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To Great Aunt Jean

19/06/1927 – 01/01/2022

This one’s for you. xx






Chapter 1

Rose hesitated before knocking loudly on the new headteacher’s door.

A booming voice answered. ‘Come in!’

Rose took a deep breath and tried to quash her nerves. She knew she wasn’t one of Mr Dawson’s favourite teachers in the school, but she’d just taught an excellent lesson on fractions and she was sure her lesson observation feedback would be fine. True, Dawson had been looking at her a little sternly during his observation, but that didn’t mean anything sinister, did it?

‘Oh, Miss Hargreaves. Do come in and take a seat,’ he said. Rose looked around the room and managed to perch herself on the edge of a chair covered in piles of notebooks. Dawson’s office really wasn’t the tidiest place in the school.

‘Thank you for allowing me to sit in and observe your lesson this morning as part of your performance management review. How do you feel the lesson went?’ As Dawson spoke, Rose saw the glimmer of a smirk appearing on his top lip. It was just visible under the grey hair of his moustache, which Rose also noticed still contained the traces of the digestive biscuit he had clearly been enjoying before she’d entered the room. She shuddered internally.

‘Oh… erm… I think it went well. The children were engaged with their learning and they all met their objectives by the end of the session.’

Dawson broke out into a beaming grin and Rose felt herself relax a little. She’d done it. She’d made it through the dreaded lesson observation, despite the warnings from her colleagues that the new headteacher was out to get her.

Dawson’s grin deepened, but there was something about his smile that didn’t look quite right to Rose…

‘Unfortunately, Miss Hargreaves, I couldn’t disagree with you more. I’m afraid to tell you that I’ve graded your lesson “unsatisfactory”. I’ll be placing you on capability procedures with immediate effect and informing the governors of my decision at our meeting this evening. I’m sure you’re aware that your temporary contract here at Trinity Grove Primary School is up for renewal? Unfortunately, your poor performance today has left me no choice but to recommend that your contract isn’t renewed. If I were you, I’d start looking for teaching positions elsewhere.’

Her jaw dropped and she found her hands trembling. She wanted to argue back, to tell Dawson that this couldn’t possibly be right. There was no way her lesson had been ‘unsatisfactory’. Since she’d qualified as a teacher three years ago, Rose had always received outstanding feedback on her lessons from all her tutors and the previous headteachers she’d worked for. Mrs Barton, the school’s former headteacher, had even asked Rose to act as a mentor for the trainee teacher the school currently had on placement.

But when Rose tried to tell Dawson all of this, she faltered and couldn’t find her voice. Her mouth was dry, and a lump had formed in her throat.

‘Well, if that’s all, then, Miss Hargreaves, I’ve got another appointment waiting. Be sure to close the door on your way out.’

Rose found herself silently leaving Dawson’s office and walking as fast as she could towards the staff toilets. She could feel tears burning the back of her eyes and she didn’t want any of the parents, who were already lining up at the school office to collect their children, to see her cry.

Maya, Trinity Grove’s Year 6 teacher, and Rose’s best friend at the school, called after her from the staffroom.

‘Hey, Rose, how’d it go? Rose? Rose, where are you off to?’ Maya shouted.

Rose didn’t slow down at the sound of Maya’s voice. If anything, her walk was now turning into a slow run. She made it to the staff toilets, went into the ladies, found a cubicle and bolted the door firmly. As she flipped the toilet lid down to act as a seat, the tears flowed and she could taste salt at the back of her throat. Unsatisfactory? Her contract with the school to be terminated? How? How could this be happening? All she’d ever wanted was to be a teacher. And she was good at it. Really good.

Within seconds, Rose heard Maya banging on the cubicle door.

‘Rose? Are you in there? How’d it go with Dawson? I’m dying to know.’

Rose didn’t answer.

‘Rose? Come on, I know it’s you! I saw you as you ran in. Don’t tell me it went badly? It couldn’t have. Even Dawson’s bright enough to realize you’re one of the best teachers we have. Come on, talk to me.’

Rose got up slowly, wiped her tears away with the back of her hands and gingerly opened the door a crack.

‘What on earth’s happened? Are you crying?’ Maya enveloped her friend in a big hug, and Rose felt more warm tears flowing.

‘It’s Dawson,’ she said, ‘he’s graded my lesson as unsatisfactory.’

‘What? I’ve seen you teach enough times to know that, even on your worst day, you’d never teach an unsatisfactory lesson. The man’s clearly insane. Mind you, last time he taught a class, dinosaurs were probably roaming the earth, so I don’t imagine he has much of a clue as to what makes a good lesson. Don’t let his ignorance get you down, hun.’

‘It’s worse than that though. You know how I was only brought in on a temporary contract for a year?’

‘Yeah…’ said Maya, her voice faltering slightly.

‘It’s up for renewal at the end of term and Dawson’s not going to keep me on. He’s recommending to the governors that my contract’s terminated at the end of term, so I’ll be gone after Easter.’

‘What? He can’t do that!’ Maya yelled, the outrage clear on her face. ‘The other teachers won’t stand for it. The parents will be horrified. The kids in that class have come on in leaps and bounds since you arrived. And you know I’m not saying that just because I’m your best friend.’

To see the indignation Maya was showing on her behalf brought a weak smile to Rose’s face. Her friend was right. Rose was a great teacher, and she wouldn’t let Dawson or his twisted agenda make her doubt that.

‘You do realize, don’t you,’ Maya continued, ‘the only reason he’s singling you out is because you’ve spoken up against the dreadful changes he’s brought in. All he cares about is league tables and results. He treats this place like an exam factory where all we do is teach to the test. He’s not bothered about the individual needs of the kids at all. You know we all think it, Rose, but you’re the only one who has dared to stand up to him.’

‘I know,’ Rose whispered, ‘but that doesn’t make it any easier. I’ve still lost my job. Maybe I should have just kept quiet…’

‘Ah, but then you wouldn’t be the Rose that we all know and love, now, would you? Anyway, we can fight this. Get the union involved. I’m sure what he’s trying to do would breach employment guidelines?’

