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To Clare Hey

With love & thanks


Chapter 1

For what must have been the hundredth time that morning, I went back to the bedroom mirror, scrutinised my dark ponytail and wrinkled my nose at my reflection. I smoothed down the cherry-patterned skirt of my fifties-inspired dress and glanced nervously at the clock. All I needed were two tiny minutes in which to change into something a little less controversial, but it was too late. If I didn’t leave right now I wouldn’t make it at all. Wincing slightly, I thrust my feet into my narrow red patent heels, grabbed my bag and headed for the stairs.

‘I thought you said you were going to a funeral,’ frowned my housemate Helen as we collided on the landing. ‘I know my brain’s a bit scrambled when I’m on nights at the hospital,’ she added, shaking her head, ‘but I’m sure you said it was a funeral.’

‘I am,’ I said, ‘it is. If you’d known Gwen, you’d understand,’ I called over my shoulder as I rushed down the stairs.

‘So I take it you haven’t got time to drink this, then?’ she shouted after me, holding aloft a steaming mug.

‘No,’ I said, flinging open the front door. ‘Sorry. I’ll catch up with you tomorrow, though. Sleep tight!’

Ordinarily I would have been excited by the thought of such a long trip on the bus. My heart would have been fluttering away in my chest like a trapped butterfly, thrilled by the prospect of one hundred and twenty uninterrupted minutes of luxurious people-watching, but all it could manage that morning, even as I jogged to the station, was a dull thud. Its lack of effort was a fitting reminder that this trip was all about the destination, not the journey.

My pretty but uncompromising shoes were pinching by the time I arrived at the designated bay at the bus stop and I could feel sweat prickling the back of my neck. It was going to be another unseasonal scorcher of a day, unnervingly hot for the beginning of April, and far too hot for a full skirt and net petticoats.

‘Return to Wynbridge, please,’ I panted as I jumped aboard the bus with just seconds to spare and clattered the money I had already carefully counted out into the tray.

‘You going somewhere nice?’ smiled the driver as he leant over in his seat and looked me up and down. ‘Bit early in the day for a party, isn’t it?’ he added, as the machine spat out my ticket.

‘Funeral,’ I mumbled, not quite managing to return his smile.

‘Oh,’ he said doubtfully, ‘right.’

I carefully folded and stowed away my guarantee to get home and headed for a window seat at the back. I wasn’t surprised by his or Helen’s reaction to my outfit, but it did go some way to chivvying my heart rate along a bit.

What if the rest of the mourners had forgotten that Gran’s best friend Gwen had long held the desire that her funeral should be marked by a riot of colour and laughter rather than dull reminiscing? What if they had all decided to opt for sober, sombre black? Well, if they had, they certainly wouldn’t forget my vibrant retro ensemble in a hurry. If it did turn out to be just me rocking the colour, I would no doubt be the talk of the town by the end of the day.



Gwen and my Grandmother Flora had been friends since childhood, a friendship that had spanned almost eight decades. To my utter dismay they had died within six months of each other, but even though they were no longer with me I could still sense their presence, along with their collective aura of discontent.

They had never stopped nagging me to make the most of my twenties, and when thirty was suddenly closer than my teens, they had really cranked things up a notch. Apparently the small life I had built for myself was nowhere near ambitious or exciting enough for the pensioners who in their youth had travelled the world, partied hard and left the globe littered with a string of keen suitors. As far as they were concerned, I needed to set my sights higher and take a few more risks.

Between the two of them Gwen had been the long-term party girl and had never ‘settled down’ in the conventional sense, but Gran had. She had married, moved away from Wynbridge and had a daughter, my mother. My arrival shortly after mum’s seventeenth birthday caused quite a scandal apparently, but it was nothing compared to the gossip that started when she decided to leave me in Gran and Grandad’s care and take off to Los Angeles in pursuit of a life more thrilling than the one on offer in Lincolnshire.

Her departure from our lives had been both painful and shocking and subsequently my life had been marred by an inability to truly trust anyone who entered it. However, my grandparents, although devastated to have lost contact with their only child, somehow still managed to see the good in folk and did their utmost to ensure that I enjoyed a happy and stimulating childhood, and our annual visits to stay with Gwen at Cuckoo Cottage in the Fens were the absolute highlight of my summer holidays.

The trips stopped for a while after Grandad died and then completely some years later when Gran had a stroke. However, Gwen took it upon herself to travel to see us then, bringing with her a huge, dust-encrusted carpet bag and her temperamental terrier Tiny, who was eventually replaced with the equally unpredictable Minnie. It was inconceivable to even think that these two women, whom I loved so much and who had been so instrumental in my upbringing, were now both lost to me forever.

Despite the heat, I shuddered as I thought how I had failed to achieve any of the things I had promised Gran I would get to work on. I had solemnly sworn, just days before she died, that I would start developing a proper career and pushing my ambitions further and yet here I was, six months on, and nothing had changed. Truth be told, I was too afraid to even try.

Having lived with the consequences of my mother’s pursuit of her own hedonistic dreams, I hadn’t dared to even think up, let alone live out, my own. But now of course, I realised with a jolt, I was completely on my own and could please myself. If only I were that brave and if only I knew what it was that I actually wanted to do with my life . . .

‘This is your stop, love!’ shouted the driver over the noise of the idling engine. ‘Are you not getting offs?’

‘Yes,’ I said, jumping to my feet and scrabbling to pick up my bag. ‘Sorry, I didn’t realise.’

‘I hope it goes all right,’ he said kindly as I drew level with him. ‘At least you’ve got a nice day for it.’

‘That’s true,’ I said as the door opened and a wave of warm air rushed in to meet me. ‘She would have appreciated that.’

I stepped down on to the pavement and blinked in the bright sunshine, trying to get my bearings. Time was pressing on and if I didn’t locate a taxi to take me to the church soon I’d be late.

‘Lottie!’

I spun round and spotted a man rushing towards me from the other side of the market square. It took a second for my brain to believe it, but it was definitely Chris Dempster. More at home in jeans and a checked shirt and working on the fruit and vegetable stall that had been in his family for generations, he was now sporting a bright blue suit and struggling to carry the biggest bunch of balloons I’d ever seen. The spectacle was wholly unexpected, but thoroughly appreciated. At least one person had remembered, but then, given that he was such a close friend of Gwen’s, I shouldn’t have anticipated any different.

