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To Emily and Siân





Dear Reader,

I should let you know that this story contains mention of fertility treatment and childlessness. The subject has been treated with thought and care, but I know it may be upsetting for some readers.

With love, Sophie x







CHAPTER 1

‘Goodbye, Anna. I’m so sorry.’

That was it. That was the moment.

I remember the tone of voice Sean used, as he said those words (in a very annoying, solemn manner, as if he was a politician, rather than the man I’d spent years sharing my bed with). I remember very clearly the sound of the door – our front door – as it closed.

I’m told change takes time, planning, baby steps. But that moment was all I needed to change. The old Anna fractured into a million pieces and fell away, to leave someone new standing there.



Full confession: before that door closed, I was the type of person who said yes to everything.

The old Anna ticked off activities as though life was one long to-do list. Report with a one-day deadline? No problem. Charity sprint at the weekend? Please find attached a link to my sponsorship page. Hipster bar which flavours all of its drinks with chilli? See you at six. I bought and read all of those shiny self-help books. 100 Ways to Yes. The Extraordinary Power of Yes. How I Surrendered to the Yes and Changed my Life. I was once voted Most Positive Team Member in my office. Which, now I come to think about it, is slightly nauseating.

Take a breath, Anna, I should have said. Some things are beyond your control. But no, my life was about plans, and goals, and positive thinking. Until that moment.



Just before Sean left, the axe had finally fallen on our hopes of having a baby after three years of trying. There were long words, and plenty of hesitation, as the doctor tried to explain what was unexplainable. And whilst there were gaps in the medical understanding – fertility seemed to comprise half hard science, half hope and magic – the essential point we all took from the conversation was this: it was me. My body wasn’t doing what it needed to do.

There was a part of me that knew things had ended in the precise moment we were told. There had been a shift in the air, even as I gripped Sean’s hand in the consulting room. We weren’t holding onto each other; I was holding onto him. When he finally said the words, two days later, he felt awful about it, of course he did. That’s what he said: awful. He loved me, but having a child was non-negotiable to him.

I think I took it pretty well at the time, in that I didn’t say anything other than ‘oh’, before watching him leave, then carefully collecting my make-up bag, a handful of pants and a selection of loungewear and going to my sister Rose’s house, where I became a sobbing snotty mess as soon as I walked through the door. There I stayed, setting up camp in her spare room rather than returning to the flat. As the evenings drew in that autumn, I found myself Netflix-and-not-chilling on a Friday, Saturday and Sunday night. Sometimes crying, sometimes quietly chipping away at a family-sized portion of tiramisu.

Sean and I were together for five years, and our relationship was so established, so central to everything, that it felt as though someone had kicked the main beam out from under my life when he ended it. I was assaulted by good memories: Sean massaging my feet after I’d spent the day in high heels; doing the crossword puzzle in bed together on a Sunday morning; the look of joy on his face when he’d knelt in front of me with the engagement ring in his hand. In an attempt to feel better, I’d dredge up the bad memories: the gag-inducing perfumes he used to buy me, which I always wore in an attempt to be nice; the way he criticised my driving; his habit of fading out if we had a difficult conversation.

Still, I moved through the classic stages of grief with denial at the forefront. This couldn’t have happened, could it? Rose and my friends agreed: Sean was in shock, that was all. Once the reality of my absence came home to him, he’d see things differently.

One week passed, then two, then three, and he didn’t see things differently.

My personal favourite of the grieving stages was anger. This hit me around Halloween, when I joked to my sister that I might spend the day dressed up as a murdered bride. Instead I knocked on the door of our flat and threw my engagement ring at Sean.

If I’m completely honest, the life I had pictured for myself had been slowly dissolving for some time, although I hadn’t wanted to admit it. Holding onto it had felt like trying to hold onto water. Many of my closest friends from younger days had gone, disappearing into the world of motherhood as if they’d stepped through a doorway into a parallel universe. I’d spent the last three or four years trying to arrange coffee dates or baby-friendly days out, but had come to see that there were simply some people who didn’t need me anymore. They needed their new friends, and those new friends were exclusively mothers. How ironic, then, that my fiancé now needed the same thing.

