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To my Famous Five

You know who you are!






Prologue

It was utterly impossible for the three of us to get our heads around the fact that we’d been living in the cottage by the lake for three whole months now or to believe that in just a few hours we’d be handing back the keys and setting off for opposite ends of the country.

We had been serendipitously thrown together, three strangers leaving reality behind for one whole summer but now we’d got our lives working exactly how we wanted them to and we were ready to face the future, armed with our fresh starts. The three of us had become a unit, a solid one. Our shared trauma and soul-searching had pulled us together during our three-month journey and consequently we had formed a bond which we all knew would last for life.

‘Unshakeable and unbreakable,’ carefree Rose had said the night before as we sipped chilled champagne by the campfire next to the lake.

When she’d arrived, Rose had maintained she was just ‘along for the ride’ but between us we had scratched off the surface of the veneer she had coated her life in and discovered someone sweet, vulnerable and lost, floundering beneath. Now she had a life goal and a plan as to how she would achieve it. She was still the most outgoing and laidback one out of all of us, but she no longer used her up-for-anything attitude as a smokescreen.

‘Unshakeable and unbreakable, for life!’ Laurie had beamed, slurring the toast slightly and then snorting with laughter because she still couldn’t drink more than one glass of anything without getting the giggles.

Even though she had been reluctant to admit it, Laurie had been the one out of all of us who had been properly running away. In the early days, when we were first getting to know each other, she had insisted that she was looking forward to her fast-approaching trip down the aisle with her Mr Right (Mr Not So Right as it turned out), but it took until our visit to Hope Falls for her to crack.

We’d each of us made a secret wish at the waterfall. Rose and I had been happy with ours, but Laurie had burst into tears and confessed between sobs that she had wished for something to happen which would enable her to break off her engagement without upsetting anyone.

It had been a big ask, but between the three of us we had managed it and Laurie had promised she’d never run away from a situation again and would stop trying to be a people pleaser, which was the thing that generally made her want to run away.

And what about me? Well, I’d arrived with my head in every bit as much of a muddle as the other two, but I was sorted now. Feeling brave and set to follow my heart, I had let go of the ifs, buts and maybes. I had decided that I should stop dithering and blindly following the path already set out for me in the family business and embrace my creativity while the spark was still ignited and I had allowed myself to fall in love again, too. It turns out you couldn’t – and really shouldn’t – tar all relationships with the same brush…

‘Heather!’ Laurie screeched, pulling my thoughts away from the new man in my life. ‘Please, hurry up!’

‘Are you chickening out?’ pouted Rose, standing naked as the day she was born and with a hand on one hip as she looked me up and down.

Laurie by contrast was mostly covered by the huge hoodie she’d just pulled over her head. I was sure she’d chosen to wear it with the purpose of covering her modesty until the last possible moment.

‘No!’ I shouted back, unzipping my jeans and wriggling out of them. ‘Of course not. I’m coming now.’

Laurie peeped over the edge of the jetty and into the dark water beneath.

‘I can’t believe you’ve talked me into this,’ she muttered to Rose as I quickly stripped and joined them.

‘It will properly seal our bond,’ Rose insistently said.

‘Skinny dipping in the lake and developing pneumonia will seal our friendship?’ Laurie frowned.

‘Either that or the shock of the cold will kill us,’ I shot back, grabbing both their hands which made Laurie drop her hoodie. ‘Think of the headlines!’

Rose threw back her head and laughed and Laurie joined in too.

‘Come on then,’ she said, pulling us further back so we could have a decent run up. ‘We’ll do it on three.’

We looked at each other again and I felt a lump begin to form in my throat. No matter where our lives took us next, I would never forget the summer I’d spent beside the lake with these two incredible women.

‘Let’s go then!’ Rose smiled, her eyes full of tears as Laurie sniffed.

We squeezed hands and ran.

‘One, two, three!’ we shouted together, not caring who could hear as our voices reached a crescendo and we jumped with complete abandon as far and as high as we could into the lake beneath us.






Chapter 1

Friday night drinks with my two best friends, Rachel and Tori, had been a solid tradition for almost a decade. Nothing was supposed to get in the way of our end of the week regular night out, but Rachel’s increasingly clingy boyfriend, Jeremy, Tori’s Thursday night hangover and my, at times, obsessive work ethic, had meant the ritual had taken a bit of a hit of late.

Not that my work ethic was much in demand now that I’d been made redundant from what I had once assumed was a data analyst job for life with a defined career path, but you get the idea. Friday night drinks had always been a big deal, even when cashflow was tight – for me and Rachel at least – at the end of the month. The trip out had been a priority since our student days so why Tori hadn’t showed up after she’d picked The Flamingo, of all places, as the venue for our extremely important get together on that first Friday in July, was a mystery.

‘She said this place was beyond tacky when I chose it three months ago,’ Rachel reminded me as we made our way to a table as far away from the marabou bedecked bar as it was possible to get. ‘And not in a good way,’ she added, putting down her glass and embellishing her comment with air quotes. ‘I am remembering that right, aren’t I?’ She frowned.

‘You are,’ I confirmed, twirling my glass to shift the paper umbrella and flamingo topped twizzler before taking a sip of the over-sweetened cocktail. ‘But,’ I added, wincing at the syrupy taste as I took another look around, ‘I don’t care about any of that. Not tonight.’ I felt my insides fizz again and with more than the alcoholic hit. ‘Nothing can spoil tonight.’

Rachel shook her head but didn’t crack a smile as I had hoped she would. She’d been preoccupied all week, but then given the high school she worked in, trying to coax and coerce students into digesting and dissecting an English literature curriculum which they had no interest in, along with books that bore no resemblance to their lives, it was no surprise that she was looking stony-faced.

I opened my mouth to remind her that it was almost the end of term but then snapped it shut when I realised that reminding her of that would remind her that she still had three gruelling weeks to go until the summer break and our long-anticipated dream come true.

‘Here,’ she then said, and her face did finally break into a smile as she held out a long paper straw for me to take. ‘I pinched this from the bar. We’ll need it later, won’t we?’

I took it from her and danced about on the spot, almost spilling my drink. ‘You are excited then?’ I ventured, once I’d done a few twirls.

‘Of course, I’m excited,’ she giggled as she watched me. ‘I’m not going to let the prospect of end of term burn-out ruin anything.’

I was relieved to hear it.

‘We should have gone to Glitter to have a celebratory bop,’ she beamed, naming a popular local nightclub as I carried on jiggling about completely out of time with the music.

‘Or we could have gone to Raunch, for…’

‘I don’t need to go to Raunch,’ she cut in with a laugh. ‘Not now I’ve got Jeremy.’

I didn’t respond to that but mentally crossed my fingers in the hope that he wouldn’t somehow miraculously turn up and spoil our fun. Again. His Friday night gatecrashing was becoming a horrible habit.

‘We’re not going to be able to hear ourselves think in here,’ Rachel pointed out when I didn’t say anything. ‘Let alone finalise details.’

‘I still can’t believe it’s happening,’ I grinned, pitching my voice above the noise of the DJ who had just turned the volume up further. ‘We really are doing it, aren’t we?’