‘I doubt it,’ Rose sighed. ‘I’m on a temporary contract so I’m pretty sure he can do what he likes. Anyway, I don’t want to fight it. As if I’d want to stay here working for that awful man any longer. And maybe I just don’t have what it takes to be a teacher anyway…’

‘What do you mean? You’re the most passionate teacher I know! You really care about the kids and making a difference and, let’s face it, teaching in London can be pretty tough. Don’t give it all up just because of Dawson.’

‘It’s not just him though, is it? Our funding’s always being cut, the focus is always on getting the kids through some stupid test. It’s our job to help them become well-rounded adults and not just worry about performance management targets. When I decided to be a teacher, I wanted to make a difference – a real difference – and I’m not sure that’s part of this school’s priorities any more.’

‘Listen, don’t make any rash decisions while you’re feeling so upset.’ Maya wiped Rose’s tears away with a paper towel she’d grabbed from the dispenser on the wall. ‘Just head home, relax and chat things over with Ollie tonight.’

‘Oh God. Ollie!’ Rose groaned.

‘What? Is he going to be annoyed about you getting the push?’

‘Annoyed? Are you joking? He’ll be over the moon. I don’t think he sees being a teacher as a “proper” job. I swear he thinks all we do is play rounders and do arts and crafts all day. According to him, we’re practically part-timers ’cos we finish at three and it’s always the school holidays.’ Maya rolled her eyes.

‘As if being an investment banker counts as a “proper” job! They spend most of their time wining and dining clients and going on jollies. Can you remember the last time we spent the afternoon drinking Prosecco on expenses?’ Rose shook her head and stifled a giggle. ‘My point exactly. Right, let’s get you ready to face the world again, Miss Hargreaves.’

As Maya wiped the remainder of Rose’s tears away, the door to the staff toilets banged open and Sandra, the school secretary, came rushing in.

‘Rose, I’ve just heard the news. I can’t believe it. I’m absolutely fuming with that dreadful man.’

‘Argh, I can’t believe it’s out already. I’ve only been in the bathroom for five minutes,’ said Rose, resting her head in her hands.

‘Oh, don’t worry, it’s only me who knows. Dawson just had me add to the agenda for the governors’ meeting. I can’t believe he’s not renewing your contract. I nearly choked on my coffee when I read what he’d written. You’ve been an absolute godsend the year you’ve been with us. You’re going to be a huge loss to the school and the man’s a fool if he can’t see that.’

‘Thanks, Sandra, that means a lot.’



As Rose walked the short distance from the Tube station to the flat she shared with Ollie, she could feel the butterflies rising. Ollie and Rose had been together for almost five years now and had been engaged for six months. They had met while in their final year of university at Durham and had become firm friends quickly. There was a definite spark of attraction, but as they were both seeing other people, nothing had happened between them until they found themselves living in London and newly single at the same time. Things had been great between them in those first couple of years together. Rose had been finishing off her teacher training and Ollie had bagged himself a high-flying job in the City with an investment banking firm. It was exciting times for them both; they were dazzled by the bright lights of London and looking forward to their future together.

In the last year, though, Rose had to admit to herself that things had been slightly different between them. For one thing, they didn’t see as much of each other as they used to. Ollie was often out in the evenings wining and dining clients and Rose was usually too shattered from a full day’s teaching to join him at functions. When the weekends finally arrived, Rose was to be found marking and lesson planning to get herself prepared for the forthcoming week at school. This had been the source of quite a few arguments recently, as Ollie was becoming increasingly resentful of the time Rose devoted to her teaching workload. Their argument from the previous Sunday afternoon stuck particularly in Rose’s mind. Ollie had wanted her to join him and his friends for a pub lunch and to watch the rugby, but Rose had had to bow out early as she had so much work.

‘Oh, come on, Rose, it’s not even like they pay you enough in that job to be putting all these hours in. They just don’t value your hard work. I hardly ever get to see you these days.’

‘Well, it’s not really about you though, is it? At least I’m doing something meaningful and actually helping others rather than spending my days schmoozing clients at some City bar.’

‘Look,’ Ollie softened, ‘all I’m saying is that you work too hard. You need to relax and have some fun. Just stay for the rugby and you can get your work finished off tonight.’

‘I’m sorry, Ollie, I just can’t. I’ve got too much to do to have everything finished in a couple of hours tonight. I need to be prepared for Monday. I’ve got an assembly to prep, a week’s worth of literacy planning and it’s World Book Day this week.’

‘Fine,’ Ollie hissed back between gritted teeth, his eyes narrowed. ‘Do what you like. But don’t say I don’t try and make an effort, Rose.’ He downed the rest of his pint and headed back to the table where his group of friends were sitting in prime position waiting for the rugby to start.



As Rose turned her key in the front door, she could hear the TV on, so she knew Ollie was home.

‘Hey, babe,’ he shouted, ‘I’m in the bedroom. I’ve just got to grab a change of clothes for this client dinner tonight.’

Rose headed straight up the stairs and sat on the bed.

‘How was your day?’ he said, planting a kiss on her cheek.

‘Eventful,’ she answered quietly. ‘I’ve got some news actually.’

‘Oh?’

‘Well, I’m not going to be staying on at Trinity Grove when my contract finishes at the end of term,’ Rose replied.

Ollie broke into a huge grin and crossed the room to give her an unexpected hug.

‘Wow, that’s brilliant news, darling. You certainly kept that quiet, didn’t you? I know I’ve been saying for ages that you deserve to be paid more for what you do but I wasn’t sure you were really listening. I’m so pleased you’ve finally come to your senses! This calls for a celebration. Let me grab some champers from the fridge.’

Rose’s heart sank. She had known he was going to react like this. She didn’t know what to say next. Should she confess that she wasn’t leaving through choice and that Dawson had branded her as an ‘unsatisfactory’ teacher and was ousting her against her will? Before Rose had a chance to formulate her response, Ollie had reappeared in the doorway with two glasses of champagne in hand.

‘To new possibilities,’ he said, after handing a glass to Rose. He clinked his flute against hers and took a sip. Rose managed to let her own glass slip straight through her fingers and it smashed on the wooden bedroom floor. ‘Honestly, darling, you really can be a klutz at times, but it’s just one of the many things I love about you,’ he said, bending down to pick up the largest shards of glass.

