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Tori stared at the luggage carousel as the bags from Flight 231 were carried around the conveyor belt with a hypnotizing quality. She squeezed between two men who were at least twice her size and pretending not to see her to avoid losing their spot at the front of the crowd. They were clearly poised and ready to pounce on their luggage as soon as it appeared.

‘Excuse me,’ she said loudly, making her presence known.

‘Oh, sorry, love,’ the larger of the two men replied, as he moved sideways to let Tori through. ‘Didn’t see you there.’

‘No worries,’ Tori replied with a half-smile, thinking that the man most definitely had seen her there but had simply chosen not to move. She could hear the ear-crunching thud of bags hitting the conveyor belt as the baggage handlers sorted through the luggage behind the flimsy plastic curtain that was shielding them from view.

‘Honestly, can’t they be more careful? Some of us have got breakables in there, you know,’ she muttered, running her hands through her long brown hair and scooping it back into a ponytail with the hairband she had around her wrist.

‘Oh, you’d think they were throwing around bags full of rocks, the way they carry on.’ A woman’s voice came from behind her. Tori turned her head to see who had spoken. It was a woman in her late fifties, with jet-black hair and the brightest red lipstick Tori had ever seen. ‘When we came back from Marbs, my miniature sherries were smashed to pieces by the time that lot were through with them,’ the woman continued, folding her arms. ‘I was livid, wasn’t I, Gary?’ A short, balding man, standing next to her, nodded silently.

‘Nightmare,’ replied Tori, giving the woman a vague nod of agreement.

‘Well, I hope you don’t have anything breakable in there? I’ve learnt my lesson, haven’t I, Gary?’ Gary nodded again. Tori got the sense that he knew there was no point in arguing. ‘All my breakables are right here, safely tucked away,’ she said, tapping her pink shoulder bag proudly.

Tori smiled weakly; she didn’t feel like getting involved in a conversation with anyone right now, not in the mood she was in. This had been one of the worst weeks of her life. She couldn’t believe things with Ryan were really over. When they’d set off together on the adventure of a lifetime just over a year ago, things between them couldn’t have been better. She’d thought their future together was mapped out. She’d been so excited to see the world with Ryan, before they returned home to start their life together in Blossom Heath, the East Sussex village in which Tori had grown up. She’d had it all planned out. They’d come home, save for the deposit on a house, move in together and get engaged. It was the perfect life plan. She even knew exactly the type of wedding she wanted; she’d been planning it since she was a little girl. She’d done everything she was supposed to do, she’d done everything right.

When Ryan had broken the news to her a week ago that he wasn’t going to return to England, she had been shocked, but it wasn’t the end of the world if he wanted to stay in Thailand a bit longer. When he’d told her that he didn’t plan on coming back at all, that he wanted to end things between them because he wasn’t a ‘relationship guy’, the bottom had fallen out of her world. Not a relationship guy? What did that even mean? They’d already been together for just over four years, after meeting on a night out in London; if that wasn’t a relationship, she didn’t know what was.

Tori turned her head back towards the luggage. Still no sign of her bag. She let out a long, deep breath. Where was her rucksack? There were less people clambering for a spot at the side of the carousel now the number of bags had reduced. Eventually there was just a single bag left, a bright pink wheely suitcase covered in gold flamingos, circling around unclaimed. Tori looked around her and realized that she was the only passenger from Flight 231 left in the baggage reclaim hall. She pressed her fingers into her temples; she could feel the beginnings of a headache forming at the base of her skull. Her bag wasn’t coming, was it? She sighed. Why did this kind of stuff always happen to her? If she’d known a bag was going to go missing, she would have placed a bet on it being hers. As if she wasn’t already exhausted from the flight home and the emotional turmoil of being dumped, now she was going to have to deal with a visit to the lost luggage desk. Great. Just great.

Tori fired off a quick text to her mum, Joyce, who she knew would be waiting for her in the Arrivals terminal. I’m back safe and sound! Can’t wait to see you!!! Got to detour to lost luggage first, I’ll be as quick as I can xx Tori felt slightly queasy when she thought about the prospect of breaking the news about Ryan to her mum. She hadn’t told anyone about the break-up yet, not even her friends from her business degree course at university. With the split coming out of nowhere, she hoped there was still a chance that Ryan would come to his senses, change his mind and follow her home, telling her he’d made a terrible mistake. That was still possible, right? What was the point of upsetting everyone when there could still be a chance of things working out? She didn’t want her mum’s opinion of Ryan to be clouded in the future, and she knew if she told her about the way he’d behaved this week, it would be. She loved her mum dearly, but she wasn’t one to forgive and forget, particularly when it came to men. When Joyce had asked her why Ryan wasn’t flying home, she’d invented an excuse about him having found some temporary work and said that he’d be joining her in Blossom Heath in a few weeks. She felt dreadful lying to her mum; it wasn’t something she’d usually do, but surely these were exceptional circumstances? If she didn’t say the words out loud, she could still pretend that it hadn’t really happened, that she wasn’t single. That just felt easier somehow.

Tori had hopped straight on a plane the day after Ryan had broken the news that their relationship was over. There was no way she was hanging around to see him embark on his newly single life. No way in hell. Even though she hoped their split was just a blip and Ryan would feel differently once he’d got whatever this was out of his system, she couldn’t wait to get back home. Tori knew her mum would worry when she discovered that things hadn’t worked out as planned for her and Ryan. They were supposed to be arriving home together, ready to get started on the next chapter in their lives. Finding work… moving in together… perhaps even a wedding. She shook her head. There was no point in going over what might have been, she needed to stay positive; she was sure if she let things settle, she could speak to Ryan… convince him to change his mind. And if not, well, she’d have to choose her moment wisely and tell her mum when the time was right. She couldn’t cope with seeing the disappointment on her face when she found out.

Tori followed the signs from the baggage hall leading her to the lost luggage desk and she knew she was in the right place as soon as she spotted a queue of people who looked irate and exhausted simultaneously. Oh well, at least she wasn’t the only unlucky passenger in baggage reclaim today. She could hear the man at the front of the queue shouting at the attendant behind the desk.

‘What’s the point of paying for first class if you can’t even be trusted to get my bags here? Do you know how much this flight cost me?’ the man shouted, turning redder and redder in the face.

