfect.’

‘I would offer to show you around, but I’m not sure where my sister’s disappeared to and there’s no one else in the store.’

‘It’s fine,’ I reassured her. ‘I know where you are if I need you.’

‘Okay,’ she nodded. She was almost out the door when she turned back. ‘I’m sorry if you heard us arguing when you arrived,’ she said, looking embarrassed. ‘That was absolutely not the welcome I’d envisaged giving you.’

‘I only caught the tail end of it,’ I reassured her, ‘and nothing horrendous.’

‘Okay,’ she said again, and I noticed her shoulders relax. ‘My younger sister, Kaya, has trouble staying in one place for more than five seconds together. She’s only just back from one trip abroad and already wants to book another.’

‘I have a brother like that.’ I grinned.

‘Really?’

‘Yes,’ I told her. ‘Zack. I never know where in the world he’ll be working from one day to the next. This morning for example, I thought he was in Spain, but now I’ve discovered he’s en route to Bali.’

Melody laughed at that.

‘Well, if you want to compare notes on travelling relatives, you know where to find me,’ she offered. ‘I hope you’re soon settled in here.’

‘It feels like home already,’ I said, looking around again.

‘That’s Willowell for you.’ She smiled in response and headed back to the store.

She was certainly right about that.

It didn’t take many minutes for me to unpack, and I rather restlessly whiled away the afternoon, counting down the time until I walked down to the river. The weather was hot, but the intensity was tempered by a welcome covering of light cloud. I could have headed out and explored the village and stocked up on more treats from the store straightaway – the scones I’d already demolished had been as light as air – but I didn’t want to undertake anything else until I’d completed the task I’d come here to do.

Curled up on the sofa, which would have been only just big enough for two, and with Dad’s ashes and Mum’s hat now on the table with the jug of roses in front of me, I looked through the photograph albums and holiday journals and lost myself in a sea of happy memories as the clock ticked on.

There were a couple of places and landmarks which featured in our photos every year but didn’t have dates attached. The only way I could tell when they were taken was by paying attention to how much Zack and I had grown during the intervening months, and I thought it would be fun to seek out those familiar and much-loved spots and photograph them again.

I was certain Zack would appreciate making the comparisons between now and then as much as I was going to, and I wondered if he remembered how we had always said that visiting them made us feel like we were ‘walking on sunshine’. Our holidays in Willowell had been truly halcyon in every conceivable way and those three words had become a much-loved catchphrase of ours while we were here.

‘Right,’ I said, as the afternoon began to fade into evening and I was checking the clock almost as often as I blinked, ‘I think it’s time, Dad.’

After I’d unknotted my hair, so I could wear Mum’s hat, I carefully put the wooden box into the bottom of my rucksack then, having checked the lid couldn’t work loose, I set off.

The walk out of the village was as pretty as I remembered and the drop in temperature as I ducked under the trees and switched to the footpath that ran along the side of the river was something I was accustomed to, too. However, at that point my steps started to slow down, and my heart began to weigh heavy in my chest.

Even though I had come to Willowell with the intention of saying goodbye to Dad, it was still hard. I’d pictured the moment it would happen – and where – multiple times, but now it came to it, now the sun was setting on the solstice, it suddenly felt like it was going to be the hardest thing in the world to achieve. Even more difficult than when the three of us had scattered Mum’s ashes, and I guessed that was because this time I was saying goodbye to mine and Zack’s very last physical connection to them both.

The path along the river felt a little different to how I remembered it, but only because the trees that bordered it had grown. It wasn’t all that much further on before I reached the sweeping bend in the watercourse and then a few steps beyond that, I reached the spot Zack and I had settled on.

‘This is it, Dad,’ I said on an out breath as I knelt on the grass and looked at the house that was built some way back from the river on the opposite side.

It was a traditional, detached Georgian property, set in stunning gardens that rolled right down to the river, and it had its own wooden jetty and a gentle, pebbled slope into the water. I had always adored the house and fantasised about living there and swimming in the river every day, through the summer at least.

We had spotted otters here and the occasional kingfisher too, and I thought now, as I had then, that it was the most beautiful place I had ever seen. Willow trees dipped their leaves into the gently flowing water, and in the shallowest points further along, we’d watched cows venture in to drink and cool off, and locals gather to paddle or picnic.