‘We are,’ she shouted back, tapping her glass against mine before we downed the contents in one. ‘Well, we will be if Tori shows up and we can firm up the final details.’

The three of us had The Best (caps totally justified) summer break on the horizon and, as the countdown on my phone and the circled date on the kitchen calendar reminded me, we now had only twenty days to get through until it would finally be happening.

‘Six whole weeks,’ I dreamily sighed, mentally recalling the images on the website I must have visited at least a million times. ‘Six whole weeks in that cottage.’

I wondered what my grandad would say if he knew we were going to be staying in the very lakeside property which had been used as the main setting for the film adaptation of Hope Falls, the most wonderful of all the books he had introduced me to when I was growing up.

The book had helped us through my annual summer stay in the Lakes after Nanna had died and I loved it all the more for that. Not a day went by that year when Grandad didn’t read from it and by the end of August, I could have recited great chunks of it almost by heart.

To begin with, it was the descriptions of the dramatic landscape which captured my young imagination, but as I was transformed from a gawky tween to a moody teen, it was the love story and the friendship of the three very different main characters, strangers thrown together in a bid to escape their individual problems and tragedies, that I had fallen for. I still wished Grandad had been around to see the film and I knew that if he’d met my friends, he would definitely have wanted to make the trip with us!

The getaway had been years in the planning and I still couldn’t really get my head around the fact that it was so close to happening. I had the book and film obsessed friends I had always dreamed of and we really were moving into the cottage next to the lake for almost the entire summer!

‘We won’t be spending the whole time inside,’ Rachel keenly reminded me. ‘Not with all the locations to check out.’

‘And lakeside picnics to re-enact,’ I nodded, getting into the familiar but still thrilling swing of it. ‘And the skinny-dipping.’

‘Not forgetting the trips to the pub.’

‘Absolutely not forgetting those,’ I squealed, feeling like I was going to combust.

‘I wonder who will get Heather’s room?’ Rachel asked, nodding at the straw which we would use to finally settle the argument.

‘Me, I hope,’ I quickly said. ‘I’m more Heather than you and Tori put together.’

‘Hm,’ she said, pulling at one of the many threads we had always good naturedly tussled over. ‘We’ll see about that.’

Rachel and I had initially bonded over our obsessive love of the book when we spotted it in each other’s packing boxes the day we moved into the same flat in university halls and then, having decided to spend a freshers evening giving our respective livers some respite from the endless shots which were still the favoured rite of passage used to initiate eighteen-year-olds into student life, the deal was sealed when we watched the film and sobbed and laughed in all the same places.

I had then wasted no time in recruiting fellow enthusiast Tori, who was on the same course as me, to take up the role of third superfan. I had easily picked her out on the first day of lectures because she was wearing a Hope Falls T-shirt.

Unbelievably, the three of us had added our names to the cottage waiting list and stumped up the deposit to stay at the idyllic location almost three years ago, such was the demand of Hope Falls obsessives and we’d been saving to have enough in our bank accounts by the time we reached the top of it and had to pay off the balance ever since. Well, Rachel and I had been saving, Tori just had to ask her super wealthy dad to sign a cheque when the time came. Which was going to be very soon!

We had plans to re-read the book, re-watch the film and visit all the locations featured in and around the village of Lakeside. We were going to literally be living the book-lovers’ dream and, unbeknown to my friends, I had another hope for the trip too.

I was going to use it to work out what I was going to do with the rest of my life now I had been made redundant, in exactly the same way that Heather had done. Granted, it was an ambitious ask to transfer something so monumental from the pages of a novel into real life, but one I felt the time spent living in the cottage would be equal to.

‘I’m going to message Tori,’ I said, pulling out my phone as another kaleidoscope of butterflies began to flutter in my tummy. ‘I don’t want anything screwing up tonight.’

‘No need.’ Rachel grinned, lightly touching my arm. ‘She’s here.’

As ever, it took a while for Tori to reach us. Her profusion of dark curly hair, porcelain skin and commanding presence always drew attention and coupled with the sequined cami romper and Suola So Kate Louboutin heels, both of which pulled admirers in like a moth to a flame, it took even longer.

‘Oh my,’ said Rachel, when Tori eventually arrived at our table.

‘I agree,’ I joined in, my relief that she’d finally turned up chasing the butterflies away. ‘No wonder you’re late. You must have been fighting them off ever since you left your flat. You look stunning.’

‘She didn’t leave her flat,’ Rachel said meaningfully with a nudge, as Tori took the empty seat opposite ours and crossed her long legs. ‘She was wearing this outfit last night.’

Tori had the grace to blush as I threw her a faux shocked expression. Faux because, in truth, nothing Tori did shocked me anymore.

‘Oh my,’ I added myself as Rachel showed me the pre-drinks photos Tori had posted online as she had got ready to head out the night before.

‘It’s not how it looks,’ was Tori’s opening line, and not for the first time since we’d become friends.

‘No?’ laughed Rachel, arching an eyebrow.

‘No,’ said Tori, her usual sparkle and shine looking a little faded in spite of the dazzling outfit. ‘But I’m here now, so…’

Looking back, I probably should have spotted something was amiss, but in the moment, I was too giddy and excited about our up-and-coming adventure to pick up anything other than another cocktail.

‘So,’ said Rachel, in a teacherly tone. ‘Let’s get down to business, shall we? First things first, let’s find out once and for all who gets to sleep in Heather’s room.’

‘Me, me, me!’ I giggled and Rachel rolled her eyes.

Having torn the straw into three pieces, two short and one longer, she flagged down a stubble enhanced server, who was wearing a pink feathered sheath dress and carrying a tray of garishly coloured drinks, to help.

‘Make it quick then,’ they said, putting down the tray and taking hold of the lengths of straw, once Rachel had succinctly explained the purpose. ‘And good luck,’ they added, lining them up in their grasp so they all looked the same length.

I held my breath as Tori took her turn first. She didn’t react when she showed us how short her piece was, but my heart thumped. Unlike the others, I didn’t just want the room because it was the prettiest. I wanted it because it was where Heather had decided about her future and that was exactly the purpose I had in mind for it. It was going to be my sanctuary and my safe place to explore all of the life-changing possibilities ahead of me.

‘You go next, Em,’ Rachel said generously.

‘Sure?’

‘Come on, girls,’ said the server. ‘I need to deliver these drinks.’

I swallowed hard and pulled at one of the pieces of the straw. It was longer than the one Tori had picked, but I didn’t want to count my chickens. Rachel took the third and I finally realised I had been victorious. I had bagged the room!

‘I can’t believe it,’ I said breathlessly, kissing a less than enthusiastic looking Tori on the cheek as I brandished my piece of the straw in her face and the server sashayed away. ‘I can’t believe it!’

I hoped everything else was going to fall as neatly into place.

‘I bloody can,’ said Rachel, but with no rancour. ‘Looks like we’ll be sharing the twin room after all, Tori.’

‘Actually,’ she croaked, folding her straw in half before dropping it on the table as she cleared her throat. ‘We won’t.’

Her porcelain skin had turned pale under her custom blend foundation and Rachel and I exchanged a look.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked, slipping my straw stub into my pocket as a memento.

