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To Diane


Passionate, inspiring and occasionally hilarious,


She also happens to be my mum




Chapter 1


As I descended the stairs to the Wynthorpe Hall kitchen, the vacuum cleaner bumping along behind me, I couldn’t help but think about how eerily quiet the place seemed. As a rule, lunchtime was a bit of a free-for-all as the family, which included us staff, made a beeline for a place around the table to feast on whatever delicious fare the hall cook, Dorothy, had spent the morning preparing. I reasoned that the unusual silence would likely have something to do with Anna, something she had arranged, and I decided to play along with whatever my well-meaning friend had dreamt up. Though I was, for once, itching to get back to town.


I had barely opened the door an inch before a rousing chorus of ‘Here Comes the Bride’ erupted. The vacuum was whisked from my grasp and the sounds of popping corks and party poppers filled the air.


‘You twits,’ I laughed, as Anna pulled me into a suffocating hug. ‘Tonight is just my engagement party, not my wedding day!’


‘We know that, Hayley,’ she said, squeezing me tighter, ‘this is just a little taster of what we’ll have lined up for you here at the hall when the big day finally dawns.’


Anna had certainly pulled out all the stops. I knew there would be no one better to take on the roles of wedding planner and chief bridesmaid.


‘And when can we expect to see the handsome groom-to-be?’ asked Angus, handing me a champagne-filled crystal flute. ‘I take it the scorching scaffolder will be coming to pick you up?’


Angus Connelly, the eccentric gent who was married to Catherine, the hall owner, had certainly found a fitting nickname for my fiancé.


Gavin Garford, aka The Scorching Scaffolder, had been practically everyone’s crush when I was at high school, and the subsequent years – combined with his job erecting and dismantling scaffolding – had played their part in turning a teenage tearaway into a fine specimen of manhood.


Gavin and his workmates had been called to Wynthorpe Hall earlier in the year to construct a scaffold tower that we all hoped would keep Angus safe while he worked at a height. Gavin had wasted no time in asking me out, and the whirlwind romance that led up to his autumn proposal certainly lived up to the steamy fantasies I’d had about him as a teenager.


‘I’m afraid not,’ I sighed, gently clinking my glass against Anna’s. ‘He’s working at the other side of Peterborough today and won’t be back until late this afternoon.’


‘Wouldn’t his boss let him take the day off?’ Jamie frowned. ‘There must be loads still to check over at the pub.’


Clearly Jamie – Angus and Catherine’s youngest son, and heir to the hall – wasn’t particularly impressed by my beau’s absence.


‘We’re both well aware of that,’ I responded with a cheeky grin, ‘but some of us don’t have a grand family hall to live in. We have to work all the hours god sends to save up ridiculous deposits just to buy poky flats in town.’


‘Still no news on the affordable housing front?’ asked Mick, the hall handyman, who also lived on-site.


‘Not a word,’ I sighed. ‘At this rate we’ll be drawing our pensions before the council even approve the plans.’


‘You know you’re always welcome here,’ said Catherine, kindly. ‘We would be more than happy to accommodate you and Gavin if it meant you could secure your own home sooner.’


Catherine had been offering me a room ever since my final year at school when I’d found myself pregnant and was abandoned by my parents when they couldn’t stand the shame. At the time, my nan had been working as a cleaner at the hall, and her untimely death, along with my miscarriage, had ensured my education had never been properly finished. I had gone home soon after Nan’s funeral, but I gratefully took over her job. I loved working with the antiques, paintings and curios and had become something of a self-taught expert in historical conservation.


‘Thank you, Catherine,’ I smiled at my kind-hearted employer, ‘I do know and, as always, I appreciate your generous offer—’


‘But you’re not going to accept it,’ Jamie cut in.


‘And be constantly on-hand to pick up your pants, Jamie Connelly?’ I batted back as Anna giggled and Dorothy tutted. ‘I don’t think so.’


Washing the family’s clothes had never been part of my job description, but teasing Jamie about his slack habits with the laundry bin was far easier than explaining why I needed to be at home; Mum and I may have had our differences in the past, but I couldn’t leave her defenceless against Dad and his belligerent temper. I knew the time for me to move on would come at some point, but not just yet.


‘And besides,’ I cunningly added, ‘we’ll be into November next week. You’ll no doubt be too busy planning for Christmas and packed to the rafters with more family and friends than you’ll know what to do with, won’t you?’


Moving the conversation on to Christmas was a masterstroke on my part. The mere mention of it had Angus bobbing up and down in his seat. I focused my attention on devouring Dorothy’s delicious sandwiches to soak up the fizz, barely listening to the ideas Angus was rattling off, until the words ‘Winter Wonderland’ were spoken and I looked up to see Catherine’s face fall.


‘Absolutely not,’ she said sternly.


‘But—’


‘No, Angus,’ she said again. ‘We’re going to be stretched to our limit as it is, what with the addition of the Christmas tree competition and the party on top of the usual sleigh rides.’


‘What Christmas tree competition?’ I asked, pushing my plate away.


‘Have you not been listening at all?’ tutted Anna with a smile. ‘We’re hosting the tree-decorating competition this year because the church has so many December weddings booked that they haven’t got room for all the trees amongst the pews.’


‘It’s going to be spectacular,’ Angus joined in. Clearly, he could already picture it. ‘There were almost thirty trees last year, all decorated by a different community group. The one from the hardware store was a triumph, covered in mini tools and DIY materials. I thought it was the best by far.’


‘What with that and the party to raise funds for the charity,’ Catherine was quick to remind her husband, ‘I hardly think we’ll have the time or the manpower to establish this Winter Wonderland you’ve dreamt up.’


‘But as you just reminded us, Mum, we do already have the sleigh,’ said Jamie, catching his father’s eye, ‘and none of what Dad has in mind would encroach on the hall. Just a couple of extra tweaks outside and we could be in business.’


