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For my sisters, Vicky and Katie.










Chapter One


‘And then I told him that I loved him. We both sat there grinning at each other and it was just one of those moments where you feel drunk even when you’re not, you know? It was like we were the only people left in the world.’


‘I can’t believe you’ve used the “L” word already!’ Em cried, the corners of her eyes crinkling in delight. ‘You’ve only known each other a few weeks!’


‘Well, he said it first,’ Lottie replied, taking a large gulp of red wine from her glass and letting its fruity tartness roll round her mouth. ‘And we’ve known each other almost three months, actually!’


‘And when you know, you know,’ Em said dreamily. ‘And Annie and I did say he was a keeper after your first date, didn’t we? Oh, Lots, I’m so happy for you.’


‘But we haven’t met him yet,’ Annie said with a frown. ‘I may have agreed he sounded like the real deal after you gushed about him, but, Lottie, you can’t go around telling random men you love them when you haven’t even introduced them to your sisters. It’s not on, and I’m putting my foot down. You either invite Leo to pub club next week or I’ll camp outside your place and ambush him on the doorstep.’


Lottie rolled her eyes and reached for the comfort blanket of her wine glass again. Her older sister always thought she knew best.


‘You really do need to be careful, though, Lottie,’ Annie continued. ‘I mean it. We all remember what happened with holier-than-thou Elliot—’


‘I think what Annie’s saying is we both care about you and don’t want to see you get hurt, that’s all,’ Em broke in, reaching across the table to give the top of Lottie’s arm a squeeze. ‘But we’re only human – of course we want to meet this amazing man we’ve heard so much about! Please say you’ll bring him to pub club next Wednesday,’ she implored, clapping her hands in excitement.


The three sisters had been meeting in the Rope and Anchor in the centre of Oxford every Wednesday night for years. They’d picked that particular pub because it was round the corner from Annie’s work at a scientific institute, as well as an easy cycle from both Lottie’s job and her flat on the not-quite-as-nice side of town. It was still a forty-minute drive from Em’s fresh-out-of-an-interiors-mag home in the Cotswolds, but she had always insisted she didn’t mind at all.


Now, Annie visibly made an effort to soften the worry lines etched across her forehead and smiled at her sisters. She stroked her sensible brown bob, a hairstyle she had sported for the last twenty years. ‘I’ll even try to be on time for once,’ she said, breaking into a laugh so genuine Lottie instantly forgave her sister her bossiness. She knew Annie had been under a lot of pressure recently, both at work and at home, so it swelled Lottie’s heart to see her laughing.


‘OK, OK, I’ll ask him! If I’d known that all it takes is the promise of meeting my new man to get you to arrive somewhere on time, I’d have introduced you to every guy who’d so much as DMed me in the last five years,’ Lottie said. ‘Although, to be fair, I’m not sure any of us need to meet the men I’ve had pictures from on Instagram.’


‘On that rather sordid note,’ Annie said, wrinkling her noise and joining up her freckles, ‘I’ll get us some more drinks. The usual?’


‘Of course!’ Lottie said, as Em replied, ‘Yes, please.’


‘Annie means well, you know,’ Em said as they watched their sister head towards the bar. ‘I think she’s just desperate to get to know this person who’s obviously had such an effect on you. We all met Charlie within weeks of their first date, didn’t we?’


‘I know,’ Lottie said with a sigh, and then added naughtily, ‘How much do you bet Annie set up a spreadsheet and plotted the exact dates when she thought she and Charlie ought to be reaching certain relationship stages, like meeting the sisters?’


‘Lottie!’ Em chided, but couldn’t help giggling.


Lottie laughed. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t take the mick. Also, in my defence, Leo was supposed to come to that Sunday lunch round yours a few weeks ago, but that migraine really floored him.’


‘I know, bless him. My two are exhausting enough when you’re rattling with vitamins, but if you’re feeling under the weather then they can be way too much.’


‘How are my gorgeous nephews?’ Lottie asked, more than happy to move the conversation on. But she didn’t get to hear an answer before their older sister appeared back at the table with drinks and snacks – and opinions.


‘When will you hear whether you got Alex into St Swithin’s?’ Annie asked. Lottie grabbed greedily at the packets of crisps under her arm, tearing one open as her sister leaned over the table to deposit their drinks.


‘Not for another few weeks. But if there isn’t space there, the village primary is really sweet, so it’s not a problem,’ Em said serenely, pushing her long, blonde hair back off her face.


‘But it’s nowhere near as prestigious as St Swithin’s. Plus, once Alex is in there, Dante will be a dead cert, and it will make such a difference when it comes to secondary school and university,’ Annie said forcefully.


Lottie blinked a few times and laughed through a mouthful of cheese and onion crumbs. ‘You do know Dante is only two, don’t you, Annie?’


Em smiled easily but Annie remained adamant. ‘It’s never too early to get them on the right path. Why wouldn’t you and Luca want to give them every opportunity you can? They’re smart boys, and the right school will only make them smarter.’


Lottie could see that her older sister was about to launch into another of her diatribes, and so she forced herself not to reach for another handful of crisps and instead replied, ‘You’re probably right, Annie. Anyway, did you manage to move things around so you can go to that wedding in the Dordogne?’


Em shot Lottie a small smile of thanks and turned to Annie. ‘Oh, it’s such a lovely part of the world down there, what a beautiful place to have a wedding.’


