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For Erika, who was always kind





Part One: Promises




Chapter One


The endless green countryside stretched out as far as Abbie Morgan could see from the train window. The urban blanket of London had transformed into the rolling Surrey Hills as she made her way to the small town of Littlewood. It had been a nightmare of a week and her head was still pounding. Her suitcases were wedged in beside her, another painful reminder that this wasn’t a quick visit to see her younger sister, Louise, she was actually moving in with her. Hopefully not for long, but still . . .


Abbie sighed and leaned her head against the cool window so that her shoulder-length dark curls fell across her cheek, screening her from her fellow passengers. She was relieved that her train carriage was relatively empty, save for a mother and daughter a few seats away, so she could dwell on recent events in glum peace. She had lived in London for five years since leaving university and couldn’t believe she was being forced to part ways with it. But when she had been made redundant from her job at City PR, where she had worked for the last two years, she knew there was no way she could stay in the city she loved. The worst part was that her ex-boyfriend, Jack, a partner at the company, had been the one to deliver the news.


Abbie’s phone on her lap buzzed with a call. ‘Hi, Lou,’ she greeted her sister, forcing a smile into her voice, if not fully onto her face. She was grateful to her little sister for putting her up but wished she didn’t live in such a tiny town. At least the train would be quite quick for getting back to the city if she had interviews to go to.


‘I’m so sorry I won’t be there to meet you from the train,’ Louise said. ‘I won’t be much longer though. Do you want to meet me at the café near the station and we can go home together?’ Louise was a nurse at a hospital in the next, larger town, and her shift would be over soon. Abbie agreed to the plan and got directions to Brew. Louise said she was excited to finally show her town to Abbie, who hadn’t had any time since getting the assistant job at City PR to make the trip out of London. Louise had always come to stay with her when she had time off instead. To Abbie, London was the place that everyone should want to be, so she had been surprised that Louise had settled somewhere so quiet.


The train soon drew into the small station of Littlewood. Colourful hanging baskets adorned the platform. It made a stark change from the graffiti Abbie was used to seeing on her old commute. She heaved her two wheelie cases off the train and rattled along the platform with them. She had sent the rest of her things to her parents’ house in Cornwall.


After struggling through the barriers with her bags, she began to walk to the café – which turned out to be in the grounds of a grand stone house perched on top of a hill looking over the small town.


The uphill walk was not at all easy in her favourite four-inch-heeled boots, but when you were as tiny as she was, you needed the extra height at all times, so she dragged herself and her bags towards the stately home. Louise said the café stood at the beginning of the estate and was the best place in Littlewood for coffee. And, God, Abbie needed a large cup.


She heard a faint noise in the wind behind her, but she kept up her brisk London pace, thinking it was probably someone after money or something. That was usually why people tried to get your attention nowadays.


Finally, she made it to the top of the hill. The café was just through the imposing iron gates of the stately home. There was a green and gold sign proclaiming the house to be Huntley Manor – a luxury hotel, apparently. Abbie glanced at the tall, light-brown stone building as she made her way to the cute-looking café on the edge of the green. The hotel looked as if it could have been lifted out of a Jane Austen novel and Abbie resolved to explore it soon.


Abbie gratefully pushed open the door to Brew to escape the light drizzle of rain starting to fall on top of her shoulders, and she went up to the counter to order. The café was cute and colourful with small, round wooden tables with a vase of sunflowers on each and slate chairs in different shades of blue, a black and white tiled floor and a large counter at the back with a vast array of delicious-looking cakes. Abbie breathed in the fresh coffee smell that lingered on the air. She loved cafés and this one felt like home as soon as she walked through the door.


‘Good morning!’ said a lady with a messy grey-haired bun and big smile, leaning on the counter to greet her. Her apron was blue and white with ‘Have a Brew!’ written on it in big letters. ‘What can I get you?’


‘A large latte, please.’


The woman started making it immediately and glanced back at Abbie as she did so. ‘I haven’t seen you in here before, have I?’


Abbie shook her head. ‘No, I’m here to stay with my sister.’


‘Well, I’m Joy and I own Brew with my husband, Harry. He’s in the back making sandwiches. Welcome to Littlewood,’ she said cheerfully, sliding Abbie’s drink across to her. She moved to the till.


Abbie reached for her bag, but her hands grabbed air instead. ‘Oh no!’ she cried, looking down at her cases in horror.


‘What’s wrong?’ Joy asked, leaning over the counter to see.


‘But I picked it up off the train, I’m sure I did,’ she said out loud, shaking her head. She had kept her handbag balanced on top of one of the wheelie cases so she didn’t have to carry it on her shoulder. ‘I can’t find my bag,’ she explained to Joy.


‘Oh, dear, I’m sorry,’ Joy said, sympathetically.


Abbie checked around her again, a sinking feeling in her chest. ‘What am I going to do without it?’ she said. If living in London had taught her anything, it was to keep a tight hold of your belongings at all times. She’d have to cancel her cards immediately. Oh, God. Her phone was in there. She started to feel panicky at the thought of not having it with her. How would anyone get in contact with her?


‘Look, try not to worry. You’re in Littlewood now and everyone looks out for one another here. I’m sure someone will find your bag and deliver it back to you. Go and sit down and drink your latte; you’ve had a shock and you need your coffee.’


‘But I can’t pay for it,’ Abbie admitted, her cheeks turning pink. She had never lost her bag before. This week was just going from bad to worse.


‘Don’t be silly, it’s on us.’ Joy grabbed a brownie and put it on a plate. ‘This too.’


‘Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly accept . . .’


Joy waved off Abbie’s protests. ‘Sit down, I insist. You can pay next time, after you find your bag.’


Abbie wished she shared Joy’s faith that her bag would be found. She carried the brownie and latte over to her table, hoping Louise would hurry up and get there so she could use her phone to ring the bank.