‘You made it!’ he cried. ‘My goodness, look at you. It must be what,’ he faltered, ‘well, I can’t quite recall, but it’s been a while. You haven’t got any taller though, have you, love?’ he teased, regaining his composure. ‘Are you all right?’

I swallowed hard and nodded, knowing there was no need to remind him that the last time I had seen him was at the funeral of his eldest son Shaun, who had died in a tragic motorbike accident. I willed myself not to cry and felt relieved that he had spotted me before I went in search of a taxi.

‘Come on,’ he puffed, taking my arm with his free hand. ‘I meant to say when I last spoke to you on the phone that we’d give you a lift. I hope you can squeeze in with this lot and that frock.’

The journey to the church, wedged in the back of Chris’s car with the balloons while his wife Marie sat with him in the front, was both bizarre and stiflingly hot, but as least I was going to be on time.

‘Don’t open the windows!’ Chris bawled at Marie when she complained of the soaring temperature and faulty air conditioning. ‘We’ll lose the bloody lot!’

We all began to laugh and I couldn’t help feeling grateful for Gwen’s quirky sense of humour.

‘Was this all Gwen’s idea?’ I asked, nodding at the bulging bunch around me.

‘Of course,’ confirmed Marie.

‘She’s certainly gone out of her way to keep everyone smiling, hasn’t she?’ I said, biting my lip and blinking hard.

‘Oh yes,’ said Chris, winking at me in the rear-view mirror. ‘I’ve been running around like a headless chicken these last few days making sure everything’s just as she wanted it. Mind you, it was a shock to discover she’d left such detailed instructions.’

‘Are you sure you don’t want to say anything?’ asked Marie, twisting round to look at me. ‘During the service, I mean. It’s going to be very ad hoc so no one would mind if you got up and said a few words. After all, you’re the closest to real family she had.’

‘Oh no,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘Thank you, but no. I just couldn’t face it.’

Chris had already broached the subject when we talked on the telephone. I’d said no straight away and I wasn’t about to change my mind.

‘I still can’t believe she’s gone,’ tutted Marie.

‘Me neither,’ I whispered, wishing I’d forced myself to pay her a visit after I lost Gran, rather than putting it off on the assumption that I could come in the summer.

‘But at least she hadn’t been ill,’ rallied Chris. ‘The coroner confirmed there had been nothing untoward. You know how she would have hated to be a burden.’

‘Yes,’ I agreed, thinking of Gwen’s stubborn streak. ‘She would have loathed that.’

It had been late on a Sunday evening when Chris found my number next to Gwen’s telephone in the hall and called to tell me what had happened. He explained how he had popped in during the afternoon, just as he always did on a Sunday, and found her in the deckchair under the cherry tree in her little garden. He said she just looked asleep and the Jackie Collins novel resting on her lap suggested there had been no pain or trauma; she had simply taken advantage of sitting out in the early spring sunshine and serenely slipped away.

‘Right,’ said Chris, pulling hard on the handbrake as we arrived at the church and dragging me back to the present. ‘Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?’

‘Show’ turned out to be a pretty accurate description. I was deposited in the church doorway and instructed to give a balloon to as many people as I could convince to take one.

‘But mind you don’t get blown away,’ Chris teased as he handed me the muddled strings. ‘One gust of wind and a little thing like you, you’ll be up, up and away!’

I appreciated his unfailing sense of humour and was moved to discover that no one actually needed convincing. The line of mourners that stretched from the church to the road were more than happy to walk down the aisle with helium-filled balloons bobbing about above their heads and it was a tribute to just how greatly Gwen was loved that not one person was wearing black.

The service was an upbeat and surprising mix of poetry and anecdotes, interspersed with a variety of music ranging from Sinatra to Queen and everything in between, and for the most part it was a jolly affair. Afterwards, in the churchyard which was awash with primroses, we stood in silence as the tiny coffin was lowered into the ground. There were tears in abundance, but then the atmosphere shifted as everyone released their balloons and watched them float away.

‘Right!’ shouted Chris at the top of his voice, making us all jump. ‘Time to get to the pub!’



The Mermaid, Gwen’s much-beloved watering hole, was packed to the rafters and, even though it had been a while since I had last visited, no one had forgotten who I was. That, of course, was how it worked in Wynbridge, and having been adopted long ago as Gwen’s surrogate granddaughter, I was considered a token local despite the fact that I hadn’t frequented the town or the pub for some time.

‘What can I get you, love?’ asked the burly barman. ‘Lottie, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ I smiled, scrambling inelegantly up on to a bar stool and inwardly cursing that they were always far too high for someone of five foot two, even if she was wearing heels.

‘That’s right, and you’re . . . ’ I faltered, wracking my brains, ‘John.’

‘Almost,’ he beamed, ‘Jim, and the wife’s . . . ’

‘Evelyn,’ I cut in, ‘of course.’

She wasn’t the sort of woman anyone would forget in a hurry.

‘It’s lovely to see you again,’ he said, ‘even under the circumstances.’

‘Likewise,’ I agreed. ‘I’ll just have some lemonade please, with lots of ice and lemon.’

‘One glass of lemonade coming up.’

It was cooler inside the pub and everyone was grateful for the gentle breeze which drifted through the open front door and out into the little garden at the back.

‘You all sorted?’ asked Chris, when he spotted me sitting waiting for my drink.

‘Yes, thanks,’ I nodded. ‘Jim’s just getting me some lemonade.’

‘Lemonade,’ he laughed as he loosened his tie and unbuttoned his shirt collar. ‘I had you down as a cocktail kind of girl.’

‘Don’t be fooled by the outfit,’ I laughed back. ‘I need something that’s going to quench my thirst, not knock me off my feet. I can’t believe how hot it is again today.’

‘Me neither,’ he smiled, looking at the pint glass in his hand. ‘I probably shouldn’t be drinking this really. I had planned to set up the stall this afternoon.’

‘You’ll have to delegate,’ I suggested. ‘Can’t you get Steve to take the reins for today?’

‘Chance would be a fine thing,’ he chuckled at the mention of his lad. ‘He’s still globetrotting with his girlfriend Ruby.’

‘Of course he is,’ I said, gratefully accepting the glass Jim proffered and taking a long refreshing sip. ‘Gwen had mentioned that they were abroad a few months ago, but I’d forgotten.’