‘I know, I know. Look, leave that for now,’ she said, nodding towards the broken glass on the floor. ‘Listen, I’m not sure that I’m leaving teaching forever. I just need a bit of time to think about what I want to do next and where my priorities lie. I’m just not sure that Trinity Grove was the right fit for me.’

‘Of course it wasn’t the right fit for you, darling. I mean, we were never going to be able to afford the deposit on a house in Surrey with what they were paying you.’ Before Rose could protest, he continued. ‘Listen, I’ll have a word with Marcus tonight. We’ve always got openings at the firm and they might be looking for some more recruits in the project management department. That would be a perfect fit for you.’

Before Rose could argue, Ollie’s phone rang and he was deep in conversation about some mundane work matter. Before she knew it he was putting his shoes on and waving at her as he left to go out for the evening. Rose exhaled deeply and slumped back on the bed. Why hadn’t she spoken up for herself and told Ollie the real reason she was leaving Trinity Grove? That was the second time today she’d found her voice had deserted her when she needed it the most. Why hadn’t she protested when he suggested talking to Marcus at the firm? There was no way she was giving up teaching to work at an investment banking firm. Even though her teaching career seemed to be lying in tatters around her and she had no idea what the future held for her, Rose did know one thing: it certainly wasn’t an investment banking firm in the City. That wasn’t what she wanted at all.



Rose’s final two weeks at Trinity Grove passed rapidly. Thankfully, the end of term was always busy with activities and her class had been making Easter cards and decorating eggs alongside their usual lessons. She’d been in too much of a rush most days to exchange more than a passing nod at Dawson, which had made things more bearable. Dawson himself had made an announcement in the school newsletter to let the parents and pupils know about Miss Hargreaves’ departure. Dawson being Dawson, though, he had cleverly spun things to make it look as if Rose was leaving of her own accord by saying she was departing to ‘further her career’ and thanking her for the huge difference she had made during her time at the school.

Dawson had a far tougher job on his hands when the rest of the teaching staff heard about what had happened. They all knew the real story behind Rose’s departure and were suitably outraged. Most of them pleaded with Rose to get the union involved and fight the decision, but they understood when she explained the reason she had decided not to.

At Rose’s leaving drinks on the final day of the spring term, most of the teaching staff joined her at the pub across the road from the school, The White Horse. Dawson was not invited. It was a bittersweet moment for Rose, as not only did she not want to be leaving, but she had absolutely no idea what she was going to do next.

‘Why don’t you sign up for some supply agencies?’ Maya suggested helpfully. ‘They’ll absolutely bite your hand off, I’m sure. You know good supply teachers are worth their weight in gold.’

‘I guess so. I have been thinking about it, but I’m just not sure.’

‘Why not? It would be a great way to try out some local schools and see which ones you like and which ones have a head like Dawson that you’ll want to avoid like the plague.’

Rose chuckled.

‘Maybe you’re right. I suppose I’ve got nothing to lose. I’ll think about it and give some agencies a call during the holidays to test the waters.’

‘That sounds sensible. I guarantee by the end of next term you’ll have your perfect teaching job lined up ready for September.’

‘I really hope you’re right,’ Rose said as she took a rather large swig from her glass of Merlot. Still, she couldn’t quite shake the feeling that, if her perfect teaching job really was just around the corner, that would just be yet another hurdle for her to overcome with Ollie.






Chapter 2

Rose woke early the next morning. Her throat felt dry and parched and she was aware of a terrible thumping growing in her head. She stretched an arm out from under the duvet, feeling around for the glass of water that she usually kept on the bedside table. Locating it, she lifted the corner of her eye mask, sat up and took a large gulp. Exactly how much had she had to drink last night? The events of the previous evening still felt a little fuzzy, but Rose had been touched by just how many of her colleagues had come out to see her off and told her how sad they’d be to see her go. The Trinity Grove chapter of her life may have come to an end, but who knew what would be next for her?

Feeling suddenly buoyed by the possibilities that the future might offer, Rose grabbed her mobile phone from the bedside table and crept out of the bedroom, being careful not to wake Ollie, who was still snoring deeply under the duvet. She made her way to the kitchen, opened the blinds and the room filled with glorious sunlight. The kitchen of the flat she shared with Ollie was modern and stylish, the décor perfectly co-ordinated and minimalistic, and yet, somehow, she had never felt quite at home there. Rose knew she was fortunate to live in such an exclusive development – it was something she could never have dreamt of on her teaching salary alone – but she always felt as though she didn’t quite ‘fit’. The only piece of furniture she’d brought with her on moving day was an antique oak chair that had belonged to her parents, but Ollie had been quick to cover it with an expensive angora throw as soon as the removal men had left. Rose made a point of removing it every time she sat down.

The first day of the Easter holidays looked as though it was going to be a beautiful spring day. Rose grabbed her favourite mug from the kitchen cupboard; it was pale pink and had the slogan ‘World’s Best Teacher’ embossed across it in gold lettering. She made her morning coffee and switched on her mobile phone. It beeped furiously to let her know she had missed calls and messages.

Honestly, she thought, my phone’s only been off for a few hours. What on earth could be so desperate?

Rose had nine missed calls. Most of them appeared to be from her dad, whilst the rest were from a number she didn’t recognize. Rose felt a sense of panic rising in her chest. Her dad was currently on a world cruise and wasn’t due back for weeks. He was supposed to be in the middle of the Caribbean Sea. He’d only be calling if it was a real emergency. Rose dialled her voicemail to hear the first message.

‘Rose, it’s Dad. Listen, don’t panic, sweetheart, but I’ve just had a call from the hospital in Sussex. It’s Great Aunt Jean. She’s had a fall and it sounds like a bad one. They’ve taken her in with a fractured hip. I don’t have all the details but she’s been there a couple of days. They couldn’t get hold of me, so I’ve given them your number. We’re the only family she’s got, and I know you’re busy with school, but I was hoping you might be able to head down to Sussex and find out what’s happening? I’m looking at flights to get home and our ship’s in port tomorrow, sweetheart, so I’ll call you again then as I should have a phone signal. Love you.’

Rose skipped ahead to the next message. An unfamiliar voice with a curt, hurried tone rang in her ear.

‘This is a message for Rose Hargreaves. I believe you are the next of kin for Jean Hargreaves. Jean’s had a nasty fall and we’ve admitted her to Nightingale Ward here at Conquest Hospital. Please call us on the following number and ask for extension 284 so we can update you on her condition.’