By December, when I thought of him or any part of our life together, it was with an empty deadness, as though it had happened to someone else. There was just a numb space at the centre of my chest, interspersed with the occasional stab of pain. I told my best friend Fi about this new feeling, thinking it was a positive thing. ‘Oh,’ she said, in a way that made me think she might be googling therapists for me at the same time as speaking to me on the phone.

One day, I caught a glimpse of myself in a shop window, and did a double-take at my worn, drained face. Fi’s voice on the phone that evening echoed my sense of unease. ‘Perhaps,’ she said, ‘it’s best if you take a break from London. Find a calmer environment.’ It was the same perhaps Rose had said as I lay next to her on the sofa and she stroked my hair, having watched Bridgerton with me for the eleventh time. It was time to leave London.

My managers at Mackenzie & Partners, the ecological and environmental consultancy where I was a project manager, were nonplussed by the changed me. For years, every time they’d thrown a project or a deadline in my direction, my first response had been ‘no problem’. They were supremely unprepared for the new edited response of ‘no’. So they tried to be supportive. But I wasn’t having any of it.

No, I did not want to write a bison reintroduction plan.

No, I did not want to meet with a millionaire and discuss his vision.

No, I did not want to be put forward for promotion that year.

No, I did not want to work there anymore.

They were quibbling about whether to accept my resignation in light of the ‘difficult circumstances’ they understood I was going through. Nothing I said seemed to put a dent in their armour-plated belief in my faithfulness to Mackenzie’s. It was as though all my ‘yes’s’ added up over the years to the idea that I’d always, eventually, do whatever they wanted me to do. But this time I wouldn’t.

‘Where do you want to go?’ Rose asked me.

‘Nowhere,’ I said.

Stonemore, an estate owned by some random aristocrat (an earl, would you believe) set in a bleak, beautiful and hilly swathe of countryside on the edge of the Northumberland National Park, was my ‘nowhere’ of choice. It wasn’t an entirely random selection – Stonemore was home to my beloved Fi and her husband Richard. Richard’s family had always worked on the estate and Fi had gone there for love, having spotted Richard on holiday in Ibiza when we were twenty-one and swapped her high heels for wellies; she worked as personal assistant to the earl. She wore her happiness like a butterfly wears its colours, completely unselfconsciously and without any need to take a snap of it for socials. During one of our tear-sodden conversations, she mentioned quietly that the lord of the manor (sorry, earl) wanted to rewild Stonemore, and how did I fancy some fresh air and wide-open skies? ‘Yes,’ I said, the answer coming out so quickly it surprised me.

I was interviewed for the role of rewilding manager on Zoom by Callum McGregor, the estate manager at Stonemore. When I say interviewed, I mean that Callum occasionally raked his hair out of his eyes and fired a question at me, looking more uncomfortable than I did, sitting there in his waxed jacket with a map behind him. Still, there was a definite glint in his eye when I mentioned my experience of managing species reintroduction. The interview was also attended by the earl, and co-ordinated by someone called Tally (Fi had opted out on the grounds of conflict of interest, as one of my friends). Tally was a frosty-eyed, blonde-haired woman who kept mentioning London with contemptuous emphasis. As in ‘Not too much green space in London, is there?’ Towards the end of the interview, she asked if I’d ever worked for a peer of the realm before.

‘No,’ I said bluntly, trying not to appear defensive and probably coming across as chippy. It really didn’t help that she spoke with a cut-glass accent, which, coupled with her chilly expression, had the effect of kicking my ‘inferiority’ switch on.

‘I see.’ She made a show of writing this down. When she asked Callum if he had any further questions, his ‘no’ was accompanied by a wry, relieved smile that made me think I would definitely get on with this man.

‘And would you like to ask anything, Lord Roxdale?’ Tally said, breaking into her first smile of the interview.

Throughout this process, my soon-to-be boss had kept his mic and camera turned off, remaining a black square with the words ‘Jamie Mulholland’ staring out in white.

We all waited a moment as he unmuted his mic. I surreptitiously took a screenshot.

‘Nothing to add,’ a male voice said, curtly. Which was the sole impact my new employer had on my recruitment.

Happy Christmas! came Fi’s message an hour later. You’ve got the job!

As I drank my ninth ‘calm blend’ tea of the day, choking on its floral fumes, I messaged Rose.


ANNA I’ve got the job.

ROSE Yes yes yes!! What was the Lord like?



I sent her the screenshot of the video interview.


