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Part One Spring Fever











Chapter One


‘Are we nearly there yet?’


It was a question Daisy Moon had heard approximately every twenty minutes of the three-hour journey from Milton Keynes and she was sure she’d hear it at least once more before they reached their destination. Drawing on her dwindling supply of patience, she glanced in the rear-view mirror to meet the bored expression of her youngest son, Finn, and did her best to smile. ‘Really not long now.’


A groan of impatience issued from the other side of the back seat. ‘If you bothered to read the road signs, you wouldn’t have to ask,’ his brother, Campbell, pointed out, peering over the top of his glasses as though he was a white-haired professor rather than a ten-year-old. ‘Look, that one says “Mistlethorpe – one mile”. Big clue, don’t you think?’


Finn rolled his eyes. ‘But we’re not going to Mistlethorpe. We’re going to Half Moon Farm and who knows how far that is away?’ He screwed his freckled face up in a mocking grin. ‘Haven’t seen any signs for that, have you, Big Brain?’


The conversation descended into good-natured bickering, as it usually did. Daisy returned her gaze to the road and wondered, not for the first time, how she’d managed to give birth to twins who were absolute polar opposites. Finn was a rough-and-tumble, sport-loving, permanently grubby child – his blond hair never sat flat against his head, his blue eyes rarely stayed focused on one thing for long and his clothes spontaneously developed holes, particularly on the knees. Campbell, by contrast, seemed to have been born middle-aged, despite only being six minutes older; his hair was meticulously combed against his skull, his blue-eyed gaze missed nothing behind the glasses he wore to correct a slight astigmatism and he would not be caught dead playing any kind of sport, not even on a games console. Reading was his passion, along with a somewhat intense fascination with all things historical, and he was often to be found with his nose between the pages of anything from an encyclopaedia to a rip-roaring steampunk adventure. Daisy was surprised he’d even spotted the sign for Mistlethorpe village – she’d barely seen him look up from the book nestled on his lap. But she’d been concentrating on the twisting, too-narrow country roads that were a world away from the sensible grid system of Milton Keynes, while simultaneously grappling with an odd sense of unreality at finding herself travelling along them after almost twenty years away. Then again, Campbell had been curious and excited about their new home from the moment she’d broken the news about the move so she should have known he’d be paying keen attention now they were near. Finn’s reaction had been, and continued to be, noticeably less enthusiastic, which hadn’t soothed Daisy’s guilt. Both boys’ lives were being uprooted but Finn was definitely losing the most and it didn’t help one bit that she’d had no real choice. She could only hope he would come round once they arrived at Half Moon Farm, and fall in love with it the way she had all those years ago.


The sign welcoming them to Mistlethorpe appeared a few minutes later, dealing Daisy another jolt of incongruity. It was the oddest feeling – so much time had passed since she’d last seen that sign and yet it somehow felt as though she’d never been away. Her memory conjured up an image of the village green, the grass a yellow-brown carpet dotted by oak and horse chestnut trees, the church steeple poking above their lush green canopy at one end, reaching for the occasional cotton wool puff in an otherwise cloudless blue sky. A heat haze shimmered, blurring the shops that lined the high street and scorching the soil so that the scent of burnt earth hung pungent in the still, heavy air. Nothing moved save a broad-winged bird wheeling high above. And then a sudden spatter of raindrops hit the car windscreen, causing Daisy to blink as she steered into the long bend that hid the village from view. It would probably all be different now, she thought – apart from anything else, it was April, not August, and spring would undoubtedly bring a different vibe, even if the fabric of the village hadn’t changed much. It was a funny trick of nostalgia that she only remembered sunshine and heat during those endless summer holidays. There must have been rainy days, times when she’d been cooped up in the farmhouse with a jigsaw puzzle or a book, but she couldn’t recall them.


A plaintive meow issued from the basket on the passenger seat as a furry, marmalade paw batted at the wire door. ‘Not long, Atticus,’ Daisy soothed. ‘Just another mile or so.’


He’d coped with the journey well, barely uttering a sound, and she assumed he’d slept for most of it. What he’d make of their new home was anyone’s guess – the rolling fields and ancient hedgerows were a far cry from the neatness of his Milton Keynes domain but she felt a glum certainty he was going to embrace his inner wildcat. There wasn’t much she could do about that either, apart from hope the birds and animals of Half Moon Farm were ready for their new feline overlord.


At last the car rounded the bend and Mistlethorpe bloomed before Daisy’s tired eyes. It looked exactly as she remembered – the humped bridge rising to cross the River Mistle as it meandered through the village, the fork in the road where it split around the triangular green, the little row of shops dominated by the red-bricked elegance of the Dragon Inn and peeking above all that, at the furthest end of Mistle Lane, was the water mill and its gigantic wheel, perched somewhat precariously on top of its own sturdy stone bridge. Daisy felt something shift within her as she slowed the car to absorb the view, a settling in her bones that radiated a gentle warmth to every other part of her, a sense of gladness that she was here again. Some things were new: the clusters of daffodils that dotted the green, plus the bright and cheerful bunting zigzagging between the lamp posts over the lane. There were few people out and even fewer cars – hardly a surprise given it was late afternoon on a rainy Easter Monday – but the essence of the place seemed unchanged. A glance in the mirror revealed Campbell and Finn gazing around like meerkats, taking in their surroundings with undisguised curiosity.


‘Holy Messi and Ronaldo, is that an actual castle?’ Finn was craning his neck to the left, peering almost behind them to where the unmistakeable grey turrets of Winterbourne Castle rose above the treeline.


‘It is,’ Daisy said, smiling. ‘It’s mentioned in the Domesday Book, no less, although I think the current buildings only date back to the fourteenth century.’


‘I told you there was a castle,’ Campbell said, sounding simultaneously resigned and aggrieved. ‘Don’t you remember?’


Finn snorted. ‘No. Does it have a moat and a portcullis?’ His face lit up. ‘Does it have those holes in the ceiling so soldiers could pour boiling oil on the heads of invaders?’


Daisy shook her head. Trust Finn to absorb only the most gruesome details from Horrible Histories. ‘Probably,’ she said. ‘It used to be open to the public so maybe we can go and take a look round, once we’ve settled in a bit.’


Their instant, enthusiastic nods reminded Daisy, just for a moment, that they were not always chalk and cheese. Perhaps it was something they could do before starting their new school after the Easter break was over, a way to ease them into village life, although a lot depended on what Daisy found at Half Moon Farm. Until she could gauge the extent of her mother’s ill health it was probably best not to make promises she couldn’t keep.