The door to the café banged open, making Abbie turn with a start. ‘There you are,’ a woman cried, waving something at her. ‘I’ve been chasing you from the station.’ A little girl followed her inside the café; both of them were pulling suitcases. ‘Your bag fell off when you went through the barrier,’ she said, a distinct accent to her brisk tone, holding up what Abbie could now see was her lost handbag.


Abbie recognised her from the train carriage and breathed a huge sigh of relief. ‘Oh, wow, thank you so much,’ she said, amazed that the woman had followed her all the way to Brew to get it back to her. She took it from her. ‘I’m so grateful.’


The woman, who looked a similar age to Abbie’s twenty-eight years and had a sharp, blonde bob, smiled. ‘Of course. I would be so upset if I lost mine.’


‘See? I told you it would turn up,’ Joy called from the counter. ‘All’s well that ends well.’


‘It certainly wouldn’t have got back to me so quickly in London,’ Abbie said. She pulled out her purse. ‘And now I can pay you.’


‘No, this one is still on us,’ Joy said, firmly. ‘What would you like?’ she asked Abbie’s saviour just as a tall, round-bellied man came out of the kitchen with two plates of egg and cress sandwiches for an elderly couple sitting by the door. ‘This is my husband, Harry,’ Joy told them. ‘And I can see you’re new to Littlewood too,’ she added to the blonde woman who had seated her daughter with their bags at the next table to Abbie.


‘I’m Eszter. This is Zoe. We’ve just arrived in England from Hungary.’


‘Well, we hardly ever get any newcomers and now we have three! Coffee?’


Joy took Eszter’s order and brought her drinks to the table. She glanced at Abbie who was marvelling at how delicious her brownie was. ‘You look so familiar; have we met before?’


Abbie shook her head. ‘No, but my sister Louise lives here.’


‘Is that Louise Morgan?’ Joy asked, her eyes lighting up.


‘That’s right, yes.’


Harry came over and put his arm around his wife. ‘We know Louise well, lovely girl, she helped looked after me in hospital and started coming in here then. Drinks too much coffee for a nurse, though.’


Abbie smiled. ‘It runs in the family.’


‘So, you’re here to stay with Louise, and what about you?’ Joy asked Eszter.


‘We’re here to see family too. Well, sort of family, anyway.’ She sipped her coffee with a nervous look on her face. She glanced at her daughter, who had long, fair hair and the same sharp eyes as her mother. ‘It was a bit of a rush decision to come here. We don’t even know where we’re going to stay.’ She bit her lip, then smiled quickly when Zoe looked at her. Abbie suspected she was putting a brave face on things and was intrigued by their story.


‘I’m sure we can help with that,’ Joy said. Then she clapped her hands together. ‘And, Abbie, I just remembered, you must put Eszter’s kindness to you up on the board,’ she said, gesturing to the large chalkboard that hung across one wall. It was filled with chalk scribbles in various styles of handwriting and colours.


‘What’s that?’


‘This is our Kindness Board. If anyone has an act of kindness done to them, they write it up on the board. We started it this summer and it’s already filling up. Eszter finding your bag is definitely worthy of being up there,’ Joy said, going back around the counter to make Louise’s regular coffee for her arrival. She held out a piece of chalk to Abbie.


‘A Kindness Board?’ Abbie glanced at her, wondering if it was a joke, but Joy told her to go on up. Sensing everyone’s eyes on her, Abbie went to the board and looked at some of the entries already up there. Feeling like she was back in school, she added Eszter’s random act of kindness to the board.


My lost handbag was returned to me by Eszter. Thank you for your act of kindness!


She added a smiley face to it.


‘And now you’ll have to pay her act of kindness forward,’ Joy said from behind her.


‘Huh?’


‘In Littlewood, if someone is kind to you, you repay their act by being kind to someone yourself.’


Abbie stared at Joy, wondering if she had walked into some kind of cult. ‘That’s a thing?’


Joy laughed. ‘We are trying to make it “a thing”, yes. Ever since Harry was in hospital, and the whole town rallied around us and helped us keep Brew going, we have tried to be kind to the community when we can. Harry thought having a board in here would encourage others to do the same.’


‘Is it working?’ Abbie was sceptical. She was certain no one had ever been what she would call ‘kind’ to a stranger back in London.


‘You’ll have to come back and tell me if it works for you.’ Joy went to serve another customer and Abbie watched her go, wondering if she was really expected to pay Eszter’s kindness forward.


Was kindness something that could be sprinkled around as if it was confetti?




Chapter Two


Louise Morgan checked her watch and began a last sweep of the paediatric ward she worked on before heading back to Littlewood to meet up with Abbie. At twenty-six, she was two years younger than Abbie, and just as petite, although her dark hair was shorter and layered into an easier style, as she hated having to spend time doing it in the morning. She was excited that Abbie had come to stay, although she wondered how her sister would fit into her small, close-knit town. It would be very different to London.


It had been a busy night shift so Louise hadn’t had time to dwell on the amount of messages currently clogging up her phone. She loved being a nurse. She remembered making Abbie play ‘doctors and nurses’ with her when they were little. Their Barbie dolls had been struck down with a vast array of illnesses and accidents over the years.


The hospital was always busy; there was very little time to think about anything other than what was right there in front of you. You couldn’t dwell on your personal problems when you were faced with kids battling for their lives on a daily basis, but she knew when she left, it would all come flooding back.


Louise paused in front of her favourite cubicle and peeped around the curtain. ‘All set for the afternoon?’ she asked Hazel, who was six and had just come back to the ward. She had cancer and was in and out of the hospital, which broke Louise’s heart, but somehow the little girl stayed positive throughout. Louise supposed she shouldn’t really have favourite patients, but Hazel was definitely hers.


‘Mum got me a new colouring book. She’s gone home to try and find my teddy. We think we might have lost it when I went for tests the other day.’ Louise remembered the cute bear that Hazel usually had with her.