‘Do you remember how I used to come and look at this place every day, Dad?’ I whispered. ‘We used to pitch our tent in that field behind me and then you’d turn me and Zack feral for the next two weeks and I’d be endlessly drawn to look at this house.’

It felt a long time since I had enjoyed that sort of heady freedom, but I was slowly starting to make my way back towards it now, or towards as much of it as I wanted. I didn’t think I’d sacrifice a regular shower or properly brushing my teeth again, but Zack had been right about me feeling better for rediscovering the feel of fresh air on my face on a regular basis.

The light began to properly fade, and I realised that the reminiscing and harking back was all well and good, but it was unhelpfully enabling me to put the moment off. I took a deep breath, then quickly lifted the box out of my rucksack and loosened the lid.

I felt panic rise in my chest, and I didn’t think I’d be able to get any further, but then someone in the house began to play the piano or listen to a recording. Astonishingly, they’d chosen ‘Clair de Lune’, a piece of music that Dad had loved and listened to on such a regular basis that we’d picked it as one of the pieces for his funeral.

Having received such an obvious and beautiful sign that this was the moment, I didn’t hesitate further. I lifted the lid properly off the box, then carefully leant forward and slowly let Dad’s ashes slip away. Some drifted into the river and some were carried up and away on the breeze.

By the time the music had finished, I had tears pouring unchecked down my face and Dad was gone. Or his ashes were. As I dried my eyes, I knew he was still with me in some way, just as he had been since the day he died, but he was with Mum now, too, and there was a feeling of comfort and completion in that.

When I looked up at the house again, the doors leading out to the garden had been closed, and after taking a moment to settle my emotions, I took that as my second cue and made my slow way back to Rose Cottage where I would message my brother and let him know how beautiful parting with Dad had been.






Chapter 3

Feeling grateful that the most emotional part of my trip to Willowell had been successfully completed and that it had happened in such a beautifully poignant way, I slept soundly, and from the following morning, began to explore the surrounding area and take photographs of all the places that I knew Zack would love to see again.

The next catch-up we’d arranged hadn’t lasted beyond a few minutes because he was in an area with practically non-existent phone signal or internet, but I had just enough time to describe in more detail how releasing Dad’s ashes had gone and later I sent him an email with photo attachments that he would be able to view when he visited somewhere more geared up.

My time in and around Willowell and chatting with Melody, who was so open and welcoming, flew by and, with just a couple of days suddenly left, I realised I had made a new friend, but I still hadn’t booked my flight to Bali. Now, as well as feeling uncertain that I wanted to make the trip or pay the gargantuan last-minute change of plan parking charges that I hadn’t previously factored in, I really didn’t want to leave the village I’d fallen back in love with, either.

‘I don’t suppose,’ I said to Melody, as we sat on the bistro set that belonged to the cottage in the courtyard one evening while sharing a bottle of wine and a bowl of olives, ‘there’s any chance of extending my stay here, is there?’

We’d already talked about the reason behind my return to Willowell as well as the joys of having a relative who disappeared off the face of the earth on a regular basis, and I knew that situation was harder for her because whenever Kaya came back she always promised to help with the store and cottage but rarely delivered. As absent as he was, at least Zack never made promises he didn’t then keep.

Melody had reached breaking point with her sister’s lack of support a couple of days prior to our current conversation and told Kaya that she was planning to take on someone from the village to help her for the next few months.

Thankfully, that appeared to be the wake-up call that was required. Kaya needed to refill her travel fund if she wanted to head off again, and being blessed with the means to work through the summer right on her doorstep, she was now knuckling down and earning her keep. It wasn’t a total sibling relationship transformation, but enough of one to put the smile back on Melody’s face.

‘I’m afraid not,’ she sighed. ‘The cottage is booked right through the summer season now, which is brilliant on the one hand, but I’m gutted on the other because I would have loved it if you could have stayed in it for longer.’

I wasn’t someone who generally clicked easily with people, but Melody and I had hit it off right from the start and I felt she was someone I would definitely want to keep in touch with when I left.