‘Yes, I booked our flights at the weekend.’ She sighed. ‘Though I still can’t believe Alistair and Janey have given everyone such little notice about the wedding. We were going to start our final cycle of IVF at the beginning of July, but I think we’ll put it back to September now we’re going to France. Charlie can’t understand why we don’t just get on with it now, but I want to make sure we’re following the rules to the letter and giving ourselves every chance of making it work.’


‘Oh, Annie, sweetheart, that’s hard, but it does sound like the best idea,’ Em said immediately. ‘And I’m sure Charlie does understand – he’s just disappointed, as are you. But you know we’ll all be here for you every step of the way.’


‘Of course we will,’ Lottie agreed, impotently wishing she had her little sister’s knack of knowing exactly what to say and when to say it.


‘I know,’ Annie replied, taking a shaky sip of her drink then giving them a small smile. ‘Thank you.’


There was a beat of silence while they all inwardly acknowledged that this IVF attempt was probably Annie’s last chance to carry a baby herself, and that it was just as likely to fail as the previous four cycles. But Em broke the suddenly sombre mood by smiling at Lottie and saying, ‘So, Lots, now we know we’re going to meet him soon, what else do we need to know about Leo? Ooh, Lots and Leo has definitely got a ring to it – how have I never noticed that before?’


Lottie giggled. ‘We sound like a posh clothing brand, don’t we?’ She glanced up at Annie who managed a smile. ‘I really hope you both like him. He’s so make-your-heart-beat-faster gorgeous, and he has this ability to make you feel like you’re the only person he wants to talk to.’


‘You sound so smitten!’ Annie laughed.


‘I’m not sure I’ve ever heard anyone actually use the word “smitten” before,’ Lottie said with a laugh, then straightened her shoulders a little. ‘But yes, I really am. I think I’ve properly fallen for him.’ She paused before adding, ‘I even told him about Elliot.’


Both of her sisters turned their bodies fully towards her, their eyes wide.


‘What did he say?’ Em asked, a little cautiously.


‘He was just kind and thoughtful. He said it wasn’t a reflection on me – it was all on Elliot. And he promised he would never do that to me.’


‘Well, you would be pretty unlucky for that to happen twice. Anyway, when we meet him next week, I’ll make sure I grill him on his philosophical beliefs.’


‘Annie! Swear to me right here and now you won’t do that!’ Lottie cried. Her voice was laced with laughter, but she couldn’t help feeling a little anxious. Over the years, she had taught herself to laugh along with Annie and the rest of the family about the Elliot affair to some extent, and part of her knew her sister was only teasing, but the other part knew that Elliot had left scars etched into her heart that could never be removed. Leo was the first man she’d ever told why her one long-term, maybe-this-is-for-keeps relationship had ended, and although his reaction had been everything she could have ever wished from him, that didn’t mean she wanted her sisters bringing it up the first time they met him.


‘She’s only joking, aren’t you, Annie?’ Em stepped in quickly. ‘Anyway, I want to see more pictures. It’s rude to keep his “make-your-heart-beat-faster” face from us!’


‘Seeing as you asked so nicely.’ Lottie smiled, picking up her phone from the table where it had been lying face down on a beer mat. She frowned when she saw she had three missed calls from an unknown number, and just as she opened her photo app, her phone began to vibrate in her hand.


‘Let me just see who this is,’ she said, waving her mobile at her sisters and pushing her chair back. ‘It’s probably someone trying to sell me something. Give me a sec.’


Annie and Em nodded and shooed her away to take the call, and as she swiped her finger across the screen and raised the phone to her ear, she saw Em turn back to their older sister, rub her arm and quietly say something to her.


Five minutes later, even though the person on the other end of the phone had long since hung up, Lottie was still standing in exactly the same spot near the door, her mobile clutched in her hand.


‘Lots? Are you OK? We thought we’d make a move,’ Em said as she and Annie appeared with quizzical looks and arms laden with coats and bags. ‘Lottie?’


‘He’s gone,’ were the only words Lottie could form.


Annie frowned. ‘Who’s gone? Gone where?’


‘He’s gone.’


‘Lottie, sweetheart, what’s happened?’ Em asked, gently pushing her sister’s arms into her jacket and leading her outside.


As a blast of cold evening air hit them, Lottie stared at her sisters. ‘Leo. He’s dead. He’s gone.’










Chapter Two


Before


Every year Lottie dreaded the task of choosing a present for Annie’s birthday. Em, of course, had the knack of finding something personal and heartfelt that only served to highlight Lottie’s own shortcomings in the gift department. And while it was never Em’s intention to show her up, it always made Lottie feel weirdly cross with her. Which then made her feel like both the worst younger sister in the world for being so terrible at buying presents, and the worst older sister in the world for feeling annoyed that Em was so much better at it than her. Just another curse of being the middle sister, Lottie mused three days before Annie’s birthday, as she trudged through the slushy remnants of the previous day’s snowstorm into the centre of Oxford, her shoulders up close to her ears.


She still had absolutely no idea what to buy her sister – and she had precisely forty-five minutes left of her lunch break to find something. It had only been three weeks since Christmas, and while Annie had emailed her exactly what festive gifts both she and Charlie wanted at the start of November (complete with shop-to-buy links), the sisters had an unwritten rule that birthdays were the occasions that really mattered and that presents should always be a surprise. They were expected to be thoughtful and inventive – and as a biting wind whipped around her body, almost knocking her over, Lottie couldn’t think of a single idea that would be classed as either.