‘Oh, I’m sorry. I’m sure he’ll turn up. Enjoy your colouring and I’ll see you when I’m next in?’ Hazel nodded and Louise left her alone, wishing she could do something more to help her.


Louise grabbed her things from the staffroom and walked out, passing by the charity shop at the end of the ward. The teddy in the window immediately caught her eye. It looked very similar to the one that Hazel was missing and it was a bargain at five pounds. She went straight in and bought it. Checking her watch, she walked briskly back to the ward and hoped Abbie had found Brew safely and would be okay having a coffee alone for a bit longer. When she returned, Hazel’s mum, Sarah, was outside the cubicle talking to a tall, skinny man Louise had often seen on the ward. She thought he might be Hazel’s uncle. She nodded and smiled at them as she passed and ducked back into Hazel’s cubicle.


‘Now I know this isn’t your bear, but I think this one will do just as good a job looking after you,’ Louise said, handing it to Hazel who gasped.


‘Really?’ Hazel’s face lit up as she looked at it. That smile made all the long hours and the thankless tasks she often had to deal with worth it. ‘I’m going to name him Sam.’


‘I think that’s perfect.’


‘Oh, who’s that?’ Hazel’s mum appeared behind Louise.


‘Look what Louise got me, Mum,’ Hazel said, waving the bear at her.


‘Oh, Louise, you shouldn’t have,’ Sarah said, smiling at her. The man who stood by her shoulder grinned as well, showing two dimples in his cheeks that made him look cute, but Louise quickly brushed off that thought.


‘It’s no problem, honestly. Right, I have to go. Look after Sam, okay?’ she said to Hazel.


‘I promise,’ Hazel said, waving Sam’s paw in her direction. Louise smiled at them and left quickly, hoping Abbie wouldn’t be too annoyed at being kept waiting at the café.


Louise climbed into her car and checked her phone reluctantly. There was nothing from her sister, but there were more messages from people back home in Cornwall, some of whom she hadn’t heard from in years. She sighed. News really did spread like wildfire nowadays. She drove back to Littlewood, knowing that if she looked at Facebook again, she would get upset and Abbie would notice straight away. Louise wanted to welcome her sister to her town before she told her the news.


When Louise had parked outside Brew and walked in, she was surprised to see Abbie standing in front of the large chalkboard. Louise had taken to looking at the acts of kindness the town was doing when she popped in to grab a coffee on the way to the hospital, so she was quite familiar with how it worked.


‘You’ve already experienced an act of kindness?’ she asked Abbie, who was handing the chalk back to Joy. Abbie’s face broke out into a warm smile when she saw her sister, and she gave her a big hug before telling her about how Eszter had returned the handbag to her. Louise was introduced to Eszter and her daughter, Zoe, before being handed her usual by Joy to take over to her sister’s table by the window.


‘How was your journey?’ Louise asked Abbie.


‘It was fine. I can’t believe how quiet this place is,’ she said, looking out of Brew’s window at the drizzle coming down.


‘You’ll get used to it. You could do with slowing down a bit,’ Louise said, sipping her coffee. She had told Abbie off many times for how wrapped up in her job she had been. It had left little time for family and Louise had really missed her sister.


‘Joy told me that I now have to do my own act of kindness,’ Abbie said in a low voice so the others didn’t hear. Her expression made Louise laugh as she took a sip of her latte.


‘Is the idea of kindness really that shocking?’


Abbie shook her head. ‘I can be kind if I want to be.’


‘When did you last do anything kind?’ Louise asked, with a teasing smile. ‘To a stranger, anyway. I bet never in London. But you’re in Littlewood now; we do things differently here.’


‘It’s all right for you, you’re paid to be kind,’ she replied with a shake of her head. ‘I honestly don’t know how you do it every day.’


‘Maybe it’s just what city life does to you; there isn’t really such a community feeling there as we have here, is there?’


‘I guess. I can’t think of an example of a stranger ever helping me out there, but everyone just looks out for themselves nowadays, don’t you think?’ Abbie said.


‘I think everyone could do with being a bit kinder,’ Louise replied.


‘Although if you ask me, you’re too kind to others,’ Abbie told her. Louise knew her sister thought she often let people walk all over her. ‘If anything, you need to be kinder to yourself.’


Louise shook her head. ‘That’s not what the Kindness Board is about.’ She thought about what had happened a couple of years ago and how she had dealt with her broken heart by throwing herself into her work and new life in Littlewood. She supposed she had neglected herself as a result.


‘Actually, Abbie has a point,’ Joy chipped in as she came over to clear their table. ‘We should all be kind to ourselves, my dear. The world would be a better place if we were all kinder, I really believe that. Everyone is so wrapped up in themselves nowadays. That’s why we love living in Littlewood – there is still a tight-knit community here. It’s getting harder to find, for sure.’ She moved to Eszter’s table to take away their ketchup. She looked between the tables, the women all listening to her now. ‘Being kind is good for you. To others and yourself.’


Eszter nodded. ‘I am definitely going to need to try to be kind,’ she said. ‘I’m here to see someone who I really don’t think will be at all pleased to see me.’


‘Where are we going to stay?’ Zoe asked her mother loudly, before Joy could respond to Eszter. Zoe’s accent was less pronounced than her mother’s and she cheerfully drank her milkshake, oblivious to the look of panic on Eszter’s face.


‘I wish I knew,’ Eszter muttered. ‘Is there a hotel nearby?’ she asked Joy, who was cleaning the next table to theirs. ‘I’d have to find work if we end up staying in one for a while though, I suppose. I don’t know how long we’ll need to be here.’


‘Well, the only hotel in town is Huntley Manor, but it’s quite pricey,’ Joy admitted, gesturing out of the window at the stately home behind the café.