ANNA Didn’t get sight of him. He kept his camera off.

ROSE How inconvenient of him. That other guy looks like a bit of yeah. Time to get back in the saddle?

ANNA **Absolutely not.**



As I packed, I was rejoicing in the power of No, and all of its beautiful variations, turning down invitations to Christmas drinks and politely declining an exit interview at Mackenzie’s. I started journalling to try and explore my emotions (no one needed to hear me say the same things again and again, plus it was an excuse to buy new stationery). No was the very first word I wrote in my new journal, and I liked it so much I coloured it in and outlined it with my new gold pen and glitter glue. Which is not the kind of thing I normally do.





CHAPTER 2

NO REGRETS was the heading on page two of my journal.

It was an instruction to embrace my new direction, and not to chicken out of my decision, even as I received multiple messages from my London friends and colleagues, all along the lines of ‘if you’re tired of London, you’re tired of life’.

No regrets, I told myself when I packed up my possessions in the silent flat on a January afternoon, considerately vacated by Sean so he could go to an ‘er, meeting’, which I suspected was a date, from the amount of aftershave he was wearing. I had taken as many boxes as I could fit into the back of Rose’s car, so I was selective: books, photographs, an ornament, a set of bath towels. All the time holding in my emotions, so tense that I felt as though my stomach and chest were bound tight in an iron corset.

I took the train to my new home and the weather steadily got grimmer and wilder as we journeyed from the softer landscape of the south to the wilder landscape of Northumberland (I was going to rewild it, so no problem there). I sat in the train, eating chocolate and watching the scenery change to a different kind of beauty, as though I was watching a film. ‘Is that a tattoo?’ the girl sitting next to me said at the slogan ‘no regrets’ I’d written on the inside of my wrist in biro as a reminder. I shook my head and smiled.

Fi met me at the station, and I saw the look of concern on her face as she opened her arms, enveloping me in a warm, incredible hug. ‘Just in time,’ she said, leaning back, taking my face in her hands and inspecting me as if she was looking for signs of damage.

‘Yes,’ I said, trying to smile as brightly as possible. ‘Down, but not out.’

She drove me through narrow, winding lanes to the estate cottage I’d been allocated as a job perk. It was an impossibly sweet Neo-Gothic cottage built of pale grey stone, with mullion leaded windows. As I got out of the car, open-mouthed, I stared at its steep gables and fish-scale roof tiles. There were even gargoyles on the guttering. ‘It’s not as big as it looks,’ said Fi, handing me the key. ‘Basically one-up, one-down – it’s 40 per cent attic. But it’s cosy downstairs. I’ve had the woodburner going this morning.’ The door opened onto the main living area, a sitting room with a kitchen area at the back. The flagstones were grey and smooth, the walls plastered in a buttercream colour, with a navy blue sofa by the fireplace, and a pine coffee table and bookshelves. My boxes were sitting in the middle of the floor, having been brought up by van overnight. I went straight to the one marked KETTLE and cut through the tape with my new door key.

Fi had put milk and a home-made lasagne in the fridge and a poinsettia on the counter to welcome me. ‘I didn’t know if you wanted to come round to ours this evening, or settle in?’ she said, as I hugged her in thanks. I could see how carefully she was watching me, as though I was one of those ornaments that you had to pack in a box with the words ‘THIS WAY UP’ and ‘FRAGILE’ emblazoned across the box.

I glanced at the ‘no regrets’ on my wrist, which had already started to fade. ‘I would love to come over tomorrow,’ I said. ‘But tonight, I’ll unpack a bit, get settled.’ I was determined that I wasn’t going to be a burden; that despite the last few months of her mainly seeing me on video calls either sobbing, or mascara-less from having sobbed, this marked the beginning of a new phase. Strong Anna, capable Anna. She nodded, gave me another hug, and put on the kettle, just to delay her departure a few more minutes. I loved her for that.

