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Chapter 1


By the time I’d poured my third glass of wine, the assortment of travel brochures and bundles of notes on the floor next to my laptop were more of an untidy heap than the regimented piles I’d previously organised them into. However, in spite of the mess, and the rapidly emptying bottle, I had finally made a decision about my future and succeeded in narrowing my favoured travel destination down to just two options. Feeling impressed, I downed another mouthful of Merlot to congratulate myself.


I sat cross-legged in my PJs on the sitting room floor and thought about the milestone I had just achieved. I had been putting it all off for far too long but I was finally going to see something of the world and then, the moment I landed back in the UK, I would set about launching my own business. All that was left to do now was instigate my plan to free up more funds and pick between the Japanese Tea Trail Tour and the Northern Lights extravaganza. Both looked incredible, but my savings would only allow for one epic adventure.


I leant back against the sofa and closed my eyes, exhausted as well as tipsy, but nonetheless feeling grateful for the six gruelling weeks I had just spent teaching art in a struggling high school. I had been devastated when I had been made redundant from my role of art therapist in another school the previous summer and had covered the last few weeks of someone’s maternity leave in a different school to tide me over. It had been hell, but it was finally over and I understood now exactly why the universe had stepped in to shake things up a bit.


Had my former job not become the victim of yet more funding cuts, I would simply have carried on in my original role and not made the brave decision to set up my own art therapy business, which was what, deep down, I had wanted to do for years.


Had Mum been around to counsel me, I knew that was exactly what she would have said too. She would have told me it was fate and that when I came out the other side, I would be able to see the real reason behind why it had all happened. That had been the sort of woman she was. A bubbly, glass-half-full personality, full of hope and optimism.


She had sadly passed just a couple of weeks after I turned eleven, her heart having given up on life long before it should, so she hadn’t been there to hold my hand through the turbulent time, but now I was through it and I could see the point, as well as my exciting new future. Setting up and working independently I would be able to support many more struggling youngsters than just those who had come my way in one school.


‘Better late than never, Liza Wynter,’ I told myself as I heaved my tired body on to the sofa and snuggled into the cosy nest of cushions I liked to cocoon myself in when I was feeling in need of a hug.


My mobile buzzed on the seat next to me and, without thinking, I reached for my ponytail and swept it over my shoulder. The familiar action offered some comfort, but not quite enough. I didn’t need to look at the screen to know who was calling and I sank further into the cushions, nudging the phone away with my foot.


True to form, David, my late father’s business partner, had rung every day of October. When Dad had died four years ago, David had kindly stepped up and taken over managing the Christmas tree plantation on the outskirts of Wynmouth on the Norfolk coast and his determination to coax me into showing an interest in it had never waned. As soon as autumn took hold and cards, lights and gifts appeared in the shops, he would instigate his far from subtle strategy to coax me back all over again.


‘Just come and take a look at everything,’ he would say. ‘It’s come on even further this year.’


I didn’t doubt it, but I had no desire to see it. I couldn’t stand the place.


‘Let me just get this term out of the way,’ I would bat back ad infinitum. ‘And then we’ll see.’


I hadn’t been back since the day of Dad’s funeral and there was nothing in my new plan that would change that. I knew David’s intentions were meant kindly and that if he’d understood the reason behind my reluctance to return, he wouldn’t have pushed, but that was one of the many conversations with him I had never felt ready to have.


I held sixty per cent of the shares in Wynter’s Trees but did nothing more than draw an annual bonus at the end of the tax year. David held the other forty per cent of shares and was legally obliged to keep me informed as to how the business fared throughout the year. I did take a cursory look through the books, so I knew Dad’s dream venture was thriving, but that was as far as my involvement went. As far as it would ever go.


Even though my negative feelings for the plantation and the business were justified, I still felt guilty that David, and more recently his son, was left to deal with it all. Consequently, I only ever took half of what we had originally agreed I should draw and the rest was ploughed back into the plantation. That was going to have to change now though, I realised with a jolt.


In order to fund my new business, I was going to need every penny I was entitled to. I didn’t relish the thought of telling David that I would be taking my full share and knew I certainly shouldn’t attempt it after drinking a bottle of wine. Therefore, I ignored my ringing mobile and snuggled deeper into the cushions.


‘Hello,’ I croaked, what felt like mere moments later.


‘Liza?’


‘Um,’ I winced, grappling with the phone.


‘Liza, it’s me, David.’


‘David,’ I repeated, my heart sinking in my chest.


My mouth felt dry and my head throbbed as I hoisted myself upright, scattering the cushions and sending the pain level soaring.


‘So, you are still with us then?’ he huffed, sounding unusually put out.


‘Barely,’ I whispered, as I gingerly inched my way to the kitchen sink.


I tucked the phone against my neck, which had a painful crook in it thanks to falling asleep on the sofa, and filled a glass with water. I was amazed to see it was light outside and realised I’d been out for the count all night.


‘Well, I’m sorry if I’ve caught you at a bad time,’ David continued. ‘It is early, but as you no doubt know, I’ve been trying to get hold of you all month. In fact, had you not picked up today, I was going to make the journey to visit you this afternoon.’


That was a change to our usual back and forth. Ordinarily he just kept ringing until I eventually answered at a date so close to Christmas that it made travelling to Wynmouth for the festive season impossible.


‘You were?’ I swallowed.


‘I was,’ he said, more softly.


Listening to the change in his tone, I felt bad for screening his calls. Generous to a fault, kind, caring and hardworking, Dad couldn’t have picked a better partner to help run the business. I had been so shocked when I lost Dad that I never really took onboard just how selflessly David had stepped into the breach. That said, I still wished he hadn’t picked up the ‘make Liza fall for Wynter’s Trees’ placard Dad had never stopped waving.


‘I really need to talk to you, Liza.’


‘I’m sorry I haven’t picked up before,’ I apologised. ‘This term has been pretty awful.’


David knew I’d been made redundant and subsequently taken the maternity cover contract.


‘But it’s over now?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘School broke up yesterday.’


‘And you aren’t going back?’


‘God no,’ I blurted out, without thinking.


‘That bad, was it?’ he chuckled.


‘Um,’ I conceded.


I had no desire to relive just how bad it had been. Had I been in two minds whether a return to full-time teaching was for me, the students at Elmwood High had hastily settled the argument.


‘So,’ David carried on. ‘Have you applied for another post?’


It was tempting to lie to stave off his attempt to nag me into visiting, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.


