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For Helen Brookes,

my beautiful, amazing, inspirational friend.

I love you to bits.
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Introduction

Ever since writing One Perfect Christmas back in 2012, I’ve been asked repeatedly why my ebook short stories – which now include Johnny’s Girl and A Christmas Wedding – haven’t also been released in paperback. As they’re only around a third of the length of my usual novels, it just hasn’t been feasible. And even though I’ve explained to people who don’t own e-readers that ebooks can be downloaded onto any device (smartphones, laptops, etc.), many of you just don’t fancy reading anything that isn’t printed on actual, tactile, smells-like-heaven paper.

Back in 2014 I launched The Hidden Paige, a club designed to give my readers exclusive extra content featuring characters from my novels – DVD extras but for books, if you like. In the last few years, I’ve delivered mini sequels, bonus scenes, extra chapters and standalone short stories direct to your inboxes.

I’ve shown you what happened when Rose from The One We Fell In Love With went on a night out with Lucy and Nathan from Lucy in the Sky; what was going through the mind of Johnny Be Good’s Johnny when he discovered that he had a teenage daughter and had to break it to Meg; how Lily from Pictures of Lily felt when she met One Perfect Summer’s Joseph Strike and his fiancée Alice; and you’ve also heard what happened next for Daisy and Bridget from Chasing Daisy and The Last Piece of my Heart.

Now, with so many stories under my belt, including a mini sequel to The Longest Holiday, which I’ve penned especially for this collection, I am thrilled to be able to finally give you what you’ve been asking for: all of my ebook sequels, together with the extra content from The Hidden Paige, in one full-length, physical edition. (Note: we’re also releasing this as an ebook for anyone who wants the full collection at their fingertips – hello, ebook readers! No discrimination here!)

In case you’ve forgotten what happened and when, or you would like a little more insight as to why I decided to revisit certain characters, I’ve written an introduction to each story featured.

Although existing readers of my books will get the most out of this collection, I hope those who are new to my work will still enjoy these stories as standalone pieces. If you choose to read my novels afterwards, you’ll still find plenty of twists and turns, but I’m sure you understand it’s impossible to avoid certain spoilers here.

If you’re not a member of The Hidden Paige and would like to be, you can sign up at paigetoon.com – it’s completely free and there will no doubt be a brand-new mini story winging its way to your inbox in the near future.

Until then, I hope you enjoy catching up with some old friends and making some new ones – I certainly did.

Lots of love,

Paige x

Twitter/Facebook/Instagram @PaigeToonAuthor

#TheHiddenPaige

www.paigetoon.com



One Perfect Christmas

After One Perfect Summer came out in May, 2012, so many readers wrote to me demanding a sequel that I feared I might have to put aside my plans for The Longest Holiday to give them what they wanted. My editor has always encouraged me to write the book that’s in my heart, and at that moment in time, I couldn’t wait to get stuck into Laura and Leo’s story.

However, when it was suggested that I write an ebook short-story sequel to One Perfect Summer to come out in time for Christmas, it felt like the perfect solution. I could give my readers what they were asking for – more to the story – without having to delay my next book.

Although the ending of One Perfect Summer felt right to me at the time, when I’ve read this book in subsequent years, I’ll admit, it hasn’t felt very satisfying. I’m so glad my readers pushed me to write this sequel because I loved being able to give Alice, Joe and Lukas the resolution that they needed.

Over to you, Alice…
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I have a spring in my step as my boots crunch through the freshly fallen snow. It’s eight o’clock in the morning and I’m almost too excited to breathe. The anticipation of the last few weeks – no, months – has been killing me. How I will sleep tonight… Who am I kidding? I won’t sleep.

But first I have to get through today. The smile grows wider on my face and I actually giggle. Out loud. Like a proper nutcase.

‘Morning!’ I chirp to a lone passer-by.

‘Morning,’ he replies with a slightly wary look in his eye.

The streets are almost deserted at this hour on a freezing Saturday morning in the middle of December.

I practically skip over Magdalene Bridge, glancing fondly at the punts moored down to my right. There’s a thin layer of ice on the river and the buildings and streets are coated with fluffy white icing, all shimmering under a perfect blue winter sky. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Cambridge look more beautiful.

Today is the day that two of my favourite people in the whole world – Jessie and Emily – get married to each other. I met Jessie when I was a student at Anglia Ruskin University, here in Cambridge. He worked as a punter on the River Cam – he taught me how to punt – but that wasn’t the only way he brought joy back into my life. When I met him I was a mess. But enough of that.

Emily was our housemate in my second year. She was as meek as a mouse when we first met, and Jessie and I hardly ever saw her. But, eventually, she came out of her shell and we became good friends. Then she and Jessie became much more than that. They’ve been together for nine years and now, today, they’re finally tying the knot.

When Jessie revealed he’d proposed to Emily, I thought they’d get married in Scotland, where she’s from. But they delighted me by deciding on Cambridge. After all, this is where they met, and I’m about to arrive at the house Jessie grew up in.

Jessie’s parents, Judy and Andrew, live in one of the gothic terraces on Mount Pleasant, at the top of the hill. They spent some time in America while we were at university, permitting Jessie to rent out the two spare rooms to students – namely, Emily and me.

I open the gate, walk up to the heavy, intricately carved wooden front door and knock. The door swings open almost immediately, and then I’m beaming up at Jessie. His red hair looks wilder than usual, and his face a little paler. I realise with building hysteria that he has a slightly manic look about him.

I burst out laughing. ‘You’re freaking out!’ I exclaim, unable to offer him the calm, sympathetic shoulder that I probably should, given the circumstances.

‘Yeah, yeah, alright,’ he snaps good-naturedly, pulling me into the house and closing the door.

Then I throw my arms around him and he lifts me off my feet, squeezing the air out of me before starting to laugh too. He puts me down and I look up at him.

‘Today’s the day, Weasley,’ I say gently, using the nickname that I came up with for him when we first met a decade ago, because he reminded me of Rupert Grint, AKA Ron Weasley from Harry Potter.

‘Sure is, China,’ he replies with a grin.

My name is Alice, but he calls me China because my grandmother was Chinese. I have her long, dead-straight black hair and her almond-shaped eyes, although mine are green like my mother’s.

We only started using our nicknames again about eight months ago. We hadn’t used them for years. We grew apart when… No. I’m trying not to think about that too much today.