‘The village shops are over there,’ she said, waving a hand towards the terraced row of red-bricked buildings that lined the high street. ‘There’s a butcher, a baker—’


‘A Match Attax trader?’ Finn suggested hopefully, referring to his never-ending obsession with the thin packets of football cards that drained his pocket money each week.


‘You’ll have to wait and see,’ Daisy replied, privately thinking it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if he saved his pocket money rather than splurged it. ‘But I’m sure they’ll sell them in Canterbury if not here.’


Campbell’s attention had been caught by the large wooden wheel of the mill, which was beginning to loom as they progressed through the village. ‘Look at that monster,’ he breathed, eyes widening again. ‘Does it still work?’


‘As far as I know,’ Daisy replied. ‘The mill produces organic flour so I assume they still use the river to power the wheel and grind the wheat.’


‘It probably runs on electricity now,’ Campbell said, pushing his glasses up his nose. ‘Or maybe a combination of hydro power and electric for maximum efficiency.’


Beside him, Finn yawned. ‘You are such a nerd. Who cares how they make the stupid flour? What I want to know is whether we can swim in the river – can we, Mum? Please say yes.’


Daisy pictured the crystal-clear water of the River Mistle as it babbled beneath bridges and meandered alongside the high road. It twisted through the woodland to the south of the farm and she remembered chasing iridescent dragonflies through the shallows, her sandals crunching on the gravel bed as she splashed around. Had the water really been as pristine as she remembered or was that recollection rose-tinted too? ‘It’s not really deep enough, I’m afraid,’ she told Finn, who slumped back into the seat. ‘We’ll have to find a pool instead.’


Campbell was still transfixed by the water wheel and its adjoining mill. He leaned into his brother to get a better view. ‘Stay over your side,’ Finn grumbled.


‘But I can’t see properly from there,’ Campbell shot back.


Finn scowled. ‘It’s just a stupid old mill, on a stupid old bridge.’


‘The only stupid thing I can see right now is you!’


‘Boys,’ Daisy cut in, a warning note in her voice.


‘It’s him,’ Finn protested, sounding injured. ‘Why is he so obsessed with old buildings, anyway? They’re boring.’


Campbell launched into a spirited defence and Daisy ran a weary hand across her face. The journey had been less fraught with arguments than it could have been and she supposed it was only natural for them to be growing restless. ‘Look, here’s Thieves Lane,’ she said, hitting the indicator and turning down the single-track road that led to Half Moon Farm. ‘We’re almost there.’


Now that there was less than a mile to go, Daisy turned her thoughts to the farm itself and she felt a tiny flutter of anxiety stir in her stomach as she considered what she might find. Would it still exude the quaint, old-world charm her grandparents had worked so hard to preserve? Daisy’s mother hadn’t necessarily shared their passion for the hop farm’s heritage and history – she’d run away to Brighton at the age of sixteen, after all – but surely she wouldn’t have made sweeping changes once it became her own. And then Daisy felt a frown crease her forehead, because there had been a bigger influence in Rose Moon’s life than the wishes of her late parents. Daisy’s stepfather was a cold man with no sentimental attachment to anything, let alone the place she’d held closest to her heart for years. He’d caused catastrophic damage to his wife’s relationship with her only daughter and who knew what harm he might have wrought elsewhere? And while Daisy drew the line at wishing anyone dead, she was nevertheless relieved he was gone. She would not be returning to Half Moon Farm otherwise.


Behind her, the twins had stopped squabbling and adopted an expectant silence. Putting her worries firmly to one side, Daisy slowed the car as they approached the double gates at the entrance of the farm. ‘Here we are,’ she said, turning the steering wheel slowly to the left. ‘Our new home.’


For a heartbeat, Daisy was nine years old again. Her gaze swept across the cobbled courtyard with its ancient wishing well to the comforting sight of the rectangular, two storey oast house that had been the very core of the farm for hundreds of years. Green boughs of wisteria crept around the closed oak door, heavy with unopened buds that would soon burst into lilac glory. At one end of the building sat two circular roundels, home to the kilns that dried the freshly harvested hops. Their red-tiled, conical roofs and white tipped cowls tilted gently in opposite directions as though drunk.


Other buildings were dotted around the yard, forming a horseshoe shape. Most had simply been barns for storage, as far as Daisy remembered, but one or two had been leased by locals and she could see now that all of them had signs advertising the businesses inside. It seemed as though Half Moon Farm was home to more than just hops these days. She was looking forward to finding out more about her new and unexpected neighbours.


‘Is that where we’re going to live?’ Campbell asked and Daisy glanced back to see his saucer-like gaze was fixed on the rounded towers of the oast house.


‘No, we’re going to live with Granny in the farmhouse,’ she said, and pointed to the gated road that wound to the left between the oast house and one of the barns. ‘It’s just through there.’


Finn was more interested in the signs attached to the barns, however. ‘What’s Waggy Mammas?’ he asked, frowning. ‘A restaurant?’


Daisy eyed the image of two stylized dogs leaping at each other around the business name. ‘I don’t think so,’ she replied. ‘Maybe it’s a grooming salon?’


‘Brilliant,’ Finn said, grinning. ‘You know how Atticus feels about dogs.’


She swallowed a groan. It was fair to say the cat had enjoyed a certain reputation in their old neighbourhood, ever since he’d faced down a husky three times his size, but Daisy had always maintained he was a big softie beneath the snarl and swagger. That belief could be put to the test with a steady stream of pampered pooches on his patch.


Campbell was looking around too. ‘Darling Buds probably sells plants and Dottie’s Pots must be plates and stuff.’


Both were good guesses, Daisy thought, although the names were big clues. ‘And Brew Crew?’ she asked.


‘Beer!’ Finn announced triumphantly.


‘Might not be,’ Campbell argued, although Daisy didn’t feel his heart was really in it. ‘Could be posh tea bags or… or…’


His brother gave him a pitying look as he trailed off, then fixed his gaze on the last building, which was the only one that looked as though it hadn’t been open for a while. ‘What’s Merry Mistletoe?’


‘I have no idea,’ Daisy said, pursing her lips in puzzlement. ‘Maybe it’s a Christmas shop – decorations and things.’


Neither twin looked especially impressed by that prospect. ‘Boring stuff, in other words,’ Finn huffed and, for once, Campbell didn’t disagree.


‘Can we go and see the farmhouse?’ he asked.


Daisy let the question hang for a moment. Now that the time had come, she was aware of a definite tug of reluctance in the pit of her stomach. It wasn’t the house itself that was the problem – she could hardly wait to stand on the doorstep and breathe in the familiar scent that had always soothed her spirits and assured her she’d arrived. But there would be no all-enveloping embrace from her grandmother to welcome her this time, no affectionate ruffle of her hair from her grandfather. No overenthusiastic slobbering from their Border Collie, Mitch. There would only be her mother, frail and in need of care, and the ghosts of holidays past.