She let out a sigh of relief as she reached the warmth of the covered shopping centre, massaging feeling back into her frozen fingers. Of course, she’d managed to lose one of the misshapen mittens she’d spent much of December knitting. The idea had been to save time and money by knitting presents for her family instead of buying them. But it had taken her so long to finish the first attempt – a pair of bright pink woollen monstrosities – that she’d run out of time and had been forced to panic-buy gifts for everyone, except Annie and Charlie, of course, who she’d already sorted; she’d never been more thankful to her sister for her ‘What To Buy Us For Christmas’ email.


Lottie wandered into shops aimlessly, desperately hoping to set eyes on the perfect present for her sister. Her fingers were at least starting to look less blue and she was now able to feel the tips of them, so, standing in the thoroughfare of the shopping centre, she fished her phone out of her pocket and quickly typed out a PLEASE HELP! message to Em.


She stared at the screen for a few seconds, but she could see her sister hadn’t read her message – unsurprising when she was probably trying to marshal Dante and Alex while they scampered around in their wellies attempting to build a snowman out of slush. Looking around in the hope a new shop called Perfect Presents for Annie might have sprung up in front of her, Lottie’s eye was snagged by two men walking towards her deep in conversation. Or rather her eye was caught by one of the two men in particular – the one who was tall but not too tall and had light brown mussed-up but not too mussed-up hair and just a hint of a beard, and eyes that looked startlingly blue even from several metres away, as if he must be wearing coloured contact lenses like actors did in movies. As they strode past her, Lottie couldn’t help staring. In fact, she was still staring at their backs several seconds later when she was brought back to her senses by the tutting and sighing of a woman trying to manoeuvre a double pram around her but refusing to actually say ‘excuse me’. Lottie gave the woman a smile she didn’t deserve, and continued her search for the seemingly non-existent perfect gift.


As she stood in John Lewis wondering how anyone could countenance spending fifty pounds – fifty pounds! – on a scented candle, her phone buzzed in her pocket and she forlornly pulled it out to find that Em had replied.




Hey, Lots, I’m sure Annie will adore whatever you buy her! But I know she was saying the other day she’s been reading the Wallander series of books, so you could get her one of those – maybe one of the later ones so she definitely won’t have read it yet? Or M&S has some gorgeous cashmere-mix jumpers at the moment – there’s a deep red one that would really suit her. Does that help? If not, let me know and I’ll see what else I can think of. E x





Lottie thanked God profusely for bestowing her little sister upon her, then sent Em a message thanking her even more profusely, before glancing at the time on her phone screen and calculating that, even if she legged it to M&S’s womenswear department, paid in double-quick time and jogged to the office, she would still be late back from her lunch break. So, she thumbed out a quick plea to her friend Rachel to make up some excuse if Reg, their eagle-eyed boss, spotted she was away from her desk for longer than an hour, and then made her way to the store, breathlessly walking past the Colin the Caterpillar cakes that, try as she might, she couldn’t stop herself from gazing longingly at.


Her stomach rumbled and, realising that she could kill two birds with one stone, she paused to grab a posh ready meal and a chocolate mousse from the chiller cabinets, then turned towards the escalator in search of deep-red-coloured cashmere-mix jumpers in Annie’s size.


Before she’d taken two steps, the side of her handbag snagged on the edge of the cabinet. Lottie wobbled, righted herself, and then dropped her chocolate mousse. Thankful it hadn’t spattered the floor of the supermarket with unappetising brown sludge, she quickly reached down to retrieve it, only to feel her head come into contact with a hard object as she stood upright again.


The hard object turned out to be a man’s chin. And the chin turned out to belong to the blue-eyed man with the perfectly mussed-up hair who she’d spotted across the shopping centre a few minutes before. Her hand rushed to her head.


‘Oh gosh, I’m so sorry!’ The sound that came out of his mouth was posher than Lottie had expected, as if he was trying someone else’s voice on for size, and she continued to rub her head and gawp unattractively.


‘Is your head OK, are you hurt? I’m so sorry, I was just trying to help you pick up your shopping. I didn’t mean to…’ The man ran his hand through his hair in agitation, immediately ruining his carefully created style. But, somehow, it suited him better, Lottie thought – it made him look dishevelled and sexy.


An involuntary shiver ran through her and, realising her mouth was still hanging open in the manner of a panting dog, she quickly shut it, though she continued to rub her head in a dazed fashion. It had been a long time since her stomach had flipped like this in response to a member of the opposite sex and she hoped she wasn’t drooling.


‘I’m fine, I’m fine, don’t worry!’ she blurted into the silence. ‘I’m such an idiot, not looking where I’m going!’


‘Are you sure? Your head looks a bit red where it hit my chin.’


She immediately stopped clawing at her forehead, smoothed down her mousey hair and pushed her hands into the pockets of her coat.


‘No, really, I’m fine! Thanks, though. I was just on my way to the clothes section to buy a cashmere jumper. Well, cashmere mix – we’re in M&S not Selfridges, after all. My little sister said to get the deep-red shade because it will suit our older sister’s colouring – I’m not the best at presents. Anyway, sorry,’ she stammered, inwardly pleading with herself to stop talking. ‘You’re going to think I’ve got concussion or something, and I only banged my head a bit so I definitely haven’t, and I’m not sure you can get concussion from hitting your head on someone’s chin, can you?’


Ten seconds too late, she came to an abrupt stop, her cheeks pinking up to match the red mark she’d created on her head. The man’s eyes crinkled, and he grinned at her.


‘I’ve never heard of anyone getting concussion from another person’s chin, that is true.’ He laughed. ‘But then I’ve never heard of a pretty woman running into a man’s Desperate Dan chin in the middle of M&S before, so who knows?’