‘We could have a snow machine,’ said Angus, wistfully.


‘Are you joining ranks with your father, Jamie?’ asked Anna.


She sounded as surprised as the rest of us were no doubt feeling.


‘Well,’ Jamie swallowed, ‘the charity is going to be closed throughout December so we could use the space in the courtyard, and we’ll have an extra pair of hands on-site to help out by then. A very practical pair of hands.’


Anna and Catherine raised their eyebrows in perfect synchronicity and I thought it was just as well that the charity, which supported bereaved children and young adults, was going to be closed if such extravagant festive plans were afoot.


‘I’m not siding with him exactly,’ Jamie mumbled. ‘I just don’t think it would be all that tricky to set up, that’s all.’


That was as good as a green light to Angus, and I could already tell that a manic few weeks lay ahead. I might have drawn the focus away from my refusal of Catherine’s offer but, in the process, I’d opened up one heck of a can of tinsel-toting worms.


‘So, who does this extra pair of hands belong to then?’ asked Molly, who had suddenly appeared in the doorway, her wild pre-Raphaelite hair framing her pretty face.


Molly, with her white witch tendencies, had a spooky knack for popping up out of nowhere. She always looked to me as if she floated on a cushion of air, not setting her feet on solid ground like the rest of us mere mortals.


‘Is it someone who is going to be passing through or someone who is staying for good?’


‘Since when did anyone get away with passing through?’ laughed Mick, as he pointed first at himself, then me, Dorothy and finally, Anna.


We had all arrived at the hall on the understanding that we wouldn’t stay long, but that wasn’t how things worked here. Once Catherine, Angus, the dogs and the hall had found their way into our hearts, we were hooked – for good.


‘That’s true,’ Molly laughed, claiming the seat next to me and giving me an incense-scented hug. ‘I just wanted to pop in to wish you good luck for tonight, Hayley, in case I don’t get a chance later.’


‘Thanks, Molly,’ I smiled, squeezing her back.


I appreciated the fact that she had left the cosy confines of her cottage in the woods, but I really didn’t need luck. It had been Molly herself who had read my tarot cards in the spring and had told me love would feature dramatically in my life before the end of the year. I admit I had been dismissive at the time, but then Gavin had turned up in his too-tight vest and set my heart pounding. Sure, he had a reputation, but who didn’t? As far as I could tell, he was the person Molly had predicted, and his timing couldn’t have been more perfect.


‘So, who’s coming to stay?’ Molly asked again.


‘A pal of mine,’ explained Jamie. ‘Someone I’ve known for ages and worked with out in Africa. He’s visited here before, too, but that was years ago. He’s agreed to take on the outdoor activities we offer at the centre, as well as adding a few more of his own design.’


‘I thought you were in charge of all that, Mick?’


‘I have been,’ he said, ‘but I’m not getting any younger and this chap has other skills Jamie can put to good use.’


‘You aren’t being put out to grass are you?’ I teased.


‘No,’ he said, ‘of course not. I just want to get back into the garden. The students from the horticultural college coming out every week have made a massive difference, and Catherine and I think now’s the time to think about a proper renovation.’


He sounded needled that I had suggested he was on the wind-down to retirement, so I winked to show I was only teasing.


‘You don’t change, do you, missy?’ He tutted, shaking his head. ‘I hope with a wedding to plan you’ll soon be more interested in your own goings-on than everyone else’s.’


I laughed at that.


‘I wouldn’t hold your breath,’ I told him. ‘And on the topic of other people’s business, does this pal of yours bring some tragic baggage with him, Jamie?’ It was an unwritten rule – more of an assumption now – that everyone who turned up at the hall had some heartbreak they needed to heal from. We all had a sob story to tell.


‘More to the point: when is he coming and where is he going to be staying? I’ll need to get cracking if I have rooms to prepare.’


‘He’ll be with us by the end of next month,’ Jamie explained, ‘and he’s moving into the gatekeeper’s cottage, so if you could give it an airing, that would be great.’


I noticed he hadn’t responded about his friend’s baggage, but I didn’t quiz him further. I was sure it would all come out at some point. It always did, whether we wanted it to or not.


‘I’ll set a fire going first thing tomorrow,’ I told him, ‘and I’ll open the windows to get the air moving, that way the weather won’t have a chance to take hold and make it feel damp.’


‘And in the meantime, Hayley,’ said Anna, pushing back her chair, ‘we need to get you to town so you can prepare for your engagement party tonight. Are you ready?’


‘As I’ll ever be,’ I smiled, taking a deep breath as I prepared to meet my fate.




Chapter 2


‘I’m home!’ I called out as I shoved the back door open with my shoulder, slammed it shut again and dumped my bag on the table. ‘You still haven’t fixed the door, then?’


I didn’t shout out the bit about the door. My dad and his moods were always tricky to gauge when you didn’t have eyes on him. These days, his temper came down to how well he’d fared playing the online gambling sites he favoured.


‘But I’m not going to be here long!’ I added, reaching for the kettle and checking the clock. ‘I want to make sure everything’s set up at the pub before I start thinking about what to wear.’


Anna, Molly and I had been on a shopping trip to Norwich to pick out outfits for the party, but I still wasn’t convinced that the rather demure dress we’d settled on was really right for me. I was more of a tight top and skinny jeans kind of girl.


‘But what about my dinner?’ came Dad’s gruff voice.


‘Evelyn’s laying on a buffet,’ I reminded him, ‘there’ll be plenty to eat. Where’s Mum?’


‘She said she was going straight up to the home after she’d finished at school.’


Dad didn’t work. I could barely remember him leaving the house during daylight hours to go anywhere other than the pub or the bookies, but Mum had always managed to hold down a variety of jobs. School cleaner, dinner lady – or midday supervisor as they were now called – and nursing home housekeeping assistant, was the current combination.


Living at home with the Hurren family was nothing like being at work with the Connellys, but I managed to juggle the two contrasting parts of my life. Most of the time.