‘Mum?’ Finn said, in an uncharacteristically subdued tone. ‘Are you okay?’


Squaring her shoulders, Daisy aimed a reassuring smile into the rear-view mirror. ‘I’m absolutely fine. Come on, let’s go and find your grandmother.’










Chapter Two


The front door of the farmhouse remained shut as the car crunched slowly over the damp gravel to stop beside the woodshed. In years gone by the heavy wooden door would have been open long before the car ground to a halt and Daisy would have been tearing across the gravel the very second the handbrake had been applied. But this was now, Daisy reminded herself yet again, and switched the engine off.


‘Now remember, Granny has been very ill,’ she said, turning to address the boys in her most no-nonsense voice. ‘That means you’ll need to be quiet and considerate – no squabbling with each other, no thundering up and down the stairs and definitely no football in the house.’


This last instruction was aimed at Finn, who scowled. ‘No fun, basically.’


Daisy hesitated, reminded all over again just how much she was asking of them. They’d never met their grandmother, had been born long after the rift between Daisy and her mother had widened into a yawning chasm, and yet her sudden heart attack meant they’d been unceremoniously uprooted and moved to a farm in the middle of nowhere. And while they were good kids, there was also no escaping the fact that they were ten years old, with all the natural exuberance that came with the age. Telling them to curb their behaviour could only pile an extra layer of resentment to this new life they hadn’t wanted.


‘There’ll be plenty of fun, I promise,’ she reassured them. ‘But we need to settle in first. And that means being respectful of Granny and the house, okay?’


Campbell nodded but Finn simply glared in mutinous silence. ‘Okay?’ Daisy repeated, holding his baleful gaze until he looked away.


‘Okay,’ he muttered.


‘Good,’ she said and gave them an encouraging nod. ‘Let’s go and say hello. We can leave the unpacking until later.’


It wasn’t until Daisy was out of the car that she surveyed the farmhouse with her full attention. The door still hadn’t opened but that wasn’t a surprise – her mother had a temporary live-in carer but they were hardly likely to throw open the door for every car that pulled into the yard. The doorway was framed by the roses her grandmother had lovingly tended for so many years. They were not tended now, Daisy noticed with a frown – the thin stems were woody and untamed, scrambling over one another on the trellis and beyond with feral haste, and there were only a handful of dead blooms drooping among the sparse greenery. Daisy wasn’t much of a gardener but she knew from her neighbours’ efforts that April was usually a good month for roses. It didn’t appear to be the case here. Her eyes slid sideways, travelling over the red brickwork to the ground floor windows, which were grimy and unwashed. One pane – the pantry window if she remembered rightly – had a long crack from top to bottom. But upstairs had fared worse; several panes were cracked across different rooms and one window seemed to be entirely broken, with ugly jagged spikes picked out against a background of pale chipboard. Daisy felt her mouth gape as her apprehensive gaze took in the rest of the house – everywhere she looked she saw signs of neglect. And then she noticed the roof and let out an audible gasp. At the furthest end of the building, above what had been her grandmother’s sewing room, there was a metre-wide abyss spoiling the neat red tiles.


Campbell had spotted it too. ‘Is there meant to be a big hole in the roof?’


For a moment, Daisy couldn’t speak, the lump in her throat was too solid. She shook her head and swallowed in an attempt to dislodge it. ‘No.’


Finn let out an unimpressed snort as he kicked at a cluster of weeds beside his foot. ‘I thought you said it was a nice house. Doesn’t look great to me.’


‘Let’s just get inside,’ Daisy said, struggling to take in the extent of the neglect. ‘I’m sure your grandmother has some squash and biscuits waiting.’


Having seen the state of the building, she expected no such thing but crunched across the gravel with grim determination. The great iron doorknocker still worked, at least, although rust dribbled beneath it. Trying to ignore the peeling paintwork, Daisy brought the metal ring down in three sharp raps.


There was a momentary silence, filled only by the cawing of crows overhead, then a faint rustling on the other side of the door. Daisy put an arm around each of the boys and waited. Anxiety fluttered in her stomach. Broken windows, weeds running riot and a hole in the roof… How bad was the inside going to be?


The woman who opened the door was rosy-cheeked and cheerful. Her blue eyes crinkled at the edges as she peered out and a beaming smile split her face. ‘Well, now, no need to ask who you are – you’re the spitting image of your mum.’


Resisting the urge to smooth her frizzy hair, Daisy forced her shoulders to relax and did her best to return the other woman’s smile. ‘Hello. You must be Emily.’


The woman clasped her plump hands together as she surveyed them. ‘I am. It’s so nice to meet you after all the chats we’ve shared. I feel like I know you already.’


There had been a flurry of communication between Daisy and Emily over the past week. Her mother’s discharge from hospital had come at the worst possible time, when Finn and Campbell’s father was away on a business trip. Faced with being pulled in two opposing directions, Daisy had found a private care company based in Canterbury to provide twenty-four-hour support until she could be there herself. During the day, care was provided by Emily, and overnight by Magda – both carers seemed excellent but Daisy had communicated most with Emily, who had tried to dispel Daisy’s inevitable guilt from the outset. ‘Better to get help rather than try to do it all and wear yourself into a frazzle,’ she’d said with a warm practicality that had helped enormously. ‘Knowing your mum is being properly looked after must be a real load off your mind.’


And it had been, until the moment Daisy arrived at Half Moon Farm and saw the farmhouse. Now she knew that Emily and Magda had spent four days and three nights living in a building with a roof that was open to the elements and the realization made her cringe inside. What must they be thinking?


‘It’s nice to meet you too,’ Daisy managed, hoping her cheeks weren’t as flaming red as they felt. ‘How’s Mum been?’


‘Not so bad today,’ Emily replied. ‘Magda reported a decent night and she managed a bowl of vegetable soup for lunch. But hark at me keeping you on the doorstep – come inside and see for yourself.’


Stepping backwards, she held the door wide. Daisy ushered the boys across the threshold and instinctively drew a deep breath through her nose. The hallway had always held the exotic scent of amber from the tiny muslin bags her grandmother hung among the coats on the dark wood rack to keep the moths away. Its rich warmth had mingled with the mouth-watering aroma of whatever had been baking in the kitchen and Daisy had subconsciously been expecting those scents to greet her once more. But all she smelled now was damp, with top notes of cabbage and onion. The old wooden coat rack was still there, its elegantly carved hooks now empty apart from two coats Daisy assumed belonged to her mother and Emily, but the red cushioned bench underneath the hooks had faded to a dusty pink, threadbare in places and smudged with old mud. A bare lightbulb dangled from the ceiling, revealing a colony of dust bunnies along the skirting board and making the general shabbiness impossible to miss.