‘I’m really sorry,’ sniffed Tori, her eyes suddenly filling with tears, ‘but I’m not going.’

My mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out.

‘What do you mean, Tori?’ Rachel gasped. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘You have to come,’ I said, trying to jolly her along. ‘We’re the three musketeers, remember?’

Tori shook her head. ‘I’m not coming,’ she said again, her thickly mascara-lashed eyes flicking from one of us to the other. She looked mortified. ‘Because I can’t.’

‘What do you mean, you can’t?’ I gasped, the conviction behind her words finally sinking in and the desire to carry on dancing deserting me.

I had wondered before if Tori was really as invested in the fandom to the same degree as Rachel and me, but I’d never for one second thought she’d bail on the summer of a lifetime. Not when we’d been planning it for so long and especially when she knew how much it meant to us. She might have been spoilt to a ridiculous degree by her father and the most like how Rose had started out in the book among us, but she wasn’t mean.

‘I can’t,’ she then said, shuddering. ‘Because Dad’s cut me off.’

As the youngest of four and the only daughter, Tori’s dad had always given her anything and everything she wanted. Rachel and I thought it was his misguided way of trying to compensate for the death of Tori’s mum when she was just a toddler, but obviously we’d never said as much.

‘But you’re still paying your share, right?’ Rachel then blurted out. ‘You’re still going to pay your third of the cottage rental, aren’t you? Sorry,’ she then immediately apologised. ‘I didn’t mean it to come out like that…’

She sounded desperate, as well she might. Without Tori’s share of the money, the trip couldn’t happen for any of us.

‘I’m so sorry,’ sobbed Tori, swiping away a tear. ‘I can’t do that either. Dad turned up at my flat after I’d posted those photos last night and said my spending has to stop. He’s cut up all of my cards and frozen my allowance,’ she further blubbed, as more tears fell. ‘And as if that’s not bad enough, he’s refused to renew the lease on my place and made me move back home. He says it’ll be for the best in the long run and it’s what Mum would have wanted.’

It might well be, but his timing was appalling and it was a harsh lesson for Tori given he’d previously been so indulgent. More of a shock tactic really.

‘Well,’ said Rachel, trying to sound calm, ‘perhaps it will be, but you have commitments, Tori, and your father’s a reasonable man. I’m sure if you explained…’

‘I’ve tried,’ she cut in. ‘That’s why I was so late. He said no. He said that if you two bore the brunt of my irresponsibility then the repercussions of how I’ve been living and how I behave, might hit home. And that even if we somehow raised the money to pay my share, he still doesn’t want me to go.’

‘But you’re a grown woman,’ Rachel pointed out. ‘He can’t do that. We’re supposed to be doing this together. We need to do this together.’

Tori shrugged, looking far more resigned to the situation than I would have been in her position, but then our lives were nothing alike.

‘Well, what about savings?’ I suggested, grasping at the last spark of hope but knowing it would be instantly snuffed out. ‘Could you perhaps pay for your share of the balance out of any money you might have set aside and therefore prove to your dad that you really are entitled to come?’

Rachel threw me a look.

‘You know I’ve never saved a penny in my life,’ Tori whimpered.

‘Of course, you haven’t,’ I sighed.

Why would she when the bank of Dad had funded everything she’d ever wanted and at the drop of a hat? This mess wasn’t really Tori’s fault at all. Had her father not been so willing to pander to her all her life, then she would never have had this harsh lesson to learn.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, sounding wretched. ‘I’ve tried to reason with him but he says he’ll listen to me when I’ve decided what I’m going to do with my life. But how am I supposed to work that out when I’ve got no funds to have a go at anything?’

That was part of the problem. Tori was Mr Toad in extremely pretty packaging. She’d spent half her life flitting from one thing to another with no thought for the expense when she dropped whatever happened to be the latest craze or the hobby she hadn’t been able to get the hang of. Sticking at anything had never been her strong point. She’d dropped out of university the moment we got down to some real hard work and hadn’t committed to a single thing for more than three weeks at a time since.

It was ironic that the cottage in Lakeside might just have been the place where she would have been able to successfully fathom a few things out and now she wasn’t going to get the chance to go there.

‘Here,’ she sniffed, opening her Tom Ford clutch and shaking its contents on to the table. ‘This is all I’ve got. I’m hoping it might at least cover your train fare now I can’t drive you.’

‘Train fare?’ Rachel frowned, as Tori smoothed the few crumpled notes out. ‘I appreciate that you can’t drive us, Tori, but couldn’t we borrow your car?’

Tori shook her head.

‘He hasn’t confiscated your Range Rover!’ I gasped. ‘We could have borrowed that!’

‘It’s locked in one of the garages,’ Tori wailed. ‘He said you can’t borrow it and I can take the bus everywhere from now on.’

The thought of Tori on public transport was very sobering indeed.

‘Well, that’s as maybe,’ said Rachel, ‘but if we do somehow find the money for your share of the cottage, we can’t go to the Lakes on the train because it won’t take us anywhere near as far as we need to go and a taxi from the station would cost a fortune and then leave us completely isolated.’

‘And besides, I can’t take my sewing machine on a train,’ I added. ‘We need a car.’

‘Your sewing machine?’ Tori frowned, momentarily distracted. ‘Why are you taking that on holiday?’

‘Because I have some commissions to complete,’ I told her, trying not to sound too proud in the face of her crisis. ‘I’ll need to finish them and send them off while we’re away.’

‘I thought that patchwork stuff was just a hobby,’ said Tori, wrinkling her nose.

‘An increasingly lucrative one,’ said Rachel, flashing me a smile in spite of our predicament. ‘Especially now Em’s creating more than just the memory pictures.’

‘She is?’

‘Yes,’ Rachel said, sounding exasperated because we’d previously spent hours discussing it. ‘She’s adding the patterned patchwork panels to the skirts and dresses she designs and makes now, too, remember?’

‘Of course.’ Tori nodded, but I wasn’t convinced she did.

‘You’re sounding keen all of a sudden,’ I said to Rachel, her enthusiasm further diverting my thoughts from the catastrophe Tori had just landed us with. ‘I thought you said patchwork was for grandmas.’

‘I thought the stuff you started out doing was,’ she admitted. ‘All that measuring and precise matching up. It was as rigid as the graphs and spreadsheets you produce for your work. Zero creativity required.’

‘The spreadsheets I used to produce,’ I corrected, ignoring her slur on the much-loved traditional craft. ‘And the panels still have to be precise.’

‘But they’re in a different league now,’ she praised. ‘And the framed pictures, utilising fabrics with special meanings, are freestyle and extremely creative.’

‘So, you approve?’ I laughed, raising my eyebrows and feeling flattered as a cheer erupted because a stag party had arrived and was making its presence felt.

I didn’t need her validation, but it did feel good to have it and knowing how much value she placed on the security of a regular pay cheque, her attitude towards my designs would be a huge help when the time came to tell her that I was considering making them my only source of income.

My secret plan for my time at the cottage was to finally decide if I was going to launch my own business or commit to the job I’d been offered earlier that week as a data analyst for a far less appealing company than the one I had previously worked for.