Jessie brings me back to the present. ‘Am I glad to see you. How’s Emily?’

‘Cool as a cucumber,’ I reply. I left her in her hotel room on the other side of Cambridge. It’s only a small city, so it didn’t take long to walk.

I’m one of her three bridesmaids, and I arrived at her hotel this morning to find her calmly checking through the contents of her small suitcase before realising that she must have left her tiara at Jessie’s place. I offered to walk here to collect it, seeing as I know Cambridge better than bridesmaids number one and two: Amy from Scotland and Ruth from London. I should do. I’ve lived here for over ten years now.

‘Really?’ Jessie asks with surprise.

‘Yep. So you’d better get yourself together.’ I notice the tiara sitting on the hallway table. ‘Ah, good. You found it.’

‘Yeah.’

I realise with surprise that I can’t smell the pancakes and bacon that I would expect to be able to on a Saturday morning after a night at the Pickerel Inn, the local pub where we used to hang out. We went there for a few drinks last night for old times’ sake with a few of our punter buddies from the past.

‘Have you eaten?’ I ask Jessie with a frown.

‘No, I’m not hungry.’

I gape up at him. ‘What?’

He shrugs. ‘I’m nervous.’

‘You? Too nervous to eat?’ I manage to splutter. ‘Never, never, ever did I think I’d hear that. Where are your parents?’

‘Mum’s in the shower, Dad’s still in bed.’

I check my watch. I have time – Emily won’t mind if I don’t rush back. ‘Right,’ I say with determination. ‘I’m making you breakfast.’

He follows me reluctantly down the hallway to the kitchen. I pull out a chair for him and then set about getting the ingredients for Scotch pancakes out of the fridge and larder.

‘What time are Chris, Jacob and Tom arriving?’ They’re his groomsmen. Chris is one of our old punter pals, and Jacob and Tom are friends of Jessie’s from London, where he and Emily now live. Emily is a social worker and Jessie is a manager at a gastropub.

‘Nine-ish.’

Good. They’ll be able to take his mind off things, but for now that responsibility falls to me.

‘How’s the house?’ Jessie asks.

My smile threatens to break my face. I only moved in a week ago.

‘That good, huh?’ He gives me a weak smile. He must be feeling faint.

‘When are we allowed to see it?’

‘Any chance you’ll have time on Monday before you set off?’ I ask hopefully. They leave for their honeymoon on Monday afternoon.

He frowns. ‘Aren’t you at work?’

‘Oh yeah.’ Trust me to forget about that.

He smirks. ‘Bet you wish you weren’t. When does he arrive?’

I catch my breath. ‘Tomorrow night.’

‘Excited?’ he asks with a wry grin.

I nod quickly and can’t stop my feet from jumping with delight on the kitchen floor.

Jessie laughs affectionately. ‘I love seeing you this happy.’

I smile and decant some flour into a measuring cup. ‘What about you, Weasley? How are you feeling? This is supposed to be the happiest day of your life.’

‘I feel like I’m going to throw up.’

We hear quick footsteps on the wooden floorboards overhead and both glance upwards. His mum must be out of the shower. She sounds like she’s racing around like a rocket, and then we hear her squawking at Jessie’s dad to wake up.

‘She sounds even more stressed than you,’ I comment.

Jessie is an only child so this, effectively, is her big day.

‘That’d be right.’ He rolls his eyes and I turn back to the job at hand. ‘What are you doing?’ he suddenly snaps.

‘I’m spooning sugar into a bowl,’ I reply slowly, as though he’s a bit thick.

‘You haven’t sifted the flour!’ He sounds outraged. ‘Budge over,’ he snaps with a loud, overdramatic sigh as he gets up from the table. He pushes me down into his empty chair and I grin. Weasley making breakfast – order has been restored to the world. And, I think with amusement, I’ve managed to take his mind off things. Double result.
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By the time his groomsmen arrive, Jessie’s mum and dad are downstairs; the former fussing around, while the latter reads the paper as though this is an ordinary day.

Jessie sees me to the front door. ‘Don’t forget to give her these,’ he says, handing me a paper bag containing three Scotch pancakes wrapped in aluminium foil.

I didn’t have the heart to tell him that Emily was ordering a champagne continental breakfast as I was leaving.

‘Oh, and I’d better remember this!’ I grab the tiara from the hall table.

‘Give her my love,’ he says, touching me on the arm.

‘I will.’ I smile warmly up at him. ‘Good luck.’

‘Thanks.’

‘See you on the other side,’ I add.

He snorts with derision and shoves me out of the house.
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The morning passes by in a blur of hair, make-up and beautiful dresses, and when we finally go downstairs where the cars are waiting to take us to St Mary’s church in the city centre, Emily looks absolutely gorgeous. She’s wearing a long, cream-coloured velvet gown with a matching coat to protect her against the winter weather. We wouldn’t normally expect snow this early, but no one is complaining – it’s magical. Her dark hair has been piled up on top of her head, underneath the glittering tiara. A few loose tendrils hang down. Her make-up is pretty and neutral – she looks very, very different from the goth chick who moved into Jessie’s house all those years ago, with her heavy make-up, black clothes and nose ring. She stopped dressing that way when she got her job in London.

As for us bridesmaids, we’re wearing floor-length smoky-grey velvet gowns and high heels. But even with our matching jackets, it’s hard to keep our teeth from chattering as we pose for a few photographs. And then the show is on the road.

I’m nervous as the doors to the church are opened, so I can’t imagine how Emily feels. Jessie is standing up at the altar with his friends and we exchange shaky smiles. As Emily’s third bridesmaid, I have to lead the way in. Ruth is behind me, Amy, the Chief Bridesmaid, follows her and then it’s Emily and her dad. The music starts up and my feet take me on autopilot up the long aisle.

Concentrating on walking slowly and not rushing, I reach the altar and stand off to the left. Breathing a small sigh of relief, I turn around to watch Emily. The church is quite full, and it’s hardly surprising – Jessie has always been enormously popular, and Emily is a far cry from the shy girl she used to be at university. Jessie is standing sombrely as he watches his wife-to-be approach. It’s the look on his face that does it. My eyes well up and with blurry vision I see Emily smile back at Jessie as she reaches him. Mercifully, a tissue appears out of nowhere. I smile gratefully at Ruth as the priest starts his address, and then we’re instructed to sit down. I turn to take my seat in the front pew, but do a double take as my gaze falls to the far left corner of the church.