As much as I longed to take up Catherine’s kind offer, I knew Mum would be lost without me acting as the buffer that she needed when Dad had been on a bender and gambled away his beer money.


‘Are you going to sort me out some dinner, then, or what?’ Dad barked.


‘I just told you there’s going to be a buffet.’


‘Titchy sandwiches and those stinking devilled eggs Evelyn keeps churning out?’ he moaned. ‘I’m going to need something more substantial than that to see me through the night.’


Given his tone, I’d say the casinos hadn’t played in his favour. I had a cursory look in the fridge, flicked the kettle off again and reached into my bag for my purse.


‘I’ll nip down to the chippy,’ I said, resignedly, knowing I’d have to shelve my trip to The Mermaid. ‘They should have the fryers on by now.’


‘Make mine a large cod,’ Dad called back.


I took my annoyance out on the dodgy back door and headed up the road into town.


•   •   •


‘Large cod, large chips and a couple of bread rolls, please Sharon,’ I requested as I rifled through my purse to see if I could cobble together enough change. The Connelly family paid well, but stretching out my wages to accommodate an appetite as large as my father’s wasn’t always easy.


‘I can’t believe you’ve got room in those jeans to squeeze that lot in,’ said a familiar voice close to my ear. ‘And I thought you were cutting back on carbs until we’ve been up the aisle?’


‘What are you doing here?’ I laughed, spinning round and finding myself face to face with a wall of firm chest. ‘I thought you were supposed to be working late this afternoon?’


‘I wanted to surprise you.’ Gavin grinned, pinning me with his piercing blue gaze before planting a passionate kiss on my lips in full view of everyone.


‘And you made a detour to the chippy because . . .?’


‘I wanted to pick up some dinner for your dad,’ he cut in. ‘You know as well as I do that if he hasn’t got his belly full he’ll be a miserable sod all night, and I’m not having him spoil our party because the sandwiches are too small.’


That was typical Gavin. He was always coming up with things to smooth the way in the Hurren household. We’d barely started dating before he’d worked out that fresh flowers were the way to Mum’s heart, while Dad was always happier to see him when he turned up with a pack of lagers tucked under his arm.


‘Are you still meeting the lads for pre-drinks?’ I asked, keeping my tone light as I started counting out change.


I was none too impressed with the idea, but Gavin’s mates had insisted that, if they were losing their leader, then they were going to send him off in style. I had tried to suggest that sort of thing would be best saved for the stag night they were already planning in Dublin, but they hadn’t listened.


‘Nope,’ said Gavin, handing a crisp twenty pound note over to Sharon, who couldn’t resist batting her lashes at him even though she knew he was well and truly spoken for.


‘Seriously?’ I frowned.


‘Seriously,’ he grinned. ‘I told them I’m going to be with you right from the off tonight. My place is next to you now, Hayley.’


•   •   •


‘Mum?’ I called when I arrived back and found her coat flung over the back of a chair.


‘I’ll be down in a minute.’


I grabbed two plates and set about filling one and adding a handful of chips and the extra bread roll to the other.


‘I thought you were at work,’ I stated when she finally came in.


‘They let me finish early,’ she told me, rolling her eyes when she spotted the plates. ‘Did you remind him there’s going to be a buffet?’


‘Of course,’ I said, ‘but this one’s for you. Just don’t let him see it.’


‘Thanks, love.’ She smiled gratefully. ‘I haven’t had a bite since breakfast.’


‘Guess who I bumped into in the chippy.’


‘Who?’


‘Gavin,’ I grinned. ‘He’s finished early as well. He’s just popped to the shop so he’ll be here in a minute.’


‘Well, I should think so,’ said Mum as she began packing the buttered roll with chips. ‘This is going to be a night to remember.’


I didn’t get a single word of thanks from my father when I presented him with his early extra dinner on a tray and plonked it on his lap.


‘You were gone a while,’ he snapped, waving me out of the way of the television.


‘You’re welcome.’


‘They’re skimping on the chips again,’ he grumbled, when he finally looked at his plate. ‘And what am I supposed to do with one tiny roll?’


One thing The Codfather never did was skimp on portion sizes, but I wasn’t going to correct him or let him know that I’d given some to Mum, who had been working her backside off long before he had even rolled out of bed.


‘Gavin will be here in a minute,’ I said instead. ‘He’s got off work early and gone to get you some beers.’


‘You’ve landed on your feet with that one, girl,’ Dad muttered, sounding slightly mollified. ‘He could have had any woman he wanted in this town – though I suppose he still can.’


I ignored his final comment. I may have heard rumours about the occasional indiscretion, but given that they came from one of Gavin’s ex-girlfriends I chose not to believe them.


‘So, you want to make sure you don’t do anything to mess things up.’


‘No danger of that,’ said my fine fiancé as he popped his head into the room and passed me the chilled cans. ‘Your Hayley’s one in a million, Mr Hurren. You could say I’m the one who’s landed right side up,’ he added with a wink in my direction.


‘Yes, well,’ said Dad as he pulled the tab on his first lager of the day, ‘I don’t know about that, but after the business with that art teacher back in school, I’m just grateful to get her off our hands.’


•   •   •


‘Talking of your old art teacher,’ said Gavin as he made himself comfortable on the bed to watch me get dried and dressed after my bath, ‘have you done any more drawing this week?’


When Gavin and I had first got together, his mates had only remembered me for my notorious year eleven reputation, whereas my scorching scaffolder had asked about my talent with a paintbrush.


‘Your work was phenomenal,’ he had said, sounding genuinely awed. ‘You won the end of year show three years on the bounce, didn’t you? You must be even better now.’


I was flattered that he remembered, but I didn’t tell him I’d packed my paints away along with my memories of those final few weeks at school before the summer holidays had even started.