‘No,’ I said, ‘I haven’t.’ But then quickly added, ‘but I’m very busy. I’m planning a trip and after that…’


I let the words trail off. I still wasn’t ready to tell him about my business plans and the repercussions they would have for my Wynter’s Trees annual reinvestment.


‘After that?’ he asked.


‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘Good,’ he pounced. ‘Great, because there’s something I need to talk to you about.’


I felt my defences crank up a notch in readiness to fend off whatever it was he was going to say.


‘You know there’s no point in asking me anything about running the place,’ I quickly put in. ‘It’s a Christmas tree farm and I don’t know a single thing about growing trees, do I? Whereas you’re a world-leading expert now. Just carry on keeping me up to date via email, and we’ll be fine.’


Of course, I knew that Wynter’s was so much more than a ‘Christmas tree farm’. It was an institution, a local treasure, a much-loved focal point of the county’s festive calendar, but it wasn’t a part of mine and it never would be.


Dad had moved me from my childhood home in the Scottish borders just a few months after we lost Mum. He was mad on Christmas, always had been, and when the opportunity to buy the plantation and site, which had never been properly utilised by its previous owner came up, he had jumped at the chance.


‘It’s the fresh start we need, Liza,’ he had told me as he loaded up boxes and bags into the moving van. ‘It’s what your mum would have wanted us to do.’


But I didn’t want a fresh start. I wanted to stay living in the house that was full of Mum, snuggle down in the bedroom where she used to read me bedtime stories, stay with my friends as we settled into the new routine of high school. Dad might have been, but I wasn’t ready to leave any part of my mum behind.


‘You’ll soon settle in,’ he had said, sounding optimistic and almost cheerful.


I resented him for that and if I was being brutally honest with myself, I don’t think I had ever stopped. In reclaiming his life, he had removed me from everything that I held dear. If I had found the words to explain that to David, then he would have understood why my feelings for Wynter’s Trees were never going to change, rather than clinging to the hope that one day I’d have this magical epiphany and move back.


Striving to find the courage to speak up, along with the words, the memories flooded in. I bitterly remembered all too vividly how, as the plantation became popular and I resigned myself to it, the new school bully realised it gave her all the ammunition she needed to single me out.


The ridicule and name calling had been incessant and I had hated Wynter’s all over again. At eighteen, I couldn’t wait to head back north to university and, aside from the day of Dad’s funeral, I hadn’t been back to Wynmouth since.


‘But you rarely respond to my emails,’ David fairly pointed out. ‘In fact, if it wasn’t for the end of year books, I don’t think you’d have a clue about how the place is doing at all.’


‘I’m not that bad,’ I said, trying to play it off, even though I knew he was right.


‘In that case,’ David shot back, ‘you know what I’m ringing to discuss, don’t you? You know exactly what it is I’ve been making multiple calls to talk to you about.’


I had assumed it was the usual, me going back to Wynter’s for Christmas, but his tone suggested otherwise.


‘Well,’ I said, craftily switching the call to speaker so I could access my emails and carry on with the conversation. ‘It could be any number of things,’ I blagged, furiously scrolling. ‘There’s the health of the trees…’


‘The trees are fine,’ he cut in. ‘It’s been one of the best years so far, growth wise.’


‘I was just about to say that…’


‘This is about me, Liza.’ He said, sounding frustrated. ‘This is to do with Wynter’s and me.’


‘You?’ I gasped, abandoning my inbox and taking him off speaker. ‘You aren’t ill or anything, are you, David?’


I knew my question gave away that I hadn’t in fact read whatever it was he’d written about, but I didn’t care. I just needed to know he was all right. I couldn’t lose him too.


‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m not ill.’


I felt my shoulders drop at least three inches.


‘I’m retiring.’


‘You’re what?’ I choked.


‘I’m retiring,’ he said again.


I pulled out a kitchen chair and flopped down on to it. That was the last thing I had been expecting him to say.


‘That’s the last thing I expected you to say,’ I blurted out, the words echoing my thoughts.


David chuckled. He sounded far happier about the prospect than I did. What was going to happen to Wynter’s? David was Wynter’s now.


‘And before you start to panic,’ he smoothly carried on as if it was all decided already, ‘I’m not leaving you in the lurch. I’m planning to sell my shares in the business to Edward.’


‘To Edward,’ I repeated.


Edward was David’s son. He’d worked alongside his father since returning from his aunt’s forest farm in New Zealand a couple of years ago. I’d never met him, but I knew he was as mad about Wynter’s as David was. In fact, I got the impression that the whole family, which was spread across the globe, had sap rather than blood running through their veins. I supposed he would be the right person to take the reins.


‘He’s been working with me here for almost two years now and he knows the business inside out,’ David forged ahead. ‘He’s more than ready to take it on. He’s got some great ideas about how to keep Wynter’s current and your dad’s plans moving along. He’s got far more vision than I’ve ever had. I’ve kept things ticking over, but Edward can see far into the future.’


I knew what he was saying made perfect sense, but it didn’t stop me having a moment of panic. David couldn’t leave. Dad and I might not have seen eye to eye about a lot of things, but David was my last link to him. I had lost so much of my parents; I couldn’t lose him too.


‘But you can’t retire,’ I blurted out. ‘Wynter’s Trees just wouldn’t be the same without you, David.’


‘I’m sixty-nine,’ he gently reminded me. ‘I should have gone years ago. I only stayed on…’


I didn’t give him the chance to finish his sentence.


‘Age is just a number,’ I forthrightly told him. ‘And what will you do with yourself? You’ll be bored witless.’


He was always on the go. He’d hate a quiet retirement.


‘No, I won’t,’ he said and I could tell he was smiling. ‘I’m going to see my sister.’


‘In New Zealand?’


‘That’s right,’ he said, sounding well pleased. ‘She’s handing over her farm to my niece and nephew and the two of us are going travelling together. We should have done it years ago,’ he absently added.


Well, that trumped my argument. Clearly David had no intention of settling for a quiet retirement.


‘I see,’ I said, forcing myself to not sound resentful. ‘That sounds wonderful.’


‘It will be,’ he said happily. ‘And I couldn’t have picked a better time to go. Wynter’s Trees is thriving, Liza. Your dad’s potted Christmas tree idea was a masterstroke and the same families are coming back every year to rent their trees and there’s going to be even more happening when Edward potentially steps up.’


‘There is?’


‘If you really read my emails,’ David tutted. ‘You’d know that.’


‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘I suppose I would.’


‘So,’ he carried on, ‘I take it you will come back now, won’t you?’


‘Come back?’


‘To meet Edward. I need your approval before I can sell him my shares.’


‘There’s no need for that. I trust you David, I don’t need…’


‘Yes,’ said David. ‘You do. We’re not going to do anything until you’ve had a look at the place and got to know Edward, and not only because that’s what the legal terms of the business dictate.’


‘I could video call him,’ I lamely suggested, desperate to put the inevitable off.


‘Look,’ David snapped, sounding cross, ‘I can’t book my flights or make any proper plans with my sister until this is sorted, Liza. Do you really want to be the person responsible for stopping me from going?’


I shook my head.


‘Do you?’


‘No,’ I croaked. ‘I was shaking my head, but I’m still happy to sign my approval online. Surely your solicitor can settle it that way, can’t they?’


‘This isn’t about settling, Liza.’ David insisted. ‘I want you to meet Edward. I think it’s important that you get to know him. Going forward, it’s going to be just you and him and I’ll feel better about leaving if I know the pair of you already know each other.’


I was beginning to feel desperate and there was a tight band of pain slowly wrapping its way around my chest.


‘Given that you’re not working at the moment,’ David pointed out, ‘the timing really couldn’t be better, could it?’


‘But I need to make my plans for this trip,’ I feebly said.


‘That’s as maybe,’ David astutely responded, ‘but you have unfinished business here, Liza. You know you do. And until you face up to it, your life is never going to work right. It won’t matter where in the world you run to; the loose ends you still have to tie up here will always be at the back of your mind, waiting to trip you up.’


It was a low blow, but a perfectly placed one.





I had unplugged the landline and turned off my mobile after David’s call, but I needn’t have bothered because when I reconnected everything a few days later, there were no waiting texts or messages. There were no further emails either.


The silence was a surprise, but the quiet had given me the time and space to mull everything over and within that time, I had made another big decision. A huge one, actually. I wasn’t going to tie up the loose ends David had flagged up; I was going to cut right through them.


If this Edward was as ambitious as his father suggested, then he would doubtless jump at the chance of buying my shares too. He could become the sole proprietor of Wynter’s Trees. And, as a result, I’d be free of my father’s unwanted legacy and I’d have even more money to dedicate to setting up and launching my art therapy business. It was the perfect plan.


‘David, hi.’ I said, once I’d plucked up the courage to call him back. ‘It’s Liza.’


‘Liza,’ he said, clearly surprised.


‘This might come as a bit of a shock,’ I quickly said, before I could change my mind, ‘but I’ve been thinking about what you said and I’ve decided you’re right. I do need to come back.’


‘You have?’ he asked. ‘You do?’


He sounded flabbergasted, but given that he’d been trying to coax me into returning for the last four years, that was only to be expected.


‘Yes,’ I reiterated. ‘I have and I do. I’m coming back to Wynmouth and I’m going to get to know Edward.’


‘Well, that’s wonderful!’ He sounded absolutely over the moon, but I knew his good mood wouldn’t last once I arrived and explained what I had in mind.


Had I been able to sort it all online I would have been tempted, but given the care David had lavished on the business and the way he’d tried to look out for me, even though I hadn’t let him, I knew I owed it to him to give him a face-to-face explanation.


‘This really is the best news,’ David gushed on. ‘I’m so pleased and I know Edward will be too.’


I hoped he was right about that. I hoped Edward would be so pleased he’d jump at the chance of investing further and taking Wynter’s Trees on single-handed.


‘That’s great,’ I said, staving off the pins and needles of guilt my ulterior motive induced. ‘I’ll be arriving next Thursday.’


‘Marvellous.’


‘And I was wondering,’ I carried on, ‘if you might be able to find me somewhere cheap and cheerful to stay in Wynmouth. I’m still saving for my travels, after all.’


‘It would be easiest to stay in Wynter’s Lodge, wouldn’t it?’ David suggested.


That was the name given to the wooden house built by my father on the plantation site driveway. A lump lodged in my throat as I thought of the pretty porch swing and wraparound veranda. It had been a beautiful house, but I’d never felt at home there.


‘I suppose,’ I frowned, as I imagined myself opening it up and dusting it down.


‘No point spending money when you don’t need to, is there?’


‘I guess not,’ I conceded, but even as I agreed, I knew I was going to be confronted by more than the ghosts of Christmases past when I crossed the threshold.


‘That’s settled then,’ David happily sighed. ‘We’ll see you on the fourth. You’ll be here in time for the fireworks.’


I knew there were going to be fireworks, just not the sort he was expecting.










Chapter 2


After my call to David, I spent the next few days dithering over my decision, but on Thursday, as planned, I loaded up my ancient car, which had been an eighteenth birthday present from Dad and which I couldn’t bring myself to trade in even though it was becoming increasingly unreliable, and set off for Wynmouth, on the north Norfolk coast.


During the journey, and when I was tempted to turn back, I reminded myself that if I wanted to see my plans through properly then this visit really was the only option. However, rather than head straight to the lodge when I crossed the county border, I delayed the moment by taking a detour into the little coastal village. Ostensibly it was to see if anything had changed, but in reality, it was to buy a few more minutes in which to mentally prepare.


There were no new additions to Wynmouth as far as I could tell, but what had always been there looked, to my eyes at least, a little more cared for. The village sign, set in the green, had recently had a fresh lick of paint and the shops around the edge appeared smarter too. The pub, the Smuggler’s Inn, was sporting a different exterior colour and the row of brick and flint former fisherman’s cottages which led down to the beach were in good repair.


The sudden intrusion of another plethora of memories ensured I didn’t linger, but instead wove my way back around the narrow lanes and out of the village, failing to spot the sea because the tide was too far out. As the road twisted and turned, I fell to wondering if Wynter’s Trees was going to look as cared for as the village and I didn’t have to wait many minutes to find out.


‘Well, that’s new,’ I observed, as I turned off the road and on to the drive. ‘Welcome to Wynter’s,’ I read aloud, as I opened the passenger side window and leant across the seats to take in the personalised board which told visitors they’d arrived.


The sign was well over eight-foot high and featured a very jolly Santa, sleigh and reindeer soaring over what looked like the acreage owned by Wynter’s Trees.


The artist had done a good job and I wondered how much it had cost to have a bespoke sign designed and painted. I couldn’t remember any email about it but I knew I could have done it for a fraction of the cost. Then I remembered that I didn’t draw or paint for myself anymore so it wasn’t worth thinking about.