Tori bristled slightly and found her grip on her handbag tightening. Whatever had happened to this man’s luggage, she was pretty sure that screaming at the woman behind the desk wasn’t going to make it appear any faster. Honestly, why are some people so rude? No one wants to lose their luggage but it’s not the poor girl behind the desk’s fault. Tori decided to make sure she was as nice as possible to the desk clerk when it was her turn; it was the least she could do to make up for her having to deal with that dreadful man. As she stepped forward to speak to the luggage clerk, she made a mental note to never apply for a job on a lost luggage desk. Think of all those angry people you’d have to deal with every day. She shuddered.

As Tori made her way out of the Arrivals gate, she spotted her mum instantly.

‘Mum!’ she shouted, as she ran towards her with her arms outstretched.

‘There’s my girl,’ said Joyce, engulfing her daughter in a hug. ‘Oh, I’ve missed you. Come on, let me have a look at you,’ she said, taking a step back to examine Tori full in the face. ‘You look gorgeous as always, a bit too skinny and your hair has got so light,’ she said, ruffling her daughter’s long brown hair.

‘Ah, that’ll be all the sunshine in Thailand,’ Tori replied, smiling.

‘Well, it suits you, love, it’s a very… sun-kissed look.’

‘Thanks, Mum.’

‘What a shame about your bag, though. What did the lost luggage people say?’

‘Oh, I’ve filled out a form and they’ve given me a reference number. Fingers crossed they’ll be able to track it down. They’ll send it on to the house if they find it, so I won’t need to come back.’

‘That’s something at least,’ Joyce replied. ‘It’s such a shame that Ryan couldn’t fly back with you, love. I bet you’re going to miss him.’

‘Oh, yeah,’ she said, not quite meeting her mum’s eye. ‘I miss him already.’

‘What is it you said that’s keeping him out there?’

‘Just some bar work, but it’s really good money,’ she added quickly, ‘and what with us saving up for a place of our own, he couldn’t really turn it down,’ she lied.

‘Of course not, love. It’s good that he’s thinking about your future – you’ve found yourself a good one there.’

‘Yeah, I have,’ Tori said, trying hard to blink away the tears that she could feel pooling at the backs of her eyes.

‘What’s wrong, love?’

‘Oh, just my allergies,’ said Tori, wiping her eyes with the back of her hands. ‘I think the air conditioning on the plane has flared them up.’

‘Here, use this,’ said Joyce, passing Tori a pack of tissues from her handbag.

‘Thanks, Mum,’ said Tori with a sniff.

‘Now, would you like to grab a coffee here or head home and I’ll make you one of my hot chocolates?’ Joyce was the owner of Blossom Heath’s only tearoom, the Cosy Cup, and her calorific cakes and treats were legendary.

‘With all the trimmings?’

‘Obviously. Cream, marshmallows and chocolate sprinkles.’

‘Like it’s even a choice, Mum,’ said Tori, taking her mum’s arm.

‘Home it is, then,’ Joyce laughed. ‘I can’t tell you how good it is to have you back for good, love. It’s such a relief to know that you’re safe and sound, and you and Ryan are here to stay.’

‘Hmm, yep… me and Ryan,’ Tori said, nodding in agreement. Her hands felt shaky as they walked back towards the car. She really hoped she wasn’t going to have to break it to her mum just yet that things between her and Ryan were over. She knew how much her mum loved Ryan and how upset she’d be that things hadn’t worked out for the pair of them. She wanted to wait a while in case there was a chance of her and Ryan getting back together. Why worry her mum if it wasn’t really necessary? As she put her bags into the car, she realized that her return home was going to be harder than she thought. Much harder.
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The drive from the airport whizzed by. Tori had so much to tell her mum about; she hadn’t seen her for just over a year and the pair of them had always been close. Tori’s dad had left when she was fifteen and he hadn’t kept in touch much since. She got the obligatory Christmas and birthday cards and the odd phone call, but they hadn’t seen much of each other over the past few years. Tori had found it hard to forgive him after he left Joyce for another woman and her dad had made little effort to stay in contact with her. The way she saw it, if he couldn’t be bothered to make the effort then neither could she. Perhaps he was embarrassed about the way he’d treated her mum and was too ashamed to show his face? Either way, they were better off without him; things were easier, just the two of them against the world.

As they pulled up outside the Cosy Cup, Tori smiled. It felt good to be back with her mum again, to be back in Blossom Heath, even if it wasn’t in the circumstances she’d hoped for.

‘It’s so good to be back, everything looks exactly the same,’ said Tori as she walked into the tearoom and eyed the cakes behind the counter. ‘How come you’re closed this afternoon? I thought Cathy would be holding the fort?’

‘Oh, I thought I’d told you, love – it must have slipped my mind. Cathy left a couple of weeks ago – she met a new man and moved to Northampton. I’ve been on my own since. As it’s Sunday, I thought I’d close early.’

‘On your own? But Mum, that’s way too much for one person – you can’t possibly manage to bake, serve and keep up with all the orders at the same time,’ said Tori, her brow furrowed.

‘I manage. I’ve reduced the opening hours and I’ve scaled the menu back a bit. Anyway, I only needed to get through a couple of weeks until you were home and I’d have reinforcements.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Tori, exhaling. She wasn’t sure that working at the Cosy Cup was exactly what she had planned for her future now she wasn’t with Ryan. What exactly was her plan? She felt her heart beat slightly faster when she realized that she didn’t know. She hadn’t thought that far ahead.

‘Now you’re back for good, there’s no need to worry about hiring someone new. It’s all worked out perfectly,’ Joyce said with a smile.

‘Perfectly, yes.’ Tori nodded, feeling a queasy sensation in her stomach, she really didn’t know how long she’d be staying in Blossom Heath. ‘Ooh, you’ve got coffee and walnut cake,’ she said, keen to change the subject.

‘You could give me a chance to get my coat off,’ Joyce laughed. ‘You know where everything is – grab yourself a slice and I’ll get to work on the hot chocolates.’