Rose’s brain whirred as she noted down the hospital’s phone number. Great Aunt Jean. A fall? In hospital? All alone? Rose had always been close to her Aunt Jean, and their bond had become even stronger after her mum had passed away. Rose had spent most of her school holidays with her in East Sussex. Rose berated herself for not checking her messages when she’d got in from the pub last night. Think of all those valuable hours she’d lost. What to do first? Pack a bag? Call the hospital? Get in the car? Get on a train?

Rose Hargreaves, you stop panicking this instant, she said sternly to herself. Panicking will get you nowhere. Stop, take a deep breath and think.

Rose’s first instinct was to wake Ollie and let him know what was going on. He had met Aunt Jean several times and she valued his advice in a crisis. She was sure he’d know what to do.

‘Ollie? Ollie!’ she said with gradually increasing volume. He continued to snore. ‘OLLIE!’

‘Rose, what on earth? I was fast asleep.’

‘Listen, I need your help. There’s been a family emergency. It’s Great Aunt Jean. She’s had a—’

‘Great Aunt who?’

‘Great Aunt Jean. Look, just listen, will you? I’ve picked up a voicemail from Dad. He’s been trying to get hold of me all night. Aunt Jean’s had a fall and she’s in hospital. I don’t know how bad things are, but Dad’s asked me to head down to Sussex and make sure she’s okay.’

Ollie sat bolt upright.

‘What do you mean “head to Sussex”? You can’t go to Sussex today!’

It took Rose a few seconds to process the callous nature of Ollie’s words. Not go to Sussex? He surely couldn’t be serious? Could he?

‘I’m not sure you’ve grasped what I’m saying. Aunt Jean’s hurt – badly enough to have ended up in hospital.’

‘But, Rose, you can’t,’ Ollie howled. ‘We’ve got tickets to watch England at Twickenham this afternoon. This is too last minute; you can’t let me down. What will everyone think?’

‘Let you down?’ Rose hissed. ‘Are you serious? There’s an eighty-two-year-old woman lying in a hospital bed, with no family to count on apart from me. Watching a load of oversized men with inflated egos chase each other around a rugby pitch isn’t something that I’m particularly concerned about right now.’

Turning her back on Ollie, Rose flung open her wardrobe, grabbed her overnight bag from the top shelf and threw in a random assortment of underwear and clothes. She needed to pack enough to get her through a few days at least. Anything she’d forgotten – well, she could sort that out once she’d got to Sussex. Ollie threw back the duvet, got up from the bed and grabbed her arm.

‘Come on, darling. Your aunt’s not going to expect you to drop everything to rush to her bedside, is she? It doesn’t even sound as though it’s anything life-threatening. It’ll be a wasted journey.’

Rose shrugged his arm away.

‘I really can’t be any clearer about this, Ollie. I’m going to Sussex, and I’m going now. The matter isn’t up for debate.’ She turned to face him. ‘Do you know what? I actually thought you’d be able to help me with this. I assumed you’d have my back and offer to come with me for moral support. Looks like I couldn’t have been more wrong. Just let me finish packing and then I’m on the first train out of London.’

‘Well, how long do you think you’ll be gone for?’

‘Seeing as I don’t know what the situation is yet, I’ve no idea. At least a few days, but maybe longer if things are bad.’

At that revelation, Ollie flapped his arms in outrage.

‘A few days?! But I’ve arranged that meeting for you with Marcus in HR about the project management vacancy for first thing on Monday morning.’

‘I never asked you to do that, Ollie. I’m not even remotely interested in a career as a project manager. Anyway, I’m sure that Marcus will understand, given the circumstances.’

‘Understand, given the circumstances,’ Ollie parroted back. ‘Oh, well, that’s all okay, then. Don’t worry if it reflects badly on me.’

‘I hardly think me dropping everything to dash off and help a relative reflects badly on you, does it? Ollie, you know how important Aunt Jean is to me. I spent practically every summer with her in Sussex after Mum died.’ Ollie shifted his gaze uncomfortably. ‘I know I don’t always get back to visit as often as I like, but she needs me now.’

Ollie took her hand. ‘Look, I’m sorry, Rose, I know Jean means a lot to you. If you need to go, I understand. Just hurry back, won’t you?’



Rose zipped up her overnight bag, pulled on the pair of Converse trainers she kept by the front door and left the house, closing the front door behind her. As she walked down the steps leading from their apartment building, Rose tried to ignore her sense of unease about Ollie’s reaction to Aunt Jean’s fall and concentrate instead on getting to East Sussex as quickly as possible. She didn’t want to waste time getting the Tube to St Pancreas Station, so instead hailed the first black cab she saw.

Once she was on her way, a quick Google search on her phone revealed that the trains to Rye ran regularly from London on a Saturday, but she’d have to change at Ashford International. If everything went smoothly, she might even be at the hospital by midday. Rose tried her dad’s number but it went straight to voicemail. She reminded herself that there wasn’t great network coverage in the middle of the Caribbean Sea and wifi on board was expensive – he wouldn’t be able to connect until he docked. She’d have to try later.

Once Rose was on the train, she found herself a seat at an unoccupied table, threw her overnight bag into the overhead luggage compartment and began setting up her laptop. Her first job was to call the hospital and find out exactly how bad her aunt’s injuries were. She reached the ward on her first attempt. The ward sister only confirmed what her dad had already told her and Rose explained that she was on her way from London and would be with her aunt soon.

A fractured hip wasn’t ideal, but it could have been so much worse, Rose thought. At least it was nothing life-threatening. She inhaled deeply. This was positive news, wasn’t it? Rose tried to call her dad but, once again, she was unable to get through. She decided to send him a text instead. At least that way if he did manage to pick up a phone signal, he’d have an update.

I’m on a train now and should be arriving at the hospital in a couple of hours. Don’t worry, I’ve got this xx

As she was popping her phone back into her pink leather handbag, she heard it buzz and made a sudden grab for it, assuming it was her dad. Her heart sank a little as she realized it was a message from Maya.