‘I might be able to help with somewhere to stay,’ Louise piped up. ‘My landlord owns two cottages and the one opposite mine has been empty for a few weeks, he’s been trying to find someone to take it for the summer so I reckon he’d be open to negotiating on price if you wanted it. If you were thinking of staying the whole summer?’


‘I’m not sure, we have open return flights, so I suppose we might stay that long,’ Eszter replied, uncertainly. ‘The cottage sounds promising. Could you tell me how to find your landlord?’


‘I’ll do better than that. I’m driving us home once we’ve finished this so you can come with us; he lives just up the road from my cottage.’


‘Oh, thank you.’


‘And I can help with your other predicament,’ Joy said to Eszter. ‘We always get so busy over the summer and the girl that used to help us has gone travelling this year so we were just saying earlier how we really needed to find someone. Have you ever worked in a café before?’


‘I worked in one in Budapest for two years before I went into retail. Do you really need someone?’ Eszter’s blue eyes lit up.


Joy smiled. ‘We really do. How about doing a week’s trial and we can see how we go?’


‘That would be so kind of you. Although . . .’ Eszter paused and glanced at her daughter. ‘I don’t know what I’d do about Zoe.’


Joy waved her hand. ‘She would be no problem, I’m sure, if she came with you. If that would suit you both?’ She looked at Zoe.


Her daughter nodded. ‘Will I get free cakes?’


Joy laughed. ‘I think I can stretch to one or two.’


‘Thank you so much, Joy,’ Eszter said. ‘Really, I don’t know how to thank you, all of you.’


‘Wait to thank me until you see if you like it first. Why don’t you start on Monday? That’ll give you the weekend to settle into the town.’


‘That would be perfect.’


The women finished up their drinks and left together, grateful that the rain had eased off and they could make it to the car without getting drenched. They just managed to squeeze themselves and all their cases in and Louise drove them through the town to her cottage.


It was comforting having the others with her. Louise knew that as soon as she was alone she’d think about Peter and his news again and she wanted to put that off for as long as she could.


***


‘My husband never said his home town was so pretty,’ Eszter said from the back of Louise’s car, gazing out at the countryside as they passed by. Littlewood was perched on top of the hill, Huntley Manor making up most of the skyline, and the surrounding hills provided stunning views from most vantage points.


Eszter couldn’t believe she was actually in England after hearing so much about it. She wished she had asked Nick more about it, never dreaming that when she finally came here, it would be without him. She thought of the letter in her bag that he wrote to her before he died, begging her to come here, including two plane tickets for her and Zoe, and asking them to fulfil his dying wish. She had done what he asked and jumped on that plane and now she had no idea what to do next.


Eszter was pleased that her welcome so far had been friendly. She had been nervous about the trip, as Nick had always been against bringing them to the UK; he wanted their life to be in Budapest, but getting sick had softened him. He had seemed to think more and more about the past and his home town. In the end it was his family that had made him write the letter. She just hoped she could do what he wanted her to do. She was so used to having him beside her, supporting her, that it felt as if she was missing another limb as she undertook this journey alone. She glanced at Zoe who at seven was growing up faster than she ever thought was possible, and now she would have to do all the parenting by herself. She squeezed her daughter’s hand and sent a silent wish to Nick to look after them both here.


‘Harry and Joy are really something,’ Abbie said, breaking the thoughtful silence in the car. ‘They seem to love helping people.’


‘Honestly, everyone has been really nice since I came here,’ Louise replied. ‘But they definitely are the heart and soul of the place. Everyone knows them. What did you think about their kindness idea?’ she asked Eszter as they pulled into the parking space outside the pretty little cottage and Louise turned off the engine.


‘It’s strange, you know,’ Eszter said. ‘My husband wrote me this letter asking me to come here. Before he died. He wants me to find his mother. “Be kind to her,” he told me. “Be kind to each other.” I just hope I can be.’


‘I’m so sorry about your husband,’ Louise said.


‘Thank you. It’s been a difficult time but coming here has made us think about something else, hasn’t it, Zoe?’


‘We got to go on a plane,’ her daughter told them proudly, which got a smile from her audience.


‘I hope you can find his mother. Harry and Joy will know her, I bet.’


‘I’ll ask them, thank you.’


They climbed out of the car, with Louise letting Abbie into her cottage before taking Eszter and Zoe to see her landlord a few doors away. ‘Make yourself at home,’ Louise called to her sister as she pulled her bags out of the boot. ‘Right, let’s find you a place to stay,’ she said to Eszter, who followed her hoping that she had made the right decision in coming to Littlewood. She supposed that she would find out soon enough.




Chapter Three


Abbie walked through the door into Louise’s home. It was as cosy as you’d expect a cottage to be, with low ceilings, wooden beams and her sister’s pretty belongings matching their surroundings. It was a home.


Abbie thought of the flat she had shared with Kate with its rented furniture, none of it really hers, and envied her sister for creating this for herself.


Abbie took her bags up to the spare bedroom that would be hers for the time being. She had known her redundancy money wouldn’t last long in London, so after losing her job she had reluctantly swallowed her pride and asked Louise if she could stay while she looked for a new job. Louise had been excited by the idea straight away, Abbie less so. She hated leaving London, but looking around the cottage, she had to admit this wasn’t really a hardship. There was three times as much space as she had in her city flat and she wouldn’t even be paying any rent as Louise had refused to accept anything. Abbie would definitely have to treat her to a few nice things to make up for it.


It would be fun living with her sister again, Abbie thought as she unpacked her things. They hadn’t lived together since she had left home for uni ten years ago, and they hadn’t spent a lot of time in each other’s company since then. After uni, work had become Abbie’s focus and it had never seemed the right time to leave London for a visit to Littlewood. Even at Christmas, she had chosen to stay with her ex, Jack, and had ended up regretting missing out on a family celebration.


If she really thought about it, she might even enjoy living here, if she could shake off this feeling of being an utter failure at being both out of a job and, essentially, homeless.