‘Are you seriously telling us that you can remember her etchings,’ teased Gavin’s so-called friends, ‘but you can’t remember her getting knocked up by a teacher old enough to be her father?’


I had shrugged off their spiteful comments and Gavin soon shut them up when we properly started going out, but he wouldn’t let me forget what I was missing out on.


In an unguarded moment I had told him that, for as long as I could remember, I had been happiest when sketching, designing and painting, and how I once had plans to study art after my GCSEs and dreamt of making it to art college after that. He said it was a shame things hadn’t worked out that way, but just because life had taught me a few harsh lessons, there was no reason to deny myself the pleasure of picking up a paintbrush again.


Once he knew how I felt, he wouldn’t let the subject go, and one wet Sunday afternoon he helped me dig out my easel from the loft and I hadn’t looked back since. Not that I had told anyone else about it. Not even Anna.


‘I’ve managed a couple of rough drawings,’ I told Gavin now, blocking out all thoughts of the art teacher whose timely desertion had left me with little more than blank pages and an incredibly guilty conscience. ‘And I finished the one of the dogs curled up in front of the Aga.’


Floss and Suki, the Wynthorpe Hall pooches, were perfect sitters. They could snooze for hours as long as their bellies were full. I had made some quick preliminary sketches when I was on my own with them, and I took a couple of snaps on my phone to work from in private after that.


‘Can I see them?’


‘Maybe later,’ I said, nodding at the clock on the nightstand. ‘We really need to get on.’


‘Are you two nearly ready?’ Mum hollered up the stairs the second I’d finished my sentence. ‘It wouldn’t hurt to get there early and check everything’s set up.’


‘We’ll be going in a minute!’ I called back, pulling my new dress over my head and turning around so Gavin could help with the zip.


I still wasn’t convinced it was the right thing to wear, but I was out of time.


‘The sooner we get our own place the better,’ he muttered.


‘I know,’ I said, twisting around to scrutinise my reflection and wondering whether to go for heels or flats. ‘Catherine offered us a room up at the hall again today.’


‘That little cottage would be better.’


‘Gatekeeper’s, you mean?’


‘That’s the one,’ Gavin smiled. ‘That would be the perfect little love nest for a newly engaged couple.’


‘That it would,’ I agreed, ‘but it’s already taken. Or it will be soon.’


Gavin didn’t say anything.


‘We’ll be all right squeezed in here together though, won’t we?’ I asked, wrapping my arms around his neck and thinking about how romantic it was going to be to wake up next to him every morning. ‘I’ve heard that two can live as cheaply as one.’


‘Not with someone like your father draining our resources.’


‘There is that,’ I sighed, the idyll quickly being replaced by an image of my father sprawled out on the sofa, devouring his body weight in peanuts, ‘but I can’t face leaving Mum.’


‘I know you can’t,’ Gavin sighed, ‘but it’s got to happen sometime.’


‘Just not yet,’ I said, kissing him lightly on the lips.


‘All right,’ he smiled, holding me at arm’s length and nodding in approval as he took in my new dress. ‘And I don’t suppose it really matters where we are, does it? As long as we’re together.’


‘Exactly,’ I agreed.


‘I love you, Hayley Hurren-soon-to-be-Garford,’ he laughed.


‘And I love you, too.’ I laughed back.




Chapter 3


I had made a point of asking Catherine and Angus not to come up to town for the party. I knew it was going to end up being a raucous affair and not their sort of celebration at all. After initially shrugging off my concerns and insisting that missing out wouldn’t be right, Catherine sensed my discomfiture and agreed to stay away, but she made me promise that Gavin and I would join her and Angus for dinner at the hall the following week. The rest of the clan were coming, but none of them were going to be able to make it until the evening was in full swing.


‘Anna and I have a conference call at seven,’ Jamie had told me earlier in the day, ‘but we’ll be along with Molly the second it’s over.’


‘It’s fine,’ I had told him, because I didn’t mind at all. Running the charity had proved to be full-on, and regular working hours had flown out of the window for my friends.


‘There’s no rush,’ I reassured him. ‘I wouldn’t put it past Jim to call for a lock-in, so there’ll be plenty of time to toast the happy couple.’


‘Dorothy and I will look in together,’ Mick had later explained when we were on our own. ‘It’s a shame Gavin couldn’t pick you up from work today. The pair of you should be getting ready and arriving together. I’m still annoyed that he thinks it’s acceptable to put a drinking session with his mates before you.’


Like me, Mick had heard the rumours about Gavin so he, more than anyone else at the hall, was aware of the wide boy reputation Gavin had earned for himself during the last few years. I still hadn’t managed to convince him that my fiancé had turned over a new leaf, but I hoped the fact that Gavin had decided to put me before pre-drinks would settle some of his fears.


As I walked into town with Gavin on my arm, him sober as a judge and with eyes only for me, I couldn’t help wishing that Mick could be there to see it for himself.


The Mermaid, beautifully dressed for the occasion and with a fire burning merrily in the grate, looked both warm and welcoming, in spite of the underlying whiff of egg.


‘Evening, you two,’ said Jim, rushing round from behind the bar to relieve us of our coats. ‘Is this all right for the pair of you?’


‘It’s perfect,’ I told him. ‘Thank you, Jim. I know how much work you and Evelyn have put into all this.’


‘And look at the size of these sandwiches,’ laughed Gavin, pointing at a platter packed with sarnies large enough to satisfy even my father’s perpetually rumbling guts.


‘They were the wife’s idea,’ chuckled Jim. ‘She reckoned some of the guests might not appreciate the delicate light bites some of us more refined folk favour.’


We all laughed and I moved further along the table before turning to admire the exquisite banner that was hanging above the bar.


‘Where did that come from?’ I asked.


‘Lizzie at the Cherry Tree Café,’ Jim beamed. ‘She dropped it off earlier. Do you like it?’


The intricately painted artwork stretched from one side of the bar to the other and had mine and Gavin’s names cleverly entwined.