Finn stopped dead at the frayed rug bunched on the stone floor and Daisy knew without seeing his face that his nose was wrinkled in disgust. ‘Keep going,’ she said, nudging him gently. ‘We can’t shut the door if you stay there.’


Muttering, he did as he was told and there was a muffled thud as Emily swung the door closed. ‘Your granny is in the living room,’ she said cheerily. ‘I bet you can’t wait to see her.’


Neither boy moved, reminding Daisy that Emily had no idea this was their first visit to Half Moon Farm, let alone the first time they’d met their grandmother. She squeezed between them. ‘Why don’t you follow me?’


She led them along the hallway, past the heavy oak door on the left and around the corner to the right. The air was chilly, prompting Daisy to wonder why the heating wasn’t on. It might be April but the temperature had yet to reach much above 15 degrees and old stone buildings clung onto the cold of winter. There were fireplaces in the main rooms but she also remembered radiators and a vast boiler in the kitchen that whomped noisily into life whenever the hot tap was turned on. Surely that must have been replaced by now; it had been ancient even when she’d last visited.


The living room door was closed but the garbled sound of the television leached through it. For a heartbeat Daisy hesitated with her hand resting on the handle. Then, aware of the two boys waiting behind her, she pushed open the door. Immediately, she was engulfed by a wave of warmth; clearly the heating was working in this room, she thought as beads of sweat bloomed instantly on her forehead. Rose Moon sat in an armchair facing the television, wrapped in a crocheted patchwork blanket with an electric heater glowing orange beside her. An open puzzle book lay on her lap and Daisy was reassured to see she looked alert, if a long way from the picture of seventy-something health. Squaring her shoulders, she stepped into the room. ‘Hello, Mum.’


‘Oh, it is you. I thought it must be.’


She smiled but her voice was breathy, as though the effort of speaking cost her, and Daisy noticed the pallor of her complexion in spite of the warmth. Her grey bob was clean but lay limply against her scalp and she looked exhausted, which was hardly unexpected in someone recovering from heart surgery. And yet in spite of that, her appearance was a hundred times better than the last time Daisy had seen her.


Moving to one side, she encouraged the twins to come forward. ‘Here’s Finn, and Campbell. Say hello, boys.’


They did as she asked and Daisy was relieved to hear the politeness of their tones even if their voices were subdued. She knew their inquisitive gazes would have travelled the room, taking in the faded floral sofa and armchairs, the cold and unlit fireplace, the dusty, cluttered shelves and the unspeakably small television screen. Inevitably, they would be comparing it to the modern but cosy home they had left behind in Milton Keynes; Finn’s expression looked particularly reproachful.


‘You do right to keep your distance,’ Emily said, obviously noticing neither boy had rushed towards Rose. ‘Your grandmother is susceptible to coughs and colds at the moment. There’ll be plenty of time for cuddles once she’s feeling better.’


Daisy kept her expression neutral. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d hugged her mother. Even before the rift, they hadn’t had the kind of relationship that encouraged physical contact. It hadn’t always been that way, Daisy acknowledged, but even if Rose had been in perfect health now, hugs would not be on the menu.


‘How are you feeling?’ she asked, as much to cover the awkwardness as anything but her mother didn’t seem to notice.


‘Oh, not bad. I have my ups and downs but Emily has been wonderful.’ Rose managed another wan smile. ‘She’s looked after me like I was her own mother.’


Daisy felt her cheeks flush. It was almost certainly a dig and once again, she cringed at what Emily must be thinking but the carer simply beamed. ‘All part of the service,’ she said with the kind of smoothness that suggested she was well used to papering over family cracks. ‘But you must be parched after that long journey. How about a nice cup of tea?’


‘Lovely,’ Daisy said fervently, because she had been fantasising about exactly that for at least thirty miles. ‘I’ll give you a hand.’


Emily waved the offer away. ‘No need, I can manage. Sit yourselves down and have a natter.’


But the idea of sitting in the too-warm living room, making small talk as the TV flickered in the background, suddenly made Daisy feel claustrophobic and she longed for the spacious kitchen that had always been the heart of the house. ‘Plenty of time to chat,’ she said, hoping her eagerness to escape wasn’t as obvious as it felt. ‘I need to show the boys where the loo is, anyway. We could all do with freshening up.’


Rose gave a weary nod even as her gaze slid back to the television. ‘She tires easily,’ Emily confided over one shoulder as they made their way along the corridor towards the kitchen. ‘You’ll learn to recognize the signs but best to give her plenty of opportunities to rest.’


Daisy nodded gratefully. Now that she was here, the enormity of the task ahead was beginning to settle on her shoulders and she was glad she would have both Emily and Magda to support her, if only for a few days, as she and the boys adjusted to this new life. ‘Thanks,’ she said.


Emily smiled. ‘Gives you a chance to catch your breath too,’ she said, as though once again reading Daisy’s mind. ‘Now, why don’t you pop to the loo and I’ll get the kettle on.’


The downstairs toilet was by the back door and it was predictably chilly, although Daisy remembered it had always been cold, even in summer. She left Finn and Campbell bickering over who would go in first, with strict instructions not to go exploring afterwards, and made her way back to the kitchen, where Emily was bustling round laying a tea tray. Daisy paused in the doorway, taking in the old-fashioned pine cupboards, the solid Welsh dresser that lined the far wall, the ancient Aga and the heavy oak table in the centre of the room. Very little had changed; if she closed her eyes, she could almost believe her grandmother had stepped outside for a moment.


‘I expect it’s a bit overwhelming, being back here in these circumstances,’ Emily said, without looking up. ‘There’s a lot to get your head around.’


A jumble of images flashed through Daisy’s mind – the broken windows, the damaged roof, the cluttered and over-heated living room. The carer was right – there was a lot for Daisy to get to grips with and that was before she got down to the task of caring for her mother. Embarrassment crawled over her as she watched Emily warm the pot. ‘I certainly wasn’t expecting to find a hole in the roof,’ she admitted, moving from the doorway and making for the larder in one corner. ‘Or several smashed windows.’


The other woman shook her head. ‘I’ve seen worse, believe me. But Rose was embarrassed too – she said the roofer was waiting for dry weather and then she fell ill. You can’t see it from the ground but it’s all sealed off, although some rain did get in before the temporary repair could be made.’


‘And the windows?’ Daisy couldn’t help asking, even though it wasn’t in Emily’s job description to know anything about the state of the building.


‘I’d say they’ve been broken for a while,’ Emily said. ‘But at least they’re boarded up. Someone’s been helping out.’