Tori threw her handbag down on her favourite chair by the window, picked up a plate and cut a huge slice of cake. She was ravenous. The meal she’d had on the flight had been awful, congealed pasta with a sauce that had some kind of meat in it, although she couldn’t tell what. She picked up a fork and sat down at the window table. It had always been her favourite spot as she could see all the comings and goings on the village green and over the years, she’d spent countless hours watching the world go by. She was just getting comfy when she saw a large ginger cat, around the size of a small dog, appear at the café door, meowing frantically, hoping to be let in.

‘Ernie!’ cried Tori, jumping up from her seat.

‘You know the rules – he’s not allowed in here,’ Joyce called out. Tori and Joyce lived in the house next to the Cosy Cup and one of the rules was that Ernie was never allowed in the tearoom.

‘Oh, come on, Mum, it won’t hurt just once. He hasn’t seen me for a year!’

‘Go on, then,’ Joyce said, relenting. ‘As long as it’s just this once.’

Tori opened the front door and scooped Ernie up in her arms, which was no mean feat considering he was a Maine Coon who weighed in at just over eight kilograms. Tori rubbed him gently under the chin and the cat immediately began purring contentedly.

‘Oh, I missed you, Ernie, I’d forgotten just how adorable you are,’ she said as she popped him down on the floor so he could begin exploring. Tori looked around the little tearoom fondly; she loved how warm and inviting the place had always been. Although, she had to admit, it was starting to look a little dated. The pretty gingham tablecloths, intricate handmade doilies and mismatched boho furniture were all looking tired and in need of replacement. Tori took a huge bite of her cake. ‘Mmm, I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed your baking, Mum,’ she said, closing her eyes as she savoured the rich frosting.

Joyce laughed. ‘Well, now you’re back home you can eat all the cake you want, love. You can stand to gain a few pounds, you know.’

‘Honestly, Mum, my jeans are finally feeling roomy and I’m planning on keeping it that way. Turns out after all those fad diets I’ve tried, all I needed was to live off rice and beans for six months.’

‘Well, no fear of that here,’ Joyce said with a smile as she placed two mugfuls of hot chocolate and whipped cream on the table and pulled up a chair opposite Tori. ‘I’ve made your favourite for tea later – lasagne.’

‘Aw, thanks, Mum.’

‘So, tell me. Now you’ve explored Asia, what was the highlight, the number one thing that you loved more than anything else?’

‘That’s tough, I mean the whole thing was just, well… amazing. It really opens your eyes, seeing other cultures, seeing what else is out there. I loved Tokyo, it’s so bright and vibrant, all the neon lights and pop culture, it’s such a special place – it has a real buzz about it.’

‘A bit like London?’

‘That’s the thing, though, it really isn’t like London at all. It’s hard to explain but it’s a city of contrasts, I suppose,’ said Tori, stirring her hot chocolate. ‘You’ve got gorgeous temples with so much history right next door to skyscrapers and markets that are twenty-four hours next to the most beautiful, tranquil gardens. Everything there just feels so… cutting edge and the shopping is, well, it’s out of this world. You’d love it, Mum, honestly you would.’

‘I’m sure I would, love. It might be tricky getting holiday cover for this place, though.’

‘You’d be in your element. There are quirky coffee shops everywhere, and they sell these delicious, sweet buns filled with red-bean paste called anpans,’ she said, smiling at the memory. ‘Oh Mum, you’d love them!’

‘Anpans, eh? Sounds interesting. I’ll look up a recipe.’

‘You should! I’m happy to give them a taste test.’

‘No surprises there,’ Joyce chuckled.

‘Hang on, let me grab my phone and I’ll show you some pictures.’ Tori reached for her bag, dug out her iPhone and flicked through her photo gallery of Tokyo to show her mum some of her favourite images.

‘It certainly sounds as though it was a wonderful experience,’ said Joyce.

‘You know what you’d really love about the café culture in Tokyo, though, Mum?’ Tori said, leaning in towards Joyce. ‘The cat cafés!’

‘The what?’

‘Cat cafés. They have loads of them in Tokyo; lots of people can’t have their own pets, they all live in small apartments you see, so it’s a way for them to spend time with cats if they can’t have one of their own. It’s a genius idea.’

‘And the cats just wander around while people are drinking their coffee?’

‘Exactly. There are rules and stuff, though, you can’t stroke the cats unless they come up to you and there are lots of welfare regulations to make sure that they’re well looked after. I couldn’t get enough of visiting while I was out there, I missed Ernie so much,’ she said, bending down to scoop up the ginger cat and place him on her lap.

‘Doesn’t sound very practical to me. Cats are into everything; they’d cause chaos. Climbing curtains, knocking over cups… the mind boggles.’

‘Well, somehow they make it work and the customers absolutely love it.’

‘Each to their own, I suppose.’

‘I’ll take you there one day and you can see for yourself.’

‘I’d love that,’ said Joyce, she reached across the table and gave Tori’s hand a squeeze. ‘If we can get someone to look after this place,’ she quickly added.

‘Deal! So what’s been going on in Blossom Heath since I’ve been away, then? There must be tons of gossip?’ Tori asked, popping the last pink marshmallow into her mouth.

‘Oh, I don’t know about that – not much changes around here.’

‘Come on… spill,’ Tori giggled.

‘Actually, there is something that’ll interest you.’

‘What?’

‘Well, Rose Hargreaves has moved back to the village! Permanently!’

‘What? Jean’s niece, from Jasmine Cottage? Wow! I thought she was engaged and living in London…’

‘She was, but she came back last spring to help out when Jean had her fall—’

‘Jean had a fall? Is she okay?’

‘She’s fine now; she fractured a hip but she’s fully recovered. Anyway, Rose came down to help out and ended up falling for a local lad and breaking up with her fiancé.’

‘Seriously? Who?’

‘Jake Harper!’

‘Jake! No way!’

‘They fell head over heels for each other by all accounts. Rose’s living with Jean at Jasmine Cottage but I don’t think it’ll be too long before she’s moved in at Harper Farm with Jake.’

‘Wow! That’s amazing, I can’t believe Rose is back for good. I’ve not spoken to her properly since I went to Japan; being on the move all the time makes it harder to stay in touch.’

‘She’s got a job locally too, teaching up at the school. I told her you’re back this weekend and she’s dying to see you.’

‘I can’t wait to catch up with her. I’ll drop her a message – it’s been too long.’

‘Just you wait until Ryan flies back and then the four of you can go out on double dates!’