‘It’s absolutely gorgeous,’ I sniffed, as hot tears pricked the back of my eyes. ‘I wasn’t expecting anything as pretty as this.’


Gavin came and stood next to me again. He picked up my hand and kissed it.


‘If you weren’t so secretive about your talents,’ he whispered in my ear, ‘you could have made something like that yourself.’


I knew he was right, but I couldn’t have bettered Lizzie’s efforts. I was just about to say as much when the pub door was thrown open and Jemma, the Cherry Tree Café owner, reversed in, carrying what looked like a huge cake box.


‘I’m sorry I’m late!’ she shouted. ‘It’s been manic today. Customers are already asking about the Christmas menu and festive afternoon teas, so we’ve been completely snowed under.’


She carefully passed the box over to Jim and whipped off her coat.


‘No pun intended,’ she added, with a smile as she abandoned the coat and took the box back again. ‘Seriously, though,’ she gushed, ‘I can’t believe Christmas is almost here. It only feels like five minutes since we were packing the decorations up from last year. Now,’ she added, turning to me and Gavin and sounding slightly calmer as she took a breath, ‘where would you like it?’


I couldn’t answer her because I didn’t know what it was.


‘Evelyn has left a space in the middle,’ said Jim, stepping in. ‘Pride of place, right near the front.’


I felt a bit of a spare part just standing there, but I had no idea what was going on. I looked at Gavin and he pulled me closer. Given the smug expression he was wearing, I guessed he knew exactly what was happening.


‘I hope you like it, Hayley,’ said Jemma, reverently lifting the lid to reveal the prettiest engagement cake I had ever seen. It was decorated in much the same style as Lizzie’s banner and looked almost too good to eat. ‘Gavin wanted it to be a surprise, although, to be honest, I thought he would have let the cat out of the bag by now.’


‘Oh,’ I gasped, squeezing my arms tighter around Gavin’s waist as she carefully arranged the cake in the gap among the cocktail sausages and other things on sticks. ‘It’s beautiful!’


‘I had a feeling you’d like it,’ said Gavin, proudly.


‘I love it,’ I told him.


Jemma let out a sigh of relief and stood back to admire her handiwork. I hadn’t been expecting a bespoke cake and felt thrilled that Gavin had gone to the trouble of sorting one out. The style and decorations were perfect and, again, I couldn’t wait to sing my fiancé’s praises to Mick. If this gesture didn’t quash his concerns that my betrothed was still a bit of a playboy at heart, then nothing would.


‘Do you mind if I give you the bill now?’ Jemma continued, retrieving her coat and pulling out an envelope from the pocket. ‘I know I’ll forget later and you said you wanted to pay straightaway, didn’t you, Gavin?’


‘I did,’ he nodded, whipping the envelope out of sight before I had a chance to look at it. ‘I’ll call around to the café first thing tomorrow to settle up. And the same goes for the buffet bill, Jim,’ he added.


I looked back at the table and tried to do a quick calculation of what the total amount we’d be shelling out for the evening would be. It was doubtless going to make a fair dent in our meagre savings.


‘Hey now, don’t look so worried,’ Gavin told me as I let out a long sigh. ‘It’s all in hand.’


Jemma and Jim moved a discreet distance away.


‘But this lot won’t come cheap, will it?’ I frowned, biting my lip. ‘And we’ve only just started saving—’


‘Hey,’ cut in Gavin, as he stuffed Jemma’s envelope deeper into his pocket. ‘Listen here, Hayley. We can always earn more money, can’t we?’


‘I guess,’ I shrugged.


‘But tonight,’ he said, reaching for my hands, ‘celebrating our engagement, well, this is a one-off.’


He was right.


‘And I want it to be special,’ he smiled. ‘I want this to be a night we’ll never forget.’


‘Of course,’ I smiled back as I heard the pub door open and our guests begin to arrive. ‘So do I.’


I was amazed to discover that Mum had managed to get Dad off the sofa, into a clean shirt and out of the house with what appeared to be minimal fuss.


‘I’ll go and collect the buffet bill from Jim now,’ said Gavin, kissing my cheek as he let me go. ‘Why don’t you find your parents somewhere to sit?’


‘Hayley, I wasn’t sure about that dress,’ said Mum, looking me up and down as we bagged her and Dad a table. ‘I didn’t think it would suit you, but, actually, it fits the new you very well.’


‘The new me?’ I questioned, trying not to feel too taken aback by such an overt compliment about my outfit. ‘What do you mean by that?’


‘She means you’ve gone soft,’ said Dad bluntly.


‘That’s not what I mean at all,’ tutted Mum, shaking her head.


I looked at her and raised my eyebrows.


‘Well, I suppose it sort of is,’ she shrugged. ‘Since that girl Anna arrived on the scene, you’ve been changing.’


Not all that long ago I would have jumped on that suggestion and stamped it out, but Mum was right. Having watched Anna and Jamie fall in love and seeing for myself first-hand how a relationship could grow into a solid partnership, I had dropped my defences low enough to allow love into my own life. For years I had stuck to my ‘guys are for fun’ mantra, but now I was engaged to Gavin and had somehow secured a fairy-tale romance for myself. Maybe I hadn’t gone soft as my dad had suggested, I’d just grown up.


‘Well, I hope I’ve changed for the better,’ I began to say, but Dad cut me off.


‘You want to be careful,’ he warned, ‘you’re getting ideas above your station, still working at that place. You need to remember, girl, you’re one of us, not one of them.’


God help me, I thought, but I didn’t say it. It wasn’t all that long ago that Mum would have agreed with him, but I wasn’t the only one who’d changed; her attitude towards Wynthorpe Hall and the family who lived there had too.


‘I’ve told you before,’ Dad droned on, making for the bar, ‘you’re lucky to have found a man willing to marry you after what you did at school. You want to keep hold of him, not scare him off by putting on airs and graces.’