I knew my parents would be all for me taking the safe option and, until recently, I would have been too, but this change in patchwork direction had sparked something of a change in me. Not that that would matter, I suddenly remembered, if the holiday didn’t end up happening and I was denied the perfect opportunity to think it all through.

‘Absolutely,’ Rachel then said, squeezing my arm as the DJ turned the volume up another notch. ‘It’s a great little hobby.’

Her words rather deflated my sails, but I quickly regrouped.

‘Truth be told,’ I bellowed above the din, before turning back to Tori, ‘I’ve been dreaming of finishing my current commissions at the cottage in Lakeside, so we need to work out how we’re still going to make that happen, don’t we? And how to convince your dad to let you come, too.’

At that exact moment, a dazzling bearded drag artist took to the stage and draped a fuchsia dyed feather boa around the embarrassed looking groom to be, much to the delight of the rest of his stag and Tori grabbed my arm.

‘Fuck,’ she muttered under her breath and I followed her line of sight towards the bar.

‘Rach,’ I said testily. ‘What’s he doing here?’

Pushing his way through the crowd towards us and looking like a fish out of water was her partner, Jeremy.

‘Did you tell him we were coming here?’ I frowned.

On a previous occasion when he’d legitimately joined us on a night out, he’d almost decked a poor guy who was asking Rachel where the loos were and since then, he’d managed to track us down with one excuse or another on a regular Friday night basis.

‘No,’ she insisted, sounding flustered. ‘I didn’t. I said we might try that new bistro as we had stuff to sort out, but I never mentioned here.’

‘Well, whatever his excuse for turning up,’ I brusquely said, ‘can we not discuss the holiday hiatus in front of him?’ I truly hoped it was just a momentary pause in our plans. ‘He’ll only gloat.’

Rachel didn’t contradict me.

‘So, what will it be tonight?’ Tori tutted, reeling off a few of Jeremy’s former pretexts for turning up without an invitation. ‘Place your bets, folks. Will it be the lost wallet and no funds to get home combo?’

‘Or the misplaced keys to our flat?’ I joined in.

‘Or a double-booked meal with his parents?’ Tori finished up, adding in a low voice, ‘Who Rach was nowhere near ready to meet.’

‘Hey,’ he said, bending to kiss Rachel’s cheek, when he finally reached us.

‘Hey,’ Tori and I said dully back.

‘It looks like rain out there,’ he said, waving a handbag umbrella about. ‘And you left this at the flat.’

‘Pathetic,’ Tori mouthed at me, her own woes momentarily forgotten.

‘Thanks,’ said Rachel, taking it from him and shoving it under the table.

Under normal circumstances and had I not still been in a state of panic about coming up with Tori’s share of the cottage rental and convincing her dad to let her come with us, along with planning new transport arrangements of course, I would have been tempted to make something of Jeremy’s flimsy excuse for turning up again. But only tempted. Rachel seemed to have a blind spot where he was concerned so it really wouldn’t have been worth it in the long run.

‘I went to the bistro first,’ he said, when none of us spoke. ‘I thought you said you were meeting there tonight, Rach.’

‘I did,’ she said. ‘But we changed our minds.’

‘So, what made you come in here instead then?’ I couldn’t resist asking. ‘It’s a far cry from the bistro.’

Given that he knew we had holiday details to finalise, it would have made more sense for him to check out quieter venues. The Flamingo was the noisiest bar in town by far.

‘He’s probably got one of those tracker app things rigged up to Rach’s phone,’ Tori quipped.

I shot her a look and then looked at Jeremy who I could see had turned red, even under the neon lights of the bar.

‘I think you might be right,’ I muttered back.

It was yet another red flag, but I knew I wouldn’t get anywhere by waving it in front of Rachel. For some reason she was convinced that Jeremy’s behaviour was proof that he cared, as opposed to proof that he was borderline dangerous, and the last thing I wanted was for us to fall out over him.

‘He’s crazy about me,’ she had said when justifying his former lashing out.

Crazy was one way of putting it. As I looked at the mismatched couple, I felt determined to get Rachel away from him and to the Lakes for the summer, and if at all possible, I still wanted to take Tori along with us too.






Chapter 2

Having finally parted company with Jeremy, dropped a tearful Tori at her family home in an Uber that Rachel and I footed the bill for, and with her designer clutch still carrying the money she’d tried to give us, Rachel and I headed back to the flat we shared and spent a fractious weekend trying to come up with a rescue plan.

By the end of Sunday, not only did we not have one, but Tori’s father had refused to change his mind about her coming even if we did somehow raise her share of the money. He had gone as far as to cite disinheritance if we made more of an issue of it and that soon dampened Tori’s determination to still join us. Nothing, apparently, was worth risking that.

And as if that wasn’t all bad enough, I had also foolishly mollified my parents by telling them about the interview I’d recently attended. Having both grown up in households where money was less than plentiful, my parents were all for structured careers, annual pension contributions and regular savings.

It was what made them feel secure and consequently, they had always assumed it would make me feel safe too. It had for a while, but with the exciting prospect of launching my own business to now consider, I was wondering if it really was ‘the only way to go,’ as my father always endorsed. If I did now decide to go ahead, I was going to have even more explaining to do.

Thankfully, however, I had taken on my parents’ regular savings advice which could make my change of career a more palatable option. Added to my redundancy money I still also had the modest financial gift kindly left to me in Grandad’s will, so I had enough tucked away to live off, albeit frugally, for a year should I decide to screw my courage to the sticking place and put my patchwork plans into full-time practice. The only problem was, I had set my heart on making up my mind about it all at Lakeside and now it looked quite likely that I wouldn’t be going.

Our landlord had been happy to know that Rachel’s mum was going to pop in every other weekend to keep an eye on the flat while we were away but vetoed our proposition to sub-let for a month. Our last remaining hope was to pick the winning lotto numbers and that wasn’t likely to happen, no matter how much effort we put into manifesting them.

‘I could use some of my savings to pay Tori’s share,’ I suggested to Rachel who was still crunching numbers at the kitchen table late Sunday evening. ‘And between us we could replace them a bit at a time in the same way we’ve been saving up to book the cottage.’

It wouldn’t be ideal but if I didn’t get to Lakeside to make my decision, I wouldn’t need the funds immediately because I would most likely forget the business idea and take on the job I’d just been offered.

‘Absolutely not, Em,’ Rachel said firmly, frowning at the calculator and jabbing at the keys with the end of a pencil. ‘You know how long it’s taken us to save for this in the first place. We’re not touching a penny of your nest egg. That’s ring-fenced and I won’t hear another word about it. Lending money to friends never ends well, in my experience.’

I daresay she had a point, so let it drop.

‘I had no idea car rental was so expensive,’ she then groaned, as she winced at the numbers on the display and puffed out her cheeks.

‘Well, maybe you could ask Jeremy if he wants to come?’ I suggested as I twisted the tea towel around my hands. ‘He’s got a car, hasn’t he?’

That obscene proposal was proof of how utterly desperate I was feeling.

‘I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that,’ Rachel tutted as she dropped the pencil on the table and drained her cut price Pinot Grigio Blush in one huge gulp. ‘You don’t even like him.’