‘They’re in New Zealand at the moment,’ Chris said proudly.

‘How exciting,’ I said, thinking that my plans for my own future, when I finally got round to making them, wouldn’t be anywhere near as ambitious. ‘Although if today is anything to go by I’m not sure I could cope with the heat!’

‘Me neither,’ he agreed. ‘Give me a sharp frost and my market stall any day.’

‘And what’s happened to Gwen’s stall?’ I asked, the thought only just occurring. ‘I hope it’s still running?’

Gwen had run a stall on the market for years, selling all sorts of bits and pieces to raise funds for various local charities. Every day, come rain or shine, she turned out to peddle her wares and I hated the thought that now she was gone the stall would disappear too.

‘Oh, don’t worry about that,’ said Marie, who had wandered up to join us. ‘It’s still going strong. Some of the WI ladies have taken it on and from what I’ve heard it won’t be closing down. There’s already a rota in the pipeline and a string of volunteers who are determined to keep it going.’

‘Well, that’s good,’ I said, draining my glass. ‘I’m relieved to hear it.’

Gwen had always worked hard, long hours and was a committed trader. It would have been a shame if her efforts fizzled out and were forgotten.

‘Fancy another?’ asked Chris, nodding at my glass.

I glanced at my watch, just to check I had enough time before I had to head back to the bus. The thought of returning to my meanly proportioned single room suddenly weighed heavy on my heart. I’d far rather stay where I was amongst these friendly folk, talking about Gwen and sitting out in the colourful daffodil-packed garden that I could see through the door over Chris’s shoulder.

‘Go on, then,’ I smiled, ‘you’ve twisted my arm, but I can’t be long.’

I had just taken charge of my second glass when Evelyn took her place behind the bar and pulled sharply on the big brass bell.

‘Can I have your attention please?’ she called out and everyone filed in from the garden to raise their glasses to Gwen and share a moment’s quiet contemplation.

It was both cheering and moving to see so many people, so gaily attired, and I couldn’t help wondering how many other people in the room, or the town come to that, could have elicited such a turnout.

‘While everyone is gathered!’ shouted a man in his sixties, wearing a garish suit not dissimilar to Chris’s, as the level of chatter began to pick up again. ‘Could I just ask if there is a Miss Charlotte Foster amongst us?’

My throat went dry and I could feel my cheeks blazing.

‘Miss Foster?’ he called again.

‘She’s here,’ said Chris, grabbing my arm and thrusting my hand above my head, ‘this is Lottie Foster!’


Chapter 2

‘I’m sorry to have dragged you away, Miss Foster,’ said the man who had helped me down from the lofty bar stool and introduced himself as David Miller from Miller, Moffat and Matthews, the Wynbridge solicitors who were, he explained, dealing with Gwen’s affairs. ‘But this is the only opportunity I thought I might have to talk to you in person. As I understand it, you don’t live locally.’

‘No,’ I said, looking around his decidedly beige and beamed little office. ‘I don’t.’

I had absolutely no idea why he had singled me out and I shifted self-consciously in my seat, my petticoats rustling as I discreetly tried to clear my throat. Sitting bolt upright opposite a man who was staring at me over the top of his glasses made me feel like I was back in the headmaster’s office, although on this occasion I had no inkling as to why. I coughed again.

‘Can I offer you something to drink?’ he asked.

‘Could I have a glass of water, please?’ I swallowed. ‘If it’s no trouble.’

‘Of course.’

I felt rather foolish minding my P’s and Q’s but somehow it seemed as necessary as being on my best behaviour. I couldn’t shake off the feeling that Mr Miller was weighing me up and felt duty-bound to make a good impression.

‘Thank you,’ I smiled politely, as he handed me a glass.

‘I hope you don’t mind my asking,’ he said, once again taking the seat behind his desk and fixing me with another intense stare, ‘but I can’t help wondering if you already know what it is that I am going to tell you?’

‘Afraid not,’ I shrugged, hoping it wasn’t going to be anything bad.

My only knowledge and experience of solicitors had been greatly embellished by the late-night dramas I occasionally watched on TV, and in the vast majority of those there was rarely good news to share during situations such as the one I now found myself in.

‘Gwen hadn’t spoken to you at any point about what would happen after her funeral?’ he probed.

‘No,’ I said, feeling further confused. ‘The only time she ever talked to me about her funeral was years ago, and that was to insist that no one should wear black.’

‘She hadn’t spoken to you recently about making a will?’

‘No,’ I said again. I was beginning to feel increasingly unsettled by his dogged interrogation. ‘I didn’t even know she had one.’

‘Well, in that case,’ he announced, ‘I must warn you that what I am about to say may come as something of a shock.’

‘Oh dear,’ I squeaked, trying to gulp away the lump in my throat.

I really didn’t think my overwrought emotions could cope with another blow. I’d already had far more than my fair share during the last few months.

‘I have been instructed by my dear friend Gwen,’ Mr Miller continued, seemingly unaware of my rising panic, ‘to explain to you that she has left you something rather special.’

‘Oh,’ I said again, but this time in a totally different tone as my shoulders dropped somewhere back to where they should be.

For a terrible moment, I had thought that he was going to tell me she had passed on some terrifying debt or dreadful secret, but ‘something rather special’ suggested that this wasn’t going to be one of those bad news kind of shocks at all.

‘Well,’ I said, trying to lighten the mood now that I felt more relieved than neurotic. ‘I hope it isn’t anything too big. I’ll never be able to manhandle her sideboard home on the bus!’

Mr Miller surveyed me over the top of his glasses again.

‘Sorry,’ I apologised, clumsily lifting my drink and slopping at least half the contents over my skirt. ‘I sometimes say silly things when I’m nervous.’

‘It’s all right,’ he said, laying his glasses on the desk and rubbing his eyes. ‘I do understand, but I’m still surprised Gwen never said anything to you. She was so thrilled when she came up with the idea, and given that she was such a rotten secret keeper, I was sure she’d spill the beans.’

My nerves sprang back up again as I wondered what on earth it was that she could have planned that would have gotten her so excited. I hoped she hadn’t arranged for me to go and ‘find myself’ in some far-flung corner of the earth because I really wasn’t up for anything like that. That was far more her idea of fun than mine.