My heart skips a beat as his dark eyes meet mine.

He has a beard now, a bushy black beard, but it’s definitely him. He smiles a playful smile and then gives me a look, nodding his head meaningfully. He’s trying to convey that everyone else is sitting down so I quickly do the same, but his stare burns into the back of my head as my heart beats wildly. And then happiness floods me and I can barely contain myself. He’s here. He’s here. He’s here.

It’s hard to concentrate on the service. The next time we have to stand up, I look around to catch his eye, just to check it’s really him. It is; he’s unmistakeable, even with his new facial hair.

Joe. My Joe.

Of course, he isn’t just my Joe. He’s Joseph Strike, A-list actor and Hollywood’s hottest rising star, so millions of women around the world feel like they own a little piece of him too. But they don’t. Not really. He’s mine, all mine. My heart is so full it feels like it could burst.

How did he get here without being recognised? It must be the beard. I suddenly have an uncontrollable urge to guffaw and I seriously consider stuffing Ruth’s tissue into my mouth to stop myself, but luckily it’s time to sing so we all stand up again. This time he grins back at me – he knows I’m close to losing it. I really need to concentrate but I see him begin to sing with such animated, over-the-top gusto to make me laugh, and it works.

Amy flashes me a look so I quickly turn to face the front of the church but glance back at him to see him mouth ‘sorry’ for getting me into trouble. I purse my lips then try as hard as I can to sing the words on the order of service in my hands. What if he leaves because he knows he’s distracting me? Panicked, I look back, but he’s still there singing more calmly and watching me. He gives me another meaningful nod and after that I force myself to concentrate.

The service is beautiful and when Jessie finally kisses his bride I have a valid excuse to clap so hard my hands sting. It’s also blissfully quick, with two short readings and hymns that are uplifting and only a few verses in length.

The congregation follows the wedding party out of the church, and I know that Joe will wait until the end to leave so I have time to congratulate my friends. Jessie sweeps me up in a big bear hug and I whisper in his ear: ‘He’s here.’

He puts me down, a stunned look on his face as he scans the crowd.

‘Inside,’ I add quietly with a grin.

‘What’s this?’ Emily asks, sensing something is going on. The three of us put our heads together.

‘Joe is here,’ I whisper.

Her eyes widen. ‘Is he? Is he coming to the reception?’

‘Oh. I don’t know.’ I hadn’t thought about that. ‘There won’t be room, will there?’

‘It’s a buffet!’ Jessie exclaims. ‘Of course there’s room.’

‘He might worry about being seen,’ I quickly add.

‘He’ll be alright,’ Jessie tries to convince me. I know he’s dying to meet Joe.

‘Definitely!’ Emily urges. She can’t wait to meet him either. I suspect she’s a bit of a Strike Stalker at heart, not that she’d ever admit that to Jessie.

‘Come on, you three,’ Jessie’s mum Judy interrupts in a chiding tone. ‘Let’s get these photos over with. Everybody’s freezing.’

Thankfully, the snowy roads have mostly been cleared, so it’s not too hard for us bridesmaids to make our way in high heels through the narrow medieval streets to Garret Hostel Bridge. I wish Joe were next to me, keeping me warm, but I know he’ll be staying out of sight for now. The bridge has a very steep incline, but it has been well gritted, so we make it to the top without slipping. The female photographer shoots some quick shots of the wedding party while we grin and bear the cold.

We all cheer as Jessie and Emily climb into their waiting punt beside the bridge, which Jessie’s groomsmen decorated earlier with silver tinsel and shimmering garlands made out of tinfoil. We shower the couple with rose petal confetti as Jessie punts his laughing bride away to the reception venue further down the river. The rest of the congregation sets off, but I pause for a moment as my eyes fall on Trinity Bridge. I can’t help but feel melancholic as I remember Lukas sitting there many summers ago, reading his book. Lukas. My tall, blond, good-looking, almost ex-husband. I try to close my mind off to him because I don’t want to feel unhappy, not today.

I shiver and turn away, coming face to face with Joe.

I throw my arms around him and he hugs the breath out of me, warmth radiating from his body and engulfing mine.

‘I can’t believe you’re here.’ My voice is muffled against his chest. He pulls away and I look up at him.

‘I wanted to surprise you.’

‘You did.’

His smile fades as his gaze falls to my lips, and then he’s kissing me. The world around us shrinks as shivers travel up and down my entire body. I can’t believe he still has this effect on me. He holds me tighter and I press my body against his, sliding my hands inside his suit jacket to get close to him. He feels broader and more muscled than the last time I saw him, which was an unbearable three months ago. I suddenly, desperately, want to get him undressed. And then I remember myself and pull away, gasping for breath.

His dark eyes flash and he takes my face in his hands and stares down at me.

‘I could get seriously carried away,’ I say with meaning, touching my hand to his. I know I should be at the reception venue to welcome Jessie and Emily and the rest of the guests.

‘Later,’ he replies in a low tone. Then he tugs me to him and we walk down the bridge arm in arm.

I reach up and stroke his beard. ‘What’s this?’

‘Had to grow it for the part.’ He grins down at me. He’s been filming on location in the Brazilian rainforest. We’ve had to talk via satellite phone over the last three months because the mobile reception has been practically nonexistent. ‘I’ll shave it off when we get home,’ he promises.

Home. The thought sends a thrill through me.

When I separated from Lukas at the beginning of the year, I moved into a house share, which was the only thing I could afford on my teacher’s salary. It was a lovely little house, and my housemate Lisa was easy enough to live with, but I still felt like I’d returned to my student days. Joe wanted to buy a house for me – he went on and on and on about it – but I resisted, until about two months ago, when he said he was coming to Cambridge to spend Christmas with me. Our first Christmas together.

The sale went through last week. In my head, of course, it’s his house and I’ll look after it for him when he’s not here, which sadly will be often. But he keeps insisting it belongs to both of us.

His filming schedule has been jam-packed this year, and next year doesn’t look to be any better. His base is in LA – I went over there for the summer holidays, but it felt very surreal. I’m not sure I liked it very much. After that, Joe vowed to spend more time in the UK. It still astounds me that we’ve managed to keep our relationship under wraps. I love that I can have a normal life with a normal job, even if I do have to listen to my colleague Roxy going on about Joseph Strike all the time. Honestly, she’s obsessed. Every piece of salacious gossip comes directly my way. It’s the thing I find hardest to deal with.