She grinned back at him, thinking, He called me pretty!


‘But in all seriousness, I hope your head is OK,’ he said. ‘Have you got someone at home who can check on you later – isn’t that what you’re supposed to do with head injuries?’


‘No, there’s no one at home to check on me,’ she said, with what she hoped was a coy smile. ‘Well, other than Ginger.’


An expression that could have been disappointment – or maybe she just hoped it was – swept over his face. ‘Ginger?’


She grinned. ‘Yep. He’s a right peeping tom, always sidling his way into my flat when he thinks I’m not looking. Though I’m not sure a skinny, flea-bitten cat that isn’t actually my cat is going to be much use if I’m struck down with concussion.’


His face lit up. ‘In that case I’d better take your number so I can check up on you – you can’t be too careful with head injuries, you know!’


‘Are you a doctor?’ She smirked, took his phone from his outstretched hand and keyed in her number, adding the word ‘Headcase’ in the ‘contact name’ field.


‘No, I’m—’


‘Mate, there you are. Are you coming?’ A taller, darker man came up behind him, his face clouded, lines etched into his features.


‘I’m coming, Ross, don’t worry,’ the man replied easily, grinning at Lottie as he read what she’d written in his phone. ‘Hope your sister likes her deep-red cashmere-mix jumper.’ He winked and followed his friend, before glancing back to her. ‘I’m Leo, by the way. Text you later, Headcase.’










Chapter Three


Lottie was barely aware of being bundled into Em’s car, and Annie going to find her bike, and it wasn’t until she was clutching a cup of strong tea on Annie’s sofa, with her sisters bookending her for support, that her brain finally began to acknowledge what was going on.


‘How can he be gone?’ she asked disbelievingly. ‘I only saw him on Sunday. And I spoke to him on FaceTime last night. He was fine. I don’t understand.’


Em rubbed her back. ‘I know, Lots, it’s crazy, completely crazy.’


‘He was only thirty-four,’ Lottie said.


‘That’s no age at all. Poor Leo.’


‘He was the same age as me,’ Annie said quietly. ‘I just can’t imagine…’ There was silence for a moment. ‘What did his cousin say, Lottie?’


‘He said it was something to do with his heart, but they don’t know any details as yet,’ Lottie answered robotically. Since Ross’s phone call an hour ago, she’d felt like she was observing everything from several metres away. But seeing tears prick her sister’s eyes triggered a stab of emotion in her own stomach, and suddenly her throat tightened and huge, uncontrollable sobs began to pour out of her mouth. She felt her mug being gently prised out of her grip and then she was cocooned in her sisters’ arms, while they stroked her hair and held her tight, the three of them rocking softly as one.


She had no idea how long they stayed like that. But eventually when her throat was raw and there were no more tears to fall, a great weariness stole across her, punctuated only by her body’s involuntary shudders as the rip tide within her started to ebb. ‘I’d better go home – and you’d better get back to the boys, Em,’ she snuffled.


‘You’re staying here tonight,’ Annie said gruffly, grabbing them all tissues from the box on the coffee table. ‘Charlie’s making up the spare bed now.’


Lottie hadn’t even noticed Charlie was there. She nodded, too exhausted to argue, and the lure of sleep too great.


‘And I’ll call in sick for you tomorrow, drop the boys at nursery and come here to collect you. You can then stay with us for a few days,’ Em said.


‘But—’


‘No buts, Lottie,’ Annie said firmly. She glanced up as Charlie appeared in the doorway.


‘The bed is made and I’ve put a hot-water bottle in there and left you a pair of Annie’s pyjamas,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m so sorry about Leo, Lottie.’


‘Th-thanks, Charlie.’ Lottie’s eyes stung, and she allowed herself to be led upstairs by her sisters, who made sure she was tucked up with the hot-water bottle. They each gave her one last kiss before closing the door softly behind them. Lottie felt the room swim and the world seemed to blur around the edges until, seconds later, her mind and body completely exhausted, she welcomed the oblivion-grey blanket of sleep.





The sun poked through the middle of the curtains and shone into Lottie’s eyes. She squinted and pulled the duvet over her head, which immediately began to bang with the kind of headache she already knew would linger all day. And then she remembered. Leo was dead. It didn’t matter if her headache turned into the migraine from hell and she lay hidden under the covers for twenty-four hours – nothing would change what Ross had told her the previous night. She pushed away the duvet and stared up at the blank, white ceiling above her, her brain replaying what he’d said on a loop. But no matter how many times she heard the words, it still didn’t feel real. She closed her eyes to try to shut it all out, but Ross’s soft Scottish tones still wormed their way in.


I’m so sorry, Lottie, Leo didn’t make it. He died.


Feeling nausea rise into her throat, Lottie heaved herself out of bed and into the bathroom, where she promptly threw up. For a few seconds, she felt that whole-body relief that follows expelling everything from your stomach. But that relief was quickly chased away by a shaking in her hands and legs that forced her to curl into a foetal ball as she rested her cheek on the cold, tiled floor. The house was filled with a stony silence that meant Annie and Charlie had already left for work, and Lottie didn’t know how long she lay in the freezing air of the bathroom before she managed to summon the strength to get up again.


She shuffled back into Annie’s spare room, pulled her jumper from last night over her head and collapsed back under the duvet. She noticed a mug of tea on her bedside table, which her sister must have left her earlier, and she cupped the barely warm mug in her hands and held it against her chest. She tried to clear her mind and think of nothing at all, but the more she attempted to fall into the black hole in her brain, the more she felt herself spiral into fear and nausea. What had Leo felt at the end? Who had been with him? Had he asked for her? Or his mum? Had he known he was dying?