I put the car in gear, released the stubborn handbrake and carried on along the drive, which was now enchantingly flanked on either side by rows of tall red and white striped candy canes. They lit the way in the gathering darkness and, like the sign, weren’t the only new additions. There was also a five-bar gate blocking entry to the yard, but even if there hadn’t been, I would have rolled to a stop at that point anyway.


‘Wow,’ I whispered, pulled up short by the sight of the lodge, which was on my left and set back, almost amongst the trees.


Tears pricked my eyes as I took it in and acknowledged that my memory had failed me. In my head it was much smaller and I’d forgotten how intricately carved and painted the bargeboards which gave the place its authentic gingerbread feel, even in the height of summer, were. It was a home fit for Santa himself and for a few years it had been mine. They might have been unhappier than I would have wished for, but there was no denying, the aesthetic was idyllic.


The lights in the lodge were all switched on, giving the rooms a warm glow, and there was smoke curling out of the chimney. David had gone above and beyond to welcome me back and my intensely emotional response to the sight of the lodge, which I had never formerly felt any affection for, was a surprise. However, it wasn’t quite as much of a shock as the piercing noise of an alarm which began to screech when I tried to open the gate.


I covered my ears and took a hasty step back; my burgeoning tears banished as I looked about me, half expecting to see a police car racing up the drive.


‘You were supposed to call!’ yelled a man’s voice from the veranda a few seconds later. ‘You were supposed to let me know when you were here and I was going to let you in!’


The guy, draped in a bath towel which was far too small for his towering frame, pulled on a pair of work boots and ran over to where I was standing, open mouthed and wide eyed.


He was at least a foot taller than me and thickset, and there was a smattering of freckles covering his broad chest and shoulders. His hair was dark or at least, I assumed it was. It was hard to really tell because he’d clearly just jumped out of the shower and was sopping wet. When he turned around, I noticed that he’d got what looked like a pine tree tattooed down the length of his broad back, but it was difficult to make out the details in the harsh glare of my car lights and already agog, I felt it would be rude to stare.


‘There,’ he said, punching buttons on a keypad and thankfully silencing the noise. ‘That’s better.’


‘Much,’ I nodded in agreement, my ears ringing.


‘You must be Liza Wynter,’ he said, running one hand through his hair, while the other held on to the precariously positioned towel.


‘Yes,’ I nodded. I felt winded by the unexpected drama of my arrival and the proximity of his near nakedness. ‘Yes, I am and I’m sorry about the noise. I hadn’t realised the gate would be alarmed.’


‘Never mind,’ he dithered. ‘No harm done.’


He had started to shiver, which was hardly surprising given that he was sodden and it was the chilliest evening of autumn so far.


‘And I’m guessing you’re Edward?’


‘Yes,’ he nodded, running his hand through his hair again. ‘Sorry, I should have said. I am Edward, although more or less everyone calls me Ned.’


‘Ned,’ I repeated.


He was certainly a good-looking potential proprietor. Not that how he looked mattered. But then again, Wynter’s Trees needed someone physically fit at the helm and this guy fitted that description perfectly. I felt my face start to colour as I imagined him effortlessly hefting trees about.


‘Dad did message you,’ he said, biting his lip to stop his teeth chattering. ‘He sent a text when we realised you were going to be late.’


‘I must have been driving when it came through,’ I said. ‘Although I’m not really late because I never said what time I’d be arriving.’


Ned nodded. ‘Dad also said he’d forgotten to tell you he wouldn’t be around until the weekend now.’


‘Oh,’ I said, feeling disappointed. ‘No, he hadn’t mentioned that.’


That was annoying too. I had been hoping to get straight down to business, but I could hardly talk to Ned about my plan without his father present.


‘Never mind,’ said Ned, picking up on my disappointment. ‘It’ll give you time to get to know the place again without him breathing down your neck.’


He said it without sarcasm, and I noticed there was a hint of a smile playing about his lips. I guessed he knew how often and how hard his dad had tried to get me to come back. I didn’t point out that getting to know the place again was the last thing I intended to do.


‘Look,’ I said instead, noticing he was in danger of becoming frozen to the spot, ‘why don’t we go inside? You’re going to catch your death out here.’


‘Good idea,’ he said, looking down at me. ‘It is a bit brisk, isn’t it? And I’ve left the shower on. Can you manage to bring your stuff in?’


‘Of course.’ I said, wondering why exactly he was using the bathroom in the lodge.


The shock of seeing him half-naked meant it hadn’t registered before and there was no chance to ask him because he eagerly, and not surprisingly, sprinted off. I pushed the gate further open, drove my car through, then closed it again and transferred my few bits of luggage from the boot to the veranda before taking a deep breath and lugging it inside.


Finding myself back in the lodge felt every bit as uncomfortable as I had expected it to and as I looked about the place, I felt satisfied that my mission to cut all ties with the business was the right one. I would endure this unwelcome onslaught of emotions, with my mind firmly focused on convincing Ned to buy me out and my eyes trained on next year’s calendar, the travel brochures and my business plans back in my flat.


‘New year, new start,’ I whispered. ‘New year, new me.’


Looking at the room in more detail, I realised it didn’t look as if it had been abandoned and shut up at all and it didn’t smell or feel like it either. It was warm and cosy, thanks to the roaring log burner, and there was the delicious scent of something hearty coming from the kitchen. If I hadn’t known better, I would have said the place was being lived in but that couldn’t be right, could it?


Heavy footfall on the stairs drew my attention and I gasped as Ned came back into view and a dog started barking somewhere.


‘What on earth?’ I frowned, further poleaxed by his choice of clothes. ‘Why are you wearing that jumper?’ I blurted out. ‘It belonged to my dad.’


Ned looked fondly down at the chunky snowflake patterned navy knit which encased his broad chest and flat stomach.


‘No,’ he grinned, smoothing it down, ‘this is definitely mine. I’ve got a whole collection of them and from what my dad has told me about yours, I don’t think I could fit into his. They wouldn’t be long enough, would they? Although,’ he said, his eyes sparkling, ‘I am every bit as much of a fan of the festive season as your father was.’


I felt my face flame as I realised he was right. He was much, much taller than Dad and there was no way he could have squeezed himself into any of his jumpers. The one Ned was wearing was oversized, even on him and looking at the pattern more closely, I could see it wasn’t the same. It was very similar, but not identical.