Hey lovely, was such a great leaving do last night. Let me know how you get on with the supply agencies next week. Onwards and upwards. Maya xx

Rose smiled. Maya was always looking out for her and supporting her decisions. Why couldn’t Ollie be more like that? Surely it wasn’t too much to ask that her fiancé would be able to see things from her point of view and take her side, if only once in a while?

Things hadn’t always been like this between them. She remembered how sweet Ollie had been when they’d first got together. On the night he’d officially asked her to move in with him, he’d arranged a beautiful candlelit supper on the rooftop terrace of his London office – a space usually reserved for entertaining clients. He’d set up an elaborate treasure hunt leading Rose to an envelope taped beneath her chair, which contained the estate agent’s listing for the flat he’d just rented for them – their first proper home together. It had been the most romantic evening of her life and she still had the envelope safely stashed away in her memory box among her other most treasured possessions.

Rose shook her head. She had more pressing concerns to focus on right now. The first of them being getting to the hospital to find out how Aunt Jean was.



As soon as the train driver announced their arrival at Rye, Rose gathered her belongings and hurried towards the doors as the train pulled into the platform. She knew her way around the station well, having been down to visit Aunt Jean more times that she cared to count.

She’d always loved coming to Sussex, ever since she was a child, and she had so many happy memories of staying at Jasmine Cottage. When she was young, she had thought the place was an adventurer’s paradise. As an adult it had always been a safe haven – somewhere to retreat to when she needed some peace and quiet or to recharge her batteries and escape from the stress of daily life. Since qualifying as a teacher, Rose had always made sure she visited Aunt Jean for a few weeks every August, and she always returned to London feeling refreshed and reinvigorated.

Some of the happiest times in her childhood were spent with her aunt in the village of Blossom Heath. She would always take her exploring, and they’d pack a picnic and go out for the day to see what new adventures they could find. She remembered one particular summer, her aunt had pitched a tent in the garden of Jasmine Cottage and they’d had hours of fun building a fire, toasting marshmallows, telling ghost stories and looking at the stars before they fell asleep. She couldn’t help but smile when she thought about those days.

After a short taxi ride from the station, Rose soon found herself passing through a set of cream double doors with the words ‘Nightingale Ward’ clearly marked above them. She located the nurse’s station and went over to introduce herself.

‘Hello, I’m Rose Hargreaves,’ she said to the blonde-haired nurse sitting behind the desk. ‘I rang ahead earlier? I’m here to see Jean Hargreaves.’

‘Ah yes, it was me you spoke to. I’m Sister Clarke.’

‘How is she? Can I see her?’ Rose asked quickly.

‘I’m afraid Jean’s fracture was a complicated one, and she’s had to have surgery to insert some pins to keep the injury stable. She’s doing well physically, although it’s going to be a long road to recovery for her. It’s actually her mental state we’re more concerned about. She’s very down, and her confidence has taken a real knock. I believe she lives alone?’

‘Yes, that’s right.’

‘Well, that may be an issue going forward,’ said Sister Clarke. ‘She may not be able to live independently after a fall like this. It could be a risk to her safety.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Rose, her face falling. ‘Yes, I can see how that might be difficult for her,’ she agreed. ‘She’s fiercely independent though and I’m honestly not sure how she’d cope if she thought she couldn’t go home again.’

‘Well, let’s not jump the gun just yet,’ replied Sister Clarke. ‘Best not mention anything to her and let’s see if your visit can lift her spirits. Let me take you to see her.’

She led Rose into the ward and motioned to one of the rooms along the corridor. ‘She’s just up here, third bed from the left,’ she said.

Rose spotted her aunt immediately, although she looked much paler, and somehow smaller and more fragile than she remembered. She had lost weight, too, and her face seemed drawn. If Rose was honest, she looked like a shadow of the cheerful, rosy-cheeked auntie that Rose remembered from her visit just last summer.

‘Jean, you’ve got a visitor,’ Sister Clarke said as she approached the bed. ‘She’s travelled all the way from London to see you. Isn’t that something?’

Aunt Jean looked up and Rose saw a glimmer of interest in her eyes.

‘Aunt Jean, it’s me, Rose,’ she said as she approached the bed. ‘What kind of trouble have you been getting yourself into, eh?’

‘Rose, is that really you? How did you even know I was in here? I told them not to bother anyone. You’ve not really come all the way from London, have you?’

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ Sister Clarke said as she walked back towards the nurse’s station.

‘Of course it’s me and of course it’s no bother.’ Rose pulled up a seat next to Aunt Jean’s bed. ‘I was worried about you. So is Dad. I came as soon as I heard.’

‘Ah okay, love. I’m glad you’re here, really I am. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. I just hate the thought of you leaving behind your busy life to check in on me. It’s not as if I live down the road now, is it?’ she said, wringing her hands.

‘Well, it’s the school holidays for one thing, so I’ve got plenty of time on my hands, and it’ll be nice for me to have some time away from London. I’ve left it too long to visit and I want to help and make sure you’re okay. You’re my number-one priority right now, so you’re stuck with me for a while.’

‘It’s lovely to see you, dear, really it is,’ Aunt Jean said, clasping Rose’s hand in her own.

‘How are you feeling? Are they treating you well? Is there anything I can get you?’

‘I’m not too bad. I just feel so foolish, taking a tumble like that. Causing all this fuss just because I wasn’t watching where I was going. I’m a silly old fool, that’s what I am.’

‘Now listen, I’ll have none of that,’ Rose said in her best schoolteacher’s voice, wiping a tear from her aunt’s cheek. ‘Accidents happen. That’s just the way life goes. I’m just as likely as you to take a tumble. You know how clumsy I am!’

Aunt Jean chuckled.

‘ “Clumsy” – now that’s one word for it. More like a walking disaster zone,’ she laughed, throwing her head back. ‘If I had a pound for every time your mum and dad had to take you to A&E as a child with some mishap or other. It’s a wonder you didn’t end up on social services’ radar.’

‘Alright, alright,’ Rose giggled. ‘It’s good to see a smile on your face, even if it is at my expense. It really is good to see you, Auntie. I’m sorry it’s been ages. I’m not sure how long I’ll be here for but I wondered if I could stay at the cottage for a few nights?’

‘Of course, dear, I didn’t expect you to be going back to London tonight. A word of warning though, I’m not as house proud as I used to be. To tell you the truth the housework has been getting a bit too much for me these days. You might need to run the hoover around when you arrive.’