There was a tap on the bedroom door. ‘Lottie?’


She made an indistinct sound and within a couple of seconds, she felt Em’s arm across her shoulders, steadying her rocking body.


‘Hey, Lots, I came over as quickly as I could after dropping the kids off. And I’ve spoken to Reg and told him you’re not well and will likely be off work all week. He says to take whatever time you need and get better soon.’


Even in her fuggy state, Lottie was surprised at Reg’s empathy. Normally her boss didn’t have time for any illness other than his own. ‘Did you tell him about Leo d—about Leo?’ she stumbled.


‘No, sweetheart. I thought you could decide a bit further down the line what you wanted to tell him. I just said that you were really unwell and I’m looking after you. And, yes, I may have put on a bit of a girly, flirty voice, but it seemed to do the trick, and if you don’t tell Annie, I definitely won’t!’


Lottie managed to raise a half-smile and clutched her sister’s hand. ‘Thanks, Em. I definitely owe you one.’


‘Don’t be silly, Lots, and I meant what I told Reg – I’m going to look after you for the next few days. So if you go and have a shower, I’ll make you a piece of toast and then we can get a few bits from your house before I drive you over to mine. If you’re feeling up to it, you can come with me to pick the boys up at lunchtime, and I thought we could go to the park and let them run off some energy.’


Lottie blinked heavily a few times, but took the towel her sister held out to her and allowed herself to be gently pushed towards the bathroom again. While she stood under the torrent of water and then wearily stepped into her clothes, she thought about how authoritative both of her sisters were in their different ways. Annie tended to boss people into submission, while Em’s calm and reassuring manner meant people generally did what she asked without argument. It was a pity Lottie herself didn’t have such authority. She often felt like her sisters listened but didn’t actually hear her, while Reg at work seemed to purposely speak over her whenever she suggested ways to modernize the definitions in their online dictionary. Her best friend in the office, Rachel, did listen to her, but mainly when it came to Lottie’s dating stories, and, more recently, stories about her perfect weekends with Leo. But there wouldn’t be any more of those stories now. Her shoulders slumped and she sat down heavily on the bed.


Lottie saw that Rachel had WhatsApped to ask if she was okay – apparently Reg had somehow taken Em’s phone call and run with it all the way to Lottie being on death’s door with ‘women’s problems’. She knew she should reply, but it had taken all her strength just to dry herself after her shower and to pull on the clothes she’d worn to the pub the previous evening. She could hardly believe that it had only been a few hours since she’d been sitting there drinking a glass of wine, boasting about how handsome and funny her boyfriend was and how much her sisters were going to love him. She felt like she’d aged ten years. Despite hours of sleep, she was exhausted. She could barely lift her arms to put on her jumper and couldn’t even contemplate her thumbs working enough to type out a message to Rachel.


Em appeared in the bedroom again and led her downstairs, all the time telling her, in a soft, reassuring voice, that she was going to look after her. She presented Lottie with a hot cup of tea and a piece of toast and jam. Lottie felt her throat close up, but realising that Em was going to stand firm until she ate something, she choked down a couple of mouthfuls.


The day passed in a blur and although Lottie was there physically, she was happy to let Em’s and the boys’ conversations wash over her. Usually, there was nothing she loved more than an afternoon in the spring sunshine surrounded by her adorable four-year-old and two-year-old nephews, who wanted Auntie Lottie to play rockets, be a human climbing frame or read the same book about superhero potatoes to them over and over again. But today, although the boys’ laughter flowed and their boundless energy was no less boundless, Lottie felt like she was sleepwalking, as though only half of her was in the garden with them. For the first time ever, Alex and Dante grew bored of her reading about evil vegetables before she did, the familiar feel of the words bringing her comfort, even if they made little sense. When the boys climbed out of her lap and ran off to amuse themselves, daring each other to jump off the low brick wall at one end of the huge lawn, she continued to sit on the grass and stare at the book in front of her, her brain continuing to replay her phone call with Ross on an endless loop.


‘Auntie Lottie, why do you look sad?’ a little voice asked curiously. Alex had come up behind her and put his small hand on her shoulder. ‘Are you worried about Supertato? Because he catches the pea in a jelly and everyone cheers,’ he added earnestly. ‘And then in a different one, all the superveggies help him and they get all the peas back in the freezer. So you don’t need to be sad. But Mummy says you are allowed to be sad sometimes when something bad happens. Has something bad happened?’


His face creased with worry, and Lottie quickly plastered on a smile and ruffled his hair. ‘You’re right, Alex, I shouldn’t worry about Supertato. He’s well able to look after himself. But thank you for coming to check on me. You’re a very kind little boy. Look there’s Mummy – I’m thinking she might have a snack for you if you ask her nicely.’


‘Wooooo!’ he yelled and ran towards his mother.


‘Lots, it’s Ross on the phone for you,’ Em called gently as she scooped up her son. ‘I heard your phone ringing so I answered it for you.’ Lottie pulled herself up, her heart thumping. Her sister walked towards her and handed her the phone, squeezing her shoulder before calling, ‘Who wants to help me choose what we have for tea?’ and ushering both boys into the house.


‘H-hello?’ Lottie said into the phone. Her voice sounded gravelly, and as if it belonged to someone else.


‘Lottie? It’s Ross. How are you doing?’


‘I’m OK, thanks. How are you?’ she replied like an automaton. She knew she should try to inject at least some warmth into her tone, but even the effort of stringing words into a sentence felt too much.