‘Sorry,’ I swallowed, still lingering on the lodge threshold. ‘I can see it’s different now. The sight of it just took me by surprise.’


‘No worries,’ he shrugged. ‘Can I take your coat?’


I took a further step into the room and gave Ned another tick on my mental checklist. His love for all things festive would be a great help when it came to asking him to buy my shares. Anyone as keen on Christmas as my father had been would be thrilled at the prospect of owning somewhere as seasonally spectacular as Wynter’s Trees.


‘Thanks,’ I said, handing over my coat.


‘I hope you don’t mind that I’ve moved in,’ Ned carried on, heading towards the utility room on the far side of the kitchen, which was where the barking seemed to be coming from.


‘Moved in?’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘After the last break-in Dad and I decided I needed to be permanently on-site, but of course you know that already.’


‘Did you?’ I frowned again. ‘Do I?’


‘Yes,’ he said, looking back over at me. ‘Dad emailed you about the damage to the barn from the last break-in months ago and then about me opening up the house.’


‘I must have missed the update,’ I said, wondering which of the many emails I’d received and merely skimmed over held those particular nuggets of information.


‘Dad has said that you tend to be a bit slack in the inbox department,’ Ned admitted.


 ‘Has he?’


Given that David had let me know, I could hardly take umbrage at the fact that Ned was living in the lodge and actually, he looked so at home I couldn’t help thinking that was yet another plus point. Him already being so settled in the place would make his taking over feel like a logical next step rather than a great change and upheaval. Had I been fond of the lodge and had a hankering to live in it myself, his presence might have rankled, but as it was, this arrangement was just fine.


‘Now,’ he said, as he hung up my coat and then put his hand on the utility door handle as the barking reached a whole new level. ‘How do you feel about dogs?’


‘I love dogs,’ I said, moving to stand nearer the sofa and quickly adding, ‘as a rule.’


‘Excellent,’ he grinned. ‘In that case, brace yourself, and don’t worry, this fella’s all bark and definitely no bite.’


I opened my mouth to ask what he was about to unleash but was practically bowled off my feet before I got the chance.


‘This is Bandit,’ said Ned, introducing me to the huge husky with the thickest coat and bluest eyes who had skittered across the wooden floor at breakneck speed and into my arms. ‘Second line of defence in the keep Wynter’s safe campaign. He’s an absolute softie, but no one who turns up with criminal intent needs to know that.’


Once he’d said a very thorough hello, Bandit sat panting at my feet and looked up at me as if butter wouldn’t melt. I wasn’t sure if he was as innocent or as well behaved as he was trying to make out, but he was beautiful. I gave him another fuss, my fingers practically disappearing in his thick coat.


‘He’s a rescue hound,’ Ned further explained. ‘His original owners hadn’t had him five minutes before they realised they weren’t going to be able to cope with him.’


‘And can you?’ I asked, raising my eyebrows as I abandoned my post next to the sofa which had served as no defence from Bandit’s enthusiastic welcome. Not that I really minded, because he was so lovely. ‘He must need a lot of exercise.’


‘Just about,’ Ned laughed. ‘And he does. I’m a keen runner, so he gets a good few miles under his belt with me most days.’


I supposed you didn’t get a physique like his from felling trees alone and I could easily picture the pair of them pounding around the plantation.


‘He’s perfect for this place,’ I pointed out, although I was sure Ned was already aware of that.


‘I’m hoping for snow this year,’ he told me. ‘The photo opportunities with him will be too good to miss.’


‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘And he could be the perfect mascot for the website too.’


In my mind’s eye, I could easily imagine the idyllic snowy scene on the homepage, enhanced by Bandit’s blue eyes and elegant stature, but then I gave myself a shake and shrugged the image off. What the Wynter’s Trees website looked like was nothing to do with me.


‘Are you hungry?’ Ned asked, making Bandit’s ears prick up. ‘Not you pooch,’ he tutted, ‘I was talking to Liza.’


‘I am a bit,’ I said.


‘Good,’ Ned nodded. ‘I thought you might be, so I’ve made a steak and ale stew in the slow cooker. I hope that’s all right? You’re not vegetarian, are you?’


‘Sounds great,’ I said, and right on cue my stomach growled. ‘And no, I’m not.’


‘In that case, why don’t you put your bags in your room and freshen up and I’ll start plating up?’


I didn’t turn the lights on in my old room. In fact, I barely opened the door. I just put my bags on the floor and nudged them inside with my foot. I’d deal with any emotional reaction to the sight of the room at bedtime and in private. I wasn’t really expecting there to be one, but then I hadn’t expected to well up at the sight of the lodge either, so it was probably best to err on the side of caution.


‘I meant to say,’ said Ned, handing me a plate filled with stew, soft and fluffy dumplings and glossy, green kale, ‘I’ve taken the spare room opposite yours. I hope that’s okay?’


‘Of course.’


‘I have been in the big double room,’ he said, his eyes briefly meeting mine. ‘But only to bleed the radiator and occasionally open the windows.’


‘Thank you,’ I quietly said.


That had been Dad’s room and I knew it would still be just as he had left it. Not for the first time, I wished I’d had the courage to make decisions about what I wanted to do with his and Mum’s things when I was at the very bottom of the pit of grief, rather than having to face it all now.


‘So,’ said Ned, when I didn’t say anything further, ‘Dad tells me you’ve been working with some challenging students for the last few weeks, what’s that been like?’


He poured us both a glass of wine and I told him some of the more amusing anecdotes I’d accumulated, along with further details of what my real job as an art therapist entailed and how much I missed it.


Being stuck in a classroom for the last few weeks had hit hard after all the hours I’d formerly spent outside with the small groups of students I supported, encouraging them to use the natural world both as inspiration for their work and as a balm for their troubled souls. I didn’t venture into details about my freshly formed business plans. It was my intention to only reveal those when Ned, David and I were all together.


From what his dad had already said, Ned struck me as an astute businessman and I was pretty certain that he would pick up on the fact that an enterprise such as the one I had in mind would require more than a teaching salary and savings to get it off the ground.


The conversation between us flowed easily, and I was grateful that Ned had gone to the trouble to make my first evening back as stress free as possible. As I looked across at him, I realised just how like David, in that respect, he was.


‘So,’ I said, turning my attention back to the focus of David’s recent call, ‘do you think it’s going to take long to get the papers drawn up to sell and transfer your dad’s share in the business to you?’