Tori felt her mouth go unbearably dry at the mention of Ryan’s name.

‘Oh, yeah, maybe.’

‘He’s a lovely lad is Ryan – I’m sure he’ll get on well with Rose.’

‘Uh-huh,’ Tori agreed, nodding. This was ridiculous. She needed to tell her mum the truth; she’d never lied to her mother before and it wasn’t a habit she wanted to get into. It was one thing not wanting to tell her over the phone but another to keep it from her now she was home. She needed to be brave, she took a deep breath and—

‘You know, I was thinking. I know it’s early days as you’ve only just got back and Ryan’s not even here yet but, well, I’ve got a bit of cash put by and I’d like to help you out with the deposit on a house.’

‘Mum, no, we couldn’t accept anything like that,’ Tori said quickly, her voice catching.

‘Now, let me stop you there, love. I know how hard it is for young couples nowadays getting their foot on the property ladder. I want to do this for the pair of you, so just let me, will you? No arguments?’ Joyce took Tori’s hand again and locked eyes with her. ‘Please, love? Let me help?’

Tori felt physically sick. What could she say? Sorry Mum, but the man you think is the perfect boyfriend dumped me a week ago and isn’t flying back to England at all. In fact, I’ve pretty much wasted the last four years of my life with him. No. It would break her mum’s heart. She’d have to bide her time before she broke the news. If there was any chance of a reconciliation, any chance at all, she needed to keep her lips sealed.

‘Sure, Mum, that would be great,’ she said, blinking back tears.

‘Oh, come here, love,’ said Joyce, standing and flinging her arms around her. ‘You know we could even go and have a look at a few places before Ryan gets back? Just see what’s available? They’re building some lovely starter homes up on that estate past the school. Jake’s sister Kate bought one recently and it’s lovely apparently.’

‘Why not?’ Tori agreed. What was wrong with her? Why was she saying yes? She was just digging herself a deeper and deeper hole that she’d have to find her way out of eventually. She couldn’t keep lying forever.
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Tori woke up the next morning feeling refreshed yet sad, after one of the best night’s sleep she’d had in over a year. There really was nothing like your own bed after months spent sleeping in youth hostels and budget hotels.

‘Morning, Ernie,’ she said, reaching down to scratch the cat on the top of the head. There was something comforting about Ernie’s presence at the foot of her bed; she hadn’t got used to sleeping alone again – her break-up with Ryan was so recent. Ryan. She sat up and placed her head in her hands. Why hadn’t she told her mum the truth about him when she’d first stepped off the plane? Putting off breaking the news to her mum had seemed easier when she was still in Thailand, but now all she’d done was create even more problems for herself. She knew deep down that clinging to hopes of a reconciliation was, at best, a long shot. Now her mum was offering the pair of them cash for a deposit on a house and they weren’t even together anymore. Oh God! She slumped back onto the bed and covered her head with the pillow. Her mum even wanted to go to look at houses with her this week. What a mess.

Tempting as it might be, staying in bed all day wasn’t going to fix anything, she told herself. No, she needed to face things head-on. Tori could hear her mum moving around in the kitchen below. She decided to take action. She took a deep breath, threw back the duvet and pulled on her dressing gown. She’d go downstairs right now and tell her mum the truth. Honesty really was the best policy. As she descended the stairs, she could hear her mum in the kitchen singing along to the radio.

‘Since when did you become a Ronan Keating fan?’ Tori giggled, pulling up a chair at the kitchen table.

‘It’s a catchy tune and, anyway, I’ve got a good singing voice.’

‘I know, I’m only messing,’ said Tori, smiling. ‘What’s all this anyway? Looks like you’re cooking up a feast.’

‘Pancakes with fresh blueberries and maple syrup, love.’

‘You’re going to have to stop spoiling me like this. I’ve been back less than twenty-four hours and I’ve already eaten more than a week’s worth of calories. You know I’d be happy with a slice of toast in the café, like we usually have.’

‘If I can’t make a fuss of my only daughter on her first morning back, who can?’ said Joyce, placing a stack of pancakes on the table in front of Tori.

‘I guess, but I’m making you dinner tonight, okay?’ said Tori, picking up the bottle of maple syrup and pouring a generous amount over her stack. Joyce smiled. ‘Listen, Mum, can I talk to you about something?’ Tori asked. She wanted to seize the moment to break the news about Ryan while she was still feeling brave.

‘Sorry, what, love? Look, I wanted to show you this – I grabbed a brochure for that new development I was telling you about when I was passing last week,’ said Joyce, pulling a glossy brochure out of one of the kitchen drawers.

Tori looked at it; it was emerald green and shiny with the words MEADOWGATE MEAD emblazoned across the front in gold lettering. She swallowed hard. ‘But, Mum—’

‘Oh, just have a look – don’t spoil my fun, love. It looks stunning, doesn’t it? I think it would be the perfect place for you and Ryan to start out.’

Tori smiled weakly and stuffed a huge forkful of pancakes into her mouth. She couldn’t say anything to her mum now, could she? God, her timing was awful. ‘Yeah, I mean it looks… nice.’

‘Nice? Oh, it’s more than nice. Look at this,’ she said, ‘on page eighteen it shows you all the facilities they’ve got on site – see? There’re tennis courts, even an on-site gym.’

‘Wow, yep, I can see that,’ said Tori, taking the brochure to flick through. All she could see were pictures of good-looking couples smiling and walking together arm in arm around a man-made lake or laughing on a bike ride together. They looked so… happy… so… perfect. Suddenly Tori wasn’t feeling hungry anymore. She pushed her plate away.

‘I’m going to grab a shower,’ she said, standing up abruptly.

‘But you’ve not finished your breakfast,’ said Joyce.

‘I think I’m still full after that lasagne last night,’ she lied.

‘Okay, well, just let me know what you fancy doing today. I wasn’t planning on opening until later, what with it being your first day home. We could always take a drive over to Meadowgate Mead if you like? The opening times are on the back of the brochure there, see?’

‘Oh,’ Tori replied, her brain frantically trying to come up with something, anything, that would mean she didn’t have to go and view a new house that she’d never move into. ‘Actually, I was planning to… go and visit Rose. Yes, I thought the two of us could have a catch-up.’