***


When Louise returned from helping Eszter, Abbie had finished unpacking and was sitting in the living room, looking at jobs on her laptop.


‘He was so excited they wanted the cottage, Eszter was already hammering down the price for it when I left. She’s strong-willed, that one. So, what do you think of my place?’ Louise asked her.


‘It’s really homely.’ Abbie closed her laptop as her sister sat down in the opposite armchair.


Louise yawned. ‘Sorry. I’ll have to head to bed soon. I’m knackered.’


‘That’s okay. I can do some exploring. I’ll get us some dinner later, if you’re up?’


‘Can you cook?’


Abbie grinned. ‘No, but I can order us something. Um, do you even have takeaways here?’


‘We’re not completely in the back of beyond! We might not be able to get sushi delivered at four in the morning or something but, yes, we have pizza and curry, and a really nice Chinese on the high street.’


‘Thank God for that then. I need my spring rolls.’


Louise agreed before saying, ‘I hope Eszter stays. I can’t believe she lost her husband. She’s not much older than us, I would think.’


‘I know, it’s crazy. I can’t imagine being married, let alone having a daughter and then losing your husband and coming to another country on your own like that.’


‘When I left, she promised she was going to repay my kindness. I think Harry and Joy got to her.’


‘That means I’ll have to do the same. And you. You’re meant to be kinder to yourself, don’t forget.’


Louise got up, ready to head to bed. She shook her head. ‘If I see you do a random act of kindness for someone, then I promise I’ll do something kind for myself. Deal?’


‘Are we actually making a kindness pact?’ Abbie grinned as she shook her sister’s offered hand. ‘Okay then, deal. I shall walk the streets of Littlewood looking out for someone in need.’


Louise laughed. ‘You do that. I’m going to bed. Call me for dinner, okay? We can watch a film or something?’


‘Perfect.’ Abbie watched her sister go upstairs, regretting that she’d never come to see her here before. Louise had fled Cornwall two years ago and Abbie was ashamed she hadn’t really been around to support her through it all; she’d been too focused on working her way up the ladder and falling for Jack. Both things that turned out to be a complete waste of her time. She was determined that the next thing she decided to do would be worth her while. Oh God, she realised. And now it had to be kind too.


***


Louise listened as the cottage door shut before pulling on her pjs and closing the curtains to try to block out the blazing July afternoon. She hadn’t had the energy to tell Abbie just yet, and she needed some time to process it all. Now she was alone, she looked at her phone again. Another message had appeared.


OMG I just saw the news Are you okay, hon?


Louise sighed. She hadn’t been in touch with this girl for ages. Everyone was really crawling out of the woodwork after the news. She supposed it was no big shock; after all, she’d been the talk of the town for months. Which is why she had run as soon as she could.


With a groan, Louise stuffed her phone into the bedside drawer and lay down on top of the covers. It was too warm up there to get under the sheets. She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to sleep anyway when all she could think about was Peter’s news.


Two years ago, her childhood sweetheart had broken off their engagement just two weeks before they were due to get married. Louise had applied for the first nursing job she could find that was far away from her home town in Cornwall, and that’s how she had ended up in Littlewood.


She’d been with Peter since they were fifteen and couldn’t have even conceived of a future without him by her side. She had been heartbroken and humiliated when he told her over the phone that it was over. He said she had pushed him into the wedding, when in reality it had been him who had surprised her with a proposal and a desire to get married that summer. But then suddenly, out of nowhere, he no longer wanted a future with her.


Unable to bear all the pitying looks she received every time she stepped out of her front door and didn’t look back.


No one in Littlewood knew she was a jilted bride – expect for Abbie now – and that was just fine with Louise. She had thrown herself into her new job and made friends and created a cosy home for herself. And she had resolutely stuck to her vow not to let another man get close to her. She couldn’t take that kind of pain again.


She closed her eyes, willing sleep to block out her thoughts of the past. It was impossible, though. Ever since she had seen his news the night before, the words had been playing over and over in her mind on a loop like a slide show. They weren’t Facebook friends any more but they had so many mutual friends that her notifications had been ablaze with the news: Peter had got engaged to a girl he’d only been seeing for a few months.


Louise’s heart threatened to break all over again, but she doubted she had enough of one left for it to do that. How is it that he had fallen in love so quickly and was now suddenly ready to commit the rest of his life to someone else? But the main question, the one she wished she could stop herself asking silently over and over again, the one that made her hate herself for being so pathetic, was – why wasn’t it her?




Chapter Four


Eszter couldn’t help but feel satisfied with a job well done. She glanced around the pretty cottage she had just secured for the summer. She had a job starting on Monday. Zoe was unpacking in her new room and had been excited by the sloping roof, wooden beams and pretty garden, as far removed from their city apartment back in Budapest as they could get. She had managed to do what had felt impossible when she had looked at the plane tickets that Nick had bought for them. Now all that was left was to find Mrs Harris and do what her husband had begged her to do.


That could wait until the new week though. She would find out all she could about Mrs Harris first. Nick had always been so cagey, so she really had no idea what she was about to face. Eszter was prepared for the worst, though – she had to be. Nick hadn’t seen his parents for years. He had never really explained why, but she knew it couldn’t be good.


She sat in her new kitchen at the small pine table and phoned her own mother back in Hungary. Her parents lived out in the countryside but Eszter and Nick had spent many holidays with them; they had both got on well with Nick, welcoming him into their family as soon as she had brought him to meet them. They had been as devastated as she was when he was diagnosed with cancer.


Her mother hadn’t wanted her to come to England so soon after his death. She wanted them to stay with her, but Eszter knew that the longer she put it off, the less likely she was to do it, and besides, the tickets were there ready and waiting to be used. And it meant she could shove her grief aside even for a brief time and focus on something else instead. Their apartment had become claustrophobic with memories of their life together. Without Nick, it just didn’t feel like home any more. Her mother had asked them to move in after Nick died but her parents lived miles from anywhere, which would make school and work difficult, if not impossible, to organise.