Ned helped himself to another ladle of stew, then looked at me. Now his hair was completely dry I could see it was touched by chestnut highlights.


‘I’m not sure, to be honest,’ he told me. ‘All Dad’s done so far is brief his solicitor about what might be happening. He didn’t want to do more than that until we’d met and you’d decided if you were happy for him to sell to me or not.’


There was no doubt in my mind that Ned was going to win my seal of approval. In fact, he was already well on his way to receiving a gold star, hopefully along with my share in the business too.


‘Why?’ he asked. ‘Are you in a rush to get away again? I was hoping to run you through the new ideas I have for the place. You never know, you might even fancy sticking around to help me get some of them up and running.’


It wasn’t the time to explain that whatever he had in mind wasn’t going to matter to me because I was planning to leave for good, so I just played along and tried not to feel too guilty about it.


‘I’m not in too much of a rush,’ I told him, choosing my words with care. ‘But I’m going to travel soon, so I won’t be staying here for long.’


‘Dad did say you had plans to see a bit of the world,’ Ned nodded. ‘And he’s told you he has too, hasn’t he?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘New Zealand.’


‘And that’s just for starters,’ Ned laughed. ‘I reckon he and my aunt will be taking a full global tour if Dad has his way.’


‘That would be amazing.’


I’d never had David down as a global explorer before. I had assumed his roots were too established in Norfolk to take such a monumental trip.


‘And where are you heading?’ Ned asked me.


‘Japan,’ I told him, ‘Or maybe Iceland.’


‘Wow,’ he whistled. ‘Not both?’


I thought about that. ‘Perhaps,’ I eventually said. ‘It’s going to depend on what Father Christmas puts in my stocking this year.’


If my shares raised enough, and I was careful with my budgeting, travelling to both sides of the world might turn out be a possibility.


‘In that case,’ Ned smiled, emptying the last of the wine into my glass, ‘you’d better make sure you’re on the nice list, hadn’t you?’










Chapter 3


Ned insisted on sorting the kitchen after our meal so I took myself off for an early night. Thankfully, my former bedroom didn’t strike the same emotional response as my first glimpse of the lodge had, but I did experience a lump in the throat moment when I opened my wardrobe and found my old box of art supplies stacked inside.


Mum had been an accomplished painter and seeing the talent in me too, Dad had encouraged me to embrace my artistic gift and apply to art college after my A levels, but I didn’t. I opted instead for teaching and a more structured and stable career path. I might have dreamt of being an artist, but Dad had followed his dreams, and his actions and choices had rather put me off following the whisperings in my heart. That was about to change now, however, with the creation of my own business which utilised my skills, but it had taken me years to work my way up to doing it.


It was barely light when I woke the next morning and I felt weighed down in the bed, pinned to the mattress and unable to move. I hadn’t felt like that since the weeks after I’d answered my flat door and found two police officers waiting to impart the horrific news about Dad and which had blown my world apart for the second time.


‘Have I made a mistake in coming back here?’ I cautiously whispered into the near darkness but then the weight shifted and I felt Bandit’s warm breath close to my face. ‘Oh, Bandit,’ I said, feeling relieved. ‘It’s just you.’


I tried to shift him but he wouldn’t budge and I buried my face and fingers into his soft, warm coat. It felt surprisingly soothing and I wondered if he was one of those dogs who could sense vulnerability in humans. If so, he was probably more keyed in to my true emotions than I was. I had arrived at Wynter’s Trees with the intention of being all business, but I was already wondering if my mission was going to be as cut and dry as I originally hoped.


‘Morning,’ beamed Ned, who was in the kitchen, dressed and looking far too chipper given the early hour when Bandit and I padded downstairs. ‘Coffee?’


‘Coffee would be great, thanks,’ I said, flopping down on the sofa in front of the already lit log burner.


‘I see you’ve got company,’ Ned nodded at Bandit, who was now sitting next to me with his head resting on my lap.


‘He was on my bed when I woke up,’ I said, stroking his head. ‘Did you let him in?’


‘Nope,’ said Ned, handing me one of the lodge’s Portmeirion holly patterned mugs. ‘Huskies are the Houdinis of the dog world and this one can get in and out of anywhere. I daresay he thought you’d appreciate the company. He’s an intuitive soul and my guess is he’s picked up on how hard it must be for you, coming back here for the first time since…’


His words trailed off and I took a sip of the coffee, even though it was still a little too hot.


‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean… that is, I’d told myself I wouldn’t mention…’


‘It’s fine,’ I briskly said, changing the subject. ‘So, what’s on the agenda for today?’


‘Well,’ he said, keenly grasping the alternative topic, ‘Bandit and I are now going for a run. Would you care to join us?’


‘I don’t think so,’ I said, smiling at the thought of my legs, trying to keep pace with his gigantic strides. ‘But thanks for the offer. I’ll stay here and shower instead.’


‘Fair enough,’ Ned grinned, and I wondered if he was thinking the same thing. ‘We’ll see you in a bit.’





The sun was up by the time I’d showered, dressed and breakfasted and with no sign of either Ned or Bandit I decided to have a look around outside. Admittedly, one Christmas tree looked much like another to me, but after being shut in classrooms for the last few weeks, I was craving fresh air and if I ventured far enough, I’d be able to see the patch of land Dad and a few other locals had invested in and turned into a sort of nature reserve. Earmarked for development, battling to save the site had turned Dad into even more of a local hero and I couldn’t deny, I had been proud to see the plot saved and transformed.


The air was crisp and fresh and I was pleased I’d pulled on Dad’s battered old wax coat, which still hung on its familiar hook next to the front door, because there was a definite coastal nip in the air. Sometimes I forgot just how close Wynter’s Trees was to the sea and the impact that could have on the weather. The place seemed to have its own microclimate and that morning the barometer was set to bracing thanks to the breeze.


As I strode out among the rows of trees, I hoped I wasn’t about to turn a corner and be bowled over by Bandit and Ned, but there was no sign or sound of either of them. As I looked around, it struck me that everything felt both familiar and different. David was right, the trees had grown well.


Many of the rows I had previously been able to look over the top of, now practically towered above me. Not a particularly difficult feat given I’m only five foot three, but the change made me very aware of how much had moved on in my absence. Those larger trees, I guessed, were the ones destined to be eventually cut for display for outdoor venues. It was just the ones in pots which were annually rented out and returned, but where were they?


I walked further into the plantation and then stopped, pulled up short by the sight ahead of me. Whereas before there had been a few dozen container grown trees, there were now what looked like hundreds, all neatly arranged in size order and regimented rows.