Once again, Daisy prickled with guilt. She couldn’t have known her mother was struggling with the upkeep of the house but she might have suspected. Her gaze roved the larder’s wooden shelves without really taking in their contents as unease joined forces with guilt. What else was she going to discover over the coming days? ‘I owe them, whoever it was,’ she said, squaring her shoulders. ‘I’ll investigate once we’re settled.’


Silence reigned for a moment, broken only by the bubbling of the kettle and the chink of cups and glasses being added to the tea tray. There was even cake – a sumptuous looking homemade lemon drizzle loaf that Daisy knew her boys would wolf down given half the chance. And then the door swung back and Finn poked his head into the kitchen, Campbell hovering at his shoulder. ‘Mum, the match starts soon and the laptop is in the car,’ Finn said. ‘Can we go and get it?’


Daisy glanced at her watch, surprised to see it was after five o’clock. For a moment she was torn, wondering whether it was rude to allow Finn to watch football when they hadn’t long arrived. But at least it would stop him commenting on the state of the house. She nodded. ‘Go on, then. The key’s in my coat pocket.’


Flashing her a grin, he wheeled around and vanished, Campbell hot on his heels. She’d warned both boys that there was no satellite dish at the farmhouse; the only way for Finn to keep up with the football and for Campbell to watch his beloved History channel would be through their laptops. The news had been met with grumbles but they accepted the compromise with surprisingly good grace.


‘I don’t suppose you know where the router is, do you?’ she asked Emily as they made their way back to the living room with the laden tea tray.


The other woman nodded. ‘It’s in the living room. I haven’t needed it much myself but Magda likes a bit of Netflix in the evenings. I think she’s found the connection a bit unreliable.’


Daisy felt a quiver of foreboding and pushed it away. Perhaps it was Magda’s device that was unreliable rather than the Wi-Fi. She could only hope.


Rose was sitting where they had left her, eyes closed and head resting against the back of her chair. Her chest rose and fell in shallow but even breaths. She looked peaceful in her slumber and, by unspoken agreement, Daisy and Emily moved carefully to avoid waking her. But the peace was broken moments later by the thunder of approaching feet. The door burst open and the boys bundled enthusiastically into the room. Before she could admonish her sons, Daisy saw her mother’s eyelids fly open as one hand clutched at her chest. ‘Oh!’


‘It’s okay, Mum,’ Daisy said, watching her fluttering expression with some alarm. ‘It’s only Campbell and Finn.’


To their credit, both boys stopped. They fired chastened looks first at Daisy, then at their grandmother. ‘Sorry,’ Campbell mumbled and nudged Finn, who nodded.


Emily bustled over to Rose, giving her a practised once over. ‘No harm done,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Now, who wants a slice of cake?’


Campbell’s eyes lit up but Finn waggled his laptop. ‘What’s the Wi-Fi code?’ he asked. ‘Need to get this bad boy online.’


‘In a minute, Finn,’ Daisy replied. ‘Did either of you check on Atticus? How is he?’


Campbell pulled a face. ‘Loud,’ he said. ‘I don’t think he’s happy at being stuck in the car.’


Emily looked up from the tea she was pouring. ‘Atticus? Who’s that?’


‘Our cat,’ Campbell explained. ‘He’s enormously ginger.’


The carer’s face formed an ‘o’ of understanding. ‘That’s going to make life interesting at Waggy Mamma’s. I hope he likes dogs.’


‘I wouldn’t say he likes them,’ Daisy said, grimacing. ‘What is Waggy Mamma’s? We guessed it might be a dog grooming salon.’


Emily shook her head. ‘Not quite – it’s doggy day care,’ she said then caught Finn’s puzzled look. ‘Like a nursery but for dogs – they come and spend the day here when their owners have to work or need a break.’


Both Finn and Campbell looked interested, as though they had a hundred questions to ask, but Daisy’s heart sank. A doggy day care right on their doorstep could be a problem if Atticus decided to assert himself. It wouldn’t be an immediate issue – she planned to keep the cat indoors for a week or so to make sure he understood the farmhouse was home – but she could easily envision difficulties ahead. She’d have to go and speak to the owner, pre-empt the inevitable complaints about feline intimidation.


‘Doggy day care,’ Finn repeated. ‘I wonder if they do painting and stuff, like we used to.’


Campbell sniffed dismissively. ‘Don’t be stupid, they can’t hold paintbrushes. It’ll be all agility training and ball chasing.’ He grinned. ‘Maybe they’ve got a football team – Mistlethorpe Rovers.’


His brother groaned but Rose shifted in her armchair. ‘I like cats,’ she said wistfully. ‘They’re so much cuddlier than dogs.’


There was a brief pause as Daisy considered the mass of fur, claws and sheer bloody-minded swagger that occupied the cat basket in the car. Opposite her, Campbell raised his eyebrows; cuddly was not a word strangers usually associated with Atticus, although he was a big softy at heart.


‘Never mind Atticus or doggy day care,’ Finn put in impatiently. ‘What’s the Wi-Fi password? It’s nearly time for kick off.’


With an indulgent smile, Emily stopped what she was doing and navigated her way to a cluttered bookshelf in one corner. ‘Here,’ she said, handing a small rectangle of plastic to Finn. ‘You’ll find everything you need on this.’


‘Thanks.’ He took it eagerly and immediately began tapping at the computer, with Campbell supervising over his shoulder.


‘Thank you,’ Daisy said, grateful all over again for Emily’s no-nonsense pragmatism. She reached for a cup and saucer. ‘How would you like your tea, Mum?’


For a few minutes, calmness reigned. The boys retreated to the corner of one sofa, muttering to each other as they peered at the computer screen. Daisy served the tea while Emily handed round slices of cake, which briefly distracted Campbell and Finn. The box-like TV continued to flicker, mostly unwatched. And then there was an exclamation of disgust from the sofa, and Finn pushed the laptop away to glare at Daisy. ‘It’s not working properly. It keeps freezing.’


Daisy reached for the laptop and got a confused impression of a red and white blur on a green background. Then the pixelated image cleared and she saw the blobs were football players who jerked across the screen as though she was watching a stop-go animation. Fuzziness made their movements hard to pick out and she couldn’t even see a ball. No wonder Finn was cross, she thought as she opened the laptop’s settings panel. The game was unwatchable. The boys hovered at her shoulder, watching her efforts, but try as she might, Daisy couldn’t do much to make the picture clearer. Eventually, she had to concede defeat. ‘I’m sorry, Finn. I don’t think the internet is fast enough to stream the match.’


His glare intensified. ‘You said it would be okay. You said we’d be able to watch stuff on our laptops.’


Daisy glanced nervously at Rose, who was sipping her tea with her gaze fixed on the TV. ‘I know. But we might need to look into updating the router and download speeds first.’