‘We’re… well, you know,’ Ross said quietly. ‘Mum and I have come down to Oxfordshire and we’re helping Leo’s parents with the practical stuff as much as we can. It’s good to feel like I’m being useful, I guess. Your sister said she’s looking after you?’


‘Yes. My sisters are both being brilliant.’


‘Good, that’s so great to hear. I’d hate to think of you on your own.’ He cleared his throat and paused, and whereas normally Lottie would rush to fill the silence, she found she had absolutely no idea what to say and no strength to search her brain for an appropriate reply. After a couple of seconds he carried on. ‘I was just calling to say that we’re organising the funeral, but it will be a good few days until we have a proper date because the coroner has ordered a post-mortem.’


Ross’s voice shook, and Lottie felt her mouth go dry. Thankfully, he rushed on and she didn’t have to reply. ‘And that probably won’t happen until early next week now and then we have to wait for the results, and it’s only after we’ve got those that we can properly set a date for the service. But I’ll try to give you a call before then and I can make sure I text you all the details when it’s sorted.’


‘Oh, right, OK,’ Lottie said. She stretched her shaking hand out to grip on to the climbing frame behind her. The word ‘post-mortem’ echoed through her head and her brain was filled with images of all the gory pathologist dramas she’d binge-watched on Netflix. The thought had never entered her head before that an autopsy could actually happen to someone she knew, someone she cared about. The glass of orange squash she’d chugged down a few minutes before swirled dangerously in her stomach as she tried to push away the mental pictures. She opened her mouth, then slammed it shut again as her throat filled with acid.


She was about to try again when Ross started speaking, this time more quickly than before. ‘Lottie, I know you and Leo hadn’t been together long, but it was clear how strongly he felt about you, and if you’re ever not doing okay or you just want to talk about things – or about Leo – then give me a call, day or night, and I’ll be here.’


‘Thanks, I will,’ she said, immediately knowing she definitely wouldn’t. ‘Bye, Ross, take care,’ she managed.


She moved the phone away from her ear to press the End Call button, and heard a tinny voice say, ‘And you, Lottie,’ before she cut him off.


She shoved her phone into her pocket and gulped in the fresh air of the garden until the acid had burned its way back down her windpipe. When she walked inside the house, she found the boys chomping happily on slices of cucumber and carrot dipped in houmous, watching the iPad while Em calmly cooked some pasta on the Aga.


‘They’re doing a post-mortem,’ Lottie said tightly in reply to her sister’s questioning look. ‘Ross said the funeral won’t be for a while yet.’


‘Then you should take the whole of next week off work and not go back till you’re ready,’ Em said immediately, closing the space between them and giving her a hug in one quick movement. ‘You can hang out here for as long as you like. The kids will be in seventh heaven now they’ve found out you put on much better superhero vegetable voices than me and Luca.’


Lottie smiled briefly at her nephews, who were oblivious to the conversation, thanks to the brightly coloured cartoon characters on the screen in front of them. ‘I don’t know if I’m going to go yet.’


Her sister’s brow creased. ‘To the funeral? But you must, Lots! I know it will be hard, but it will help you process it all, it really will. And you’ll get to meet all of Leo’s friends and family and be able to talk about him with people who knew him too.’


‘But that’s the problem, isn’t it? I didn’t meet any of his friends or family, other than Ross, and that wasn’t… Well, it wasn’t exactly a success. Probably no one outside of his parents and Ross even know I exist.’ Lottie could feel her heart pounding in her chest.


‘Lots, sweetheart, sit down,’ Em said, gently pushing her onto the bar stool in front of the kitchen island. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said you must go to the funeral – it’s obviously completely up to you. If you don’t want to go, that’s totally fine. But the important thing is that you loved Leo, and that’s all that matters,’ she said softly. ‘You may not have known him his whole life, but in the last three months you found out how funny and kind and handsome he was – and how he made you feel. I’ve never seen you so… passionate as when you talked about him to me and Annie. They’re the important things to remember. And maybe sharing your memories with his friends and family, especially his parents, will help bring them some comfort too.’


‘When did you get so wise, little sis?’ Lottie managed a smile, dashing her hands across her eyes as she tried in vain to stop yet more tears falling.


‘I’m most definitely a long way from wise. All I can do is be here for you and tell you what I think.’ Em blinked back her own tears, and they gave each other watery smiles. ‘You have to make up your own mind about going to the funeral, and whatever you decide, I will support you. Take some time to think about it, Lots – not for me, but for yourself.’










Chapter Four


Before


Leo had kept his word and texted Lottie to check she wasn’t concussed the evening after they’d bumped into each other. She’d had a bit of a headache, but that had been more to do with her boss, Reg, who, despite Rachel’s attempts to distract him, had actually tapped his watch and raised his massive monobrow when Lottie had made it back to the office ten minutes after her lunchbreak officially finished. He’d then proceeded to lecture her for the best part of the afternoon about the importance of timekeeping, thus taking up far more time than her slightly longer lunch break had. But Leo’s messages had brought a smile to her face – even when he’d suggested a curry that Saturday night.