‘Rose? But won’t she be teaching? It’s Monday morning.’

‘Oh.’ Damn, her mum was right – Rose would be teaching today. A sudden thought struck her. ‘But isn’t it the Easter holidays? It’s Good Friday this week, isn’t it?’

‘Of course! You’re right, love, I’m sure Rose would love to see you.’

‘I’ll just go and give her a quick ring.’ As Tori climbed the stairs back to her bedroom to find her phone, she prayed with every inch of her being that Rose was going to be at home this morning.



Tori knocked hard on the front door of Jasmine Cottage and was greeted by the sound of a dog barking. A dog? Had Rose got a dog since she’d moved back to Blossom Heath? The door opened and a smile broke across Tori’s face as soon as she saw her childhood friend.

‘Tori!’ cried Rose, pulling her into a hug. ‘It’s been way too long!’

‘It really has,’ Tori agreed as she became aware of a wet nose pressed up against her knees. ‘And who do we have here?’ she asked, bending down to stroke the black and white Border Collie that was jumping up excitedly around her.

‘This is Scout. She’s gorgeous, isn’t she?’

‘Well, hello, Scout,’ said Tori, ‘aren’t you a cutie?’ As if on command, Scout rolled onto her back in the hope of a belly rub.

‘That’s her favourite trick,’ said Rose, laughing. ‘I’m afraid it’s mandatory for all visitors to give Scout a tummy tickle before they’re allowed in.’

Tori laughed. ‘Well, I’m more than happy to oblige,’ she said, giving Scout the fuss she was after before standing up again. ‘She’s a sweetheart. I can’t believe you’ve already got a dog – you’ve only been back five minutes.’

‘A lot’s happened since we last saw each other,’ said Rose. ‘Why don’t I stick the kettle on and we’ll catch up?’

‘Sounds perfect,’ said Tori, as she stepped over the threshold of Jasmine Cottage.

After Rose had made a pot of tea, the pair of friends sat down at the kitchen table and began chatting animatedly about everything that had been happening since they’d last met.

‘I was trying to remember the last time we saw each other,’ said Tori, cupping the mug in both hands before drinking her tea.

‘I reckon it’s been nearly five years. You’ve been off travelling when I’ve been back the last few summers.’

‘That long? Wow. It feels like so much has happened since then. You first. How have you gone from being engaged to a City banker and teaching in London, to being back in Blossom Heath and dating Jake Harper?’

Rose laughed. She explained that she’d returned to Blossom Heath in spring last year to care for her aunt and, after losing her teaching job in London, she’d ended up taking a temporary job at Blossom Heath Primary School.

‘I found Scout when I first got back; she was a stray and I ended up adopting her. Let’s just say that Blossom Heath won my heart and I couldn’t go back to London.’

‘Sounds like it wasn’t just Blossom Heath that won your heart,’ said Tori, with a sly smile.

‘Well, no, Jake had a lot to do with it. I don’t think I’d realized how badly things were going with my ex until I met Jake. Being back here made me see what I really wanted out of life, I guess. Then, when Mrs Connolly, the headteacher at the village school, offered me a permanent job, I knew that I just couldn’t leave.’

‘Wow. That must have been tough, though, breaking off your engagement, I mean?’

‘It was, and I did question whether I was doing the right thing, but I knew deep down that Jake was the one I wanted to be with. I know it sounds corny, but maybe you just know somehow, when you meet the one.’

‘Oh, so Jake’s “the one” now, is he?’ Tori teased; she noticed Rose’s cheeks turning redder.

‘Well, yeah, I think he actually is.’

‘That’s amazing, Rose. I’m really happy for you both and I’m so pleased you’re back. I can certainly do with all the friends I can get right now…’

‘Why, what’s up?’ Rose replied quickly, her eyes narrowing.

Tori hung her head; she wasn’t sure where to start. She’d made such a mess of things.

‘It’s not you and Ryan, is it?’

Tori could feel the tears about to flow. This time she didn’t hold back, she let them fall freely. Rose pulled her chair closer and placed an arm around Tori’s shoulders.

‘Tori, what is it? What’s wrong?’

‘Oh God, Rose, I’m such an idiot,’ Tori whispered in between sobs. ‘Things with Ryan are… well, they’re over.’

‘Oh no, I’m so sorry. What happened?’ Rose asked, pulling a tissue out from the pocket of her jeans and passing it to her friend.

‘That’s the thing – nothing. I don’t even know what I did wrong. Everything was fine and then he just turned around and said he didn’t want to be in a relationship anymore. No reason, no explanation… nothing. He just said, “I’m not a relationship guy.” But what does that even mean, Rose?’

‘And he didn’t say anything else? Just that he wanted to end things?’

‘No, nothing. I’ve literally got no clue what went wrong. He just seemed to change his mind about everything overnight. I mean, we had plans. We were coming back home to start looking for our own place together; I was going to move out of Mum’s and he was going to leave his houseshare in London to move here. I thought we’d end up getting engaged before Christmas and then… this happens.’

‘It just doesn’t make any sense,’ said Rose. ‘I’m not surprised you’re feeling confused. I would be too.’

‘We were talking about all the plans we had for when we got back from travelling and then… he just ends it. I thought we were happy, at least I was.’

‘God, Tori, I’m so sorry. You don’t deserve to be treated like that. He owes you a reason at least; you can’t just end things out of the blue after four years together without some sort of explanation.’

‘I just don’t understand,’ said Tori, balling up the tissue she had in her left hand and clasping it hard. ‘But it’s even more complicated.’

‘How?’

‘I couldn’t face telling Mum the news over the phone… I still haven’t explained things to her. If there’s a chance that Ryan and I could make things up, I don’t want Mum to have a bad opinion of him. Especially after how Dad let her down; I’m not sure she’d ever forgive Ryan if she knew… I’ve said he got offered some work in Thailand and is staying on a bit longer.’

‘Oh Tori,’ said Rose, rubbing her friend’s arm.

‘I know. At first, I thought I’d break the news once I got home but I couldn’t bear to do it. She was so excited about us being back in Blossom Heath for good and looking for a house together…’ Tori paused. ‘Last night she even offered to pay the deposit for us. Oh, Rose, she had a brochure and everything and she wants to take me to Meadowgate Mead today to look around the show home. What am I going to do?’ She looked up at Rose, her eyes wide and her face streaked with tears. ‘I know I shouldn’t have lied – I’ve just made it all a thousand times worse.’