I screwed up my nose, unwilling to tell another lie. I had tried my best not to make my dislike quite so obvious since she’d dismissed mine and Tori’s concerns after loo-gate. The last thing I needed was to give Jeremy enough ammunition to brand me the bitchy best mate, but perhaps I already had.

‘Bloody hell,’ I huffed, throwing the tea towel at the sink and sharing the last of the wine between our glasses. ‘This is all Tori’s dad’s fault. I blame him entirely for this mess.’

‘What?’ Rachel spluttered. ‘I can’t believe you’re saying that when only last week you were the one saying that he needed to curb her spending!’

‘Oh, I know,’ I conceded. ‘But I didn’t expect him to do it right before our holiday and,’ I added, so I didn’t sound quite so self-centred, ‘before Tori had experienced something which might actually have turned out to be of benefit to her.’

‘Be that as it may,’ sighed Rachel, pulling back the sleeve of her Sunday sweater and stroking the entwined hearts tattoo on the inside of her wrist, ‘it’s happened and we need to find a way around it.’

I put down my glass and looked at my own tattoo. It was identical to the ones the girls in the book had had done to show their solidarity just a few weeks into their time at the cottage. Rachel and I had also had ours done together, paid for by some of our first student loan cheque. Tori had been supposed to get one too, but she’d missed the appointment and then never booked another. A classic carefree Rose trait.

‘You know,’ I said, unusually voicing my opinion, ‘I’m not entirely convinced that Tori has ever been invested in Hope Falls in quite the same way as we are.’

‘The only thing Tori has been truly invested in up until now,’ Rachel smiled ruefully, ‘is having a good time. But we love her anyway.’

‘That we do,’ I agreed. ‘God, I wish she was coming with us.’

‘At least you’re saying it like it’s still happening.’ Rachel smiled.

‘It is,’ I insisted. ‘It must. And it won’t be right with just the two of us.’

Rachel’s phone rang then. It was Jeremy, still sulking that Rachel hadn’t seen him since the umbrella drop-off in the bar and keen to let her know that he felt particularly affronted about that because he wasn’t going to see her over the summer break either. Personally, looking at my friend’s dark circles and furrowed brow, I couldn’t help thinking that if we could still find a way to pull it off, that might be no bad thing.



The following Friday was my last day working for Visionary and it was also the day of the self-imposed deadline Rachel and I had set to either come up with the money or find someone to take Tori’s place. We’d both drawn blanks and Tori, bless her heart, had been making the most random and off the wall suggestions to raise the funds which would enable us to still go.

‘This is nice,’ said Rachel, looking around the bistro when she joined Tori and me for Friday night drinks. ‘Far better than The Flamingo.’

We were only there because I had spotted a voucher in the local paper which made the cost of a meal out almost justifiable. I wondered how long it would be before Jeremy showed up, but didn’t say the words out loud.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ I said instead, taking in Rachel’s dishevelled appearance and smudged eyeliner. ‘You look as if you could do with a bit of a pick-me-up. Maybe we could go on to there after we’ve eaten here. What do you think, Tori?’

Tori had already been at the bistro when I arrived, which had never once happened before. She was always late, even if only by a couple of minutes. It was Rachel who was unfailingly on time.

‘Best not,’ Tori said, with a small smile. ‘My curfew is eleven, so…’

‘You have a curfew?’ Rachel frowned. ‘Should we be worried?’

‘No, no,’ said Tori, sounding surprisingly accepting of her current predicament. ‘It’s fine. I don’t like traveling late on the bus anyway and Dad’s not some sort of controlling ogre. I know deep down that he’s doing this for my own good.’

It really was a strange position for a thirty-something to find themselves in, but I admired her for accepting it, though I didn’t say as much for fear of coming across as patronising. I didn’t comment either on the fact that Rachel was concerned about Tori’s curfew but completely unaware that Jeremy was every bit as controlling of her.

‘So,’ Tori said. ‘Have you found anyone to take my place?’

‘Afraid not,’ Rachel sighed.

‘And, therefore, I’m guessing that means you’re still getting on for five thousand short of what you need, right?’ she asked, sounding slightly perkier, though goodness knows why.

‘It’s nearer ten actually,’ said Rachel, biting her lip.

‘Ten!’ Tori gasped, her cheeks suddenly flushed. ‘How do you work that one out?’

‘It’s the car rental,’ I explained. ‘We could probably buy a car for what it would cost to rent one for six weeks.’

‘Hey,’ said Rachel, clicking her fingers. ‘If we do win the lottery, that might not be a bad idea.’

‘If you did win the lottery,’ Tori tutted, ‘I hoped you’d spend more than a few grand on a car.’

‘Well,’ I reminded them both. ‘We haven’t won the lottery, we aren’t likely to win the lottery and as a result, we don’t have the funds to buy a car. We don’t even have Tori’s share of the cottage balance and we’re out of time now.’

I squeezed my eyes shut and swallowed down the lump in my throat which sprang up every time I thought about giving the dream up.

‘It’s not going to happen, is it?’ I then burst out, feeling light-headed.

At the start of the week, I’d been full of fight, but it was leaching out of me now faster than a puddle evaporating in a heatwave.

‘I’m not giving up yet,’ Rachel said determinedly.

‘Me neither,’ added Tori. ‘Although I’m not as convinced that you’re still going now as I was five minutes ago.’

‘Why not?’ Rachel asked, handing me a tissue to dry my burgeoning tears.

‘Because the money I’ve raised is nowhere near enough,’ she sighed.

‘You’ve raised some money?’ I asked, having wiped my eyes. ‘How have you managed that?’

‘I’ve got a good chunk towards my share of the rental now, but…’

‘How?’ Rachel asked again.

Tori waved her hands around trying to make light of what she’d done. ‘I sold some stuff,’ she said airily. ‘A few pairs of shoes, a Valentino dress and that Tom Ford clutch.’

‘What?’ Rachel screeched. ‘You loved that bag.’

‘Not as much as I love you two.’ Tori swallowed. ‘I couldn’t get anywhere near what I paid, I mean, Dad paid, for any of it, but I have four grand sitting in my bank waiting to be transferred to whoever needs it.’

‘I can’t believe you’ve done that,’ I said, reaching for her hand.

‘Well,’ she confided, ‘I would have done more but Dad cottoned on to what I was up to when the courier came to collect the parcels and put a stop to it. I told him I had to honour the sales I’d already made and he agreed to that but said no more because it was cheating.’

‘Oh, Tori.’

‘He wanted me to hand the money over too, but when I told him it was for you two, he relented.’

I didn’t know what to say. Tori parting with even one thing from her precious walk-in Carrie Bradshaw style dressing room was a huge deal, but shoes, a dress and her beloved clutch was a truly selfless act, especially as she was handing the proceeds over.

‘Thank you, Tori,’ I said, releasing her hand and raising my glass to toast her generosity.

‘My pleasure,’ she said, clinking her glass against mine and Rachel’s. ‘I only wish it was enough to get you out of the dilemma I’ve landed you in. Four grand isn’t going to make any difference at all, is it?’

I opened my mouth to reassure her that her efforts were hugely appreciated, but was pulled up short by the smile lighting up Rachel’s face. I sent up a silent prayer hoping that she hadn’t invited Jeremy along after all. That said, he wasn’t known to be free and easy with his spending, so surely, he wouldn’t have signed up to take on Tori’s shortfall, would he?