‘This place is amazing,’ Joe says, looking around at the historic college buildings as we walk along the narrow streets, the Christmas lights twinkling prettily over our heads. I can see Amy and Ruth up ahead, so we’re not too far behind everyone.

‘It’s even lovelier than usual with the snow,’ I say. ‘I’ll show you around at some point.’

‘Don’t forget you also promised to take me punting.’

I laugh. How does he remember me saying that? It was almost a year ago! ‘I haven’t punted in donkeys’ years.’

‘I bet you’ll pick it up again quickly.’

‘I’ll make you try it,’ I reply.

‘Now that will be a good way of drawing attention to ourselves,’ he says with amusement.

‘No doubt you’ll be an immediate pro, just like you are with everything else.’

He laughs and squeezes me and happiness once more courses through my body.

We reach Magdalene Bridge just in time to see Jessie and Emily arrive at the punting station.

Everyone cheers and claps as Jessie helps Emily off, and then they begin to lead the way to the reception venue a little way down the river.

‘You will come to the reception, won’t you?’ I ask Joe urgently as we hang back a bit.

He glances up ahead. ‘I don’t know, am I invited?’

‘Of course you are. But are you worried about being recognised?’

‘Ah, it should be alright, shouldn’t it?’ he asks.

‘It should be,’ I reply hesitantly. ‘Anyway, it’s all about Jessie and Emily today, isn’t it?’

‘Exactly.’

‘They can’t wait to meet you!’

We walk hand in hand for the last hundred metres or so, but neither of us speaks. I know we’re taking a risk. When our relationship eventually goes public, everything will change. I won’t be able to keep my job, a job I love. Sure, teaching six- and seven-year-olds can be stressful at times, but it’s also fun and often very rewarding, and even more importantly, it’s normal. I know where I stand with it. The idea of being constantly scrutinised and harassed – even hunted down – by everyone from snooping hacks to obsessive girls riddled with jealously and hatred… I shudder.

‘We don’t have to do this,’ Joe says in a low voice, sensing my anxiety.

‘No, it’s okay.’ I grip his hand more tightly, but inside I feel slightly sick. He puts his arm around me and gives me a quick, comforting squeeze, and then we’re at the venue. We’re the last ones to arrive, but Jessie and Emily are waiting for us, their eyes shining with anticipation. They know all about Joseph Strike. It’s hard not to know about him. But they’ve seen all of his films too, and I know they’re huge fans. It’s enough to make my nerves temporarily dissipate.

‘Hello!’ I cry.

‘Hello!’ Emily squeaks, her eyes darting to Joe.

‘Hey,’ Joe says warmly, shaking Jessie’s hand and patting him on his upper arm. ‘Congratulations!’

‘Thanks,’ Jessie replies, blushing a deep beetroot colour.

‘You look stunning,’ Joe says to Emily, bending down to give her a kiss on her cheek. She also blushes furiously and mumbles a thank you, but I notice now she’s unable to look Joe in the eye.

‘Thanks for letting me come,’ Joe says earnestly to them both.

‘Of course.’ Jessie shifts on his feet.

‘No problem,’ Emily adds. They both seem a little lost for words, but Joe doesn’t appear fazed by their reaction. I guess he’s used to the effect he has on people.

‘Here,’ Jessie says, swiping two glasses of champagne for us from a passing waitress’s tray.

‘What about you?’ Joe asks, noticing their near-empty glasses.

‘Oh yeah.’ Jessie grabs another two.

‘Cheers!’ I exclaim and we all chink glasses. Jessie downs half of his champagne in one gulp.

‘It was such a lovely ceremony.’ I try to break the ice.

‘It was,’ Joe agrees. ‘Where are you going on your honeymoon?’

‘Austria,’ Jessie replies. ‘I’m going to teach Em how to snowboard.’

Emily rolls her eyes. ‘Good luck with that.’

He chuckles and kisses her temple. She blushes again.

‘I wish I knew how to snowboard,’ Joe muses.

‘Haven’t you ever been?’ Jessie asks with surprise.

‘Nope. Never got a chance.’

‘You should come with us sometime!’ Jessie exclaims.

‘That would be great,’ Joe replies sincerely. ‘You teach it, don’t you?’

‘I used to.’ Jessie nods. I’m impressed Joe remembers this, actually.

‘Maybe you could teach me.’

Jessie looks pleased. ‘Absolutely. I’ll get some practice in on my wife, first.’

Emily smacks him on his arm. ‘You’ll be lucky.’

‘You guys are MARRIED!’ I suddenly squeal, and they both laugh. They’ve visibly relaxed, thankfully.

‘Are you looking forward to seeing your new house?’ Jessie asks Joe.

‘I can’t wait. Is it alright?’

‘I don’t know. She wouldn’t let anyone else see it until you had.’ He gives me his best unimpressed look.

‘Aw, really?’ Joe peers down at me, his eyes twinkling.

‘But now that you’re here…’ I say, giving Joe a look. He nods and I turn back to Jessie and Emily. ‘You could pop over tomorrow, if you’d like to?’

‘We’d love to!’ Emily gushes eagerly.

‘That would be great,’ Jessie agrees.

‘Jessie! Emily!’ We all look over to see Judy waving. She spots me and comes over. ‘I should have known I’d find you three together, again.’ She glances at Joe.

‘Mum, this is Joe,’ Jessie introduces them.

‘Hello!’ She smiles brightly, but there’s no trace of recognition. One down, ninety-odd to go.

‘Can you and Emily come and chat to your Great Uncle Gerard, darling? I don’t know how long he’ll last before he’ll nod off.’

‘Sure, Mum,’ Jessie replies in a resigned tone. ‘See you later,’ he says to us, taking Emily’s hand and leading her away.

Joe smiles at me.

‘Shall we find a dark corner?’ I ask him.

He raises one eyebrow at me. God, he’s sexy.

‘Oi,’ I gently berate. ‘Enough of that.’

He looks past me and nods to the far corner of the room, where there’s an empty booth. ‘Over there.’

He leads the way, and I’m intensely aware of every glance, but no one does a double take. The beard is an excellent disguise, and who would expect Joseph Strike to be here anyway?

I slide into the secluded booth and he joins me, our thighs pressing together under the table. Suddenly the air between us is charged with electricity. I turn to face him and we stare into each other’s eyes for a long moment, before he kisses me tenderly on my lips. It’s over far too quickly. This is not the time or the place, and we both know it.