‘Don’t be daft,’ said Rose, handing her friend another tissue. ‘Your mum will understand. All she wants is for you to be happy and you know she’ll support you whatever. This whole thing is Ryan’s fault, none of the blame lies with you. You do know that, Tori, don’t you?’

Tori sat quietly for a moment.

‘But Mum loves Ryan. She’ll be heartbroken,’ Tori replied.

‘I think her opinion of him will change pretty quickly when she hears how he’s treated you. I know mine has,’ Rose said firmly.

‘I guess,’ said Tori, shrugging.

‘I know,’ replied Rose, taking Tori’s hand. ‘You just have to bite the bullet and tell her the truth. She’ll be on your side.’

‘But what if this whole thing is just a silly wobble and I work things out with him?’

‘And you think it could be?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Tori, dropping her head. ‘It all happened so suddenly; I don’t feel like I’ve really processed it. I keep checking my phone and he’s not been in touch. No phone calls, messages… nothing. I’m determined not to be the first one to make contact.’

‘Even so, Tori, I don’t think you can keep something like this from your mum. She knows you too well – she’ll figure it out. She’ll understand.’

‘You’re right,’ Tori agreed, relaxing slightly as she sat back in her chair. She blew her nose hard. ‘Thanks, Rose, I can’t tell you how much better I feel for sharing all this with you.’

‘Glad I could help,’ said Rose. ‘Now get these Bourbons down you, you look like you could do with a sugar fix.’ She smiled, offering the plate of biscuits to Tori. ‘You know, just because Ryan wasn’t the one, doesn’t mean your perfect man isn’t just around the corner—’

‘No way!’ Tori replied sharply. ‘I’m done with men…’

‘Ah, you say that now but when your perfect guy—’

‘I’m serious, Rose, I’m not looking to date anyone right now. Mr Darcy could literally walk through that door’, she said, gesturing towards the kitchen door, ‘and I’d tell him to get lost.’ Rose rolled her eyes towards the ceiling. ‘I mean it, Rose, Ernie’s pretty much the only guy I want around, and he has fur and a tail.’ And, as she said those words out loud, Tori realized that she had never been more serious about anything in her life.
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When Tori returned to the Cosy Cup, her mum had already opened up and was busy dealing with the mid-morning rush.

‘Oh, Tori, thank goodness. Can you make a start clearing tables four and eight for me?’ Joyce called from behind the counter where she was busy making lattes at the coffee machine. Every table in the tearoom was occupied and Joyce looked rushed off her feet. She had a pencil tucked behind her left ear, a notepad wedged into the waistband of her apron and her face was red with exertion.

Tori made quick work of clearing the tables that had empty cups and plates on them, piling everything up onto one tray and taking it through to the kitchen.

‘Mum, why’s it so busy? It’s only Monday morning.’ she said as she returned to the counter.

‘The WI have just turned out from the village hall; they always pile in here for a cuppa and catch-up after their meetings.’

‘Just tell me where you want me and I’ll pitch in,’ said Tori, grabbing herself an apron from the hook next to the cash register and tying it around her waist.

‘I was hoping you’d say that, love. Can you get these coffees over to table seven? And then take the orders from tables one and six – they’ve been waiting ages.’

‘I’m on it.’ As Tori took a tray of lattes over to table seven, she was greeted by three familiar faces beaming up at her.

‘Tori dear, it’s lovely to see you home again,’ said Jean Hargreaves. Although in her early eighties, you’d never have guessed it. Her grey hair was stylishly cut into a mid-length bob and she was wearing an emerald green chiffon top with a necklace in the exact same shade.

‘Hi, Jean. I’ve just been catching up with Rose at the cottage – I can’t believe she’s back!’ said Tori, placing the coffees down on the table.

‘Oh, I’m over the moon to have her here, dear. I can’t tell you how much her being around has lifted my spirits. Jasmine Cottage feels like a different place with her and Scout there and it’s not just me rattling around,’ Jean said, her eyes glowing. ‘But how are you? How were your travels, dear? We’ve all missed you.’

‘Oh, good. Really good. I’ll come over and tell you about it properly when things aren’t so hectic here,’ said Tori.

‘Oh, to be young and off having adventures,’ said Jean, with a wistful look in her eye.

‘And you’re feeling better, are you? After your fall?’ Tori asked.

‘Oh, that,’ Jean said, waving her hand dismissively. ‘I’m right as rain, dear. Don’t you worry about me.’

‘It’ll take more than a fractured hip to keep Jean Hargreaves out of mischief,’ laughed Beth, the landlady of the Apple Tree. ‘It’s good to have you back, Tori, sweetheart.’

‘Never mind how she is,’ said Maggie, the owner of Harrison’s general store, ‘I want to know when that boyfriend of yours is getting here – Ryan, isn’t it? Joyce said he’s been delayed and we’re all dying to see him again.’ Jean, Beth and Maggie all looked up at her expectantly.

‘And to hear more about your travels, of course,’ Beth added quickly.

Tori felt her mouth go dry and her shoulders tense. She’d not even been back in the village ten minutes and already people were quizzing her over Ryan. She couldn’t tell them the truth; well, not yet anyway. She needed to explain things to her mum first.

‘Oh, in a couple of weeks hopefully,’ she said, twisting the strings of her apron tightly around her fingers. ‘I’d best get on, we’re really busy this morning,’ she added quickly, picking up her tray.

‘Well, make sure you bring him along to the pub when he arrives – your first drink’s on the house,’ said Beth.

Tori nodded, gave Beth a weak smile and walked away silently.

The rest of the morning passed quickly, and before Tori knew it, the lunchtime rush was over and she was ready to collapse in a heap.

‘Please tell me it’s not this busy every day?’ Tori asked her mum, untying her apron strings and throwing herself into the nearest chair. ‘I don’t know how you’ve been managing on your own since Cathy left… I’ve only worked one shift and I’m done in.’

‘Well, it’s a good thing I’m made of stronger stuff,’ Joyce laughed, putting a steaming hot mug of tea and a cheese and sundried tomato toastie down in front of Tori. ‘Now the new housing estate is up, we’re busier than ever. Plus, it’s practically holiday season and you know we always get tourists popping in on their way over to Rye.’