‘Ignore him,’ hissed Mum, sensing I was about to retaliate. ‘Don’t give him the satisfaction of a row. Not tonight. He’s only saying all this to wind you up. You know how he loves to make a scene.’


She was right, of course. I bit back my blunt retort and took a few deep breaths instead. The new Hayley might have been slightly softer around the edges but where my dad was concerned, the old version was still poised to strike when provoked.


‘Have you lost that fella of yours already?’ quizzed my auntie Jenny when she spotted Mum and me sitting alone at the table. ‘That’s not a very good start, Hayley, is it?’


‘He’s gone to talk to Jim,’ I told her, looking across to where he had been standing by the bar.


There was no sign of him now, though, and the place was starting to fill up.


‘Never mind her,’ said Dad, dismissing me and handing Auntie Jenny half a pint of Guinness, which was her favourite tipple. ‘It’s a free bar for the first hour, Jen. Make the most of it.’


‘It isn’t free, Dad,’ I tutted. ‘Gavin and I are picking up the tab.’


‘Same thing,’ he shrugged.


‘Yes,’ I snapped, ‘I suppose it is, but bear in mind that, the more that gets drunk, the more we have to shell out, which means less in the family pot for the next few weeks.’


It took a few seconds for the penny to drop, but he got there in the end and looked as if he bitterly regretted going around telling everyone to drink up because it was on the house.


‘Here he is!’ shouted my aunt, before Dad had a chance to start snatching back glasses, ‘my fabulous nephew-in-law to be!’


She sounded as if she’d downed more than half a pint.


‘Looks like someone’s pre-drinks got out of hand,’ Gavin whispered, making me giggle as he came and stood next to me.


‘And talking of pre-drinks,’ I said, nodding over to where half a dozen of his mates had just fallen through the pub door. ‘Go and have a word, will you?’ I begged. ‘I don’t want them getting out of hand.’


‘I’ll try,’ he promised, ‘but I won’t get far if they’re still in a mood about me dumping them.’


‘Silly sods,’ I tutted. ‘Tell them we’re not at school anymore. We’re grown-ups now.’


A noisy cheer went up as Gavin joined his gang, which left me thinking that, at least if they’d filled up on vodka shots at home, they wouldn’t be adding quite so much to our bar bill.


•   •   •


Having to eventually pay for their own drinks didn’t stop our guests enjoying the evening and, a couple of hours later, the party was in full swing, and the noise level had risen sharply along with the number of empty glasses. I looked around at the merry crowd, but there was still no sign of the Wynthorpe crew. I guessed Jamie and Anna’s conference call was taking longer than expected, but I hoped Mick and Dorothy would be along soon.


‘Isn’t it about time you said a few words and cut this lovely cake?’ said Mum leaning on the table to admire Jemma’s skill with a piping bag. ‘Where’s Gavin?’


I hadn’t seen as much of him since his mates arrived, and guessed he was probably outside having one of the crafty cigarettes he had promised me he could live without, and which would save us a small fortune if he could. Or he might have been talking to his parents who had, unsurprisingly, taken a table as far away from mine as was humanly possible.


‘I’ll go and find him,’ I told Mum firmly, ‘when you’ve promised me you won’t have any more to drink.’


She was beginning to look a little worse for wear and I knew from years of experience that if there was one thing guaranteed to kick off a Hurren domestic, it was an excess of alcohol. Dad already looked well on his way to being drunk, and if Mum headed the same way I knew Gavin and I were going to spend the night acting as referees rather than snuggled under the duvet planning what to include on our wedding list.


‘I’ll just have one more glass,’ Mum hiccupped, ‘to toast you and Gavin.’


I looked at her and narrowed my eyes. I supposed I could hardly deny her that. Not that long ago, she wouldn’t have been bothered about toasting my future happiness at all. I had worked hard to repair some of the damage my teenage transgressions had caused, and the new me wasn’t about to let old arguments flare up again.


‘OK,’ I relented, ‘I’ll go and find Gavin, but don’t you drink another sip until we’re cutting the cake.’


‘All right,’ she nodded, plonking down her half-empty wine glass. ‘Not another drop will pass my lips until you’ve cracked open the champagne.’


‘Now who’s putting on airs and graces!’ I laughed, mimicking my dad. ‘Champagne indeed. You’ll have Prosecco and like it!’


Gavin wasn’t out front having a cigarette and he wasn’t in the pub garden, either, so that only left one place. I squeezed my way past the well-wishers and through the door that led down the corridor to the loos. I was just about to walk in when I hit a brick wall.


Well, not a brick wall, exactly, but a pretty solid barrier nonetheless.


‘Shit,’ said the wall, catching me by the top of my arms as I ricocheted back almost as far as the bar. ‘I’m so sorry. Did I stand on you?’


‘No,’ I said, pulling myself free and catching my breath. ‘Not quite.’


My eyes travelled slowly from what I could now see was a torso, up to a chest that was as broad as it was firm, and finally came to rest on a face: rugged, frowning and bearded. I didn’t recognise the brown and brooding eyes as local. Someone of this stature wouldn’t be easy to forget, but there was something vaguely familiar about him nonetheless. I couldn’t help thinking he looked like a strong-man competitor; a Canadian lumberjack or something. The red and black checked shirt he was wearing readily supported the stereotype.


‘I’m really sorry,’ the man-wall apologised, ‘I didn’t expect . . .’


‘Someone to be on the other side of the door?’


‘You do know this is the gents, don’t you?’ he said, pointing at the sign as I tried to get around him.


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I do know.’


‘Well, I wouldn’t go in if I were you,’ he said, still not letting me pass. ‘I’d give it a minute or two at least.’


‘Nice,’ I said, wrinkling my nose.


‘No,’ he said, a blush blooming beneath the beard, ‘that’s not what I meant. There’s a couple in one of the cubicles. I think you had better leave them to it.’