‘I missed you.’

These words come out of our mouths at exactly the same time and we both laugh. He touches his hand to my cheek.

‘You look so beautiful.’

I smile back at him. ‘You look pretty damn sexy yourself.’

‘Even with the beard?’

‘Even with the beard,’ I confirm. I place my hand on his chest, which definitely feels bigger than it was before. ‘Have you had to bulk up for this part?’ I ask curiously.

He looks a bit embarrassed. ‘Yeah. It’s been pretty full on.’

‘Dodgy macrobiotic diets?’ I ask with amusement. I’ve teased him about this before.

‘Unfortunately, yes.’ He rolls his eyes. ‘But not anymore.’

He’s just finished filming an action thriller called The Darkest Side. All that’s left for him to do now is record some voiceover stuff in LA in January.

‘Done with all those bare-chested shots on location, then?’ I say playfully.

‘Yep. The only place you’ll see me bare-chested anytime soon is in the bedroom,’ he replies with a raised eyebrow.

‘Only in the bedroom?’ I pretend to be put out. ‘We have a very nice rug in front of a very nice log fire.’

He smiles and kisses me on my lips. ‘I like that you just said “we”.’

I giggle. ‘Actually, I brought the rug with me from my last place, so technically it’s mine. But I’m very happy to share it with you.’

‘As long as you don’t share it with anybody else,’ he warns.

His brow furrows and he looks away. There’s an immediate change in the atmosphere.

‘What’s wrong?’ I ask with confusion.

‘Nothing. Just ignore me.’ He takes a sip of his drink, but doesn’t meet my eyes.

‘I can’t just ignore you. Tell me.’

He looks hesitant. ‘Did you and… Lukas… ever…’

‘No!’ I cry, horrified. The thought of making love to Joe on the same rug as I did with my husband… ‘No! The rug is new,’ I clarify. ‘I bought it when I moved in with my housemate.’

‘Oh.’ He exhales loudly. ‘Okay.’

‘Hey.’ I take his hand and squeeze it, then try to think of something to say to change the subject, but I’m not quick enough.

‘Have you seen him recently?’ he asks.

‘I saw him about a month ago,’ I reply quietly. ‘He came back to help sort out our things.’

I couldn’t persuade Lukas to sell our house at first, so we let it out on a six-month rental. The tenants vacated the property at the beginning of November, and Lukas finally agreed to put it up for sale. We received four offers in its first weekend. Newnham is a very popular area of Cambridge – properties don’t come up that often. We’re due to exchange this week and complete the week after. The new owners want to be in in time for Christmas.

Joe’s jaw has tensed. I can see this, even under his bushy beard. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘That I’d seen him?’ I check.

‘Yes.’

‘I barely got to talk to you in Brazil. I was hardly going to ruin our conversations by bringing up Lukas.’

He lets go of my hand and takes another drink, trying to feign nonchalance. ‘Fair enough.’ But I can see straight through him.

I can’t actually believe that Joe told me once that he would still want me, even if Lukas had taken me back. The idea of secretly slipping away from my husband for passionate trysts with Joe on the rare occasion that he’s not filming… Even if Lukas were blissfully unaware of what was going on, Joe gets so jealous. I think we can safely say that staying married to Lukas would never have worked, even if I’d wanted it to. Which I didn’t. I would never have done that.

But I could have if I’d wanted to.

Seven months ago…

There’s a pounding on the door. I’m upstairs getting ready for bed and Lisa, my housemate, is out at the movies with her new boyfriend. It’s pouring with rain outside – I can hear it pelting against the windows. Who would be calling at this hour? I consider ignoring it, but the pounding starts up again. I pull on my dressing gown and traipse down the stairs.

‘Who’s there?’ I shout, not wanting to open the door to a stranger. We don’t have a peephole.

‘Open up!’

Lukas! I wrench open the door and see him standing there. Rain runs off his dark blond hair and down his chiselled face, which is tanned, even in early May. His blue eyes look desperate as he regards me with misery.

‘Can I come in?’

At least he has the decency to ask this time.

Guilt washes through me, my unwelcome companion whenever Lukas is around. I take a step backwards and he enters. ‘Let me get you a towel.’

He’s still standing in the hall when I return.

‘You’re soaked through!’ I exclaim, seeing the full extent of the rain’s damage. I recognise that jacket. It’s his light-grey Hugo Boss one – my favourite – but thanks to the rain it looks charcoal-coloured. He’s trying to shrug it off, but the wet fabric is sticking to his shirt and making it difficult. I help him out of it and notice that even his white shirt is transparent.

‘Oh, Lukas,’ I murmur with dismay. ‘Did you walk here?’

‘Yes.’

I look up at him, but he’s steadfastly staring at the floor.

‘Have my dressing gown.’ I take it off and hand it over. I’m only wearing my PJs underneath.

He says nothing as he puts it on the banister and starts to unbutton his shirt.

‘I’ll make you a coffee.’

I hurry out of the room, turning the heating back on as I pass the boiler cupboard. I wonder what he’s doing here?

Lukas is in the living room when I return with his coffee. He looks so unfamiliar. It doesn’t help that he’s wearing my fluffy white dressing gown.

‘Where are your clothes?’

He nods towards the table. I take the pile and start to lay them out on the radiators.

‘Have a seat,’ I direct him.

He slumps onto the sofa. I pass him his coffee and sit in the opposite armchair. He doesn’t speak for a while, so I have to prompt him.

‘What are you doing here?’

His blue eyes fly up to penetrate mine, and the agony I see in them in unbearable. ‘I miss you.’

I avert my gaze. ‘Lukas—’

‘Alice,’ he interrupts. ‘Why are you doing this?’

‘You know why, Lukas.’ I sound resigned. We’ve been here before. Many, many times.

‘Have you seen him yet?’ he asks, a look of hope flitting across his features.

I swallow. ‘Yes.’

He visibly slumps. ‘I wasn’t sure. I hadn’t heard anything.’ I know one of his greatest fears has been the idea of reading about us in the papers. ‘Did you go to Australia?’ he asks.

‘Yes.’

Joe has been filming on location Down Under. I couldn’t go during half term, and the distance was agonising, so I went there during the Easter holidays. I hadn’t seen him since New Year’s Day when we said our goodbyes at Wareham train station in Dorset. After that he had to fly home to LA and then on to the outback, and I had to return to Cambridge to sort out my screwed-up life.