‘You got there okay, then?’ her mother asked when they greeted each other in their native Hungarian. Eszter’s parents could speak some English but were nowhere near as fluent as she and Zoe were after being with Nick for so long, as well as learning in school and living in cosmopolitan Budapest.


‘It was actually an easy journey.’


Eszter told her mum all about arriving in Littlewood and how she had already found a cottage and a job. ‘I thought I’d have to survive in a hotel for a while and live off our savings, so we’ve been really lucky.’


Back in Budapest, Nick had worked as an English teacher and Eszter had worked in a clothes shop. Rent on their city place had been high, so they had never had lots of money when Nick was alive, and neither of them had even thought about getting life insurance at their age, so Eszter needed to work as much as she could even if they were just in Littlewood for a few weeks. She had sublet her apartment for the summer to a friend of a friend.


‘It’s really pretty here. I don’t know why Nick didn’t talk about it more.’ To Eszter, it looked like a charming place to grow up, reminiscent of her parents’ community in rural Hungary. She had never really wanted Zoe to grow up in a city, but there were so few opportunities for them anywhere else back home.


‘What do you think your mother-in-law will be like?’


‘Honestly, I’m terrified. But then, she produced Nick, so surely she can’t be that bad?’


‘Their rift went on for so long, she will be shocked to see you, I’m sure. You’ll take care, won’t you?’


Eszter assured her mother she would and promised to tell her as soon as she and Mrs Harris met. Her mum wished her good luck for her new job and then asked to speak to Zoe. The little girl came hurtling down the stairs to speak to her grandmother, chattering away as usual, telling her all about her new room. At least Zoe was bearing all the hallmarks of resilience. Eszter just hoped her excitement over their new house would last. It had been a tough few months; Zoe hadn’t understood when her mother had told her that her father wouldn’t get better. The hole Nick had left in their lives would be felt for a long time yet.


After the phone call, Eszter suggested they walk to the local supermarket to find something for dinner. The landlord had directed them to the local shops before he had left and they weren’t far to walk to. ‘And tomorrow we can do whatever you want, okay?’


Zoe’s eyes lit up. ‘Can we go to the park?’


‘If it doesn’t rain.’ Eszter had heard a lot about the British weather and it had already shown her rain and sunshine in just one day, so God only knew what it would do tomorrow. ‘Let’s go.’


They pulled on light jackets and shoes and headed out towards the high street. Littlewood was so sleepy compared to where they lived. Just one car passed them, and a man walking a dog waved at them from across the road. The small high street atop the hill had a supermarket, Post Office, a butcher’s, a bakery, a small florist and a charity shop that Eszter resolved to have a good look in – Zoe was growing at an alarming rate and she always needed new clothes and shoes.


‘Hi, neighbours,’ a voice called from outside the bakery. Abbie waved at them. ‘What are you up to?’


‘Finding something to eat,’ Zoe replied as they came nearer.


‘I’m exploring our new town,’ Abbie said. ‘Thought I’d head over to Huntley Manor next. What are you going to have for your dinner, then?’


‘I like pizza,’ Zoe told her.


She laughed. ‘Don’t we all. Are you settling into the cottage, okay?’


‘It’s lovely,’ Eszter said. ‘I can’t thank your sister enough for telling us about it.’


‘Louise is always making me feel bad for how helpful she is. I’ve promised her that I’ll do an act of kindness, and I have no idea where to start.’


‘You’ll know it when someone needs your help,’ Eszter said.


***


Abbie watched Eszter and Zoe go into the supermarket, and carried on her walk through the town. She wasn’t sure who could need her help here. She didn’t think her skills would be much use in Littlewood at all, which was why she had to move on from here as quickly as she could.


She walked down the length of the high street and then turned towards the Manor, passing Brew and making her way up to the large oak door. She’d always had a fondness for stately homes and hadn’t been able to indulge in looking around one for ages.


Abbie walked into the lobby and saw a small, abandoned reception desk, so she carried on into the lounge area. There was an impressive fireplace with a painting of Littlewood hanging above it, but the room was dark, the curtains faded, the carpet looked a bit threadbare and the furnishings were clearly in need of a clean. It was elegant, but it looked as if it needed some TLC. She couldn’t help but cast her critical eye over it after spending many a meeting inside London’s top hotels and a few nights in them with Jack.


She shook her head as thoughts of him invaded. He had bowled her over when she joined his company. It had felt illicit to start seeing one of the bosses and the fact that he was a partner there at the age of thirty-eight had impressed her. She felt like she could learn a lot from him; plus his good looks and smooth talking had charmed her on the first day they had met. Abbie wasn’t sure what had gone wrong, but quite suddenly he lost interest and stopped arranging dinners and nights out, didn’t text her good morning and, at work, become colder, more professional, all seemingly overnight. It all seemed so obvious now, that he had known she was on the redundancy list, and it had hurt to know he hadn’t warned her or chosen their relationship over work.


Jack had looked nervous when they called her into the boardroom to tell her the news. He told her that as one of the newest staff members there, it was first in, first out. What had hurt the most was that Jack had had the nerve to offer his hand to shake, along with the other two partners, when she stood up to leave.


It had taken all of her willpower not to break down and cry right then in front of them. She had instead fled to the loos and broken down in privacy there.


Forcing herself out of her misery, Abbie looked around once more before moving on to the dining room. It was an impressive, long room with chandeliers hanging from the ceiling and French windows displaying views of the vast estate. In front of the sloping green lawns was an outside dining area that had chairs and tables all covered up, which struck her as strange for the start of the summer season. Abbie noticed that the door was open slightly, so she stepped outside into the grounds. The sun was peeking out through the clouds, and the promise of warmer days seemed to be on the horizon.