I knew it couldn’t possibly be Gavin, but, for some reason, I felt duty-bound to make absolutely sure.


‘It’s all right,’ I told the lumberjack. ‘I’ll be really quiet. Whoever it is in there won’t hear a squeak out of me.’


‘Fair enough,’ he shrugged, finally letting me through as he headed back to the bar.


I tiptoed inside and held my breath as I waited for a sound to prove that it wasn’t my devoted fiancé on the other side of the door. My heart was pounding in my chest and I was sure the couple in the cubicle were going to hear me before I heard them. After what felt like minutes rather than seconds, there was a shallow panting, followed by a gasp and then a husky moan.


‘Gavin, oh god, Gavin . . .’


As the shock hit home and the sharp tang of bile forced its way to the back of my throat I realised it was Sharon, that cow, from the chip shop. I’d recognise her dulcet tones anywhere, even in the throes of quickie passion in the pub.


‘We better make this a good one,’ Gavin groaned in response to whatever she was doing. I clapped my hands over my mouth to stop myself crying out, but for a very different reason to Sharon the slag. ‘This is my last chance for a bit extra, so give it all you’ve got, girl.’


What a charmer. I was going to knock his block off once I’d ripped down the cubicle door.


‘You said that the weekend after you proposed to her,’ Sharon panted.


I could hear the amusement in her tone and thought I was going to be sick. That was the final straw.


‘Gavin!’ I bawled, hammering hard on the door with my balled-up fist. ‘You bastard!’


My battle cry was met with stunned silence, and part of me wanted to peer over the top of the door to take a snapshot of their faces.


‘I’m leaving now,’ I said more calmly, ‘don’t forget to pick up the bar bill from Jim. You can pay for that, the buffet and the cake at the same time.’


I couldn’t believe how cool and in-control I sounded. I certainly didn’t feel it.


‘But I’ll need your signature to access the savings account,’ came Gavin’s pathetic voice through the door. ‘I don’t think I can get to the money without you.’


I couldn’t believe that was the only thing he had to say to me. The old Hayley, the one Mum had reminded me about earlier, who was now reserved solely for retaliating against my dad, would have ripped the door from its hinges and then done the same to him. The air would have been blue with expletives, hair would have been pulled and clothes would have been flushed, assuming the pair had any time to remove them.


But I wasn’t that person anymore; the person who would retaliate, make Gavin look a fool and announce Sharon as a whore to everyone in earshot. That person no longer had a place here, and the new model who had stepped in to fill her shoes was heading for hurt, heartbreak and humiliation if she didn’t act fast.


I left them to their special moment, slipped unseen behind the bar, grabbed my coat and bag and walked out without a word.




Chapter 4


The crisp autumn air slapped me hard in the face as I set off, desperate to put as much distance between myself and the pub as I could in the shortest time possible. As I stuffed my arms into the sleeves of my coat, I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket.


I ignored it.


I had no intention of going back and listening to Gavin’s pathetic justification for having his sausage battered by the chippy girl on what was supposed to be our special night, but I couldn’t walk the streets all night, either.


Relenting, I pulled out my phone so I could scroll through my contacts and decide who to call in my moment of need. However, it wasn’t Gavin who had been ringing me. According to the log, he hadn’t been in touch at all, but I had a fair few missed calls from the hall and half a dozen text messages from Anna explaining why she and the others hadn’t made it to the party yet.


Mick was dealing with a flat battery on the Land Rover, and the planned conference call was taking far longer than expected, thanks to the ropey rural internet connection. I thanked my lucky stars that efficient wireless still wasn’t a thing at Wynthorpe. I don’t think I could have coped with Anna and Dorothy’s kind words, and Jamie and Mick’s wrath, had they witnessed my humiliation first-hand.


Shivering, I pulled my coat tighter around me and stepped off the kerb thinking I could grab a taxi at the market square and go to the hall. Just until I’d decided what to do next.


A piercing blast from a horn brought me back to the present far faster than the fresh air, and I leapt back up on to the pavement, my heart heaving in my chest as I shielded my eyes against the dazzling headlights as a truck screamed to a halt next to me.


‘You again!’ called a man’s voice from the driver’s side. ‘You’re the girl from the pub, aren’t you? I’m not apologising this time. You stepped straight out in front of me.’


‘Sorry,’ I relented, knowing I’d had a very lucky escape.


The wheels on the lumberjack’s truck could have squashed me as flat as a pancake without feeling a thing. Suddenly, I found I wasn’t shivering anymore.


‘I didn’t see you,’ I said feebly, my voice wobbling a little, no doubt from the shock.


‘You are all right, though?’


‘Yes,’ I said, breathing out. ‘Yes, I’m fine.’


I felt far warmer than I had been just a few seconds before, that was certain. The effect a decent dose of adrenalin could have on a person’s nervous system was amazing.


‘Well, if you’re sure?’


‘I am.’


‘In that case,’ he said, leaning further across the seat, ‘you don’t happen to know the way to Wynthorpe Hall, do you?’


‘Yes,’ I told him, reaching for the truck door handle. ‘You’re in luck. I happen to be heading that way myself.’


I heaved myself into the passenger seat, dumped my bag in the footwell and secured my seatbelt.


‘All right?’ I asked, when he didn’t say anything.


‘I don’t know,’ he frowned. ‘Do you normally jump into strangers’ trucks?’


I still wasn’t convinced this guy was a stranger. He might not have been a local, but I knew him from somewhere. Hopefully not a wanted poster.


‘It’d be pretty bad luck if I turned out to be an axe-wielding murderer or something, wouldn’t it?’ he went on, confirming we were on the same wavelength.


‘Oh, believe me,’ I told him with a sniff, ‘the way my luck’s going tonight, nothing would surprise me.’


‘Fair enough,’ he shrugged, putting the truck back into gear as I pointed out the way he needed to go.