Finn pressed his lips together in mutiny and Campbell did not look happy either. ‘Does this mean the PlayStation won’t work either?’


‘Not right now,’ Daisy said, taking a deep breath. ‘But I’ll find out how to fix it as soon as I can.’


Emily clearly sensed an impending explosion, because she put her cup down and offered Daisy a brisk smile. ‘Why don’t you give the boys a tour of the house? I’ll sit with Rose.’


It wasn’t the worst idea Daisy had ever heard, although she thought perhaps in their current mood, showing the boys their room might be better than dragging them around the chilly house on a tour, where Finn would only point out every fixture and fitting that was a little tired or not quite working.


‘Thank you, that sounds like a good idea,’ she said. ‘Come on, you two. Let’s go and find your room.’


To his credit, Finn held it together until she had closed the door to the bedroom that would belong to the boys. He stood in the centre of the room, taking in the flowery walls, the heavy floral bedspreads that covered the twin beds, and the worn but unmistakeably pink carpet. ‘Now remember we can change the—’ Daisy began but Finn rounded on her.


‘I hate it here!’ he shouted, his face suddenly a furious shade of red. ‘You made us leave everything to come to this stupid, falling down house. Why couldn’t we stay in Milton Keynes?’ He sucked in a huge breath. ‘Why couldn’t we have gone to live with Dad?’


Daisy’s heart thudded against her ribs as the accusations hit home. She’d known it would be hard to uproot the boys and bring them here but this was so much worse than she’d anticipated. ‘Because his work means he can’t look after you full time,’ she said as steadily as she could. ‘He couldn’t be there to drop you off at school and collect you each day, or take you to training.’


‘We could have gone to after school club,’ Finn retorted. ‘One of the other parents could have dropped me off at football.’


‘And what happens when your dad has to work late?’ she asked. ‘Are the other boys’ parents going to make sure you brush your teeth and put you into bed?’


Finn scowled. ‘He wouldn’t work late if he had us to look after.’


Daisy thought of all the times over the years that she’d had to cancel or change her plans because something had come up at Stuart’s work, meaning he wouldn’t be home to look after the boys. The flexibility of being an illustrator allowed Daisy to be there for the school run and sports clubs but somehow that had led Stuart to view her time as less important than his. Whether subconsciously or not, he’d assumed she would always drop everything to be there when he couldn’t be and eventually it had been part of the reason their marriage had faltered. But she couldn’t expect Finn to understand that, not when she and Stuart had done their utmost to shield the boys from the fallout of the divorce. There were times when Daisy wondered whether it was wise to remain friends with Stuart, whether their efforts to co-parent made it harder for their sons to accept that they were no longer together. This was one of those times.


She took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry this is so hard for you—’


‘You’re not!’ Finn burst out and Daisy was horrified to see tears cascade down his rosy cheeks. ‘You wanted to come here – it’s your fault we’ve had to leave Dad and our friends and everything. I hate this place and I hate you!’


Whirling around he stormed out of the room, slamming the door so hard that dust shook loose from the wooden beams across the ceiling. Daisy stared after him in sickening disbelief, then turned her stricken gaze on Campbell. ‘Is that how you feel too?’


His eyes didn’t quite meet hers as he buried his hands in the pocket of his jumper. ‘No. But I miss the internet and our old house. And Dad.’


Daisy pressed her lips together hard and fought the sudden prickle of tears. The last few weeks had been a tornado – the unexpected call to say her mother had been rushed to hospital, the shock of seeing her so weak and the dawning realization that there was no one to care for her. No one but Daisy herself. She had to keep it together, she couldn’t let Campbell see her cry. ‘I know it’s going to be hard not having Dad just around the corner but you’ll still see him every other weekend, just like before. And this is a good house – when I was your age I wished more than anything that it was my home.’ She let out a long sigh. ‘Of course, it didn’t have a hole in the roof then.’


‘And the internet hadn’t even been invented,’ Campbell said. He got up and sat on the sagging sofa, wrapping his arms around her. ‘Finn will be okay. He’ll discover nature – find a tree to climb or a river to fall into – and then he’ll like it here.’


Daisy tried not to shudder at the prospect of her devil-may-care son halfway up one of the towering oaks that lined the River Mistle. She hugged Campbell back, grateful for his efforts to comfort her. ‘Thank you.’


‘It’s not like we have to put up with it forever, anyway,’ Campbell went on, shrugging. ‘Just a few months, you said, until Gran is better.’


That was the plan, Daisy thought, biting her lip. But now she’d seen the state of the farmhouse, she had the sinking feeling the three months she’d planned to stay wouldn’t be enough. There was so much about the house that needed attention – the cracked and broken windows, the blocked fireplace, the horror of the gaping roof – all things that would take time and effort to put straight. She’d upended her whole life to come and nurse her mother back to health but from what Daisy had seen so far Half Moon Farm was in sore need of some TLC too and it broke her heart. Besides making it a fit place to live now, she owed it to her grandparents to try her best and restore some of its former glory. That might just mean being away from Milton Keynes a little longer than she’d expected. But if that was the case, there was no help for it. She couldn’t just walk away.


‘No, it’s not forever,’ she said, offering Campbell a reassuring smile even as she began to mentally compile a list of jobs to be done. ‘And first thing tomorrow, I’m going to sort out the broadband and order some new bedding. We’ll soon feel at home here.’


She injected as much confidence as she could into the words but they still sounded hollow and Daisy was filled with the sudden realization she was trying to convince herself as much as her son. However much she had loved being at Half Moon Farm in the past, it was a long way from feeling like home now. And the thought made her want to cry all over again.


Forcing back the unshed tears, she got to her feet. There was one job she couldn’t postpone any longer, despite knowing it would subject her to an even more furious reaction than Finn’s. ‘Come on,’ she said, swallowing a sigh. ‘I suppose we’d better go and get Atticus.’










Chapter Three


When Daisy awoke the next morning, it took her several seconds to remember where she was. Dawn was filtering through the wooden slats at the window, etching stripes onto the white wall opposite in a way that stirred her memory even as her brain tried to make sense of them. Birds were singing outside, louder than usual, and the bedcovers felt wrong – heavy, weighing her down and making it hard to turn over against the hard mattress. The smell of the room was wrong too, slightly fusty but masked by the scent of dried flowers in a jar on the mantelpiece above the empty fireplace. None of it made sense, causing Daisy to wonder muzzily whether she was still asleep and dreaming. And then she blinked again and recollection flooded in. She was in her old room at Half Moon Farm.