‘It’s good that new estate is bringing in business,’ Tori said, taking a large bite of her toastie. ‘Ow, that cheese is like molten lava,’ she said, pursing her lips and blowing hard.

Joyce laughed. ‘It has just come off the grill, what do you expect?’ said Joyce, taking a seat opposite her daughter and tucking into a ham sandwich.

‘What’s the plan for the rest of the day?’ Tori asked.

‘I’ll close up here at three and then I thought we could take a drive up to that new retail park if you fancy it? They’ve got a Dunelm, so you could get some ideas for your new place…’

Tori decided to be brave and take Rose’s advice. She was going to tell her mum the truth about Ryan. Even if they did get back together, she wanted her mum to know the full story. She hated not being straight with her; it wasn’t how their relationship worked.

‘Mum, listen, I’ve got something I need to talk to you about actually…’

‘Oh, hang on, love, I’ve forgotten the sugar.’ As Joyce stood up and walked over to the counter, she staggered and grabbed hold of the corner of the nearest table to steady herself.

‘Mum!’ cried Tori, leaping up and grabbing Joyce around the waist. ‘What’s wrong? Come back and sit down,’ she said, helping Joyce to her seat.

‘I stood up too quickly, that’s all,’ said Joyce, fanning herself with the menu that was on the table. ‘I just got a bit dizzy, nothing to worry about.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Don’t make a fuss, love, I’m fine. Like I said, I just stood up a bit too fast. It’s nothing a bit of a sit-down and some food won’t sort out.’

‘Well, if it happens again, you’re getting checked out by the doctor. Deal?’

‘Oh, you’re making something out of nothing, love.’

‘I’m serious, Mum. Deal?’

‘Oh, okay. Deal,’ Joyce said, nodding her head reluctantly.

Tori banished all thoughts of breaking the news about Ryan from her mind. The last thing she wanted to do was to add to her mum’s stress. It looked like she’d be going to the retail park to do some shopping for her imaginary new house after all…



The shopping trip didn’t turn out as badly as Tori had feared. She’d managed to steer Joyce away from the idea of shopping for items for a new house by focusing on buying accessories to spruce up the tearoom. The Cosy Cup was decorated in a pastel colour palette of pale pink and mint green and Tori had spotted the cutest little pink and green bud vases which would be perfect for fresh flowers. She persuaded her mum to invest in one for every table in the café under the proviso that she would be the one responsible for keeping the floral arrangements fresh each day.

Tori could feel herself drifting off in the passenger seat of her mum’s Toyota Yaris on the journey back to Blossom Heath. She was still feeling jet-lagged from the flight home and the busy shift in the tearoom had helped to edge her into a state of slumber. As she felt the car pull to a stop, she opened her eyes to see that they weren’t back home at all. They were parked outside the sales office of the Meadowgate Mead housing development. Tori rubbed her eyes.

‘Mum? What are we doing here?’ she asked, panic flicking across her face. ‘I thought we were going straight home?’

‘Ah, I spotted the signs for Meadowgate and I just couldn’t resist, love. I wanted to see what all the fuss is about. We might as well have a look around the show home while we’re here.’

‘But I’m shattered, Mum,’ said Tori. She really didn’t want to get in any deeper with her lies and dragging herself around the show home would only make things worse. She’d still heard nothing from Ryan; she needed to face facts and drop the idea that he’d come after her, realizing he’d made a dreadful mistake. It was time to be straight with her mother, to tell her the truth. ‘Mum, listen—’ But before she could begin to explain, Joyce was already walking briskly towards the sales office. ‘Oh God,’ Tori groaned, doing her best to unfasten her seat belt and catch up with her. But it was too late – Joyce had already opened the door and was shaking the hand of the suited man behind the desk. She’d have to keep up the charade a little longer. She took a deep breath, plastered on her best smile and followed Joyce into the office.

‘Ah, you must be Tori,’ the man said, holding out his left hand for Tori to shake. ‘I’m Dan, Dan Carver. It’s a starter home you’re interested in, is it? For you and your partner?’

Tori opened her mouth but no words came out. She closed it again.

‘Yes, that’s right,’ Joyce answered, giving Tori a shove with her left elbow. ‘It’s a two bed we’ll need to look at…’

‘Perfect, that will be the Bedford then. The show home is stunning, they’ve really thought of everything when it comes to space,’ said Dan, handing Tori a glossy brochure. ‘If you buy off-plan you’ll be able to choose your own kitchen and bathroom design too, which is a huge bonus.’

‘Ooh, wouldn’t that be lovely, Tori? You could have your pick of any colour scheme you like.’

‘Great,’ Tori agreed, nodding.

‘We’ve got four plots left for the Bedford, so that would be numbers 84, 88, 90 and 96, and you’d have the option of being mid or end terrace,’ Dan explained eagerly, pointing at the site map with his pencil. ‘Of course, the show home itself will be available in a few months’ time, so that could be an option too.’

‘Uh-huh,’ Tori nodded.

‘Let me just grab the keys and we’ll get started with the tour,’ said Dan, reaching over to the cabinet behind his desk. ‘This way, ladies,’ he continued, opening the office door and leading the way along the path.

‘Isn’t this exciting?’ said Joyce, linking her arm through Tori’s. ‘Just think, this could be your first proper home.’

As they walked into the house, Joyce oohed with delight. The front door opened straight into a spacious living and kitchen area, which was decorated in shades of cream and grey, with a large plush corner sofa occupying one side of the room and fluffy rugs covering the dark wooden flooring. The dining table had been set up with plates and glasses as though it was ready and waiting for guests to arrive. It looked like something out of a magazine. It was stunning. It was everything Tori had imagined her first home with Ryan would be. A home that she knew she would never share with him.

Tori couldn’t hold it in any longer. She felt the pressure building in her chest, her breathing became faster and shallow, and she was aware of a wet track of tears running down her face. Her sobs gathered force, becoming more audible, until both Joyce and Dan turned around.

‘Tori, love, what on earth’s wrong?’ Joyce said, putting her arm around her daughter’s shoulders. ‘What’s happened?’

‘I can’t do this, Mum. It’s all… lies,’ Tori mumbled in between sobs.