‘Like I said before,’ I insisted, ‘she never said a word and it’s never crossed my mind that she would want to leave me anything. I can’t imagine for one second that she actually had anything to give.’

Aware that I was babbling, I snapped my mouth shut, mentally tried to pull myself together and tucked a stray strand of hair behind my ear. My mind flitted back to Gwen’s pretty but cluttered little home and its eclectic contents and I wondered if perhaps it really was the old sideboard that she was so keen for me to have.

‘Look, I’m ever so sorry, Mr Miller,’ I said, suddenly mindful of the time as my memory struck upon the distinctive chime of the grandfather clock in the sitting room. ‘But do you think we could carry on talking about this over the telephone, only I have a bus to catch and, to tell you the truth, I can’t afford to waste the ticket. Would it be possible to send whatever it is Gwen wanted me to have through the post?’

‘Hardly, Miss Foster,’ smiled Mr Miller, looking mildly amused.

‘But please,’ I put in, ‘I really do need to go and could you possibly,’ I added, thinking it would make me feel better and stop me stressing quite so much, ‘call me Lottie, everyone does.’

‘All right,’ he said, ‘Lottie, but we really do need to talk this through today.’

‘But . . . ’

‘I will happily make sure you have the means to get home.’

‘Well, I . . . ’

‘Miss Foster,’ he said firmly, pulling my attention back to the business in hand as opposed to my waiting bus, ‘it has fallen to me to explain to you that Gwen has left you Cuckoo Cottage.’

‘She’s what?’ I gasped, my hand flying up to my chest.

My lungs felt as though every last drop of air had been squeezed out of them and I struggled to catch my breath.

‘She has asked me to arrange for you to inherit the cottage, its entire contents and the barns and land that go with it.’

That couldn’t possibly be right. My ears must have been making it up. Surely he or I, or both of us, had misunderstood.

‘I think you’ve made a mistake,’ I began.

‘I can assure you there is no mistake.’

‘Are you absolutely sure?’ I spluttered.

‘One hundred per cent,’ he confirmed. ‘Everything is all arranged.’

‘But,’ I stammered, my eyes the size of saucers and my cheeks feeling far hotter than they had been in the pub when he first called out my name, ‘but why?’

‘Why, what?’

‘Why would she want to leave everything to me?’

Shakily I put the glass of water back down on the desk before I ended up wearing the little that was left. I simply couldn’t believe it.

‘Well,’ he said, shuffling through the pile of papers in front of him, ‘the gist of it is that she loved you very much, considered you her family, her very own granddaughter and she rather hoped that the gift of Cuckoo Cottage would give you the opportunity to actually make something of your life.’

I looked at him accusingly.

‘Her words, not mine,’ he quickly added, thrusting a sheet of paper under my nose.

I swiftly scanned the page, the lines of Gwen’s spidery handwriting swimming before my eyes as Mr Miller carried on saying words I neither heard nor absorbed.

‘Oh, and the final thing,’ he was adding when I eventually tuned back in. ‘There is just one more stipulation.’

Clearly I’d missed something, but I was too shocked to ask him to go over it all again.

‘Gwen was adamant that you have to live in the cottage for at least a year from the day you move in.’

‘A year?’

‘And not a day less,’ said Mr Miller firmly. ‘Gwen told me that you would feel overwhelmed by such a dramatic change in your circumstances and would most likely not want to take it up at all.’

I couldn’t deny that she had perfectly summed up my immediate feelings.

‘She was most insistent that you should live in the cottage long enough to get used to the idea. She wanted you to give the place a chance, but if you decide you want to sell up after that . . . ’

‘It’s all right,’ I said, cutting him off and knowing now was the time to dig deep and be brave. ‘I’ve always loved Cuckoo Cottage and if it really is mine I couldn’t bear to part with it, not ever.’

‘Well, that is a relief,’ Mr Miller sighed, ‘because to tell you the truth I was actually more concerned that you wouldn’t want to move in at all.’

‘You wouldn’t have worried about that if you could see where I was currently living,’ I shot back, biting my lip as the words tumbled out unchecked.

Forcefully I pushed the thought of my current living arrangements away and skipped back to the long lazy days of summer holidays spent with Gran, Grandad and Gwen. I remembered picking strawberries and raspberries, watching the swallows dart in and out of the barns, riding Gwen’s old pushbike through the fields and revelling in the fact that it never rained, not once in all the time I stayed there.

Cuckoo Cottage was simply perfect and now, if what Mr Miller was telling me was true, it was mine. All the time I had been grappling to find myself a future and Gwen had just handed me one on a plate, and yes, just as she had predicted, I was rather terrified by the thought of such upheaval but I wasn’t going to deny myself the opportunity to give it a go. But was there something specific she wanted me to do with the place? I wondered. Had she some other plan, besides me just living there, in mind for my future?

‘Obviously,’ Mr Miller continued, ‘there are things we need to go through in order to settle matters, transfer of ownership and so on, but it’s all very straightforward. Both I and Gwen’s accountant Miss Smith, have detailed instructions. Gwen was extremely organised,’ he added with a frown.

‘Well, that makes a change,’ I sighed, amazed that Gwen even knew an accountant and a solicitor, let alone employed them to work for her.

‘It does rather, doesn’t it?’ he agreed with a smile.

‘Do you think she knew what was going to happen?’ I gasped, horrified by the thought. ‘Do you think perhaps she hadn’t been well after all?’

Surely if she had been worried or unwell she would have told me. I hated the idea that she felt she couldn’t say anything because she knew I was still grieving for Gran. I reached for my handkerchief as I felt yet more tears stinging my eyes. It was a miracle my body could produce any more. I must have been in a permanent state of near dehydration for the last six months.

‘No,’ said Mr Miller reassuringly, ‘absolutely not. I’m quite sure she wasn’t ill.’

I nodded, but couldn’t say anything.

‘However, when she came to see me she was very keen to have everything in place,’ he continued. ‘She insisted everything should be properly prepared for this eventuality, whenever it should come. I got the impression that having lost her dear friend Flora, your grandmother, Lottie, she thought it was high time she properly put her own affairs in order.’

‘I see,’ I said huskily, trying to stem the flow of tears and save the little that was left of my kohl liner.

‘I take it you are happy for me to deal with the legalities of the situation as Gwen wished,’ Mr Miller asked.

‘Yes,’ I nodded, ‘of course. I wouldn’t know where to start.’