A quick glance at her phone told Daisy it was just after 6.15. She sighed and stretched, pushing against the weight of the bedspread. At her feet, Atticus shifted to open a baleful eye. He’d made his displeasure at being cooped up in the car vocally known the night before, loudly yowling his unhappiness, and had only been more annoyed when Daisy had refused to let him explore the garden. He had prowled the kitchen, marmalade tail bristling with unbridled indignation and pausing only to stare meaningfully out of the window. She’d half-expected him to keep her awake but he’d settled on the bed with the kind of low rumbling growl that made her fear for her toes and been asleep a minute later. Daisy wished she could say the same of Finn, who had been every bit as miserable in their new surroundings; he’d taken much longer to settle into sleep but eventually exhaustion had got the better of his sullen resentment. She could only hope he would wake up in a better mood.


She found Magda in the kitchen, making tea for Rose. ‘How did you sleep?’ the younger woman asked, brushing her blonde fringe out of her eyes to smile at Daisy. ‘I hope the owls didn’t keep you awake.’


‘Not at all,’ Daisy said. ‘Yesterday was a long day – I think I might have passed out before my head hit the pillow.’


Magda nodded sympathetically. ‘Moving is always exhausting. But you’ll be glad to know your mum had a good night. She’s asked for a boiled egg for breakfast.’


Daisy checked the large wooden clock that hung on the whitewashed wall – almost seven o’clock. Finn and Campbell would be waking up soon and demanding breakfast of their own; she’d better find the Coco Pops. ‘Shall I do Mum’s egg?’ she asked.


‘Already done,’ Magda said, gesturing at a covered tray on the kitchen table. ‘We’ve got into a little routine over the past few days – I can fill you in once you’re more settled.’


She exuded such a sense of quiet efficiency that Daisy thanked her lucky stars she’d ended up caring for Rose. Emily was different – older and more motherly, and perhaps a touch overbearing, although Daisy knew she was trying to help – but Magda had a calm assuredness that Daisy associated with medical nurses. She’d known Rose was in good hands long before she’d arrived but it was good to meet both carers, especially since they would be staying on for a few weeks to help Daisy look after her mother.


Atticus chose that moment to yowl loudly from his position beside Daisy’s feet. Magda grinned. ‘Looks like someone else wants breakfast.’


‘Woe betide anyone who gets in the way of Atticus and his food bowl,’ Daisy admitted with a sigh. ‘Some cats are finicky eaters but this one definitely isn’t.’ She reached down to gather him into her arms. ‘Luckily, he’s also occasionally adorable. When he wants to be.’


‘I’ll leave you to it then,’ Magda said, gathering up the tray. ‘The kettle’s just boiled if you fancy a cuppa.’


Once Atticus was fed, Daisy set about getting breakfast ready for the boys. She was somehow both surprised and not surprised to find some of the same crockery she remembered from her grandparents’ day, although new items had been added to create a mishmash of patterns and styles. Once the table was laid she stood at the kitchen window, a mug of tea cradled between her hands, and gazed out at the unmown lawn leading to the privet hedge and jumble of the orchard beyond it. The trees reached up and out, thick with birds’ nests and bushy with leaves that merged into their neighbours. At one time the orchard had been well-tended and thriving – she remembered the juiciest of apples bigger than her fists and sweet plums ripe with the taste of summer – but that had been when the farm was still producing food. She supposed it had been many years since anyone had gathered the fruit and trimmed the trees. Perhaps she should add it to her ever burgeoning to do list, although she was already beginning to feel overwhelmed by its size.


As though sensing her mood, Atticus leapt onto the worksurface beside the sink, nuzzling his ginger head against her with a purr so loud it vibrated a nearby cup. Daisy sank her fingers into his thick, soft fur and allowed the sensation to soothe her. Everything would get done in its own time, she told herself. All would be well.


There was a muffled clatter behind her and the sound of voices. Moments later, the kitchen door opened and Campbell appeared, closely followed by Finn.


‘Did you know this part of England is full of World War Two defences?’ Campbell demanded, waving an old-fashioned hardback book at Daisy. ‘It says here that Kent was considered prime invasion territory if enemy forces ever landed in Britain and the authorities built lots of places for the Home Guard to lie in wait to ambush invaders.’


Daisy nodded. ‘I did know that. There are a few buildings quite near here – we can go and take a look sometime, if you like.’ She eyed the faded cover of the book, which definitely wasn’t one of the ones they’d brought from Milton Keynes. ‘Where did you find that?’


‘It was in a box under my bed,’ Campbell explained, taking a seat at the table and opening the book. ‘Finn found one about football, although it’s even older than this one.’


Finn held up an ancient-looking Match of the Day hardback, its cover showing players with bushy moustaches and perms. ‘It’s great,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘I’ve never even heard of most of these players.’


Daisy nodded, glad to see his fury of the night before seemed to have abated. ‘I’m not surprised. What’s the date on the cover – is it 1986?’


‘1985,’ Finn corrected happily and reached for the cereal box. ‘Manchester City were rubbish and the Premier League hadn’t even been invented.’


Once their bowls were filled, both boys sat engrossed in their books and the silence was broken only by the sound of determined crunching. Daisy watched them in appreciative amazement. Campbell loved books but even he rarely read at the breakfast table and Finn had no time for reading at all, outside of school. Perhaps this enforced break from the internet and on-demand sport on the TV would do them good, she mused, although she had no doubt it wouldn’t be tolerated for long. Her first job that morning was to sort out the broadband connection and her second was to explore the damage to the roof, but all of that could wait until after breakfast.


‘You should ask the businesses around the farmyard which broadband suppliers they use,’ Magda suggested when she saw Daisy investigating the too-big, aged router that sat in one corner of the living room. ‘They all need reliable connections and might be able to give you some advice.’


‘Good idea,’ Daisy said, peering at the back of the router. ‘I think this thing has lasted longer than my marriage.’


‘Tell me about it,’ Magda said with a wry smile. ‘I gave up trying to stream anything here and downloaded whatever I wanted to watch before I came over.’


Thinking back to Finn’s mounting frustration the night before, Daisy could fully identify. ‘Can’t do that with the Premier League,’ she replied, grimacing. ‘I’ll see what the neighbours have to say, anyway.’


Magda cocked her head thoughtfully. ‘You should pop into Merry Mistletoe. I’m not sure the guy who runs it knows anything about broadband but he’s very nice to look at and Emily says he’s single.’


Daisy stared at her, taken aback. It was the kind of comment she might expect from one of her friends but not from someone she’d known for less than twenty-four hours. ‘Uh… okay.’


If the younger woman noticed her discomfort, she didn’t show it. ‘If I was single, I’d be in there myself.’ She sighed in appreciation. ‘A total silver fox.’