‘As if that will bother me,’ Rose rolled her eyes. ‘You know how much I love Jasmine Cottage. It’ll be like a holiday, and if I can help you out with some housework while I’m here, well, that’s just a bonus.’

Aunt Jean fumbled around in her nightstand to find the keys to Jasmine Cottage and handed them to Rose. The keychain was a circular, silver piece of metal with a picture of a Border Collie on it.

‘Hey, this looks just like Jack.’ Jack was Jean’s black and white Border Collie that Rose remembered from her childhood. He had been devoted to her aunt, and his death ten years ago had hit her hard. She’d said she could never get another dog, as she couldn’t stand the pain of losing them.

‘It does look like Jack, doesn’t it? That’s why I chose it. I spotted it one day in the village gift shop and it reminded me of him so much that I had to buy it. He was a dog in a million, that one. I miss him every day,’ she said wistfully. Rose yawned and stretched her arms out in front of her. ‘Right, young lady, you get yourself off to the cottage, settle in and I’ll see you tomorrow. There’s a fish and chip van in the village tonight so you can get yourself some supper and have a relaxing evening.’

‘Sorry, I had a late one last night with some friends and I think it’s catching up with me. Are you sure you don’t want me to stay for a bit longer?’

‘You’ve done more than enough for one day. Do as you’re told for once, will you? Go and get settled and you can come back and see me tomorrow. The key for the car is on that fob too, so make sure you use it to get around in. There’s no point in you taking taxis everywhere, is there?’

‘Okay,’ Rose agreed, realizing that it would be futile to argue. She gathered up her bags, planted a kiss firmly on her aunt’s cheek and made her way to Jasmine Cottage.






Chapter 3

Jasmine Cottage was just outside the village of Blossom Heath, down a winding road which was separated from the rolling Sussex hills by dense hedgerows on either side. As her taxi got nearer to the cottage, the road became narrower, until there was barely enough room for one car to pass. Jasmine Cottage was the last house at the very end of the lane, with no immediate neighbours. Rose got out of the car and looked around. How she loved this place.

After paying for the taxi, she picked up her luggage and headed for the cottage door, inhaling the smell of the roses as she turned the key to let herself in. The scent reminded her of how she’d begged her aunt to let her use the precious petals to make rose perfume as a child. She’d even set up a stall in the cottage’s front garden to sell her bottled concoctions to the villagers for fifty pence a piece, and Aunt Jean had made sure all her friends from the WI stopped by. She smiled at the memory.

As she stepped into the cottage’s hallway, however, her smile turned into a grimace as a very different kind of smell filled her nostrils: the overwhelming odour of mildew and mustiness. She wrinkled her nose in response. The cottage’s curtains were closed and it was so dark she could barely see where she was going. She flung her bags down, opened as many curtains and windows as she could, and took a good look at her surroundings.

Her aunt always kept the house in beautiful condition. Vases of fresh flowers would adorn every room and pretty cushions and brightly coloured throws made the place look cheery and inviting. Things couldn’t be more different now. There was clutter everywhere, stacks of plates and mugs around the living room and kitchen, and a huge pile of unopened post in the hallway.

Rose climbed the staircase to see if things were any better upstairs. She saw from the condition of the white porcelain bathroom suite and the build-up of mould and mildew that they weren’t. She set herself up in Aunt Jean’s spare bedroom, which was where she always slept when she visited, and was relieved to see that this room at least seemed relatively untouched. The bedding was crisp and clean and, apart from some piles of laundry that needed sorting and putting away, all she’d need to do in here would be to run a duster around and open up the window to let some fresh air in.

Rose sat on the bed and looked around the room. How could things have changed so drastically for Aunt Jean in such a short time? She felt dreadful that she’d had no indication of just how bad things had become. It wasn’t only the state of the cottage that concerned her; she thought about how much her aunt herself had changed, how she had noticeably lost weight and seemed so much smaller and more fragile than Rose remembered.

She pulled her mobile out of her pocket – no new messages. She texted Ollie to let him know she’d arrived and then tried her dad’s number again just in case he’d found some phone signal, but it went straight to voicemail. Rose needed a plan. Even if her aunt’s hip healed, she obviously couldn’t manage living alone, and that was going to have implications for her and for the future of Jasmine Cottage.

Faced with that daunting prospect, Rose tried to focus on what she could do to help in the short term. There was no denying it – Jasmine Cottage needed a facelift, and Rose decided to make it her mission to return it to its former glory. She headed back down to the kitchen, grabbed a notepad and pen, and began looking through the cupboards to see what cleaning products she could find. Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the state of the place, there were hardly any, and those that were there had long since dried up or discoloured. As well as some old tumble dryer sheets for a machine her aunt had got rid of years ago, she even found a bottle of cleaning fluid with faded packaging and a price sticker from Gateways, a shop in the village which hadn’t been open for the past fifteen years or so. It was the same story with everything else in the cupboards. After deciding to simply throw everything in a bin bag, Rose resolved to buy replacements at the village shop when she went out in search of food. Once the cottage was equipped with the best that modern-day cleaning products had to offer, it would make light work of getting the place shipshape again. She just needed to channel her inner Mary Poppins, she told herself.

After a couple of hours spent tidying, Rose was alerted to the time by the growls her stomach was making. When she looked at her watch, she was shocked to see that it was already nearly 6pm. She took a quick look in the fridge to see what she’d need to stock up on and her heart sank as she realized that it was practically empty. There was a pack of unopened ham that had already turned a pasty shade of grey, half a tin of tomatoes that had a layer of fur on top, a block of cheese, and some yoghurts with an expiration date of over a month ago. Rose scooped everything up and threw it all into another bin bag. After taking both bags outside, she picked up her handbag and headed for the village shop.



Located on the outskirts of Rye, the village of Blossom Heath was everything you might expect a quintessentially English village in East Sussex to be. It had winding country lanes, thatched cottages, a village green (complete with duck pond) and a quaint little pub, as well as a village store and a handful of other businesses. The shops around the village green were at the heart of life in Blossom Heath, where the villagers came together to chat and catch up on all the local gossip. If there was one thing you could always rely on in Blossom Heath, it was that everyone knew everyone else’s business, and secrets didn’t stay secret for very long.