It was a surprise to acknowledge that I’d recently said goodbye to colleagues I’d worked with for years without so much as a backwards glance and yet here I was, feeling so fond of someone I’d only very recently met. I supposed that was how life and friendships worked out sometimes. Perhaps, now I was finally discovering my real self, I’d also find myself drawn to my true tribe.

‘I would have loved that, too,’ I said as I refilled our glasses. ‘I don’t suppose you know of anywhere else local that might be available, do you?’

She gave the question some thought but didn’t come up with an answer.

‘Oh well,’ I said. ‘Bali it is then.’

‘You could sound a bit happier about that.’ Melody laughed. ‘Kaya would trade places with you in a heartbeat!’

‘Now there’s a thought.’ I smiled as I popped an olive into my mouth. ‘I’ll stay here and do Kaya’s job, and she can fly to Bali and keep my brother company. I bet they’d get on like a house on fire!’

‘I’m sure they would, too,’ Melody laughed, ‘but I know my sister’s finances won’t run to it, so let’s not even mention it as a joke, okay? Because otherwise she’ll be nagging me to fund her flight on yet another vague promise of one day paying me back.’

‘Fair enough,’ I said, as I clinked my glass against hers. ‘I won’t say a word.’



The weather had been generally sunny and hot since I’d arrived, but the next day was cloudy and felt cool in comparison and so I decided to set out a bit further from the village on foot. I walked a route that I was fairly certain would take me past the front of my dream house, a view of it I hadn’t seen before, and as I got closer, I felt excited to discover if it really did look like the solid and symmetrical typical child’s drawing of a house that I’d always imagined.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t destined to find out because there was a curved drive leading down to it and huge oak and beech trees further screening the view, so I didn’t get to catch a glimpse of even so much as a chimney. I was disappointed about that but happy to admire the towering old trees and I did at least discover the name of the house.

‘Fernside,’ I said aloud, as I read the sign set on the side of the road next to a pair of open and ornate wrought iron gates.

The name felt highly appropriate given that much of the back garden was shaded and from my favourite vantage point along the river I had seen huge ferns in both pots close to the back of the house and planted in the sweeping borders right down to the riverbank.

Still feeling slightly sad not to have had my curiosity settled, I hoisted my rucksack higher on my back and carried on walking. When my tummy started to growl a few paces on, I decided to head back to the cottage along a different lane which I felt confident would be a helpful shortcut.

Melody had saved me a slice of the quiche she had made and sold in the store and I thought it would be just the thing for my lunch with a locally grown apple. I was still doing my utmost to ignore the fact that I really should start packing, when I spotted something that put the upsetting prospect right out of my head.

‘Hey, Kaya,’ I panted, as I breathlessly rushed into the store a few minutes later.

She looked at me and raised her eyebrows in that way of hers that made me feel about two inches tall.

‘Have you been for a run?’ she asked.

Her tone suggested that she thought that was highly unlikely even though she’d asked the question.

‘Almost,’ I said, as I slipped off the rucksack and squeezed the stitch in my side that the speedwalk back to the village had induced. ‘Tell me, what do you know about the woods up the road?’

‘Which woods?’

‘The ones in that direction,’ I vaguely pointed, ‘with a for sale board hammered to the gate next to them. There’s no number or agent listed on the board. In fact, I think it looks hand painted and I’m not entirely certain that it’s genuine.’

‘I don’t know anything.’ Kaya shrugged, using a tone that suggested I should have known she wouldn’t. ‘I wasn’t even aware there are any woods up that way, let alone that they’re for sale. I didn’t move here when my sister did, so I don’t know the area like she does. I’m only ever really passing through. And now chained to this place, of course.’

‘Perhaps Melody might know something then?’ I suggested, hoping she’d fetch her sister in lieu of her lack of knowledge.

‘I daresay,’ Kaya huffed. ‘She knows everything else, doesn’t she?’

‘Did I hear my name?’ Melody asked as she stepped into the store from the stockroom and gave her sister a look.

I hoped Kaya didn’t talk to customers like that. Melody might soon end up regretting giving her a front of house role if she did.

‘Yes.’ I nodded, still trying to catch my breath. ‘You did. You don’t happen to know anything about the woods that are up for sale, do you?’