‘She also left instructions asking Chris and Marie Dempster to look after the cottage until it is officially yours, but I think it would be a good idea for you to at least have a look at the place before you actually move in.’

‘Oh no,’ I said firmly, putting my handkerchief away again. ‘I don’t need to do that.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Absolutely,’ I said, feeling surer by the second, ‘my mind’s made up. I know every inch of that cottage by heart. Let’s go through what we can today and when I come back to Wynbridge it will be to collect the keys to Cuckoo Cottage and my future.’


Chapter 3

‘I can’t believe this,’ said Helen, shaking her head in disbelief as I sat on the end of her bed the next day and explained what had happened. ‘You leave the house a pauper and come back a princess.’

‘Hardly,’ I said, rolling my eyes and inwardly wincing at her strange analogy.

I hadn’t known Helen for all that long, having only moved into the house a few months ago, but I knew she sometimes had a very strange way of putting things. I hadn’t particularly wanted to share my news with her at all, but shock could do funny things to a normally private person and it had all tumbled out before I could stop myself.

‘But this is the sort of thing you read about in books,’ she said, pointing to the pile of pastel-packaged romance paperbacks stacked next to her bed. ‘A proper rags-to-riches story.’

I decided not to further feed her fantasy by rushing to the kitchen, grabbing the broom and twirling around like Cinderella.

‘No one gets this lucky IRL.’

‘IRL?’

‘In real life,’ she expanded.

At that particular moment, still tired out from the funeral, the unbearable sense of loss and all the information I was trying to assimilate, I wasn’t actually feeling all that ‘lucky’.

‘Believe me,’ I said harshly, ‘I’d far rather have Gwen in my life than her house.’

‘Of course,’ said Helen, her face flushing crimson as she realised her faux pas. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean . . . ’

‘Oh, I know,’ I sighed. ‘And I didn’t mean to snap, it’s just going to take me a while to get my head around all of this.’

‘I can imagine,’ she sighed, a faraway look in her eye. ‘But just so I can start advertising for a new housemate, when do you think you’ll actually be going?’



Mr Miller and I had been in almost daily contact since Gwen’s funeral, but our frequent conversations didn’t seem to have any impact on hurrying proceedings along. During the first couple of weeks, as the details of the gargantuan bequest gradually sank in and I began to think seriously about packing up my few belongings and working my notice, I had expected every phone call to be the one telling me it was time to collect the keys, but I soon realised it wasn’t going to happen like that. According to Gwen’s solicitor, even though the legacy was incredibly straightforward, I wouldn’t be going anywhere fast.

‘These things always take time,’ he reassured me. ‘It doesn’t mean that anything is wrong, it’s just how the system works.’

‘OK,’ I said, ‘I see,’ but I didn’t really.

‘Look,’ he added, no doubt picking up on my lack of understanding. ‘Why don’t you come back to Wynbridge and have a look around the place? Surely if you could be planning any remedial work that might need doing or considering how you want to redecorate, it might help the time pass more quickly.’

‘Redecorate?’ I gasped, not then picking up on his suggestion that the cottage might need more than a quick spring clean. ‘Update! I won’t be changing anything.’

Clearly, and in spite of what I had worn to Gwen’s funeral, her solicitor had no inkling of my passion for all things authentically vintage, or as plain-speaking Gwen would have put it, ‘old’.

‘Sorry, Lottie,’ he said, sounding genuinely surprised. ‘I just assumed you would want to change things a bit.’

‘I’ve always loved Cuckoo Cottage exactly as it is,’ I said firmly, ‘so thank you for the suggestion, but no, as I explained before, I’d really rather wait, if it’s all the same to you.’

Every day I was feeling more and more grateful for the wonderful gift Gwen had bestowed upon me, but the last thing I wanted to do was cross the threshold before I’d signed on the dotted line and had the keys in my pocket. I guess a part of me was still holding back just in case something went wrong.

Even though I knew everything was legal and above board, I was finding it hard to believe that I really could be this ‘lucky’. As Helen had so keenly pointed out, it was exactly the kind of thing that happened in the pages of a book, not in real life.

‘As you wish,’ he sighed, ‘and besides, I’m certain things won’t take too much longer.’

‘Yes, well,’ I reminded him wryly, ‘you said that last week.’



It was the beginning of August, just over four months after Gwen’s funeral, and when the sunshine was only occasionally capable of rivalling what we had enjoyed in April, that moving day finally dawned. Heading back to Wynbridge on the bus again, this time I was more suitably attired and wearing footwear that was fit for purpose.

I had somehow managed to cram my eclectic mix of clothes, along with everything else I wanted to keep, into two old suitcases which had belonged to Gran and Grandad, and a gargantuan camouflage rucksack which I had picked up from the army surplus store in town. Admittedly I didn’t have a lot in the way of material possessions but, I reminded myself stoically, this was a fresh start and Cuckoo Cottage was already packed full of wonderful things.

I hadn’t found it at all difficult parting company with my tiny bedroom, or Helen who had hardly bothered with me once she knew I was moving on, but saying goodbye to my bosses, Eric and John, was harder. I had joined the pair in their bespoke business when I ditched my waitressing job looking for a change of scene where I could indulge my passion for renovating and recycling and they had become my only real tie to the town.

We had worked together for the best part of four years, remodelling and restyling all manner of campers and caravans, and I had enjoyed every minute. The pair had furnished me with all the skills I needed to complete a total interior renovation and refit and sometimes I even got to help the owners with the decorative finishing touches, which I absolutely loved.

Had I not been moving, this would certainly have been an aspect of the business I would have wanted to develop and I imagined, had Gwen not given me the opportunity to renovate my life, I would have happily worked alongside my two kind and generous employees forever.

‘We really are sorry to see you go,’ said Eric as he and his twin, John, helped me unload my luggage from the back of their van at the bus station.

‘Although we’re pleased about the cottage and everything, of course,’ John quickly added.

‘Yes,’ said Eric, ‘delighted for you in that sense, but we’re really going to miss your side of the business, Lottie. Your creative input has been second to none and the customers love your clever styling.’

‘Oh, I’m sure you’ll find someone else who can match cushions and curtains as well as I can,’ I told them with a dismissive wave of my hand. ‘It’s hardly rocket science after all.’

John and Eric shook their heads in perfect unison.