The village shop, Harrisons, as the name suggested, was run by Maggie and Ted Harrison, a friendly couple in their late fifties who had grown up in the village. Ted and Maggie knew all the local goings-on, and if you managed to find some news that the couple didn’t already know about, then it probably wasn’t worth knowing. Rose remembered that a visit to Harrisons at the weekend used to be the highlight of her week when she was staying in the village as a child. Her aunt would always let her fill up a bag of penny sweets until it was overflowing, and Maggie would sneak some extra chocolate mice into the bag as she knew they were Rose’s favourite. She could almost smell the sweet sickly scent of the confectionery jars if she thought about them hard enough. The bell on the shop door chimed as Rose entered.

‘Rose? Is that you? What on earth are you doing here?’ Maggie said. ‘I thought you’d be up to your eyes with work in London. We weren’t expecting to see you back in the village until the summer holidays.’

‘Hi, Maggie, good to see you. I wasn’t expecting to be back so soon either, but I suppose you’ve heard about Aunt Jean’s fall?’

‘Ah yes, of course. How’s she doing? Is there any news?’

‘She’s not doing too badly, all things considered, but they reckon it’ll be a while before she can go home. It’s going to take time for her to heal, and then there’s the question of how steady she’s going to be on her feet.’

‘You know Jean – she won’t let something like a fractured hip slow her down. She’s a fighter, that one.’

‘I really hope you’re right. I don’t know how she’ll cope if going home to the cottage isn’t an option.’

‘It won’t come to that, I’m sure,’ Maggie said. ‘Think positive. That’s half the battle sometimes. How long are you down for, love? Are you back to school after the Easter holidays?’

Rose hesitated before answering.

‘Well, I’m taking a bit of a break from teaching, so I can stay for as long as I’m needed. I’ve just popped in to grab some cleaning supplies for the cottage,’ she said quickly, eager to change the subject. ‘I thought I may as well make myself useful and give the place a good spruce up whilst I’m here, get everything ready for Aunt Jean’s return.’

‘That’s the spirit. You give me that list and I’ll see what I can help you with.’

Rose and Maggie walked around the store together filling Rose’s basket with everything she needed to give Jasmine Cottage a spring clean, and Rose also threw in some bread, cheese, milk and a couple of bottles of wine for good measure. While Maggie was ringing everything up on the till, Rose had an idea. ‘While I think of it, Aunt Jean mentioned there’s a fish and chip van in the village tonight. I’d kill for a hot meal that I don’t have to cook myself.’

‘Ah, Murphy’s? They park just behind the village green at the back of the church. I go for a large cod and chips every Saturday night. You won’t go far wrong with that,’ Maggie said.

‘Thanks, Mags, I’ll head over there now and grab something. Then it’ll be a hot bath and an early night for me. It’s been a long day,’ she said, stifling a yawn.

‘You take it easy tonight, my love, and give my best to your aunt. Tell her the whole village is thinking of her and we can’t wait to have her back and causing havoc. Throw this box of chocolates in from me and Ted,’ she said, placing the largest box of Milk Tray in the store into Rose’s shopper.

‘Thanks, Mags, I’ll tell her. I’ll back in a few days for more supplies, so I’ll give you an update.’



When Rose arrived back at Jasmine Cottage, she put the fish and chips in the oven to keep warm, whilst she set to work cleaning the sitting room. The freshly cleaned room was now dust-free and smelt of furniture polish and beeswax. Rose had even cleaned the windows, which now glinted in the sunlight as the setting sun shone through the clear glass. She rearranged the cushions, grabbed the fish and chips from the oven and settled herself on the sofa with a bottle of wine. Maggie hadn’t been wrong about ordering the cod and chips. They were delicious and just what Rose had needed. She scoured the TV channels for some light-hearted Saturday night entertainment and plumped for a game show she’d always wanted to watch but knew that Ollie loathed, hosted by someone she vaguely recognized from reality TV. Rose checked her phone and found a message from Ollie.

I’m sorry about the way I reacted this morning, darling. I hope you made it to Rye safe and sound and your aunt is OK. Call me when you can, love you xx

Her heart lifted a little, but she found herself clutching her phone tightly as she thought about his initial attitude towards her aunt’s accident. At least he had acknowledged that he’d been in the wrong, she reassured herself. That was more like the Ollie she knew and loved. With that in mind, she typed out her reply:

Thanks for saying sorry. Speak tomorrow, love you too xx



Rose was woken the next morning by the sound of birdsong outside. She pulled the duvet over her head, groaned and rolled over. She wasn’t ready to be awake yet. It was no use though – she had too much on her mind to allow herself to fall back into a peaceful slumber. Thoughts of Aunt Jean, of Ollie and of her dad were all whirring inside her head.

Rose sat up, pulled off her eye mask and reached for the glass of water at her bedside table. She took a long drink and got up to open the floral curtains. The view really was stunning. All she could see for miles beyond the lane were fields of rolling green hills, with sheep dotted among them in the distance, like tiny balls of cotton wool on the horizon. She’d forgotten how beautiful it was here. How peaceful. It was so different to being in London with all the sounds and smells of city life. Rose opened the window and took in a deep breath of country air. Memories of her childhood came flooding back. There was something about being in Blossom Heath that reminded her of how she had felt as a young girl, the sense of anything being possible…

Downstairs, Rose put on some coffee and toast and checked her messages. Still nothing. As soon as she put her phone down, it started to ring and Rose could see from the caller ID that it was her dad.

‘Dad! Can you hear me?’

‘Yes, loud and clear, sweetheart. We’ve docked in Antigua and I’ve finally got a signal. I did try you earlier but it must have been the middle of the night there.’

‘I guess. I decided to give myself an early night to recover from the journey and I was out like a light by ten.’

‘So, how’s your aunt? Have you been in to see her?’

‘Yep, the nurse said her fracture’s a bad one but that the surgery went well. I think they’re a bit concerned about her state of mind though, Dad. She’s very down and they’re worried about whether she’s going to be able to come home when she recovers. The cottage stairs here are so steep and I’m not sure what we could do to make it any easier for her.’ There was a long pause on the line and then Rose heard her dad let out a long, heavy sigh.