‘The ones that way,’ chimed in Kaya as she added my vague arm wave in the general direction for good measure, which in turn set the many bangles she wore jangling.

I narrowed my eyes at her but didn’t comment.

‘If you mean the patch of woodland a mile or so out of the village in that direction,’ Melody pointed more accurately, ‘then yes, I do. They belong to Constance Clarke.’

‘Constance Clarke,’ I repeated.

‘Word on the street is that she doesn’t really want to sell them, but folk are saying there’s work that needs doing on the house, expensive work, and Constance hasn’t got any money to do it.’

She stopped then and turned bright red.

‘Melody!’ Kaya unkindly pounced with relish.

‘I know,’ Melody winced, sounding flustered. ‘I shouldn’t have said that because it might not even be true. I don’t do gossiping. I wasn’t gossiping.’

Given that she ran the local store, which historically was as much a focal point for gathering news of neighbours as the village well and watering pump had once been, she was bound to occasionally slip up and repeat what she’d heard, wasn’t she?

‘Of course you weren’t gossiping,’ I reassured her. ‘You were just filling me in, weren’t you? So, it is a genuine for sale sign then?’

‘Yes.’ Melody nodded.

‘And where would I find this Constance Clarke?’ I asked.

‘You’re in the market for buying some woods, are you?’ Kaya asked, sounding amused again.

Melody and I both ignored her question. Melody because she doubtless didn’t want to come off as being as nosy as her sister, given what she’d just said about gossiping, and me because I didn’t know the answer, even though the prospect did hold huge appeal.

‘At Fernside,’ Melody told me, and I felt my heart kick again even though I’d stopped walking a while ago. ‘Constance lives in a house called Fernside.’

I thanked her for the info, quickly made my excuses and headed to the cottage to have the lunch I then felt like I needed more than ever, along with a very long think.

By the end of the evening, I’d decided that the next day, my penultimate one in Willowell, would include a trip to meet Constance Clarke who lived at fabulous Fernside. Not only would I be able to ask her about the woods she had for sale, I would also get a proper look at the exterior of the house. Possibly even the inside if she asked me in.

Had Kaya popped up and asked me again if I was in the market to buy some woods, I still wouldn’t have known how to reply, but I didn’t think there was any harm in checking them out and settling my curiosity, especially when the viewing potentially killed two birds with one stone.

Scattering Dad’s ashes had been made possible by a serendipitous nudge from Fernside, so it might just be conceivable that what I decided to do next with my life might come to light via there, too…



‘What have you got planned for today, Tilly?’ Melody asked, as I walked around to the store the next morning just as she was refilling the buckets with yet more beautiful bunches of fresh flowers. Abundant and locally grown, they seemed to be one of her bestsellers. ‘Anything exciting?’

I’d barely slept and was feeling rather jittery about the idea that I had been brave enough to allow to take root during the long hours of the night. Whereas before I had been wondering if, after my trip to see Zack, I could become a part of something that already existed workwise, now I was considering the possibility of becoming the sort of person who set up their own something and became a business owner myself.

It was a huge leap, even though it was only happening in my head, and because it was all still just a daydream (or a wide awake in the middle of the night dream), I didn’t feel ready to share the details. Not that Melody had asked for the ins and outs, but if I didn’t get anywhere with Constance, it wouldn’t have been worth explaining, anyway.

‘I thought I might pop down to Fernside,’ I said casually, sticking to the bare minimum. ‘Introduce myself to Constance and ask her about the woodland.’

‘So, you really are interested in buying it then?’

Melody looked as wide-eyed at the prospect as I did.

‘No,’ I blagged, while fiddling with the strap of my rucksack so I didn’t have to look at her. ‘Not buying it. I’m just interested in the… trees. You know, what species grow there, that sort of thing. I used to volunteer in some woods, and I’ve developed a bit of a passion for woodland in general. I’d love to have a look around, but not without permission, so I’m going to ask if I can walk there.’ I hoped that was going to be enough information to satisfy her curiosity. ‘Do you think she’ll mind me dropping by unannounced?’

Melody cocked her head. ‘She might,’ she said. ‘She’s a bit of a character.’