I had a week to unpack, carefully building a small pile of self-help books on the floor of my bedroom and placing some more ‘guest-friendly’ novels on the small pine bookshelf in the living room, just in case anyone dropped by in future. I made a lot of tea and ate a lot of biscuits as I washed my crockery and cutlery, layered throws on the sofa, and decided where to place my various framed photos: one of me, Rose and Mum; a framed compilation of photos of friends; and some arty landscape shots I’d taken of various woodlands and marshlands near London where Sean and I had spent weekends escaping the city. I remembered how I’d initiated those walks, although he’d been happy to potter along with me as we’d discussed this and that, including playful mentions of our imagined future: where we would raise our family and what kind of dog we would get. Inspecting our relationship from a distance, I wondered whether he’d been in as all-in as I had been; if our positions had been reversed, I couldn’t have imagined leaving him. Then, just when I had started hating him a little bit, I would remember the feeling of our hands clasped together, the sound of his laugh as we argued playfully over what kind of house we wanted. As I put the pictures on the wall, they helped, in their own quiet way; in the shots of trees silhouetted against the sky, or of water reflecting cloud, I caught sight of the essential Anna who had always been there, and still remained, even though so much of my identity felt stripped away.

The first night, I was kept up by the sound of mice scampering around above my bedroom in their lofty palace. So I put the bedside lamp on and got my journal out to write action bullet points, which then morphed into a shopping list:


Establish daily meditation practice, beginning with five minutes.

As you meditate, practise ‘Sean’ becoming smaller and distant in your mind. He can start off full size but should end up like a tiny stick figure, waving his arms on the horizon.

Start the day with hot water infused with lemon juice.

Buy humane mousetraps.





After a week of dozing, rearranging cushions and eating lavish meals at Fi and Richard’s, my first day of work arrived. Fi picked me up and took me to the office by car, even though we’d walked the estate route once on my week off. ‘You should arrive in style on your first day,’ she said with a smile. ‘Also, it’s a muddy walk after all the rain. We need to break you in gently.’

The office was in the front corner of the manor house of Stonemore, a Neo-Classical mansion house a few hundred yards away from the ruins of a Real Life Castle. The Mulholland family had built the house in the late 1700s when the castle became too uncomfortable to live in. Its façade was impressive: built of honey-coloured stone, two vast fluted columns flanked the front entrance and its steps, with symmetrical lines of windows running either side. It looked out over a pristine carriage drive and a deer park. Its whole appearance gave the impression of precision and order; I wondered where wildness would find its place here.

It sounds glamorous, working in a mansion, but there were drawbacks, which I discovered within fifteen minutes. Air temperature: roughly the same inside as it is outside. Number of insect and mouse traps: many. And then there was Tally, who appeared as soon as I walked in the door, and was if anything even more brittle than when she’d interviewed me. She was the collections manager, which meant she was responsible for every single bit of art and furniture in the place, as well as all the volunteer guides. But she gave the impression that her purview (her word) extended to the entire running of the estate.

My desk faced hers, with Fi’s desk at a right-angle between us. It was a big enough room – painted an institutional cream, but with lots of pictures on the walls and about four different antique carpets layered over the floorboards. Callum had an office next door. I realised immediately that my new colleagues and I were going to be spending a lot of time in close quarters.

‘The kettle’s over there, the blue mug is yours, the loo is first on the right down the hall,’ Fi said, hawkishly watching her inbox update as she took her coat off. Then she double-clicked something on the screen, picked up the phone and dialled a number. ‘When you say water ingress, do you mean a leak or a flood?’ she said sharply, kicking off her trainers and putting her work heels on. ‘Bear with me, I’ll be there in five minutes. Anna,’ she gave me a bright smile, ‘I’ll be back in a little while to get your computer set up for you, there’s just something I have to deal with.’ She was out the door in a moment, heading off through the innards of the house.

Sixty seconds after I’d settled into my desk chair, Tally narrowed her eyes and asked if Fiona had fully briefed me about the etiquette at Stonemore. At interview, she had identified gaps in my knowledge about this kind of thing. Did I know how to address Jamie Mulholland, 8th Earl of Roxdale?

I’m afraid her imperious look was like a red flag to a bull to new, negative, me. ‘By his name?’ I said. She looked as though she was going to implode, and shook her head in a way that should have been stern but made me want to start laughing. ‘Just call him my lord,’ she said, in a tone that was soft but severe. ‘My lord.’

I didn’t dare say I’d never heard of him until the day of my interview. To hear Tally talk, you’d think we worked for the king of England. It’s all about correct form and the sense that the earl is very important. I said it didn’t really matter what I called him, especially as it seemed I was never going to actually meet him. She gazed through me, as though I was dematerialising in front of her very eyes.