‘It might make all the difference, actually,’ Rachel said mysteriously.

‘How so?’ Tori asked, sounding intrigued.

‘Yes,’ I added. ‘How so, Rach?’

‘Well,’ she said. ‘And please don’t be mad about this, Em.’

‘What have you done?’ I croaked.

It was Jeremy. It had to be. I was going to end up being the third wheel on my once-in-a-lifetime book-based dream getaway.

‘I know we said we wouldn’t contact Catriona Carson until a couple of days before the balance was due,’ Rachel began.

‘That’s the name of the cottage owner, isn’t it?’ Tori cut in.

‘Yes,’ I confirmed. I had felt bad about agreeing to not letting her know what had happened until the last minute but I was desperate to cling on to the dream until the very last gasp.

‘But then I remembered the waiting list,’ Rachel carried on.

‘The waiting list?’ Tori echoed.

‘Catriona had previously told me that she has this long list of people waiting to jump in and stay at the cottage at short notice if, for any reason, a party had to drop out.’

‘Oh god.’ I panicked. ‘You haven’t given up our booking, have you?’

‘Of course, I haven’t,’ Rachel tutted. ‘Do you really think I’d do something like that without talking to you first, Em?’

‘No,’ I said, feeling chastened. ‘Sorry. Of course not.’

‘So,’ said Tori, sounding frustrated. ‘What have you done?’

‘Nothing yet,’ Rachel said, ‘because I wanted to discuss it with you first, Em.’

‘Go on.’

‘Well, I called Catriona and explained our predicament.’

‘And?’

‘She was really sympathetic.’ Rachel smiled. ‘She knows how much it means to the fans of Hope Falls to stay at the property.’

‘And how much it costs,’ Tori added with an eye roll.

Just a few days ago that wouldn’t have been a consideration for her at all, so perhaps her father’s plan wasn’t as cruel as I had first thought.

‘And,’ Rachel continued, ‘she has offered, but only if you’re completely onboard with the idea, Em, to contact some of the other people on the waiting list and find someone who could step in and take Tori’s spot.’

I sat for a moment and let the reality of that sink in. Was I onboard with that idea? It certainly sounded as though Rachel was.

‘Are you annoyed with me?’ Rachel asked, when I didn’t say anything.

‘No,’ I reassured her. ‘Not at all. It really was only fair that you let her know that there was a problem with our booking because we were cutting it fine for her.’

‘Good,’ said Rachel. ‘Great. I did worry that you’d think I’d overstepped the mark, but…’

‘Honestly,’ I smiled, ‘it’s fine.’

‘So, you’d be staying with a stranger?’ Tori grimaced.

‘Um,’ Rachel mumbled. ‘Well, yes, but…’

‘But a stranger who loves the book and film as much as we do,’ I said, the idea growing on me and my smile spreading further. ‘And given where we’re going and what we’re going to be doing, that’s the most important thing to have in common, isn’t it?’

‘Exactly,’ said Rachel, sounding even keener.

‘But are there single travellers on the waiting list?’ I asked, trying not to get too swept along. ‘I’ve always kind of assumed that this was the sort of trip you made with friends or maybe a partner.’

The perfect number was three, though, because that was how many stayed at the cottage in the book.

‘Well,’ said Rachel. ‘According to Catriona, there are lone names on the list and all she has to do is match us up with someone who can join us at such short notice for the full six weeks. She said we could email each other before we go, just to make sure there’s the right sort of vibe between us and we don’t end up being stuck with someone we can’t gel with.’

I mulled the idea over a bit more. In theory it sounded like the perfect solution. Had this just been a random two week holiday somewhere I wouldn’t have even considered it, but with the passion for the book prompting the entire trip, then surely, we were bound to gel with whoever Catriona had on her list, weren’t we? And of course, added to that there was the knowledge that the entire book was about three strangers, so in a way, the idea of staying with someone we didn’t know made the adventure even more authentic.

‘But what about the bedrooms?’ Tori asked, sounding to my ears at least, a little put out and suddenly not quite so willing to accept her situation. ‘You’ve drawn straws now. What if this interloper…’

‘They won’t be an interloper,’ Rachel said seriously. ‘They’ll have paid just as much as we have to be there and have exactly the same rights to the place as we will. If we go into this thinking that the other person has crashed our party, then it’s never going to work.’

‘All right,’ Tori relented. ‘I get that, but what will you do if this other person wants that double room?’

‘Well, that’s non-negotiable,’ said Rachel. ‘I’ll share the twin with whoever signs up and Em will still have the double.’

‘Unless Catriona signs up a couple?’ Tori added mischievously. ‘The place is advertised with space to accommodate four.’

‘No,’ said Rachel, sounding exasperated. ‘That’s not going to happen. Catriona was happy to tick just one name off her list and keep our group limited to three. It’ll be one person and one person only. You probably won’t get your deposit back, Tori, but this could be a solution to our problem. The only solution and one that kind of fits in with what happens in the book. What do you think, Em?’ she asked, turning her dark, doe eyes on me.

‘I think our hope has been restored.’ I nodded. ‘I’m still truly sorry that you can’t come with us, Tori, but I think we should go for it, Rach.’

‘Yes,’ Tori then relented, with a sigh and a kind smile. ‘So do I.’






Chapter 3

Right at the beginning of the following week, Rachel and I exchanged emails with Catriona to discuss exactly how the new arrangement might work. She had the names of three people who could potentially join us, and, having shared the details those people were happy for her to pass on, we opted to contact – and hopefully spend our summer with – Alex, a self-employed graphic designer who lived in Manchester.

In an ideal world, given our proximity, we would have met up – Leeds to Manchester was only about an hour away on the train – but it wasn’t meant to be. Alex was working flat out tying up a big design project and Rachel was at school every day and spending most of her evenings either with Jeremy or, thanks to Tori’s fundraising efforts, looking for a car.

As I wasn’t heading out to work, I’d offered to take on the vehicle search, but my car knowledge turned out to be – to directly quote my friend – utterly useless. Apparently, my colour matching skills were of no relevance in this instance, it was the mpg we needed to be mindful of and I didn’t even know what that meant.

Zoom calls hadn’t worked for getting Rachel, Alex and I together either. Even though I was available when I wasn’t working on my commissions, the other two had full diaries which never tallied. However, as the emails flew backwards and forwards between us, and mine and Rachel’s excitement reached fever pitch again, none of us thought it was an issue because we had instantly bonded over our shared love of the book and film and were satisfied to leave it at that until the day we arrived at the cottage.

Alex was the epitome of a Hope Falls enthusiast with far more knowledge of both the book and the film than Tori (not that we told her that when we shared the details about our new holiday-mate) and, like me, also had a penchant for perfect packing.

This became the source of much amusement when I revealed that my luggage was already good to go days before the off, but Rachel, by contrast, hadn’t even started thinking about hers because she was the consummate, chuck it all in a bag the night before type. Alex and I both agreed that just the thought of that brought us out in hives. There was no way we weren’t going to get along and the subsequent shared laughs, in-jokes and mild ribbing of Rachel started to secure our bond, days before we’d met.