‘Right.’ I sighed, wondering then if I had the courage to risk it. I didn’t want to get off on the wrong foot with Constance Clarke, but there had been no phone number or contact details on the for sale board, so other than just turning up, I wasn’t sure how else to get in touch.

I suppose I could have asked Melody to do it on my behalf, but as I didn’t want to divulge that I really was thinking about buying the woods, it didn’t seem likely that Constance would welcome me, a stranger, into her home, on the pretence of simply talking trees.

‘But if I phone to tell her that I’m sending someone along with the grocery order she phoned through last night,’ Melody then suggested, solving the conundrum, ‘she’s bound to be more amenable. And you’ll be doing me a favour because I’ll either have to get Kaya to take it for me later or leave her to run the store while I go over there. And neither option fills me with glee.’

‘In that case,’ I said, as I turned around and rushed off before I lost my nerve. ‘Consider me your delivery driver. I’ll go and start the car.’

The lane leading to Fernside felt far narrower in my car than it had on foot and I drove down it with my fingers crossed in the hope that I wouldn’t meet anything coming from the opposite direction. Unfortunately, luck wasn’t with me.

‘Damn,’ I muttered, as I spotted a car in the distance and no obvious place for either of us to pull very far over.

My attitude changed, however, when I saw who was behind the wheel. He had the biggest smile on his face and no passenger today.

‘I recognise that hat,’ grinned the most gorgeous guy on the planet as we drew level.

‘I bet you didn’t really believe that I wore it, did you?’ I laughed.

‘I did wonder…’

‘Well, here’s the proof.’

‘In all its glory,’ he said, biting his lip.

‘Hey,’ I objected because he clearly didn’t think it was glorious. ‘Don’t be down on the hat.’

He went to say something further, but another car pulled up behind him.

‘I’d better move,’ he said, as he glanced into his rearview mirror and put his hand up to the person waiting. ‘It was nice to not quite meet you again.’

‘Likewise,’ I said, then breathed in nervously as both cars squeezed by with just a couple of inches between us.

I refocused on the lane and pulled my attention back to the task in hand, but I couldn’t help smiling that our paths had crossed again. Forgetting further about his previous passenger, I wondered if a third time really might be a charm… With any luck, if we did see each other in the future, I might even be wearing something other than Mum’s old hat and a bright red complexion!

A little further on, I turned off the lane, through the gates, and drove down the drive to Fernside.

‘I don’t believe it,’ I gasped, as I looked at the front of the house for the very first time.

It was exactly how I had always imagined it would look. Four chimneys, five multi-paned sash windows, three above, two below, equally spaced and with a tiled and ivy-covered entrance between the bottom two. The front door was painted green and on either side of it stood two huge pots filled with yet more overflowing ferns. The gravelled drive swept right around the house, and it had a large closely cut turf circle at its centre.

It all looked very grand and very beautiful and there were no obvious signs of the work that Melody had mentioned needed doing.

As I parked up and then lifted Constance’s grocery order off the passenger seat, I wondered if she was going to be as grand as her home. I should have pumped Melody for details to help me make a decent first impression. I quickly put the box down on the drive, left Mum’s hat on the passenger seat, ran my fingers through my hair and smoothed down my baggy shirt.

‘Well,’ I muttered as I picked the box up again, ‘I’m here now and I’ll have to do.’

I waited for what felt like an age after knocking before I heard someone moving about behind the front door.

‘Who is it?’ came a voice that didn’t exactly exude a warm welcome.

‘I’ve got your groceries from the store,’ I responded because my name, unless Melody had supplied it, wouldn’t have been any use.

‘You should know to come round the back by now. I don’t use this door. The gate’s unlocked as usual.’

I took a step back and, having worked out which way I needed to go, I struggled through the gate, along the side of the house and around the back to where an elderly woman wearing a floral-patterned dress and leaning on a walking stick was waiting. My eyes wanted to take in the extensive garden and the back of the house, but knowing that would have been rude, I kept my gaze on her and offered a cheery smile.

‘Hello, Miss Clarke,’ I said, still smiling. ‘I’ve got your—’

‘So you said,’ she interrupted. ‘But who are you? You’re certainly not Melody or that flighty sister of hers.’