‘When did you get back?’ he asks.

‘At the weekend.’

‘What was it like?’ Lukas’s voice is pained.

‘It was… fine,’ I say carefully.

The truth is, it was difficult. More difficult than I had imagined. Of course, at first it was blissful. Making love to Joe in his trailer after months apart, feeling with absolute certainty that I was doing the right thing in leaving a husband who loves me. But it was hard, too. Joe spent most of his days, and several of his nights, filming. Rumours had been flying around about him and his beautiful co-star for weeks, and I hated seeing him with her. And because we were trying to keep our relationship under wraps, I had to pretend to be his personal masseuse. We joked at my job description at first but it started to feel wrong. Sordid, in a way.

Joe didn’t want it to be like that. He wanted to tell everyone that I was Alice – the Alice that he spoke about on live television back in December. His first love, the girl that he could never get over.

My friend Lizzy saw that interview and called the TV station. That was how we got back in touch. I hadn’t been able to forget him, even though I had married Lukas. And when Joe became a superstar, it was even harder to put him out of my mind, because he was everywhere. I needed to know why he never came for me all those years ago.

We met in Dorset when we were both eighteen – lost ourselves in each other, to each other – and then we were torn apart. The next time I heard anything about him was years later when Lizzy showed me a DVD on my wedding day. A kick-boxing documentary called Strike. She’d watched it the night before and recognised Joe – she’d come to visit me in Dorset for a couple of days. But this man was called Joseph Strike – he’d changed his name and I felt like I didn’t know him, that that part of my life was over. But it wasn’t. Even after I married Lukas, I never stopped thinking about Joe, wondering what had happened to him.

Running away to a cottage in Dorset together was supposed to be about getting answers and finding closure, but even after nine and a half years, we fell so deeply in love again that we knew we could never let each other go.

Lukas found us at the cottage. He was so angry. I believed he would never forgive me. But Joe thought otherwise. He thought Lukas would want me back, and he was scared that I’d choose an ordinary, private life with a normal man, instead of a relationship with one of the most sought-after people in the world.

What sort of a life would that be? I knew it would be challenging. But once I’d found Joe again, fallen for him all over again, my decision was set in stone.

Joe was right about one thing: Lukas did want me back. Even after everything I had done to him.

I couldn’t believe it. I still can’t believe it. He quit his job in Germany – he had moved there a couple of months earlier, while I’d stayed in the UK to teach – and got another research placement at the University of Cambridge where he had studied and later taught. I tried to convince him not to do this, that it was futile – I wanted a divorce – but my words had no effect.

‘You didn’t want to go to Germany, and I should never have left you… I’m sorry.’

I never thought I’d hear him say that. I wish he hadn’t. It would have been less painful if he’d hated me.

He violently opposed the idea of me moving out of our home, but he couldn’t stop me. He also violently opposed a divorce, and as he was the one who had to file for it under grounds of infidelity (mine), my hands were tied. I knew it would take time to convince him. I was still trying.

Lukas speaks quietly. ‘Do you still love him?’

‘Yes.’ My eyes well up with tears. I hate myself for hurting him like this. I wish he could accept that it’s over between us.

‘What about his co-star?’

I know he – along with millions of others – has been glued to the tabloids for news about a romance between Joe and Michelle Bleech, the stunning Australian actress who he’s been sharing a lot of time with on set. Lukas’s reasons for his interest are very different to the rest of the population.

‘They’re just friends.’

Even I know this sounds weak. I was riddled with jealousy when my colleague Roxy kept going on about them. But Joe insisted they were just friends. However, it was only when I saw them together first-hand that I could accept it as the truth. I still couldn’t stand the sight of the woman, though. She was far too touchy-feely for my liking.

‘Alice…’ He gets up from the sofa and tries to approach me.

‘No. Don’t.’ I put my hand up to ward him off. He hesitates for a moment. ‘Lukas, please. Don’t do this,’ I beg. I get to my feet and step away from him.

He stands up, but ignores my protests. ‘I still love you. I will always love you.’

‘I can’t…’ I go to walk into the kitchen, but he grabs my hand, pulling me back to him. His dressing gown has fallen open, revealing his body beneath. He’s wearing nothing but boxer shorts, and I inadvertently glance at his chest. I immediately regret it, because suddenly he is familiar to me. So familiar my heart clenches.

‘I know you still love me, too.’

‘I don’t!’

But it’s a lie. And he knows it. I do still love him. I still remember falling in love with him, with this gorgeous, intelligent German student who was studying Physics at Trinity College. I remember making love to him in his room, above the bookshop opposite Great Gate on Trinity Street, with the Christmas lights glowing outside his window. I remember him proposing to me at the top of an Austrian mountain, kneeling on the purest of snow. I remember him telling me that I was his first love, his only love. He disappointed his parents – his austere, mega-wealthy German parents – by choosing me instead of his childhood sweetheart, who was from a very good family, as I heard time and time again. To my knowledge he still hasn’t told his parents we’ve separated. He made sacrifices for me because he loved me. And I loved him. I still love him. Just not as much as I love Joe. For me a choice did have to be made. So I made one. But it appears Lukas still believes he can change my mind.

‘Enough. You’ve got to stop this.’ I shake my hand free.

‘Why haven’t you made your relationship public?’ he asks me quietly.

‘I don’t want… We don’t want… I want…’

‘You want a normal life,’ he finishes my sentence for me.

I look away from him, because he’s right, of course.

He steps forward and puts his hand on my arm. I stare up at him. ‘Alice, you know you will never get that with him. You’ll have to quit your job, you won’t be able to live in this house, or any house without security and bodyguards. You won’t be able to go anywhere on your own, ever again. And how will your children live? Presuming you want children with him?’ I know the thought of this must hurt him very much. He had been wanting to try for a family for ages. He continues.

‘You’re stealing away every chance of a normal childhood. You’re effectively entering yourself – and your children – into a prison sentence. Is that really what you want?’

No! No, it’s not what I want! He’s preying on my greatest fears and I hate him for it.

I remove his hand from my arm, give him my fiercest glare and try to keep my voice steady. ‘You’re not going to change my mind.’ I take a deep breath. ‘I want a divorce.’