‘So, tell me,’ I said, keen to establish that he really wasn’t an axe-wielding murderer before we had gone too far out of town, ‘why do you need to get to Wynthorpe Hall?’


‘I’m going to work there,’ he explained. ‘My mate Jamie Connelly has offered me a job.’


‘You’re the new outdoor activities guy,’ I nodded as the penny dropped. ‘Jamie’s pal from his time working on the African kids’ project.’


‘That’s me,’ he confirmed, ‘although we knew each other long before Africa.’


So, if he was taking charge of the woods, along with their maintenance and management, then he was a lumberjack of sorts. I awarded myself ten out of ten for my shrewd observation and thought back over what little Jamie had said about him.


‘I’m Gabriel,’ he said, ‘but my friends call me Gabe.’


I suddenly felt a little less sure that my decision to hitch a ride with this guy was a good one. Jamie had said his friend had been to the hall before, but if that were the case, surely he’d know how to get there already, wouldn’t he? Had I unwittingly just fallen into the clutches of an impostor?


‘I can’t wait to see Catherine and Angus again,’ he went on when I didn’t say anything. ‘It’s years since I’ve visited – getting on for a decade – and I didn’t drive then, which is why I can’t remember the way.’


That was music to my ears. There was no satnav in sight and finding your way around the Fen droves and lanes, which were sketchily signposted at best, wasn’t easy in the cold light of day, but at night would be nigh on impossible if you didn’t already know the area.


‘I did write to Jamie to say I was going to be arriving early so I hope he’s expecting me.’


‘Couldn’t you have rung the hall?’ I suggested, ‘or sent a text? The internet is pretty rubbish, but messages mostly get through all right.’


I was certain Jamie wasn’t expecting him yet, given what he’d said earlier, and annoyingly, I hadn’t had a chance to get Gatekeeper’s sorted out yet.


‘I’ve been travelling around,’ he shrugged. ‘And I don’t have a mobile.’


‘What?’


‘I don’t have a phone.’


‘Really?’


‘Really,’ he said, laughing when he caught sight of my shocked expression. ‘So, I popped a letter in the post just before I began to make my way back across the globe and hoped for the best.’


‘Well,’ I told him, ‘I’m fairly certain your letter never arrived and, consequently, your accommodation isn’t quite ready yet.’


‘And how do you know that?’


‘Because I’m the hall housekeeper,’ I told him proudly. ‘The cottage was supposed to be aired and warmed through before you arrived. You’ll just have to make the best of it for tonight, but I can at least bring your linen and towels over from the hall.’


I didn’t much like that he was moving into somewhere I hadn’t given the once over. Had he been staying in the hall, that would have been fine, but the cottage hadn’t been lived in for months.


‘Are you Hayley by any chance?’ he frowned.


‘Yes,’ I said, feeling even more shocked than when he announced he had no mobile. ‘But how do you know that?’


‘I remember you,’ he said, narrowing his eyes. ‘You were staying at the hall the last time I visited, but you were too young to be working then, surely?’


I didn’t answer. He had obviously been a visitor around the time I parted company with school.


‘You look different,’ he said.


‘The passing of time has that sort of impact,’ I told him shortly. ‘You need to turn left here.’


We drove a little further in silence. It was typical that the only person Jamie had appointed to work for the charity already had an insight into my beginnings at the hall. I supposed there was no chance I would ever wipe my slate clean if I chose to stay put rather than move miles away from my past, and now I had the added humiliation of what Gavin had done on top of everything else. Perhaps I should take a leaf out of Anna, Jamie and this chap’s books and spend some time away in pastures new.


‘What did you say your name was, again?’ I asked, when I realised I hadn’t really been paying attention the first time he told me.


‘Gabriel,’ he said, clearing his throat. ‘Or Gabe, for short.’


‘Like the angel?’


‘Just like the angel,’ he smiled.


There was a certain irony that he had landed in my life just when I needed rescuing, even if he had lit me up with his truck headlights rather than a celestial beam from above.


‘And just in time for Christmas,’ I said.


‘Yes,’ he nodded, ‘I suppose I am.’


‘Well, I hope you’ll be very happy at the hall,’ I told him. ‘We’re a pretty easy-going bunch . . .’


Out of the corner of my eye, something on the back seat began to move around and take shape. It was growing, filling the space and I was all set to leap out of the truck and run back to town.


‘Shit,’ I gasped, ‘what the hell is that?’


‘It’s all right,’ said Gabe softly, ‘don’t panic. It’s just my dog.’


‘That’s not a dog,’ I croaked, curling in on myself. ‘It’s a fricking giant.’


‘You’re almost right,’ Gabe laughed. ‘He’s an Irish wolfhound.’


The dog’s wiry grey head slowly appeared and he rested it on the back of the seat between us, staring out through the windscreen into the unlit Fenland darkness. He didn’t take any notice of me. Thankfully.


‘His name’s Bran.’


‘Bran?’ I repeated, but not too loudly in case the beast heard me.


‘After the giant ancient god.’


‘Oh yeah, of course . . .’ Molly was going to absolutely love this guy and his hound the size of a Shetland pony. ‘Have you had him long?’


I couldn’t imagine an Irish wolfhound was an ideal travelling companion. It wasn’t as if you could fit him in your backpack or pop him in your pocket. He’d be able to swallow Suki, the hall’s diminutive chihuahua, without her even touching the sides.


‘Three days,’ said Gabe, twisting around to give the dog’s head a friendly rub.


Bran took absolutely no notice at all.


‘Three days?’


‘I took him off a bloke in a pub.’


‘Took him?’


‘I won’t bore you with the details,’ Gabe said darkly. ‘Let’s just say the bloke was a knob and he needed relieving of this poor chap.’


‘You’ll never get him into Gatekeeper’s Cottage,’ I said aloud. ‘More to the point, you’ll never get into Gatekeeper’s Cottage.’


The place really was tiny and this pair were supersized and then some.
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