‘Good to know,’ Daisy said politely, although silver fox or no, romance was the last thing on her mind. She hadn’t dated at all in the nineteen months since her divorce had been finalized and she certainly wasn’t looking for love in Kent.


‘Then there’s Effie who runs Waggy Mamma’s,’ Magda went on. ‘They’re bound to have good broadband, and Nancy at the Oast House café. She makes wonderful cakes. Emily and I have been taking turns to choose one to share – the lemon drizzle loaf we had yesterday was from the café.’


Daisy was sure the cake had been delicious but she’d barely had time to taste it before all hell had broken loose. Still, there was plenty of time to explore the café, she thought. Perhaps she would take the boys there for lunch, a little treat for them all after the upheaval of the day before. ‘Thanks for the tip,’ she told Magda.


The door opened and Rose came in, walking slowly but alert and a little less pallid than the day before. She hesitated when she saw Daisy, as though surprised to find her there, and then continued towards the armchair. ‘Everything okay?’ Magda asked.


Rose huffed out a breath as she settled into the chair. ‘I think I can manage a trip to the toilet without difficulty,’ she said with a definite hint of irritation.


‘Of course you can,’ Magda said smoothly. ‘Now, what do you fancy doing this morning? There’s the jigsaw you started with Emily – she’ll be here later this morning but you could make a bit of progress before then?’


For a moment, Daisy wondered whether she should be the one to sit with Rose – she was her mother, after all. But there was so much to do and Magda’s job was actually to care for Rose. There would be plenty of time to repair the bridges of their relationship in the coming weeks – it didn’t all have to be done on Day One and Rose was already nodding at the carer. ‘I’d better go and check on the boys,’ she said. ‘They’re far too quiet.’


In fact, Campbell and Finn were seated opposite each other across the kitchen table, engrossed in a game of Battleships which Daisy assumed was another under-the-bed treasure. True to form, Campbell was approaching the challenge of sinking his brother’s fleet with methodical concentration, whereas Finn appeared to be peppering his opposition with random missiles and explosion sounds. Neither seemed interested in joining Daisy to explore the shops that surrounded the farmyard. ‘I won’t be long,’ she said, clearing the last of the breakfast things from the table. ‘Stay here and make sure Atticus doesn’t escape.’


A faint drizzle had started to fall, misting the cobbles with a silvery sheen. Birds fluttered overhead, tweeting and chirruping. Daisy smiled as she pulled the hood of her coat up – wildlife aside, she’d forgotten how quiet it was here, although the farm had been busier when she’d been a regular visitor. Even so, there was no background buzz of traffic, no far-off sirens – none of the city soundtrack that she was used to. The silence was strange but soothing at the same time and she paused with her face raised to the rain for a moment, letting the droplets mist her skin and allowing her shoulders to relax as she soaked up the tranquillity. And then the moment was broken by a volley of distant barks. That would be Waggy Mamma’s, she thought as she set off along the road that wound round to the main yard. Perhaps there wouldn’t be much silence after all.


Pausing beside the wishing well, Daisy took stock. Brew Crew and Dottie’s Pots both appeared to be closed, with no light showing behind their windows. Waggy Mamma’s was most definitely open – there were several cars parked in the spaces outside, plus a cream transit van emblazoned with the same logo and website address that adorned the sign. Occasional barks rang out, much louder now that Daisy was nearer, making her wonder how many dogs were cared for. She’d have to ask when she visited.


Merry Mistletoe was dark but Darling Buds shone brightly in the misty rain and the café in the oast house most definitely looked open. Its windows glowed warm and inviting, drawing Daisy in with a sense of welcome. She’d order a takeaway latte, she decided, and check out the menu for lunch.


A small bell chimed as she pushed back the door. She stopped on the doormat, carefully wiping her feet, and gazed around. The café was every bit as inviting as she’d anticipated, bright and cheery, with clusters of wooden tables and chairs beneath the arched, wood-framed ceiling of the oast house. There were no other customers and the bell caused a petite, dark-haired woman to hurry through to the glass counter from a room behind. ‘Hello,’ she said, drying her hands on a tea-towel. ‘What can I get for you?’


Daisy crossed the tiled floor and stood in front of the counter, gazing at the menu. ‘A large vanilla latte, please,’ she said after a moment’s consideration. ‘And two of your chocolate chip cookies.’


The woman nodded and turned to the coffee machine. ‘Have you just dropped your dog off?’


Daisy supposed the café must benefit from the stream of dog owners using Waggy Mamma’s. ‘No, I’m here to look after my mother, Rose. I’ll be staying in the farmhouse for a few months.’


The other woman stopped what she was doing and turned back to study her. ‘I didn’t know Rose had a daughter.’


‘We lost contact,’ Daisy explained awkwardly, heat rising in her cheeks. ‘This is my first visit to Half Moon Farm in – well, let’s just say in a very long time.’


‘Ah,’ the café owner said, resuming her coffee making. ‘I bet a few things have changed since you were last here.’


An image of the farmhouse roof swam into Daisy’s mind. ‘One or two,’ she admitted wryly. ‘But some things are just the same.’


The woman finished making Daisy’s drink and capped it with a lid. ‘I can imagine,’ she said with a smile as she placed the coffee on the counter. ‘I’m Nancy Wilson, anyway. Welcome to the Oast House café.’


Her smile was so friendly that Daisy liked her immediately. ‘Pleased to meet you. I’m Daisy.’


‘Have you just arrived?’ Nancy asked, sliding two of the biggest cookies into a paper bag.


‘Last night,’ Daisy said. ‘My boys are with me, they’ll be going to the village school for a few months, just until Mum’s back to full strength.’


Nancy nodded slowly. ‘Right. So it’s a big change for them too.’


‘Very much so,’ Daisy replied fervently. Her gaze came to rest on a little chalkboard with the Wi-Fi details in neat clear handwriting. ‘Which brings me onto something I wanted to ask you. The broadband at the farmhouse is practically unusable and I thought it might be worth asking the businesses around the farm which providers they use.’


‘Of course,’ Nancy said. ‘We all use the same one – there’s a fibre cable that runs to each business. I’m sure you could get the farmhouse connected to it – I’ll give you the details.’


Daisy almost sagged with relief. Apart from anything else, she had a number of big illustration projects to deliver over the months ahead and she couldn’t do that without a reliable internet connection. ‘Thank you. My sons think their life support has been cut off.’


Nancy laughed. ‘I bet. I don’t know much about these things but it might take a bit of time to get connected. In the meantime, why don’t you investigate some dongles to keep you going? Might save you some arguments while you settle in.’


It was a great idea, Daisy thought, and something she might have landed on herself, once the whirl of moving was over. ‘I will,’ she said gratefully.
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