‘But they won’t have your artistic flair,’ said John, ‘or your finesse.’

‘You have such a good eye,’ added Eric.

‘Well, thank you,’ I blushed, feeling awkward about accepting the compliment.

‘Is that what you’re going to do at your new place?’ quizzed John.

‘Perhaps you could set up your own business doing something similar,’ suggested Eric. ‘Although I’m not sure I should be encouraging you to become the competition.’

I hadn’t actually worked out what I was going to do once I was settled, but I would certainly have the space to set up a similar business if I wanted to.

‘I might,’ I said, biting my lip as I considered the potential of the three empty barns.

Perhaps that was what Gwen had in mind for me when she drew up her will. She had always been keen to encourage me to take the plunge and go it alone and now, thanks to her, I had the perfect space to establish my own business, should I want to. My heart gave an excited little flutter at the prospect of offering a complete renovation package, and adding the possibility of sourcing, supplying and fitting the decorative touches into the mix made it thump all the harder.

‘Well good luck,’ said Eric, giving me a swift hug as his brother lugged my bags on to the bus.

‘Yes, good luck,’ echoed John, rejoining him to wave me off.

The bus station was as chaotic as ever and as I lost sight of them in the crowds I couldn’t help thinking that, with Gran and Grandad gone and all connections now severed, it didn’t feel like I was actually leaving anything behind. In fact, it felt more like I was going home.



The miles flashed quickly by, my eyes eating up the East Anglian summer landscape and towers of fluffy, soft billowing clouds. I could see that in spite of the recent dreary weather some of the fields were ripe for harvesting and my thoughts wandered back to happy afternoons spent eating warm raspberries and tart gooseberries plucked straight from the rows and bushes Gwen had tended for years. Assuming they were still there, they were all mine now. I dozed for a while and then, true to form, just as the coach drew to a halt and the doors opened revealing the bustling market square, the clouds parted and the sun began to beat down.

‘You sure you can manage that lot?’ asked the driver, making no attempt to leave his station behind the wheel and give me a hand.

‘Yep,’ I puffed, hauling the second suitcase out of the luggage rack and in the process almost pulling my arms out of their sockets. ‘I’m good.’

I staggered down on to the pavement and stood for a minute to catch my breath and take in the scene before me. On the day of Gwen’s funeral I hadn’t had a chance to look about the place properly, but now it was my turf I was keen to re-familiarise myself with the territory.

The town was busy, but comfortably so, and there were definitely more shops than I remembered from my expeditions when I was younger. I made a mental note to check out The Cherry Tree Café as soon as I was settled, and I could see some sort of second-hand store a little further along. The market was pleasingly heaving, but I could still easily pick out the top of Chris’s head as he bobbed about among his customers, no doubt generously overfilling waiting shopping bags full of fresh local produce.

Turning my back on the lively scene, I clumsily weaved my way along the path to the solicitor’s and lugged the heavy cases up the steps, cursing my lack of height and upper body strength. As I pushed open the door with my rucksack and reversed inside, my ears were subjected to a barrage of insults and an argument which, unbelievably, seemed to be coming from mild-mannered Mr Miller’s office. Granted, he wasn’t the one doing the shouting, but it was still something of a surprise.

‘You haven’t heard the last of this!’ shouted a man’s voice menacingly. ‘This is a bloody joke, an outrage.’

‘It really isn’t, you know,’ was the only response I heard to the heated allegation.

I tried to get out of the man’s way as he stormed through the lobby, taking a childish swipe at a stack of papers on the secretary’s desk in the process, but I wasn’t quick enough and before I knew it he had sent both me and my cases flying into the door frame.

‘Hey,’ I retaliated, levering myself upright with the help of the weighty pack on my back and drawing myself up to my full, but still diminutive, height. ‘Why don’t you watch where you’re going?’

‘And why don’t you get out of the way?’ he yelled, barging through and slamming the door behind him.

‘Well now, that’s a fine welcome to Wynbridge,’ said Mr Miller, rushing forward to help me manoeuvre the suitcases so they weren’t blocking the doorway. ‘Are you all right, my dear?’

‘I’m fine,’ I told him, feeling determined not to let the man’s unexpected outburst spoil the much anticipated moment.

‘I bet you had no idea the place could be so lively, did you?’

‘No,’ I said, ‘I didn’t.’

‘Well, never mind him. Come on through and we’ll get things sorted. You can leave those there,’ he added, pointing to the cases as he swept up the now muddled pile of papers from the floor. ‘And could you boil the kettle please, Iris?’ he asked the poor secretary who looked more than a little alarmed by what had just happened. ‘I’m absolutely parched.’

I didn’t get the chance to ask what all the fuss had been about because it was immediately obvious that Mr Miller was keen to get my own business all wrapped up. The second I had wriggled the pack from my back and taken the seat he offered, he was equipping me with the relevant paperwork and a pen. We read through the sheets together and then I signed on a plethora of dotted lines.

‘Is that it, then?’ I asked huskily as I watched the ink dry.

‘It is,’ he smiled. ‘You are now the owner of Cuckoo Cottage, and I hope you will be very happy living there, Lottie.’

‘Oh, I’m sure I will,’ I sniffed, not really believing that the legalities had happened without so much as a single bell or whistle, let alone a fanfare.

I reached up my sleeve for a tissue.

‘Are you all right?’ asked Mr Miller kindly. ‘I’m afraid I do this kind of thing day in, day out, so I take it all a bit for granted really.’

‘I’m fine,’ I nodded, whilst noisily blowing my nose. ‘This is just mixed emotions, I suppose. I mean, I’m delighted to have the cottage and everything, but I’d far rather Gwen was still there.’

He was just about to answer when the secretary knocked and came in with the tea tray. I was grateful for her timely interruption because what would have been the point in getting all maudlin about the situation? I may have lost Gran and Gwen but crying more tears and risking further dehydration wouldn’t bring them back, and besides, I had the distinct feeling there would be plenty more opportunities for a good howl when I arrived at the cottage.

Mr Miller thanked his secretary for the tea and by the time she closed the door I had regained my composure.

‘I thought we could go to the bank tomorrow,’ he suggested, passing me a cup. ‘If that suits you, of course.’

‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘That will be fine.’