‘What’s lies? What are you talking about, love?’

‘Er, I think I’ll give you two a minute, shall I?’ said Dan, backing away quickly. ‘I’ll be in the office if you want to talk figures,’ he continued, exiting hastily through the front door.

‘Everything is, Mum. Nothing I’ve said since I got home is true.’

‘But I don’t understand,’ said Joyce. ‘Let’s sit down, shall we?’ She guided Tori towards the sofa and passed her a pack of tissues she’d dug from her handbag. ‘Just take a minute and calm down. Whatever’s wrong, we can fix it.’

‘That’s what Rose said you’d say,’ Tori said, sniffing. ‘She said I just needed to be honest with you and you’d understand.’

‘I’ll always understand, love. But first, don’t you think you’d better explain what all this is about?’

Tori hesitated.

‘It’s me and Ryan, Mum. We’re… over. He dumped me, last week. I just couldn’t bear to tell you.’ Tori dissolved into sobs.

‘Oh, love, come here,’ said Joyce, pulling Tori in towards her for a hug.

‘I’m so sorry, Mum. I didn’t want to tell you over the phone and then I just couldn’t face telling you in person either. You were so… happy and I just… well, I guess I didn’t want to ruin it. I thought he’d realize he’d made a mistake and we’d work things out. I didn’t want you to think badly of him, I guess. Then you offered to pay the deposit on a house, and I just got in deeper—’

‘Oh, forget all that,’ said Joyce, waving her hands in the air. ‘What happened exactly though, love? Why on earth would he end things? I thought things were going so well between the two of you?’

‘I don’t even know myself, not really. It was totally out of the blue – I can’t explain it. I don’t know what I did wrong…’

‘Hey!’ said Joyce, her tone suddenly stern. ‘I’ll not have you talking like that – I’m sure it’s nothing you’ve done. Don’t start second-guessing yourself, okay? All that matters to me is that you’re happy.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ Tori sniffed.

‘And as for a house, the offer stands. If you still want a place of your own, I’ll help you with the deposit when the time comes.’

‘But…’

‘It doesn’t have to be now,’ Joyce added quickly. ‘Whenever you’re ready, the offer’s there.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ said Tori, blowing her nose hard. She paused and looked up. ‘Listen, after everything with Ryan, I’m just not sure what my plans are now I’m back. I don’t know what I’ll do…’

‘It’s fine, love,’ said Joyce, taking Tori’s hand in hers. ‘You don’t need to start mapping out your entire future today now, do you?’

‘I guess not.’

‘Exactly. There’s no rush for you to decide what’s next, is there? Blossom Heath isn’t going anywhere and neither am I.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ said Tori, her shoulders relaxing.

Joyce looked around the living room of the show home, her eyes narrowed. ‘You know, after all the hype over this new development, I can’t see what all the fuss is about personally. This house is bland, if you ask me. You may as well just move into Ikea.’

‘Do you know what? I completely agree,’ Tori replied, patting her mum’s hand and wiping away the remainder of her tears. ‘When I’m ready to live on my own, I want something with a bit more character.’

‘Maybe something with an inglenook fireplace and a few oak beams?’

‘And stairs that creak when you walk up them.’

‘Sounds perfect,’ Joyce agreed. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here, shall we?’

‘Let’s,’ said Tori, standing up and pulling Joyce off the sofa with a heave.

‘I can tell you one thing, though,’ said Joyce as they walked out of the front door, ‘I don’t think Dan’s going to be best pleased about losing out on his commission. Do you?’

Tori laughed.

‘No, well, we’d better break it to him gently on the way out,’ Tori replied.

‘Or we could just make a run for it?’ said Joyce with a conspiratorial wink.

‘Mum!’ said Tori, putting her hands on her hips. ‘I’m shocked that you would even suggest such a thing…’ She paused. ‘Let’s do it!’

Giggling, Tori and Joyce clasped hands and made a run for the car, ducking beneath the window of the sales office to escape unseen. As Joyce started the Toyota’s ignition to make their getaway, Tori saw Dan look up from his desk. What would he think of them now they’d done a runner? She smiled and realized that she didn’t really care.

[image: ]






Chapter 5 [image: ]


As Tori lay in bed the next morning, she felt as though a huge weight had been lifted. She’d done it. She’d told her mum about Ryan and, just as Rose had known she would, her mum had been there to support her. Tori sat up in bed and reached across the bedside table to find her phone. She typed out a message to Rose. I’ve told Mum about Ryan. Thanks for your advice and being there when I needed to talk. If you’re around today, there’s a mocha with your name on it at the Cosy Cup xx

Tori looked down at the foot of her bed. Where was Ernie? She could always rely on him being curled up there every morning, even after she’d been away travelling. How odd. Tori pulled on her jeans and a T-shirt and headed downstairs.

‘Morning, Mum. Have you seen Ernie?’ she asked.

‘Now you mention it, no. I don’t think he’s been in yet.’

‘Weird. He doesn’t usually stay out all night these days, does he?’ said Tori.

‘Not usually. He’s probably just out getting up to mischief somewhere. He’ll turn up,’ Joyce replied.

‘I hope so.’

‘I’m heading next door to open up,’ said Joyce, grabbing the keys to the café.

‘I’m going to have some cereal first; I don’t fancy toast this morning,’ said Tori, filling a bowl with cornflakes. Before she poured in the milk, Tori stopped and picked up the box of dried cat food next to the bread bin and opened the back door. ‘Ernie! Ernie!’ she called, shaking the box of food. ‘Ernie, breakfast!’ She stood at the door for a few minutes shaking the box and calling Ernie’s name. ‘Where are you, little man?’ she wondered, closing the door. As she poured milk over her cereal, she hoped that, whatever Ernie was up to, he hadn’t got himself into any trouble.



Tuesday morning at the Cosy Cup flew by, and before Tori knew it, it was already twelve thirty. She was just catching her breath, when a petite brunette woman, dressed in designer clothes, approached the counter.

‘Any chance I could grab a quick baguette to go? I’ve got to be back at the salon in five, but I’m starving,’ said the woman.

‘Yeah, of course. I think Mum’s got some made up,’ said Tori, looking in the glass display cabinet. ‘Any preference?’
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