‘I’m still sad Tori’s not coming,’ I told Rachel as I waved her off for her last day at school at an even earlier time than usual, ‘but I’m really looking forward to meeting Alex.’

‘Me too,’ she said, buzzing Jeremy – who had offered to drive her to pick up the ancient, but hopefully reliable Volkswagen she’d found for us in a local garage – into the building. ‘Especially after her reaction to the skinny-dipping email. She sounds like she’s going to be great fun!’

‘She really does,’ I agreed happily.

Of all the scenes Tori, Rachel and I had been planning to re-enact while staying at the cottage, I had assumed it would be the skinny-dipping in the lake which would have to be set aside in the presence of a stranger. However, if Alex’s up-for-it attitude stretched beyond her email response then perhaps not.

‘All set?’ asked Jeremy who, as always, was dressed impeccably in a navy suit, crisp white shirt and navy tie. ‘The traffic’s starting to build, so we’d best head off.’

‘Yep,’ said Rachel, handing him the huge box of cupcakes she’d been icing for her form until way past her bedtime. ‘Let’s go.’

Standing side by side, Jeremy’s clothes pristine and Rachel’s already creased, the pair were not an obvious match. What was it, I wondered, that had drawn them to each other? Whatever it was, I wished it had missed. I’d only had two semi-serious relationships in my life so far, but neither had been a case of opposites attracting and both had ended without too much weeping and wailing. I couldn’t imagine, should Rachel decide to call it a day, that the same would be said of her and Jeremy’s parting of the ways.

‘I won’t be late,’ said Rachel, kissing my cheek which was warm as a result of my uncharitable thoughts. ‘I still need to pack.’

Jeremy shook his head and rolled his eyes and I felt my dislike of him bristle further. When I rebuked Rachel for not packing it was in good humour, but when he did it, without even uttering a word, it felt critical and on a completely different level.

‘What?’ she flushed, noticing his reaction. ‘I haven’t had time. It’ll be fine.’

‘It might well be.’ He then brightly said, ‘Because at this rate, you won’t be organised enough to go off on this prolonged girls’ getaway and that would suit me fine.’

Rachel looked at me and beamed, his unspoken criticism dismissed in less time than it took her heart to beat or before the implication of what he was saying had opportunity to register.

‘I love that you’re going to miss me that much,’ she said, squeezing his arm. ‘Isn’t that sweet, Em?’

‘Yeah,’ I said, feeling my stomach roll. ‘Ever so.’

‘I’ll message you before I set off from school tonight,’ she told me, as she headed out the door. ‘Then you can come down to see the car.’

‘Okay,’ I squeaked, feeling my excitement stirring again and surpassing the negativity Jeremy’s presence always evoked.

Our neighbour was kindly letting us park in the space he paid for but wasn’t currently using and the headmistress at Rachel’s school had agreed to accommodate the car there until we sold it if the space was unavailable when we got back at the beginning of September. Ideally, I hoped the car would be quickly off our hands and we could return some of the money she’d selflessly raised to pay for it to Tori.

Once Rachel and Jeremy had gone, I sat down at the kitchen table, fired up my laptop and sent off a ‘hedging my bets’ email which I knew was long overdue. The company which had offered me the new job were aware that I was heading off for the summer and had proposed scheduling my start for September when I could join the team as they began working on a brand-new portfolio.

I felt rather guilty about agreeing to their generous offer, but knew that in order to make a well-balanced decision about my future, it was necessary to share my eggs amongst more than just the one basket.

Having done that, I rechecked I’d packed everything I was going to need for my heavenly holiday then waited for my over-excited and racing heart to settle. Anything to do with the holiday triggered the biggest adrenaline rush, so it was some time before I could settle to planning out the details of a secret commission Rachel’s mum had asked me to undertake.

Thankfully, Rachel was used to me asking her to act as a model to size the flowing white cotton dresses I then embellished with patchwork panels and hadn’t given my recent request to measure her again a second thought.



I was beyond excited when Rachel eventually arrived back with the car, which was plenty big enough for ferrying everything we needed to take on our extended vacation. As I walked around, ostensibly inspecting it, I experienced another rush of happy hormones. After the stress of the last few days, it was a huge relief to know the trip really was happening. Even though it wasn’t in quite the way we had originally planned it, the way it now fitted more neatly into the plot of the book gave it a more thrilling edge. Sorry, Tori…

I grinned at Rachel, thinking that not only was I finally heading back to my beloved Lake District, I was also taking with me all those happy memories of summer holidays spent there with Nanna and Grandad while my parents carried on working, as well as their treasured book.

‘I think it’ll be all right,’ Rachel said, scrutinising the car and also smiling from ear to ear. ‘Although,’ she added, her smile faltering, ‘there was a bit of a rattle when I went around a few corners.’

She bit her lip as I opened the passenger door and peered inside. ‘Did it sound like a metal water bottle rolling about by any chance?’ I asked.

Rachel frowned as I retrieved the offending article bearing the name of Jeremy’s gym from behind the driver’s seat.

‘Oh yes,’ she beamed. ‘He must have left it in there when he was having a look while I paid.’

I knew the sabotage was pure gaslighting, but didn’t point it out and helped her carry the multiple boxes and bags she’d filled the car with, and which signified the end of another school year, up to the flat.

‘Is Jeremy still feeling fed up about you going away for so long?’ I asked, as I later sat cross-legged on her bed and watched her random packing.

We had decided not to open a bottle of fizz, as was the usual custom on the last day of term, because Rachel would be driving the next day and we were both already completely wired. However, I couldn’t drink my tea either because I was forcing myself to sit on my hands to stop myself reaching out to fold her crumpled clothes.

For someone who was so conscientiously organised in her professional life, certain aspects of Rachel’s personal life were surprisingly messy. But then everyone needed an outlet, didn’t they? Even meticulous Monica in Friends had that secret chaotic cupboard. As with most things in life, it was all about balance.

‘It’s linen,’ Rachel grinned when she saw me struggling to keep my hands to myself. ‘It’s supposed to be creased and yes, he is. Well, not fed up exactly,’ she loyally corrected. ‘And I do get where he’s coming from. Six weeks without seeing each other is a really long time, especially when…’

‘Especially when what?’ I asked, when she didn’t carry on.

‘Oh, it doesn’t matter,’ she said, her change of tone letting me know that she had no intention of finishing whatever she’d unguardedly started to say.

I knew better than to try and push her for an answer, but she was right, six weeks was a long time. Secretly, I was hoping it was going to be long enough to turn her off him completely.

‘Tori briefly dropped by earlier,’ I said, to move the moment on. ‘She wanted to wish us both the best time.’

‘That was kind of her,’ said Rachel, sounding relaxed again. ‘If it was just you and her going, and not me, I don’t think I could have done that.’

‘Me neither,’ I agreed.

‘Was she okay?’

‘I think so.’ I shrugged. ‘Happier than when the threat of disinheritance had been hanging over her but still a bit flat. That’s only to be expected though, given that she’d had to bus it here which is totally not Tori’s style, is it?’