‘That’s something I’ve been worried about for a while if truth be told. I’ve not said anything as I didn’t want to worry you, sweetheart, but it’s been playing on my mind. Jean’s not getting any younger and her mobility hasn’t been great for the last couple of years. Let’s not jump to any conclusions just yet though. We need to focus on getting her well again and see where we go from there.’

‘Oh, I didn’t realize how bad things were,’ said Rose, her voice cracking a little. ‘I feel terrible that I’ve not been down to visit since last summer.’

‘It can’t be helped, sweetheart. Don’t feel bad. Your aunt knows what a busy life you lead. She wouldn’t expect you to drop everything to come and check on her. Knowing Jean, she’d have guessed something was up if you did and she’d have sent you back to London with your tail between your legs,’ he chuckled.

He was right of course. Rose wondered if now would be a good time to tell him that she didn’t actually have a teaching job to return to. She hesitated and the moment was lost.

‘I’ve been looking at flights back to London and there’s one into Heathrow tomorrow morning that I’ve…’

‘Don’t you dare think about coming home! This is a world cruise and you’ve only just set off! You’re not due back for weeks!’

‘But, Rose—’

‘No, Dad! It’s the holiday of a lifetime, please don’t ruin it over this. There’s nothing you can do here. I’ve got everything under control. Just focus on enjoying yourself and forget about coming home. It’s the school holidays, so I’ve got nothing else on,’ she said, attempting to reassure him.

‘I’ve got all the confidence in the world in you, sweetheart, but if you need me, just say the word and I’ll hop on a plane and be back in Sussex in a flash.’

‘Honestly, Dad, it’s really not necessary. Just leave everything here in my capable hands and if I run into any problems, I’ll let you know. But I promise you that isn’t going to happen. Enjoy your holiday and catch up on some sun while you can.’

Feeling suitably reassured that her dad wasn’t about to abandon his holiday and head home, Rose ended the call, finished off her breakfast of cold toast and coffee, jumped in the shower and rooted around in her travel bag to find a clean change of clothes. Settling on a pair of light blue jeans with a crisp, pale pink shirt, she threw on her Converse trainers, scooped her long dark hair back into a ponytail, grabbed her jacket and handbag and headed out to the car.

Aunt Jean’s car was an old automatic Ford Focus. Her aunt had given up driving a manual a few years ago after an unfortunate incident that involved reversing into the wall of the village church while attempting to change gear. Aunt Jean had spent time in Italy, teaching English at the embassy school in Milan, and she had most definitely picked up some very Italian driving habits. She thought nothing of accelerating and overtaking at the most inopportune moments. As a child, Rose had thought this exciting and invigorating, but as she had got older it had seemed slightly more risky and definitely less thrilling. With that on her mind, she put her seatbelt on, started the ignition and set off for the hospital.



When she arrived on Nightingale Ward, Rose could see the nurses’ station was vacant. She spotted Aunt Jean sitting up in bed, tucking into a cup of tea and a couple of digestive biscuits.

‘Rose!’ her aunt beamed when she saw her. ‘I didn’t expect you to be here so early, my dear. Come and sit down and tell me how you got on at the cottage. Did you find everything you needed?’

Rose planted a kiss on her aunt’s cheek and pulled a chair up next to her bed.

‘Of course! Thanks for the tip about the fish and chip van. I ate enough to feed an army but it was delicious, so totally worth the calories,’ she said, patting her stomach. Her aunt chuckled. ‘How are you feeling today?’ Rose asked.

‘Oh, not so bad. The nurses are lovely, but I can’t wait to get up and about and start thinking about going home. It’s no fun being stuck in this bed and having to press a button every time I need something. I feel like a real nuisance.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Rose said affectionately. ‘That’s what the nurses are here for. You’re not a nuisance to anyone.’

‘Now, what’s all this I’m hearing about someone being a nuisance?’ Sister Clarke asked, appearing from behind Rose.

‘That would be my aunt insisting that you’ve all got better things to do than run around after her,’ Rose answered, rolling her eyes in mock exasperation.

‘That’s hardly true now, is it? You’re here so that we can help get you back on your feet, and I wouldn’t call that being a nuisance, would you?’

Aunt Jean gave her a sheepish look. ‘Well, no, I suppose not.’

‘Good, so that’s that settled,’ Sister Clarke said firmly. ‘Your appetite has perked up a bit today hasn’t it, Jean?’ She pointed at the tea and biscuits in Jean’s hands. ‘You’ve just missed the consultant, Rose, but he said everything is healing nicely. I want to prepare both of you though: it looks like you’re going to be with us for a couple more weeks, Jean, before we can think about getting you home.’

‘Weeks!’ Rose and Aunt Jean both chorused at the same time, looking bewildered.

‘Yes, I’m afraid so,’ Sister Clarke continued. ‘Your fracture was a serious one and we can’t risk you taking another tumble. You need to stay with us until the doctor’s happy, I’m afraid. I’ll leave you two to catch up, but you know where I am if you’ve got any questions.’

‘Weeks,’ Aunt Jean repeated once Sister Clarke had left. ‘I thought I’d be home again in a few days.’

It broke Rose’s heart to see the disappointment evident on her aunt’s face.

‘Well, I know that wasn’t what you wanted to hear, but this really is the best place to be while you’re getting your strength back. It’s not ideal, but why don’t you look at it as having a mini holiday?’ Rose suggested. ‘You’ve got a buzzer with waiter service, your own TV, and I can bring you in some bits from home to make things more comfortable. Oh, that reminds me,’ she said, bending down for her bag, ‘these chocolates are from Maggie and Ted with their best wishes. They said to tell you that the village is missing you and they can’t wait to have you back soon.’ She handed the chocolates across to her aunt, who had a tear in her eye.

‘That’s very sweet of them. They didn’t need to do that. You tell them thanks and that I can’t wait to get back home, if these damn doctors ever agree to let me out.’

‘Look, the time will pass quickly enough. I’ll bring you some magazines and books to keep you entertained, and how about if I bring your knitting in too?’

Jean’s face brightened.

‘Oh, Rose, would you? I’ve got a project on the go and I’ve been itching to finish it off since I’ve been stuck in here. Everything I need is in my craft bag – down the side of the sofa in the lounge.’
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