Dates had never been Lottie’s thing. Rachel was always demanding she set up a profile on yet another supposedly amazing new app, and Lottie would sometimes agree to a quick afternoon coffee with a match Rachel declared was definitely going to be ‘The One’, but only really because it seemed to make her friend happy. She’d usually find a good enough reason not to progress to date two. She’d even tried telling Rachel she didn’t need a man to complete her because, like Beyoncé, she was an ‘Independent Woman’, but Rachel had just replied by singing Beyoncé’s ‘Crazy in Love’ at her until Lottie’d had no choice but to laugh and join in. But while it was most definitely true she didn’t need a man in her life, she still found herself gazing in on her sisters’ perfect marriages with an envy so green she was surprised it didn’t create a glow-in-the-dark hue around her. It was only in her bleakest, wide-awake-in-the-middle-of-the-night-staring-at-the-ceiling moments that she was able to admit to herself that she was scared. Scared of being so hurt she found herself back in that dark place she’d had to work so hard to escape from just a few years before; scared that she didn’t have the emotional skills to have a proper, grown-up relationship like the perfect ones she saw all around her; scared that maybe she just wasn’t any other person’s ‘The One’. So she found it easier all round not to ‘do’ dates.


Which was why no one was more surprised than Lottie when, just a few days later, she found herself walking into a curry house to meet Leo. He was already sitting at the table when she arrived and they performed an awkward dance while neither of them could quite decide how to greet each other, which ended in a weird one-armed hug and lip-closer-to-her-ear-than-cheek kiss.


She wasn’t quite sure what had made her agree to have dinner with him, except that his messages had made her properly laugh for the first time in a long while. Even so, she’d then spent most of her Saturday coming up with more and more ridiculous excuses that she could use to back out at the last minute. But eventually she’d run out of time and had pulled on some clothes, slapped on as much foundation and mascara as she could and run to the bus stop before she could overthink it any more.


The first five minutes had been excruciating as she stumbled over her words and searched the recesses of her brain for anything wittier than ‘Poppadoms are just giant crisps really, aren’t they?’ and ‘Gosh this beer is so cold!’ Finally, she’d pretended to be engrossed in choosing her curry just to stop herself talking – even though she’d already studied the menu in detail on the internet and had settled on chicken tikka masala with a side of Peshwari naan. But then Leo had started telling a crazy, long-winded story about how he’d once found himself having to pretend to be a highly skilled chef in a restaurant in India, and Lottie had found herself shaking with proper laughter.


As delicately as possible, she scooped a blob of jam-like mango chutney and a pile of lime pickle onto a poppadom and then into her mouth. As she chewed, she became acutely aware that the back of her throat seemed to be growing hotter than the sun and, as she struggled to swallow the sticky, spicy mixture, she flapped her hand in front of her face in a vain attempt to cool herself down.


‘Lottie, are you OK?’ Leo stopped mid-flow and looked at her with concern. ‘Your face has gone a bit… pink.’


‘Just… hot!’ she managed to get out. ‘Lime pickle!’


Without missing a beat, he handed her his glass of mango lassi. ‘Here, have some of this. It’ll help, I promise. Commiserations on your rookie poppadom error,’ he said, with a kind smile, which dampened her embarrassment slightly. ‘Now, while you’re drinking your body weight in lassi, I will stop boring you senseless about my early-twenties travels around India, and instead bore you with a monologue about me now, so that when you do finally feel less hot, I can then ask you a load of questions about you and you can’t deflect any of them back on me.’


It might have been at that point that Lottie fell a little bit in love with Leo. As she tried to play firefighter on the blaze of chilli inside her mouth, she was touched by his thoughtfulness; he was giving her time to pull herself together while not making her feel like too much of an idiot for shoving the equivalent of ten Scotch bonnets down her throat. It did more to show her what type of man he was than any number of bouquets or showy, romantic gestures could have done.


‘So, what can I tell you about me?’ he continued. ‘Well, I play the guitar, badly, love listening to definitely-not-cool music loudly, and often find myself watching a TV show all the way to the end even when I’m really not enjoying it because I can’t be arsed to have to look through Netflix again to find something I’ll actually like. Oh, yes, and I’m quite often to be found in this very curry house drinking bottles of overpriced Singha beer and eating chicken jalfrezi. But never touching the legendarily lethal lime pickle. Sorry, I probably should have warned you about that. And I also hasten to add that, while I do spend quite a lot of time in here, it’s not normally with a beautiful woman. Or even a beautiful man. Just my mates, who I had to threaten to force-feed lime pickle in order to stop them “bumping into” me in here tonight and checking you out. This chin has bumped into enough people this week, I think!’


Lottie looked up just as he finished talking and their eyes met. She filed away the ‘beautiful woman’ comment for later, but was powerless to stop her heart thumping and stomach fluttering. She looked away and risked a nervous laugh. Finding that her throat didn’t immediately catch fire in protest, she replied, ‘Thanks for the heads-up. At least if I see a bunch of guys come in, unable to take their eyes off me, I’ll know why.’


‘I’m not sure they’d be that subtle. They’d definitely feel it was their duty to pull up a chair and awkwardly turn our dinner into a free-for-all.’


‘Was the guy you were out shopping with the other day one of your mates?’ Lottie asked, regretting her dumb question the second she’d asked it – he was hardly likely to be shopping with a man he had never met before.


‘Kind of. Ross is my cousin – although he’s more like a brother, I guess. He was down here for the week and he thought it would be a good idea if I increased the range of my wardrobe a little. But, if I’m honest, I wasn’t massively in the mood, so cracking your head with my Desperate Dan chin was the highlight of my afternoon.’


Lottie smiled. ‘Hmm, you must have been very desperate for your shopping trip to end if you resorted to picking people’s items off the floor and cracking them round the head.’


‘Well, Ross had apparently decided he was the British one off Queer Eye and that I was in need of a Fab Five makeover – without any of the actual Fab Five and in fact just a very Scottish, opinionated, and actually not that stylish guy. So, yes, things were getting desperate.’