I wondered what Dad would have made of the spectacle. I knew he would have been proud, but would he have been surprised by just how impressively his vision had taken off? David always sent me lists numbering the rented-out trees, but that didn’t have anything like the same impact as seeing them lined up for myself.


Container-grown trees had been the original inspiration behind Dad’s environmental ethos. He always hated seeing the streets filled with dried out and dead trees throughout the first two weeks of January and had made it his mission to encourage families to rent trees on a yearly basis. I could remember him telling me that Norway spruce were the favourites because of their strong pine scent and that you could happily keep a tree growing in a pot for about twelve years before it needed planting out.


I was surprised I could remember. Even though I had never been interested in the business, I seemed to be able to recall a bit about it. I guessed if you heard something often enough it stuck, and Dad was always repeating the same spiel when waxing lyrical about the virtues of a rented tree to visitors, while our family friend, Sue, smilingly handed around freshly baked reindeer cookies and mugs of marshmallow-topped hot chocolate.


Dad made picking a Wynter’s tree a memorable occasion and it was his in-depth knowledge and special extra seasonal touches which kept folk coming back, right from the first year of trading. I could see for myself now that David and Ned had more than competently carried those traditions on. The number of trees awaiting collection were all the visual proof anyone would need to see that the venture was thriving.


I read a couple of the laminated labels attached to the trees which ensured the right family got the right one every year, but there were no surnames I recognised. I was amused however to read that lots of the trees had names of their own. Belle was a popular choice, as were Elsa and Kristoff. There was even a Clark ‘Sparky’ Griswold. I smiled as I wondered if that particularly impressive specimen was destined to survive the season.


In spite of the bright blue sky and accompanying sunshine it was still chilly as the wind whistled through the plantation. I began to shiver and, abandoning my plan to make it as far as the nature reserve boundary, walked briskly back to the yard, arriving in it as Ned and Bandit came out of the office. They must have finished their run just after I’d set out.


‘Have you been for a walk?’ asked Ned. ‘I wondered where you’d got to.’


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I’ve been craving fresh air. Although I hadn’t taken into account the brisk sea breeze. I could have done with some gloves. It’s cold today, isn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘It is a bit sharp. But at least you found that old coat.’


‘It was Dad’s,’ I said, pulling it tighter around me. ‘I was pleased to find it still hanging in its usual place.’


‘I haven’t moved anything,’ Ned told me. ‘I wouldn’t dream of changing or rearranging any of it.’


‘I appreciate that,’ I said, feeling choked by his thoughtfulness. ‘I am going to get around to sorting everything out soon.’


‘There’s no rush,’ he shrugged. ‘It’s yours to do what you want with as and when you feel like it. I’m just the lodge’s caretaker.’


Knowing I was going to ask him to buy me out the moment I could get him and David together, there actually was now a need for me to feel like it quite soon.


‘So,’ Ned carried on, ‘how did you find the trees?’


‘Green,’ I told him. ‘And tall.’


Ned rocked back on his heels and laughed. My knowledge, in spite of Dad’s efforts, didn’t run much deeper than that.


‘I was surprised to see so many in pots,’ I added. ‘That side of the business has really taken off, hasn’t it?’


‘Absolutely,’ Ned agreed. ‘Your dad was really on to something when he came up with that idea. He was well ahead of the game and even though there are other businesses offering a similar service now, none of them are a patch on Wynter’s. Not that I’m biased or anything,’ he chuckled.


I felt further reassured that his love for the place practically guaranteed that he was going to want to take it on, lock, stock and barrel.


‘Well, the success it is today can’t all be down to Dad’s ideas.’ I pointed out. ‘You and your dad have cleverly capitalised on what he started. It’s definitely a growth industry.’


Ned rolled his eyes at my pitiful pun.


‘We have,’ he smiled, ‘and it is. And with that in mind, I want to tell you more about the huts.’


‘The huts?’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘The beach huts, but first I think you’d better have a look at your tree.’


I followed him back over to the barn at the side of the yard which was where the office, stores and Santa’s grotto were located.


‘It’s really starting to struggle,’ Ned said, as he came to a stop in front of a tree which was in a huge pot outside the barn door. ‘It’s had far longer in a container than it should. I wanted Dad to ask you about planting it out last year, but he said to wait. He was certain you’d want to do it yourself. With some help of course. It is pretty big, after all.’


I swallowed hard as I looked at the tree I no longer recognised.


‘You can see it’s beginning to flag,’ Ned carried on, unaware of the impact his words were having, ‘in spite of the extra tender loving care I’ve been giving it and if it doesn’t get moved on soon, I think we’ll lose it.’


I couldn’t say anything.


‘Hey, are you all right?’ Ned asked, frowning down at me when he finally realised, I hadn’t responded to anything he’d said.


I pulled in a ragged breath, and slowly let it out again.


‘Is this,’ I swallowed, ‘is this…’


‘Your family tree,’ Ned finished for me, his tone softer. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘this is yours, Liza.’


I couldn’t believe it was the same tree that Dad had chosen to have in the lodge soon after we moved. It had been the focal point of our festive celebrations for years.


‘I think I’ve found the perfect spot for it.’ Ned said kindly.


I quickly reminded myself that I didn’t care about the tree or anything else still here for that matter. I didn’t care about a single thing that was connected to Wynter’s Trees, and yet, the sight of that damn tree ailing in its too tight pot, had somehow succeeded in tearing my heart in two, just like my first glimpse of the lodge had.


‘I’ll have a think about it,’ was all I could huskily say.


‘All right,’ Ned nodded.


The expression on his face told me that the look on mine gave away exactly how I was feeling. I turned away and, with an effort, recalibrated and shifted focus back to the real business in hand. I had to get a grip, and not get caught up in the sentiment I was floored to find I had attached to a few random things. I took a deep breath and lifted my chin as Bandit nudged his damp nose into my clenched fist and it was then that I spotted Dad’s truck.


It hadn’t registered when I’d set off for my walk, but there was no missing it now. The 1950 red Chevy pick-up had been a huge investment and it had been the perfect vehicle for ferrying trees about and getting the business noticed. I’d always hated being taken to school in it because it got me noticed too and earned me the hated nickname, ‘Elf’.


‘What’s going on with the truck?’ I frowned, walking over to where it was parked.