‘Definitely not,’ said Rachel, sitting on the lid of her crammed suitcase. ‘I still can’t believe she’s going along with her dad’s wishes, but saying it’s what her mum would have wanted was a masterstroke on his part. I really do hope she gets some benefit out of the situation and finds something meaningful she wants to commit to.’

‘Me too,’ I agreed, tugging on the suitcase zip. ‘It would be a total travesty if she went through all those trips on public transport and there was no pay-off at the end of it.’



We were a bit behind our time from the off the following morning because Jeremy kept Rachel talking on the phone for so long and then we had trouble closing the car boot. It took multiple attempts to secure it and we only managed it then because Rachel’s mum, who had travelled up to collect the flat keys, added her strength to the endeavour.

It wasn’t because we’d over-packed the space, the catch was obviously faulty or knackered. Or possibly, given the age of the car, both. Not that we cared as long as it got us to all of the places we were so looking forward to seeing and exploring.

‘I hope it won’t spring open en route,’ I nonetheless panicked, thinking of my perfectly packed bags of patchwork and my precious, not to mention, expensive Janome sewing machine. ‘I don’t relish the thought of looking in the wing mirror and seeing my fabrics strewn all along the road behind us.’

‘It’ll be fine,’ said Rachel, waving my concerns away with another yawn as she dropped a bag on the backseat.

I hoped she was going to be okay to drive. She was always worn out at the start of the summer holidays but this year she seemed wearier than ever and given the conversation we hadn’t finished the night before, I had the feeling she had more on her mind than just recovering from the end of another hectic term.

‘Have you got that special bag of fabrics?’ Rachel’s mum asked me with emphasis and in a clandestine whisper while her daughter was distracted. ‘I hope they were all right?’

‘They’re perfect,’ I told her with a smile. ‘I’ve already started matching them up and because they’re all cotton, they’ll work together a treat. That said, I haven’t cut them out yet. Are you completely sure it’s okay for me to do that?’

‘Absolutely.’ She nodded, giving my hand a squeeze. ‘They were only sitting in the back of my wardrobe. At least this way we’ll be able to enjoy them again.’

‘What are you two whispering about?’ Rachel demanded, before I could say anything else.

‘I was just saying to Em that if I know my daughter,’ her mum blagged, ‘and the state of her packing, then her clothes might benefit from a trip along the road if that boot does spring open. The breeze might help blow out some of the creases!’

‘Ha, ha,’ said Rachel, pulling her mum in for a hug.

‘Grandma would be thrilled to know you’re doing this,’ her mum then said tearfully.

‘I know,’ Rachel sniffed.

I hadn’t been the only one to benefit from a grandparent loving the book. Rachel had introduced her grandma to the story and together they had read it multiple times and also watched the film before the old lady’s eyesight had failed her. Rachel had then set up the audio version of the book so she could enjoy that as well as listen to the movie.

‘If she was still here, she’d be coming with us,’ Rachel added thickly, echoing what I had thought my grandad’s reaction to the trip would have been.

‘That she would,’ her mum agreed. ‘Now come on, you two, you need to go. Heaven knows you’ve waited long enough; you don’t want to waste a single second of this adventure.’

We didn’t need telling twice and rushed into our respective seats. I forced myself to not feel guilty that Tori wasn’t with us. She’d accepted the situation and wouldn’t have been impressed to know that either Rachel or I were feeling anything less than on top of the world about finally heading off.

‘Here goes nothing,’ said Rachel, tentatively turning the key in the ignition while I crossed my fingers.

The engine sprang into life and we let go of the breath we’d both been holding. When I’d sent Tori a photo of the car the evening before she’d immediately messaged back that we shouldn’t have paid four grand for it and Rachel was quick to reply that we hadn’t. The old jalopy had been just over half that amount but insurance, breakdown cover and fuel had earmarked all of the rest. Tori had been mightily amused about that.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Rachel’s mum, leaning through the window and fondly patting the steering wheel. ‘This’ll see you right. I had a VW when I was your age and it just ran and ran,’ she reminisced.

‘I hope you’re right,’ said Rachel, clumsily finding first gear. ‘Bye, Mum!’

‘Bye!’ she called after us. ‘And if you’ve got enough phone signal when you get there, don’t forget, three rings!’



According to the satnav, the journey from Leeds to Lakeside should have taken far less than three hours, but finding the tucked away property proved quite a challenge, in spite of the detailed directions Catriona had sent us. I wasn’t sure if that was because we were too excited to concentrate properly, or if the cottage really was so well hidden.

Neither Rachel nor I really minded the delay as we had the Hope Falls soundtrack playing on a loop courtesy of Spotify, and the scenery which lined the road became ever more enchanting and increasingly dramatic with every passing mile. My head was awash with nostalgia and my eyes filled with tears on more than one occasion as lakes, valleys, hills, mountains, woods, drystone walls and picturesque cottages enthralled us while Rachel carefully navigated the twisting roads and narrow lanes.

‘There!’ I screeched, making Rachel stamp on the brake as I pointed out the pale blue painted postbox and gate which would lead to our dream retreat. ‘Oh my god! This is it!’

Grinning, Rachel pulled up alongside another car, wrenched on the handbrake and turned the engine off.

‘I don’t know why my legs are shaking,’ she laughed.

Once we’d climbed out and had a quick stretch, I pulled her in for the biggest hug.

‘What was that for?’ she asked, when I eventually released her.

‘For getting us here, of course,’ I said seriously. ‘I know how knackered you are and you haven’t driven for ages.’

‘It was fine,’ she said. ‘I’ve got so many endorphins whizzing around my system, I barely worried about making the trip, but thank you for acknowledging that and don’t worry, I’ll be feeling even better in a few days. As soon as I’ve got school out of my head, I’ll be full of beans.’

‘More beans,’ I laughed, because compared to earlier, she was already pretty bouncy. ‘And that’s good, because you know how packed the itinerary is.’

‘That I do,’ she beamed, giving me another hug. ‘Can you believe we’re really here?’

‘Don’t.’ I swallowed. ‘You’ll have me in tears if you’re not careful.’

‘Well,’ she said, giving me a playful shove away. ‘We don’t want that, do we?’

‘I wonder if this is Alex’s car?’ I then asked, taking more notice of the other vehicle.

It made ours look even more shabby by comparison, but at least it had got us to our dream destination.

‘I doubt it,’ Rachel reminded me. ‘She said she wouldn’t be able to get away before three today, remember? And Catriona said we wouldn’t be disturbed. I reckon it belongs to a hiker.’

‘Oh, yes,’ I remembered. ‘I daresay you’re right. Thank goodness Alex didn’t want us to wait to all go into the cottage together. The suspense would have killed me!’

I hadn’t said as much, but I was also secretly pleased that Rachel and I would get to explore it alone. I hoped that wasn’t mean. I was genuinely on-board with welcoming someone else, especially as their presence meant our holiday could still happen, but there were certain moments I still secretly wanted to keep just for us.

‘And at least she’ll be here in time to watch the film,’ I added, to balance out my selfish thought. The last thing I wanted was to attract bad karma.

Rachel and I looked at one another and squealed again. Watching the film was a first night tradition when staying at the cottage, we had been told, and one we were both very much looking forward to upholding.
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