‘I’m definitely getting a good insight into your Netflix viewing habits this evening,’ Lottie grinned. ‘Although, you didn’t do a bad job of pretending you were 1990s Hugh Grant the other day.’


‘Wait, what?’ Leo put down his fork. ‘You can’t just lob that insult into conversation and hope to get away with it!’


‘Lots of men would be flattered to be told they resemble a posh, floppy-haired iconic actor millions of women fancy – or at least fancied.’


‘Except said actor was then arrested for publicly engaging in a sex act with a prostitute, if I remember rightly. And, anyway, I am not posh – that was my concerned voice.’


‘Maybe it was the whole meet-cute thing that suddenly made you think you were in some nineties romcom?’ Lottie laughed.


‘A meet-what?’ Leo’s eyes sparkled mischievously.


‘A meet-cute. Like in romantic movies,’ she mumbled, now a little embarrassed.


‘Ah, I see. You mean that moment when the geeky boy falls off his skateboard and into the path of the gorgeous, universally loved pretty girl and it’s the start of the romance of the year?’ Leo grinned. ‘In that case, does that mean me GBHing you in the middle of M&S was the start of something beautiful between us?’


Lottie blushed and held her beer to her lips, her mind suddenly empty of any witty retorts, and all she managed was a smile that she hoped was shy and coy, but was more likely to look oddly manic. He was definitely flirting with her. Wasn’t he? It was so long since she’d been on a date with someone she actually liked that she barely remembered what it felt like.


‘So did your sister like her deep-red, cashmere-mix jumper?’ Leo asked.


‘No, I mean, I’m not sure yet,’ she stumbled. She was pleasantly surprised that he’d remembered the details of what she’d been buying. ‘I’m giving it to her tomorrow at her birthday lunch.’


‘That sounds fun. Is it the kind of birthday lunch that starts at lunchtime and then turns into an all-day drinking session? Are you going to wake up on Monday morning wishing you’d had the foresight to book the day off work?’


Lottie giggled. ‘Possibly, yes. Especially since my parents have flown over for the occasion and my mum will spend the afternoon gushing about my sisters and their husbands and sending me pitying looks. Then she’ll tell me she’s worried about me and ask when I’m going to get a new job.’


‘What’s wrong with your old job?’


‘My mother thinks that working for an online dictionary is a waste of my lexicographical skills. It’s the Oxford English Dictionary or nothing for her.’


‘You’re a lexicographer? Like Su—’


‘Yes, like Susie Dent.’ Lottie rolled her eyes and Leo laughed. ‘But, as my family love to tease me, I am very much a cut-price version of Susie Dent and very definitely not as good at solving Countdown Conundrums.’


‘A cut-price version of Susie Dent is better than 1990s Hugh Grant any day,’ Leo grinned. ‘Susie D wins Top Trumps hands down.’


‘Although Hugh Grant is about a hundred times richer than Susie D – and about a million times richer than cut-price Susie D, but I appreciate your support.’ They grinned at each other, and as her whole body seemed to heat up, Lottie found herself no longer caring whether her smile was coy or completely manic. ‘What do you do? When you’re not impersonating Hugh Grant circa 1995, I mean?’


‘My lookalike work has dried up of late so I’ve gone back to being a project manager for an engineering firm.’


‘Like in The Apprentice? Did you get everyone to vote for you to be PM?’


‘No, not nearly as interesting as The Apprentice, I’m afraid, although I work with just as many people with their heads stuck up their own arses. Thankfully, there are some normal people there, too. It’s not changing the world, but I don’t hate it and it’s what my parents call a “good” job, so they’re happy. Which means I’m happy.’ He smiled a little thinly. ‘And, thankfully, as an only child, my parents don’t have anyone else to compare me against.’


‘God, I can’t imagine that. My parents now live in Spain so we don’t see each other that much, but my sisters are such a big part of my life. We’re all pretty different – they both have their lives sorted, for one thing! – but we’re super close.’


‘I wish I’d had brothers and sisters,’ Leo said. ‘I was lucky that I grew up with Ross, though. Our mums are sisters and they’re really close too.’


‘Where did you grow up?’ Lottie asked, finding herself genuinely interested in what he had to say.


‘Scotland – Ross still lives up there now.’


‘So you’re Scottish? No way! You don’t have an accent at all.’


‘I moved down here with my parents years ago and even they’ve lost their accents a bit. They’re still proudly Scottish, though, so they’d hate me saying that. I never really think about it until I go back up there, or Ross comes down here, and I remember that’s how I used to speak too.’


‘Oh, yes, now you mention it, he did sound very och aye da noo!’ Lottie said in an embarrassingly terrible accent. Leo burst out laughing, and Lottie cringed, wondering if the lime pickle had done something to her brain.


‘Please never try out your accent on him if you ever meet him again.’ He sipped his beer before adding, ‘On second thoughts, actually, you absolutely should try that accent in front of him, but only if I can watch!’


‘OK, refrain from any och aye da nooing if I ever meet your cousin properly, noted.’


He smiled and then his face became more serious. ‘You should meet him. I think you’d really like him. Everyone who meets him does. He’s just one of those people, you know? In all honesty, I don’t know where I’d be without Ross. My whole life would be so different.’


Leo’s eyes shone and Lottie felt for him. She barely knew this man, but as she listened to him speak and looked into his bright-blue eyes, a strange part of her felt like she’d known him for ever. She held his gaze and instinctively reached across the table to take his hand.
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