I hated it for another reason too. It had been off the road the night Dad had been hit by a drunk driver who was three times over the limit having gone completely over the top at his office Christmas party. Had he been cocooned in the tank-like Chevy, rather than the little courtesy car from the garage, he would have most likely walked away from the carnage.


‘Why is it up on this platform?’ I pointed, banishing further sickening thoughts of the night of the crash which I knew would send my mood plummeting.


There was so much more attached to the memory of that time than anyone else knew and I had no intention of revisiting it.


‘Because we don’t use it anymore,’ said Ned. ‘But as it’s so iconic, we had it decommissioned and parked here on permanent display.’


So much for not changing anything I began to seethe, feeling nettled.


‘But this truck encapsulates pretty much everything Wynter’s stands for.’ I snapped. ‘It was Dad’s pride and joy. He loved it.’


‘Well,’ said Ned, looking taken aback by my transformation from upset to annoyed, ‘Dad did explain our reasons for doing it in…’


‘An email,’ I bit back. ‘Of course, he did, but I can’t quite remember the details now, so perhaps you could enlighten me.’


‘Sure,’ Ned shrugged. ‘Basically, the decision to take it off the road came down to its environmental credentials. To tell you the truth,’ he said fixing me with a challenging stare which took me by surprise, ‘given your Dad’s motivation to set the business up with a view to helping the planet, I’m surprised he ran it at all.’


‘He ran it because it attracted more business than that thing could in a million years,’ I huffed, pointing at the red Mitsubishi pick-up which I now realised had been drafted in to replace the Chevy.


‘Perhaps,’ Ned patiently said, ‘but it’s MPG is outstanding and even though I agree that it doesn’t have the same appeal as this vintage treasure, we have to move forward with a view to what’s best for the business. And the environment.’


‘I thought you said you hadn’t changed anything.’ I sarcastically said.


‘I haven’t in the lodge,’ he shot back. ‘It’s not my home, but out here is different. It’s my job to keep things current, practical and cost-effective and besides, you’ve never objected to any of the other changes we’ve made.’


Given my track record for neglecting my inbox, I could hardly refute that.


‘We aren’t going to fall out over this, are we, Liza?’ Ned asked, looking concerned.


‘That depends,’ I churlishly said, even though the last thing I wanted to do was make an enemy of the man I had pinned to solve all my problems. ‘What’s going to happen to the Chevy now? Is it just going to sit here and rot?’


‘Of course not.’ Ned tutted, sounding offended. ‘It’s regularly inspected and it’s loved and polished too. Last Christmas it proved perfect for photo opportunities. We put a tree in the back, added some lights, and folk loved it. Bandit even featured in a few of the shots. And the customers tagged Wynter’s Trees every single time they shared a shot on social media. It might not be on the road anymore, but believe me, it’s still drawing customers in and from even further afield than before.’


I supposed it would make a beautiful backdrop for a seasonal snap.


‘Well, that’s something I suppose,’ I said, feeling appeased. I knew I should apologise, but couldn’t bring myself to do it. ‘I’m going to head back to the lodge,’ I said instead. ‘I need another coffee.’


Neither Ned nor Bandit followed me and I was grateful to be left alone. I spent the rest of the morning pottering about in the lodge. I could see that Ned had been true to his word and he hadn’t changed or moved a thing.


I was just pulling Dad’s old coat back on with a view to going out to apologise when I heard a vehicle revving on the drive and looked out to find the biggest lorry being slowly squeezed through the, by comparison, narrow gate. I rushed out the door to stop the driver before they got too far.


‘You’re in the wrong place!’ I shouted up to the cab. ‘The beach is that way,’ I added when I noticed what was strapped to the trailer. ‘You’ll have to reverse back down the drive because there’s no room for you to turn around here.’


‘It’s all right,’ said Ned, coming out of the barn. ‘He’s not lost.’


It was then I remembered, he’d mentioned beach huts earlier.


‘What’s going on?’ I frowned.


The driver jumped down and shook Ned’s hand.


‘Abbie’s so excited about this, Ned,’ he beamed, looking at me as he clapped my companion on the back. ‘And the whole village is talking about it.’


‘Talking about what?’ I asked.


‘Check your inbox,’ Ned grinned.


‘Where are they going then?’ the driver asked Ned.


‘Over there,’ he pointed. ‘The ground’s all prepared so it should be quick to lift them off and get them set in position.’


‘Ned,’ I said, tugging at his sleeve to get his attention. ‘Why exactly are you taking delivery of four beach huts?’


‘They’re for the new Wynter’s shopping experience,’ he said, pulling me out of the way and moving to guide the first hut into place. ‘I know Dad’s description was a bit vague, but the gist of it is, we’re renting these to local crafters so they can sell direct to the public. Every single one has been booked and we’re going to have extra food and drink in the barn to further compliment the venture too.’


‘But the farm is only open for a few weeks every year, surely it won’t be worth it.’


Ned shook his head. ‘Not anymore,’ he said. ‘We’re opening at certain times throughout the autumn too and properly from the middle of November now. People will be able to walk among the trees and do some Christmas shopping while they’re here. The huts were supposed to be set up in Wynmouth but after a couple of problems, I suggested we do it here, where the site is more secure and there’s already a festive vibe. Everyone jumped at the chance.’


‘But Wynter’s is about renting trees,’ I reminded him, ‘and visiting Santa, not selling Christmas tat.’


He looked shocked. ‘The people coming here to sell are all small bespoke designers with fledgling businesses,’ he said crossly. ‘They operate along the same lines as we run this place. Quality first. You’ll see soon enough. Had you read all the emails, you’d already know.’


I opened my mouth to object, but couldn’t because he was right. It wasn’t his fault that I hadn’t engaged in any of what had been going on. I might own the bigger share in the business, but if I could pull my plan off soon none of it would be anything to do with me. I needed to keep Ned onside, not provoke and piss him off.


‘Sorry,’ I said.


‘It’s fine,’ he said, running his hands through his hair, before he moved to the spot prepared for the second hut. ‘Well,’ he added, ‘not really fine, but understandable. Being back here can’t be easy for you.’


‘It isn’t,’ I admitted.


‘You’re bound to feel a bit mixed up.’


‘I do.’ I swallowed.


‘I get that.’ He nodded.


‘Are you always so nice?’ I demanded, but found myself beginning to smile.


‘Yes,’ he grinned. ‘Of course. I’m the ultimate good guy.’


Watching the way his eyes crinkled as he smiled and the tenderness behind his words, I could well believe that.
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