‘I’m Matilda,’ I explained. ‘Tilly. Melody said she was going to call and let you know I’d be dropping your shopping off on her behalf today.’

‘Well, she didn’t,’ Constance Clarke huffed, drawing her lips together into a thin line.

If I’d been asked to age her, I would have put her in her mid-eighties, though she was not particularly frail. I wouldn’t have been at all surprised if she opted to give me a whack with her stick if she wanted to see me off her property.

‘Or perhaps she did call.’ She frowned and looked suddenly less fierce. ‘I think I did hear the phone ring, but Melody should know better than to call when I’m listening to my news programme…’

My arms felt like they were going to drop off with the weight of the shopping I was holding.

‘Well,’ I said, with an effort to keep smiling, ‘here’s everything you ordered. Where would you like me to put it?’

She looked at me for a long moment, and I got the impression that she was weighing me up. I wished she’d do it a bit quicker. The box was starting to slip and so was my smile.

‘I suppose you’d better bring it into the kitchen,’ she said eventually and headed back inside. ‘And I prefer to be called Constance, not Miss Clarke. I’m not a schoolmistress.’

‘Sorry,’ I apologised, even though I felt it would have been presumptuous to have called her by her first name.

‘Melody usually unpacks the shopping for me, but I suppose I’ll have to see to it myself today.’

‘I don’t mind doing it,’ I said, my eyes darting everywhere as we went first through a large, untidy, plant-filled sunroom and then turned left into a chaotic kitchen. The interior of the house, or the little I’d now seen of it, didn’t look how I had expected it to, at all. ‘That is, if you’d like me to,’ I added, hoping to get into her good books.

‘I won’t pay extra for it,’ she grumbled. ‘And Melody makes me a pot of tea to go with the cake before she goes. She hasn’t forgotten the cake, has she?’

I set the box down on the only part of the table that wasn’t covered in newspapers, crockery and piles of clothes. I wondered if there was anyone looking after Constance but then banished the thought because what looked like disorder to me might well be how she happily kept house. Each to their own and all that.

‘She said she’d sent everything you asked for, and I think it looks like there’s a cake box on the top,’ I pointed out.

‘Put it in the fridge, would you?’ Constance asked, waving her stick in the direction of an ancient looking refrigerator. ‘And there should be some cheese to go in there as well.’

Under Constance’s staccato instructions, I soon had everything put away in the rather empty fridge and cupboards, and the pot of tea made. There had been an uncomfortable moment when I had asked if she liked her milk in first, but I’d glossed quickly over it by admiring the profusely flowering orchid on the windowsill.

‘Looks delicate,’ Constance had sniffed, ‘but it’s pretty tough, that one.’

I wondered if anyone had ever thought or said that about her.

‘It’s very pretty,’ I said again as I tried to work my way up to mentioning the woods. The longer I’d been there, the further my courage had ebbed away. It was now or never though. ‘I was wondering—’ I began.

‘Yes, yes,’ she cut in. ‘You can get off now. Tell Melody I’ll settle up with her as usual, at the weekend after my appointment with the hairdresser.’

I was dismissed, but I hadn’t achieved what I came for and stood dithering in the doorway.

‘That’s what we always do,’ Constance said, assuming that I wasn’t sure about the payment arrangement. ‘You don’t need to worry about the bill.’

‘No,’ I said, stepping right back into the kitchen again. ‘It’s not that.’

‘What then?’

‘I was wondering if I could ask you about the woods?’

‘The woods?’ She frowned.

‘Your woods,’ I gabbled. ‘Willowell Woods, I think they’re called. That’s the patch of woodland that you’ve got up for sale, isn’t it?’

‘Who told you about Willowell Woods?’

‘No one. I just happened to see the sign when I was out walking.’

‘Well, what about it?’ she asked sharply. ‘There’s already been a lot of local interest, you know. In fact, I’m certain someone is about to put in an offer. You’re not local, are you?’

‘Not exactly,’ I confessed.

I got the impression that as a non-resident, she didn’t think I had any business being interested in her woods and I also surmised that the make-do-and-mend sign had been put up with a view to only attracting local interest. Most people in the vicinity would know who the land belonged to, so a name and number wasn’t necessary. Incomers beware!