On the day of the funeral, when he had first told me of Gwen’s extraordinary generosity, I had been in such a state of shock that I had tuned out and missed some of the finer details of what he had been saying. Subsequently, during the weeks that followed, we had gone through it all again and I was amazed to discover that Gwen had also left enough financial provision for me to settle in and not have to rush into making any hasty decisions about how I was going to earn my keep.

‘That way,’ he continued, ‘I thought you would have the rest of the day to unload your lorry and at least make a start unpacking, although how you’ll fit another houseful of furniture into that tiny cottage is quite beyond me,’ he added, scratching his head. ‘Perhaps you could store everything in the barns for now. What time are you expecting them to arrive?’

‘Sorry,’ I frowned. ‘What time am I expecting who to arrive?’

‘The removals people with the lorry,’ he said patiently.

‘There is no lorry,’ I told him, helping myself to another lump of sugar.

‘Van then,’ he said.

‘No van either,’ I shrugged.

‘So where are all your things, Lottie?’ he asked.

‘In this,’ I said, patting the packed rucksack, ‘and in the cases out there,’ I added with a nod to the door.

‘You mean to tell me that you’ve actually managed to pack all your worldly goods into three bags.’

‘I have,’ I confirmed. ‘But they’re rather big bags.’

He didn’t say anything, just blinked and stared.

‘Is that all right?’

‘Well yes,’ he swallowed, fiddling with his teaspoon. ‘Of course, just a bit of a shock, that’s all.’

‘Well, I have a houseful of things now, don’t I?’ I smiled. ‘Up until now I’ve preferred to travel light.’

Mr Miller looked at me and smiled and then he began to laugh.

‘Do you know,’ he said, shaking his head, ‘I think Cuckoo Cottage might have just bagged itself another very unique owner.’

I felt myself blushing, not sure whether he was paying me a compliment or teasing me, but a quick glance at his face confirmed that he was actually in earnest.

‘And I’ll tell you something else,’ he went on.

‘What’s that, Mr Miller?’

‘I think it’s high time you started calling me David.’

‘Well thank you, David,’ I smiled, ‘for everything.’

We finished our tea and I was just thinking it was time I called a taxi when we heard more shouting in the lobby.

‘Has she been?’ hollered a familiar voice. ‘Don’t tell me I’ve bloomin’ well missed her!’

Without any further preamble the office door was flung back on its hinges and there stood Chris, red-faced and panting.

‘As you can see,’ scolded Iris, over his shoulder. ‘You haven’t missed her at all.’ Forcibly she pushed her way into the office. ‘Apologies for the second intrusion of the morning, Mr Miller, only Mr Dempster here was another one reluctant to wait.’ With a curt nod she disappeared back through the door, leaving Chris shaking his head.

‘Have you had a bit of bother this morning, David?’

My solicitor, professional as ever, said nothing.

‘Come on,’ encouraged Chris. ‘Who is it this time? Someone looking to make a few quid out of some unsuspecting soul, I’ll bet!’

‘Well now,’ I said when Chris couldn’t elicit a response, ‘do I sense intrigue? And there was me thinking I was moving to a sleepy little backwater.’

‘Oh no,’ boomed Chris. ‘There’s never a dull moment in Wynbridge, Lottie. If it’s excitement you’re after, you’ve certainly moved to the right place.’

‘Oh yes,’ said David, finally finding his voice and rolling his eyes. ‘Our little town is a veritable hotbed of espionage and exhilaration, but I’ve already nipped this particular little upset in the bud.’

I couldn’t help but laugh.

‘Well, I’m relieved to hear it,’ nodded Chris, not picking up on the irony in David’s tone.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘as enthralled as I am, you’ll have to fill me in another time.’ I stood up and reached for my rucksack. ‘I’ve got far more exciting things to enjoy today than local tittle-tattle, so if you don’t mind . . . ’

‘And I haven’t even said a proper hello!’ shouted Chris, pulling me into a suffocating hug. ‘I came over especially to say welcome to Wynbridge, Lottie, and I’ve gone and got sidetracked already.’

‘Its fine,’ I gasped, taking a lungful of air when he finally released me. ‘Actually I was going to come and find you and Marie to say thank you for keeping an eye on the cottage for all this time.’

‘Not a problem, my lovely,’ he sniffed, looking a little teary.

He certainly was a big softy.

‘Well, I really appreciate it,’ I told him, ‘and I’m sure Gwen does too. I bet she would hate knowing the place has been empty for all these months.’

‘You can say that again,’ agreed Chris. ‘I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed hearing her radio blaring out, and not dropping in on a Sunday for my cup of tea has taken some getting used to, I can tell you.’

‘Well, now you’ll have to stop and have tea with me,’ I smiled.

‘I will,’ he beamed, ‘but let’s get you settled in first!’

‘Yes,’ I said, taking a deep breath. ‘Point me in the direction of where I can find a taxi and I’ll be off.’

‘Oh no,’ said Chris, taking my rucksack and throwing it over his shoulder as if it weighed nothing. ‘That’s what I’m here for. I’ve come to give you a lift.’

‘You don’t have to do that, Chris.’

‘I know I don’t, but I want to.’

‘But what about your stall,’ I reminded him. ‘You can’t just abandon it.’

‘Marie’s there and she’s happy to manage on her own for a bit,’ he insisted. ‘Now come on, or the better part of the day will be gone.’

‘Keys!’ called David as Chris headed for the door. ‘You won’t get far without keys, Lottie.’

He handed over the small bunch and warmly shook my hand.

‘I really do hope you will be very happy at Cuckoo Cottage, my dear. I have a feeling exciting times are on your horizon now.’

‘Thank you, David,’ I said, blinking hard. ‘I think you could be right.’

‘I’ll see you tomorrow at the bank,’ he called after me as I rushed to catch up with Chris, who was already through the door with my suitcases in tow. ‘Enjoy your new home!’


Chapter 4

It wasn’t a particularly long journey by vehicle from the centre of Wynbridge to Cuckoo Cottage, but Chris seemed determined from the outset not to waste a single second of it. No sooner was my luggage loaded and the engine ticking over than he set about filling in the blanks David had left, deciphering my needs and wants, checking out my marital status and, in fact, organising my entire life.

The bustling market square was barely out of sight before he launched off, diving straight to the heart of the matter and a concern which had begun to play on my mind.

‘So, Lottie,’ he began as we headed off into the Fen, ‘I suppose you realise the fate of Cuckoo Cottage has been the talk of the town these last few months?’