‘We do things differently here, Anna,’ she said. ‘Whatever you did in London, it doesn’t apply here.’

I smiled neutrally. She’d have to warm up eventually, right?



I felt positively jubilant when Callum took me out onto the estate that morning. We drove away from the house and its Neo-Classical neatness into the wilder part of Stonemore, bumping and jolting in an ancient green Land Rover. I loved this side of the place immediately: the expanses of heather, the vast hills, the wind-battered trees. The occasional shaft of sunlight on the browns and greens of the hills and the swiftly moving, constantly changing clouds. Callum parked the Land Rover beside a stream, the clear cold water running fast around grey boulders and rocks with a rushing sound that was astonishingly loud in the silence. The beautiful but unsparing landscape seemed to both match my state of mind and lighten it. And it was as far from my old life as it could reasonably be.

‘What d’you think?’ asked Callum as we looked out at the landscape we were going to be shaping and caring for together. And I felt a little tremble run through me – something like joy, and anticipation, which I quickly slapped down with a take it slow, don’t overinvest.

‘It’ll do,’ I said, and smiled at him.

‘Glad to hear it,’ he said, and handed me back into the Land Rover in a way that made me feel positively fluttery.

On my return to the office, I was enjoying my sense of calm as I settled down at my desk and took possession of the laptop Fi had got for me (‘There’s no IT helpdesk,’ she said cheerily, ‘just me.’). Despite Tally’s evident suspicion of me, I was still very much in a ‘no regrets’ state of mind about the place in which I’d chosen to rebuild myself. I was searching the drawers of my (enormous, Victorian) desk when I became aware that someone else had entered the room, and looked up.

A tall man with short blonde hair and piercing blue eyes stood a metre from my desk, hands jammed into the pockets of his green waxed jacket (I made a mental note to buy one – it was clearly the uniform). I’m not going to deny it, my first thought out of the gate was – he’s hot. The second thought was – he’s grumpy. He stood there like an unhappy spirit blown in from the hills (if spirits could be that, er, ripped), wearing an ancient cable-knit jumper and black cords with boots that were caked in mud. And there was no doubt about it – he was glaring at me.

‘Er, hello?’ I said.

‘Will you be warm enough in that?’ he said, unexpectedly.

I mean, he was right. I was wearing a thin cotton blouse layered over a green vest top and black jeans, trying to look smart, and it was nowhere near warm enough. But there was something about his tone, a general dismissiveness, that riled me.

‘I’ll be fine, thank you,’ I said crisply.

‘Lord Roxdale!’ Tally had re-entered the room and almost dropped her William Morris print mug on the floor, decanting some of her tea onto the aged Axminster carpet.

He flicked a glance at her then looked back at me and narrowed his eyes. ‘I take it you have everything you need, apart from a coat,’ he said.

Dear lord, I thought the hopelessly rich were meant to be incredibly polite. Wasn’t that meant to be their saving grace?

‘Actually, my lord,’ I said, with a glance at Tally, ‘perhaps we could meet to discuss priorities, and there are a few things I need, some stationery—’

Meaning: a whiteboard, some multi-coloured Post-it notes, coloured highlighters. I’d almost had a panic attack when I realised there was no stationery cupboard. So I have an addiction. No one’s perfect.

‘Tell Fi.’ He was already turning away. ‘I’m told you had an assistant in your last job – will you be able to manage without one?’ He glanced over his shoulder. ‘We all muck in here.’

I doubt that, I thought silently, then realised from his expression that this was probably written all over my face. ‘I’m sure I’ll be fine,’ I said brightly, with a definite subtext of screw you.

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Well, don’t come to me if you’re not,’ he said, and departed with a slam of the door.

I sat back down at my desk, waiting for my pulse to return to normal. And that’s when I regretted coming to Stonemore. Because that was the moment I realised I was working for the most miserable man in Northumberland.





CHAPTER 3

‘Why didn’t you tell me how grumpy he is?’ I wailed to Fi that evening, with a large glass of red wine in my hand.

‘Jamie?’ said Fi. ‘He’s alright.’

‘No, he’s not!’

‘His bark is worse than his bite.’ She smiled at me as she raked chopped vegetables into a wok. They gave a satisfying hiss as they hit the hot oil. ‘You’ll get on fine.’