Abbie couldn’t see any guests around, or staff for that matter, as she strolled around the outskirts of the house. It was in need of a paint job and the garden could do with a tidy-up too, or at least some colourful flowers and hanging baskets. At the back of the house were stables, albeit empty of horses. She heard a noise and stopped.


‘Look, I know I asked for more time before, but it’s the summer – our busiest time – so . . .’ a harassed voice sounded out from behind one of the stable doors. It was man with a cultured lilt to his frustrated voice. ‘John, you know I would pay if I could. I just need another extension. A couple of months? Okay, a month then? Yes, I know you think I should sell. Well, yes, I might have to, but please, just give me this summer.’ The stable door opened and Abbie jumped, her cheeks flushing at being caught eavesdropping. She stood there like a lemon as a tall, dark-haired man in a suit and wellies strode out. He didn’t even notice her as he walked towards the house, talking on the phone. ‘Okay, I’ll come and see you next week. Thank you. Goodbye, John,’ he said, shoving his phone into his pocket.


Abbie found herself following him. She knew she should act as if she hadn’t heard any of that, but this man and his hotel were definitely in trouble, and she could see why. She could also see what a shame that was, as this place had a lot of promise.


She thought of Harry and Joy in Brew; when they were doing so well, how was it that the hotel whose grounds their café stood in wasn’t reaping the same benefits? Curiosity got the better of her and she spoke up before she could stop herself.


‘Excuse me,’ she called tentatively.


The man stopped and finally noticed her behind him. ‘Can I help you?’ he asked.


Face to face, Abbie saw that he was younger than she had thought, only a couple of years older than she was. Yet this was the man in charge of Huntley Manor. She was intrigued.


‘Are you the manager here?’


‘I’m the owner actually. Well, and manager. Thomas Huntley.’


‘Oh.’ No wonder his accent was so posh, he owned this vast estate. Abbie was intimidated, but she wasn’t going to let that scare her away. She thought of all the times she hadn’t told Jack what she really thought and she didn’t want that to happen again. Abbie thrust out her hand, thinking she had nothing to lose at this point. ‘I’m Abbie Morgan and I think I can help you.’




Chapter Five


Thomas Huntley cut an imposing figure, especially as he was over a foot taller than Abbie, but it helped that he had wellington boots on as it made him seem a little more down-to-earth.


He raised his eyebrows. ‘And how can you help me?’


‘I couldn’t help but overhear that the hotel isn’t doing that well.’


‘You mean you listened to a private phone call?’ Disdain dripped from every word.


‘Well, I certainly didn’t mean to, but you do have a loud voice and it’s very quiet around here.’


Thomas started walking again with a shake of his head and Abbie hurried to keep up with him. ‘I suppose you want me to sell like everyone else? Another estate agent, are you? You really are all vultures.’


‘I’m not an estate agent. Actually, I work in PR. Well, I did until very recently, and I think I can help. This place could be amazing, but I can’t see any guests and, could you slow down a bit, please?’ Abbie was almost panting as her much shorter legs tried to keep up with his strides. They made their way into the dining room. ‘I get that you don’t know me, but I love coming up with ideas to help businesses and I happen to be free this summer.’


Thomas stopped and faced her again. ‘Let me get this straight – you were sacked from your job but you think I need your help?’


This time, it was Abbie who raised her eyebrows. ‘I wasn’t sacked, I was made redundant and not because I’m not good at my job.’ Why was she bothering to try and convince him? This place had drawn her in. It reminded her of the house her grandparents had owned in Cornwall, but she didn’t think Thomas Huntley would be persuaded by sentimentality. ‘I haven’t been in Littlewood long, but imagine what it would be like if this house was left here empty, or worse if it wasn’t standing here overlooking the town at all? Is that what you really want to happen?’


Thomas sighed. ‘Unfortunately, I might not have any choice but to sell. The mortgage . . . well, I’m very behind and, as you rightly pointed out, we have hardly any guests.’ He sighed. ‘Why would you want to try to help? Even I’m not sure there’s anything left to save.’


‘Isn’t it better to say you tried to keep it going than to always wonder what might have been? Why regret not trying?’


‘I can’t pay you.’


She smiled. ‘That’s not why I offered to help. I promised someone that I’d pay their act of kindness forward so that’s what I’m going to do. I have skills that you need and while I’m here this summer, trying to find another paying job, you might as well put me to use. We can try and save Huntley Manor together. What do you say?’ She held out her hand.


Thomas shook his head. ‘Abbie, was it? I have never met anyone quite as forceful in my life before, and you should have seen my father. He would turn in his grave if I gave up on this house. So, okay, let’s try. But I warn you, we’re going to have our work cut out for ourselves.’


As Thomas shook her hand, Abbie grinned, feeling hopeful for the first time since she walked out of her office in London. ‘I managed to get a disgraced client of ours to star in, and win, Strictly Come Dancing. This will be a piece of cake in comparison.’


‘I have no idea what you’re talking about, but okay. I’m guessing it was Harry and Joy who put this mad kindness idea into your head, wasn’t it?’


‘I knew it! It’s a cult, isn’t it?’


This time, Thomas laughed. ‘I don’t think Littlewood would ever be hip enough to have a cult, but they are passionate about being kind, and it has rubbed off around here.’


Abbie could understand why. As Thomas introduced her to the small staff, she felt good about herself for what she was doing. She liked that she was able to help out Thomas and the team, and that she had lived up to the pact she had made with Harry, Joy and her sister.


Eszter had been right: Abbie had known instantly that Huntley Manor needed her, and she was determined not to let it down.


***


They spent the remainder of the day looking around, with Abbie seeking out all of the hotel’s nooks and crannies she could find. The upstairs rooms were similar in that they were elegant but in need of sprucing up. Though they had lovely views of the grounds, they lacked the amenities guests would expect from a luxury hotel.


‘I’ll start by making a list of things we need to look at,’ she said decisively.


‘We have no money for improvements.’