He stares at me for a long moment, but I don’t waver. And then I see his eyes fill with tears before he closes them. I lose my resolve and my bottom lip starts to wobble.

‘I’m sorry,’ I whisper. His eyes fly open and suddenly I’m in his arms, my cheek pressed against his bare chest as his arms crush me to him. I struggle to free myself, but he holds me tightly.

‘Don’t,’ I protest, but then he’s holding my face in his hands and forcing me to look up at him. His lips are on mine before I know it, but it feels wrong, so wrong. All I can think about is Joe. I’m frozen. I can’t kiss him back. I think it’s in that moment, when I don’t melt under his touch as I’m sure he expected me to, that Lukas finally accepts that it’s over.

He flings me away from him, hurt and anger distorting his usually perfect features.

‘You will regret this,’ he promises darkly, snatching his still-damp clothes from the radiators and pulling them on. ‘There’s no going back this time.’

And much as it pains me, it’s what I want to hear.

He returned to Germany after that. His former employer at the University of Munich took him back. He still couldn’t bring himself to talk to me about selling our house, though. So we rented it out. The next time I would see him would be when we went there to clear out the last of our belongings. It was then that he finally consented to my request.
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‘He’s agreed to a divorce,’ I tell Joe now. His dark eyes light up.

‘Really?’

‘Yes.’

‘Really?’ he asks again, almost unable to believe it.

‘Yes.’

With utter relief, he pulls me to him. I breathe in his scent as I press my face into his neck.

‘Why didn’t you tell me this?’ he asks as he jerks away, staring at me with confusion. This topic certainly wouldn’t have ruined our conversations. It’s what Joe’s been after for months.

‘I knew I’d believe it when I saw it. I didn’t want to get your hopes up. But the divorce papers came through yesterday.’

‘And he’s signed them?’ he checks warily.

‘Yes.’

‘So it’s over?’

‘It’s been over for almost a year.’

‘Yes, but now it’s official.’

I nod and his face breaks into an enormous grin. ‘So now you’re my Alice. Just my Alice.’

‘I’ve always been your Alice,’ I say softly as he hugs me to him once more.

‘I’m so happy,’ he murmurs into my hair.

‘Me too.’ Another surge of joy passes through me.
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We eat, drink and dance the night away, and although we get a few odd looks, I’m pretty sure Joe’s identity remains safe. For one more night, at least. At nine o’clock, he goes off to get his suitcase from a nearby hotel. His PA checked him into one so he could have a shower and leave his belongings somewhere, but he returns within half an hour, giving me just enough time to have a dance with Jessie and Emily.

By eleven thirty, Joe is seriously flagging. He only flew in from LA this morning after an all-night flight, and even in First Class he says he barely slept. Jessie and Emily are showing no signs of calling it a night any time soon, so we go to say goodbye.

Emily throws her arms around me and I hug her tightly.

‘Thanks for letting me be your bridesmaid.’ My tone is serious, but Emily snorts.

‘As if I wouldn’t have asked you!’

My eyes brim with tears and I hug her again. The truth is, I didn’t expect to be asked. Emily wasn’t one of my bridesmaids when I got married. And I had five. My face burns with shame as I remember how I allowed Lukas to convince me that it was all about politics. I didn’t even know one of my bridesmaids – I met her for the first time the day before we got married. Plus, I hardly saw Emily back in those days. But I should never have allowed that to happen. I’m beyond delighted that we’ve become good friends again this year.

I turn to Jessie. ‘Come here,’ he slurs drunkenly, hauling me into his arms. He presses his lips to my head. ‘My little China. Look after her,’ he tells Joe, and it’s almost a warning.

‘I fully intend to,’ Joe says, gently pulling me to his side. ‘So we’ll see you tomorrow?’

‘Oh, yeah!’ Jessie exclaims. ‘Phew, forgot about that. I was about to get all emotional.’

I smirk at him. ‘Call me when you’re ready. No rush,’ I add, giving Emily one last peck on her cheek. ‘Have a good one,’ I say to her with a wink.

‘You too,’ she says brazenly back, glancing at Joe.

I laugh and lead the way out.

‘We should be able to catch a cab out here, but if not we’ll walk up to the taxi rank.’ My teeth start to chatter. It’s even colder than before.

Joe chuckles and vigorously rubs my arms in an attempt to warm me up.

‘What?’ I ask him over my shoulder.

‘Nothing,’ he replies.

‘You’re used to having a driver,’ I realise with amusement.

‘I haven’t had to hail a cab in years,’ he admits.

‘Well, for the next few weeks, you’re just little Joe Strickwold, so get used to it,’ I tease.

‘I’m very happy to.’

A cab appears around the corner and he steps out onto the street and whistles loudly. It screeches to a halt.

‘Bloody hell!’ I exclaim. I’ve never seen anyone do that, other than in the movies.

Huh. But of course he’s been in plenty of movies…

‘I lived in New York for a bit,’ he tells me with a grin, opening the door for me. I climb in and tell the driver where to go. Joe puts his suitcase in the boot and then slides in after me.

‘I didn’t know you lived in New York,’ I say. There are still so many gaps to fill in. Thankfully, we have time.

‘For a year after I first moved to America,’ he explains, glancing across at me.

‘Wow. Did you like it?’

‘Loved it. Might buy an apartment there one day. Have you ever been?’

‘No, funnily enough. It’s one of those places I always wanted to go,’ I reply.

‘I’ll take you.’

I smile at him and rest my head on his shoulder, draping my arm across his waist.

‘How far away is home?’ he asks.

‘About fifteen minutes,’ I reply.

He slides his arm around me and we stay like that for the rest of the journey.

Eventually, the taxi driver turns into a sleepy village, dark except for the occasional light glowing through the cracks in curtains. I chose this village, not only because it’s quiet and private and we have plenty of space, but because most of its occupants appear to be nearing ninety. I’m pretty sure that they won’t be bothered – if they ever become aware – that there’s a celebrity in their midst.

‘Take a left here,’ I tell the driver, extricating myself from Joe as he pulls into a narrow lane. ‘We’re at the end.’

‘This is a bit tucked away,’ the driver comments.

‘It sure is,’ I reply, flashing Joe a grin. His posture has changed. He’s sitting upright and he looks eager and full of anticipation, like a child on Christmas morning.