‘You haven’t been up there already, have you?’ she then scowled.

‘No,’ I said quickly. ‘I just saw the sign and asked Melody who the woods belonged to. It’s clearly private property and I wouldn’t have dreamt of trespassing.’

Constance nodded. ‘Right,’ she sniffed. ‘Well, plenty would, so I appreciate that you haven’t done that.’

‘But would you mind if I did go and take a look?’ I asked politely. ‘You guessed right in that I’m not really a local, but I holidayed here every year when I was growing up. My dad used to bring me and my brother, Zack, and we camped in a field next to the river. With the farmer’s permission, of course.’

‘Did you now?’

‘And I might never have lived here, but I’ve always felt at home in Willowell. More home than home,’ I added wistfully, remembering what Zack had said. ‘It’s such a special place. So special in fact, that I came back this time to…’

‘You came back this time to what?’ Constance sounded intrigued when I didn’t finish the sentence.

‘My brother and I decided this was the perfect place to scatter our dad’s ashes,’ I said croakily. ‘It’s where we’ve always felt happiest and where we wanted Dad to be.’

‘I see.’ Constance swallowed, looking a little choked herself, which I wouldn’t have predicted.

‘We’d had it planned for quite a while,’ I continued, ‘and I knew I would be doing it alone because my brother is abroad, but when it came to it the other night, I didn’t think I was going to be able to see it through. Then, right at the crucial moment, someone in a beautiful house on the other side of the river to where I was sitting started to play or listen to “Clair de Lune”, our dad’s favourite, and I managed it in the end.’

Constance opened and closed her mouth.

‘We had it played at his funeral,’ I added.

‘The music was coming from here, wasn’t it?’ she sighed.

‘Yes,’ I confirmed, then explained. ‘It was and it made me so happy because this house was always my favourite to stop and look at on our walks. I used to endlessly drag Dad and my brother along the riverbank to admire the back of it.’

I felt my face flush.

‘And now you’re inside it,’ said Constance as she looked around. ‘I won’t ask if it lives up to your expectations.’

‘I think it’s perfect,’ I responded, and she looked surprised.

‘And what about your mother?’ she asked.

‘Sorry?’ I blinked.

This seemed to be turning into something of a soul-baring first encounter. She was finding out a lot about me, yet I knew practically nothing of her. Though, I supposed, given that I was the one asking something of her, that was fair enough.

‘You’ve mentioned your brother and father, but what about your mother?’

‘Mum died when I was ten,’ I told her. ‘And we started to holiday here after she had gone. Willowell very quickly became our happy place. I think it helped that we hadn’t been here with her. It was somewhere completely new to us, and we made memories here that were entirely our own…’

I hadn’t considered that before.

‘My goodness, she must have been young herself,’ Constance calculated, then immediately apologised. ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. You must think I’m being incredibly nosy.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Honestly, it’s fine, and you’re right, she was young. I find it harder talking about Dad dying though, what with it happening not all that long ago.’

Constance nodded in what appeared to be understanding and I wondered if there had ever been anyone in her life who she now struggled to talk about.

‘Well,’ she said, her tone much softer than it had been when I first arrived, ‘I don’t suppose there’d be much harm in you going and having a look, would there?’

‘Really?’ I said, one hand moving to my chest to settle my heart.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Though I can’t imagine why you’d want to. Are you actually interested in buying it?’

‘I might be,’ I said as she appraised me again. ‘But I won’t know until I’ve seen it.’

If Kaya and now Constance’s reactions were anything to go by, I obviously didn’t look like the wood-buying type. Perhaps I wasn’t. Time would tell…

‘Well, the asking price is eighty thousand,’ Constance said bluntly, sounding more like her former self. ‘Not a penny less.’

So far, I’d only got as far as imagining what the figure might be, but the price was roughly around what I had been expecting.

‘If I think I might be interested, shall I come back and tell you? Or should I telephone instead? I could ask Melody for the house number.’

‘Come back and tell me,’ Constance said, a flicker of a smile playing around her lips. ‘But before you go, you can get that cake box out of the fridge again. All this talking has made me hungry.’
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