‘There are still things we can do while keeping the cost down. We might be able to get a company to give away toiletries, for example, in return for promoting them. Oh, how is your online presence?’ Abbie asked as they walked back through the lobby. The receptionist had at last appeared and looked thoroughly bored at her desk. Thomas and Abbie stepped outside. The day was drawing to a close. She had somehow spent hours there.


‘Um . . . we have a website, I think.’


She gave him a withering look. ‘You think? Thomas, your online presence is one of the most important things. I’ll look at it tonight. That is something we can do something about, easily and cost free. Right, I’ll talk to you on Monday then?’


‘I’ll be here.’ Thomas shifted on his feet, ‘Abbie, I do appreciate this, but I’d rather the town didn’t know how much trouble the house is in.’


‘They may want to help, though.’


‘I suppose I’m not used to asking for help.’


‘Well, now you have me, and I have no shame at all if it gets us where we need to be. But don’t worry; I’ll keep it to myself, if that’s what you want.’ She wondered why he felt the need to be so reserved, considering the trouble he was in. She supposed it was hard to change the ways of a lifetime. Huntley Manor must once have been the life and soul of Littlewood, and it must be so hard for Thomas to accept that the house was barely clinging on by its fingertips now. ‘What was this place like when you were growing up?’ she asked before she turned to go.


‘It was . . . thriving.’ She could see he was remembering that time as he smiled and looked at the house rising behind them.


‘Then it can be again.’


She hoped the same was as true for people as it was for places.


Abbie walked back to her sister’s cottage, her heels almost bouncing off the pavement. A project already, it was just what she needed. She checked her email as she walked and there were a couple of rejections to her applications. There was also an email from a client she had worked with saying how sorry they were to hear she had left and they wished they knew of any opportunities for her. She tried not to feel disheartened. She hadn’t been job-hunting for long. There was no rush. She needed to find the right thing anyway. And as she searched for the perfect place, she could throw herself into helping Thomas make Huntley Manor thrive again.


***


Louise was in the kitchen in her pjs pouring out wine for the both of them when Abbie returned with a Chinese takeaway. She had taken off her make-up after causing her mascara to spill everywhere as she let herself have a cry over Peter.


‘I have news!’ Abbie trilled as she walked in. Louise forced a smile but she couldn’t match Abbie’s beam. ‘I have also bought enough to feed about six people. Are you okay, Lou?’


Abbie was staring at her and Louise knew she wouldn’t be able to pretend everything was fine any longer. Wordlessly, she handed Abbie her phone with Facebook open on the screen. She turned to get out plates and cutlery while her sister absorbed the news.


‘This has nothing to do with you,’ Abbie said, firmly, turning off the screen and putting the phone down on the counter. ‘Peter was always selfish. You got out just in time. You would never have been happy married to him.’


‘He said he didn’t want to get married, that everything was happening too soon, that commitment scared him. We were together for years, Abs. And now he’s marrying someone he hasn’t known for more than a minute! So, you’re wrong. It has everything to do with me. I wasn’t good enough for him to want to marry.’ Louise hated how her voice wobbled as she spoke and she hastily took a long gulp of her wine, pleading with herself not to cry again. Abbie never cried over anything, she seemed to be able to handle whatever was thrown at her, whereas Louise felt like she was for ever struggling.


Abbie grabbed her sister’s hand. ‘That’s complete crap. You were, and always will be, good enough for whoever you fall in love with. The point is, whether they’re good enough for you. You fell in love with him too young; you couldn’t see his faults. You loved him unconditionally, that’s how big your heart is. But trust me, you are much better off without him.’


‘Let’s get the food out. I am in dire need of some comfort eating.’ Louise busied herself plating up the food, aware of her sister’s gaze on her the whole time. ‘I really thought I was over it,’ she said in the end as they carried their over-full plates to the living room, curling up in an armchair each. ‘What was your news? I’m sorry, you seemed excited when you came in and I ruined it,’ Louise said, trying to inject some enthusiasm in her voice. She shovelled a spring roll into her mouth. When in doubt, eat, was their motto for most moments.


Abbie launched into an enthusiastic speech about Huntley Manor. ‘It really reminded me of Nan and Granddad’s house. I feel like I can help him, even though I don’t think he believes it can be saved.’


‘I’ve met Thomas a few times. He’s always intimidated me. He’s so tall and rich,’ Louise admitted. ‘But he definitely cares about Littlewood; he’s on the board of some local charities and is a school governor, I think. Maybe he has just run out of ideas. You’re brilliant at them, so I think you’ll make a great team, and I’ll be especially happy about it if it keeps you in my little town a bit longer.’


Abbie smiled. ‘Small-town life doesn’t really appeal to me like it does to you, I’ll still be trying to get back to London, but it’ll do me good to get stuck into a project here. Maybe Harry and Joy are right about this kindness lark as I feel pretty good about trying to save Huntley Manor.’


Louise held up her glass of wine. ‘Well, you’ve stuck to your end of the pact, so I suppose now I have to try and be kind to myself. Does this wine and the box of chocolates I have in the cupboard count?’


‘For now, but you need to think a bit bigger. Like putting Peter behind you once and for all.’


Louise’s smile faltered as she took another sip of her wine. She realised she had still harboured some hope that Peter would show up on her doorstep and beg her to take him back, even after all this time. Didn’t everyone fantasise about that when someone dumped them? Louise hoped so, but she didn’t dare tell Abbie about it.


It was hard to realise that all the plans she had made with him, he was now making with someone else. Abbie was right, though, she knew that deep down. Peter had clearly moved on. He wasn’t going to show up now or ever. He was marrying someone else.


It was time for her to plan a very different future, but quite how she was meant to do that, she didn’t know. Perhaps kindness started in small steps anyway. So, for tonight, she would chill with her sister, eating and drinking, and try to ignore that tiny voice that always piped up at her lowest points.
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