Joe didn’t even have access to email in the rainforest, so I couldn’t send him the estate agent’s particulars. I described the house to him, although nothing would have prepared him for what it’s like in real life. The ‘wow’ factor will have to wait until the morning, though, because it’s so dark right now that all we can see are the tall wooden gates in the car’s headlights.

The taxi driver reverses back out of the road while I lead Joe to the gate’s keypad.

‘Five, seven, zero, two,’ I tell him as I punch in the code. ‘Fifth of July, 2002.’

‘The day we met,’ he says quietly.

We gaze at each other in the darkness for a moment before I push open the gate.

The sky over our heads is bursting with stars and a new moon hangs yellow above the rooftop. As we walk across the snow-crusted gravel driveway, I feel the familiar flutter of butterflies as they take flight in my stomach. I push my key into the lock and flick on the hall lights as I go inside. I’m suddenly intensely aware of Joe’s presence behind me, the warmth of his frame. I turn around to face him and see that his expression is as serious as mine.

He takes me in his arms and kisses me passionately. Shivers travel up and down my spine, but I’m no longer cold. His kiss deepens, and then his lips move to my neck. I gasp and arch my back. I want him so much.

‘I take it you don’t want a tour?’ I ask breathlessly.

‘Only to the bedroom,’ he replies, scooping me up. I laugh lightly. He’s so strong, he makes me feel weightless. He grins at me, making my heart flip. ‘Which way?’

I nod at the stairs. ‘Up.’

‘I like what you’ve done here,’ he comments jokily, nodding at the heavy-aluminium mirror over the hallstand, mixing modern with old.

‘Thanks,’ I reply with a grin, my arms looped around his neck.

‘Nice rug,’ he continues when we reach the landing.

‘The one in front of the hearth is nicer,’ I reply mockingly and he raises one eyebrow at me. ‘Right here,’ I direct him with a jerk of my head.

He’s kissing me again before we reach the bedroom. Frantic, desperate kisses. There’s no more laughing, no more talking as we undress quickly, not taking our eyes from each other. There are no witty remarks about the super-king-size bed with its sculptured mahogany bedhead and white Egyptian cotton 600-thread-count duvet cover. All I want is him. Inside me. Now. We fall onto the bed and as his warm, hard body presses against mine, I inhale sharply with ecstasy as I get my wish.

He kisses me lightly all over my face when it’s over. Soothing me. Loving me. Once more I was overcome with emotion at the end – sometimes Joe just does that to me. I take a deep, shaky breath and he rolls off me, turning on his side to stroke my face and brush away my tears. My nose is still prickling and there’s a lump in my throat.

‘I love you,’ he whispers.

‘I love you more,’ I reply.

‘It’s not possible.’

We smile small smiles at each other.

‘Please can we go public?’ he begs. ‘I hate being without you.’

I sigh, my tears abating. ‘Let’s talk in the morning.’

He nods and I reach across to switch off the bedside light.

‘Nice bedhead, by the way,’ he murmurs as I snuggle into the crook of his arm.

I swear I’m still smiling as I fall asleep.
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I wake up to the sound of him shaving. I sit up in bed and peer through the gap in the door to the en suite. Sensing movement, he pauses for a moment and peeks out at me.

‘Morning,’ he says with a grin.

‘Morning,’ I reply sleepily.

‘Sorry I woke you.’

‘What’s the time?’

‘Nine o’clock.’

That’s pretty good for me, actually. I’ve been struggling to sleep recently. I nod at his electric razor. ‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’

‘You think I should keep my disguise?’

‘Might be an idea?’

‘Nah,’ he says. ‘It’s too damn itchy.’

I smile at him. ‘I prefer you clean-shaven anyway.’

‘You’ll have me that way in ten minutes.’

‘Promises, promises,’ I tease.

But he stays true to it.

It’s even more blissful kissing him when I don’t have a beard to contend with. I could stay in bed with him all day, if I weren’t so excited about showing him the house.

‘Come on,’ I urge.

He climbs out of bed and I pause for a moment to admire the view as he gets a T-shirt and cargo pants out from his suitcase. He must’ve brought it upstairs while I was asleep. He is definitely broader. Hang on, what’s that?

‘Is that a scar?’ I ask with concern as he drags his T-shirt over his head.

‘Where? Oh, there,’ he replies, looking over his shoulder at his lower back. ‘Just a scratch.’

‘That is not just a scratch,’ I say, climbing out of bed and going over to study it. It’s about ten centimetres long, jagged, and looks quite deep. ‘Did you need stitches?’

‘A few,’ he replies, stepping away and pulling on his cargo pants. I bloody knew it. ‘It’s not a big deal,’ he adds.

‘How did it happen?’

‘I fell out of a tree.’ He looks a bit self-conscious.

‘Are you still doing your own stunts?’ I ask accusatorily.

‘Don’t start that again,’ he warns.

‘I’m serious, Joe! You shouldn’t do that! It’s dangerous!’ My voice has climbed an octave and I hate that I sound whiney, but I can’t help it. He hurt himself in Australia, too, when he slipped and fell down a rock face during a thunderstorm. He still has the scars on his ribs to show for it.

‘I’ve always done my own stunts,’ he says firmly.

‘Yeah, well, that was before you had me around to nag you,’ I point out. ‘It’s not just you that you have to think about anymore,’ I add.

‘I guess we’ll have to add this to our list of things to talk about,’ he says meaningfully.

That shuts me up.

He leans forward to give me a quick peck on my lips. ‘Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.’

I give him a wry look and then go to the curtains. ‘You ready?’ I ask.

His brow furrows. ‘Yes?’ he replies uncertainly, not knowing what I’m going on about.

And then I pull back the curtains.

‘Wow,’ he says.

The view out of our window is stunning, gently undulating snowy hills reaching for miles. There are no leaves on the trees at the moment, but I can already imagine how beautiful it will be in the spring. I hope he’s here to share it with me.

‘Come and see downstairs,’ I say eagerly.

Home is a large thatched house, dating back to the mid-sixteenth century. It was once a farmhouse and is still set within five acres of land, with barns that have conversion potential should we ever need the extra space. Joe could probably do with a high-tech gym and a kickboxing studio to work out in, keep his famous martial arts skills up-to-scratch. Then again, we could just get a bunch of animals. You know, for fun. Joe would love a puppy. I still remember how much he loved his late dog, Dyson. I wonder if I could get him a dog as a Christmas present? I am so tempted. Obviously, I’d have to look after it… Hmm, might not be very practical.
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