‘I guessed it would be,’ I nodded, as he confirmed my fears and made me question whether ‘enjoying my new home’ was going to be as easy as David had just breezily suggested.

My early years had been subjected to the unwanted focus of a lot of attention when Mum left for the US and I had absolutely no desire to repeat the excruciating experience. All I wanted was to settle in without any scrutiny or fuss, but I’d had an inkling that was never really going to happen.

‘The whole town has been on tenterhooks waiting to find out what’s in store for the place,’ Chris stated as he drove along, completely unaware of my desire to slip in under the radar. ‘And the fact that it’s been left empty for so long has only added to everyone’s curiosity.’

‘Of course it has,’ I sighed. ‘But what business is it of anyone’s what Gwen decided to do with it?’

Chris looked over at me and shook his head.

‘By God, you’ve got a lot to learn, girl,’ he said with a wry smile. ‘Just because something isn’t anyone’s business,’ he patiently explained, ‘it doesn’t mean that they won’t be able to resist sticking their noses in!’

‘Oh, I know,’ I said, giving up the defensive pretence and thinking back to the cruel chinwagging I had been subjected to as a child. ‘I’m not really under any illusions about how nosy folk are.’

‘Well, that’s a relief,’ he sniffed.

‘Especially around here,’ I added. ‘Gwen was always moaning about the town gossip.’

‘Especially when she was left out of it,’ chuckled Chris.

‘Especially then,’ I relented with a smile, ‘but nonetheless, I’m still surprised anyone would be all that concerned about the future of her old place. It’s hardly a grand country seat, is it?’

‘Perhaps not,’ agreed Chris, ‘but the land and outbuildings cover a sizeable plot and would carry a pretty price tag on their own, should they ever come up for sale.’

‘Oh,’ I said, my mind skipping back to the angry man in David’s office. Was he perhaps someone who had been interested in the future of my new home? ‘I see, well, I can tell you right now, that won’t be happening in my lifetime.’

‘I’m very glad to hear it,’ Chris smiled. ‘That’s the spirit.’

‘And I’m guessing word has got round that it’s me who’s moving in?’

‘Of course,’ he confirmed. ‘You can’t keep anything a secret around here.’

‘And I dare say that’s only fuelled the gossip,’ I sighed. ‘I bet there were a few locals hoping Cuckoo Cottage was going to come up for sale, weren’t there, and now they’re all mightily disappointed? Have they been suggesting I’ve had some long-distance influence over Gwen’s decision to leave it all to me?’

I guessed by the way Chris gripped the steering wheel a little tighter that my suggestion wasn’t all that wide of the mark.

‘Oh, great,’ I huffed.

‘Let’s just say Gwen’s will was a shock to some,’ he said eventually.

‘Tell me about it,’ I sighed. ‘For a start, I couldn’t believe she’d actually made one.’

‘And if you hear any rumours,’ he carried on, ‘just ignore them, OK? The people who really count remember you from way back and they know you were like family to Gwen, even if you hadn’t been able to visit for a while.’

‘OK,’ I swallowed, wondering if folk had actually been totting up the time I had been absent from the town.

‘And if you come across any name-calling . . . ’

‘Name-calling?’

‘Yes,’ he said shiftily. ‘Someone in the pub once referred to you as the “cuckoo” in the cottage nest and it kind of stuck.’

‘Oh how nice,’ I groaned, ‘and original too.’

‘But don’t you worry,’ Chris insisted. ‘It’ll all stop once there’s something new for them to gossip about.’

How long would that be? I wondered.

‘Why didn’t David tell me any of this?’ I said sharply. ‘He could have warned me what to expect, then I would have been better prepared.’

‘I dare say he just wanted to protect you,’ said Chris softly, ‘and he no doubt thought it would have all blown over by now.’

I looked out of the window at the unusually flat landscape to try and settle my nerves. The weather was every bit as perfect as I’d remembered, and I hoped the halo of memories I’d wreathed my new home in didn’t make it impossible for the little place to live up to. It was obvious I was going to have a tough enough time settling in without adding disappointment to the mix.

‘So,’ said Chris, turning slightly pink as he made an awkward attempt to steer the conversation in a different direction. ‘Is it just you, then?’

‘Is it just me what?’

‘Moving into the cottage. Are you on your own or have you got some fella hidden away somewhere?’

I laughed out loud at the thought.

‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s just me.’

‘I thought so,’ he said smugly. ‘I told Marie after Gwen’s funeral that you were on your own.’

‘And how had you worked that out?’

‘Well, it stands to reason, doesn’t it?’ he went on, as if I should know. ‘If you had a young man in your life, he would have come with you to the funeral. Any fella worth his salt would want to make sure his young lady was supported during an occasion like that, wouldn’t he?’

‘Is that so?’ I smiled.

Chris was obviously as big a romantic as he was softhearted. Marie was a very lucky woman to have someone so considerate to journey through her life with.

‘Of course,’ he shrugged. ‘Well, that’s what I thought. Mind you,’ he added, ‘Marie had other ideas.’

‘Did she now,’ I asked, amazed that the minutiae of every part of my life had been picked apart in such exacting detail. ‘What did Marie think?’

‘She said that just because you were on your own at the funeral didn’t mean you were single at all. It could just as well mean that you’re one of these strong, independent types who can cope with whatever life throws at you . . . or something like that.’ He frowned, scratching his head.

I couldn’t help but laugh again. I wasn’t at all sure I was the tower of strength Marie had me down as. Perhaps Beyoncé had been belting out ‘Single Ladies’ in the background when she and Chris had their discussion.

‘Well,’ I said with a dramatic sigh, ‘you can tell Marie that I am currently single and most definitely in need of a big strong man to look out for me.’

I knew it wasn’t fair to tease him, but I simply couldn’t resist.

‘Is that right?’ he said, his eyebrows shooting up to his hairline.

‘Oh yes,’ I said, properly getting into my stride as he readily snatched up the bait. ‘Preferably someone who can undo pesky pickle jars and reach the highest shelves in the supermarket.’

‘Right,’ said Chris again, now sucking thoughtfully on his lower lip and frowning in concentration.

Surely he was going to twig that I was joking in a minute. I took another look out of the window, gulped in the warm air and ran my hot palms down my jeans as I realised we were practically there.
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