I sipped my wine fitfully and settled deeper into the faded armchair near the table. I loved being in Fi and Richard’s kitchen. They bought the house as a near ruin when they got married – a stone-built, eighteenth-century cottage down the lane from the estate cottage allocated to me – and over the years they’d extended it. The kitchen was in the extension – it was the perfect mix of old-fashioned country style and chic new: flagstones, pots and pans hanging from the ceiling, a battered old sofa by the woodburner, but also smooth white surfaces, soft-close doors and the largest picture window I had ever seen, revealing the hills beyond. I cringed when I thought about the first time I visited after the building work was finished, chattering away about the parties and gigs I had been to, feeling the epitome of both metropolitan chic and grime after a long day’s work, my bag stuffed full with gifts of overpriced chocolate and different coloured sparkling wines. I remembered looking out of the picture window, wondering why on earth someone would choose to come and live somewhere so empty, so wild. Fi had smiled at the look on my face, helped me out of my coat, and plonked a stoneware mug of tea in front of me with a slice of cake so fresh it had steam coming off it.

‘You wouldn’t believe the sunrises,’ she said, a look of calm, relaxed contentment on her face. And sure enough, as the days passed, I had unwound too. I stopped feeling so jittery; even my breathing became less shallow. That experience had stayed with me ever since – had brought me to Stonemore as much as my need to escape the past.

I was beyond glad I’d had a week off before starting work, as I’m not sure how I would have coped with grumpy Lord La-la when in the midst of emotional exhaustion. And as well as unpacking and journalling, I’d spent a good chunk of it comatose in my new home, mostly sleeping through the sounds of the wildlife outside the walls and within them (thanks, meeses), in the deafening silence of the countryside. The rest of it I’d spent in the kitchen I was sitting in now, staring at the flames in Fi and Richard’s woodburner as we chatted. When I told Fi she had saved me, she said ‘Ach,’ and nudged me, but she had.

‘What’s going on?’ Richard had been tempted out of his study by the smell of spices and garlic as Fi added them to the cooking vegetables.

‘Jamie hasn’t been an instant hit with Anna,’ said Fi, giving him a mischievous smile.

‘Do you mean you’re not bedazzled by his rolling acres?’ Richard stole a slice of carrot from the pan with a flourish. ‘He’s quite the eligible bachelor.’

‘Are they rolling? More jutting, grim and rainswept,’ I said. ‘And I’m surprised he’s not married already. I thought members of the aristocracy were betrothed early in life.’

‘Maybe a couple of centuries ago.’ Fi crumbled a dried chilli into the pan. ‘Anyway, he was in a relationship until a few months ago. It’s not been easy for him.’ Her tone hinted I should cut the earl some slack.

‘Who was she?’ I asked, curious despite myself, as Fi emptied noodles into a pan of boiling water.

‘Her name is Lucinda Fortescue-Menzies,’ said Fi.

‘Shut up!’ I cried, and Richard snorted into his wine. ‘I’m sorry, it’s just I distrust surnames that aren’t pronounced the way they’re spelt. It’s a trick to catch out plebs like me.’

Fi smiled gently and reprovingly. ‘She’s a cross-country rider and stables her horses on the estate. Ach, I feel bad talking about Jamie like this. Set the table, would you? It’s almost ready.’

‘Will do.’ I got up to help. ‘I promise I’ll be nice to the boss. I’ll be working mainly with Callum, anyway. And he’s far more acceptable.’

‘I’m glad we haven’t put you off entirely,’ Fi said, with a raised eyebrow.



I wasn’t feeling quite so cheerily capable the next morning. There was something about being at my desk at the crack of dawn, combined a with a faint but annoying hangover-headache, which made me feel the tiniest bit fragile.

I’d got home the night before at a perfectly sensible hour. The ten-minute walk from Fi and Richard’s cottage to mine had felt unexpectedly peaceful, despite the fact that I was on my own in the middle of nowhere, having refused Fi’s offer to drive me home. The route to my cottage was along a lane made hollow by centuries of boots and hooves, bordered by ancient trees with fields on either side. I enjoyed hearing the sounds of the countryside at night – the wind rustling through the branches, the crunch of my boots on the gravelly lane – and when I looked up, I could see the stars perfectly, tracing the small number I knew: three points of Orion’s belt and from there, Bellatrix and Betelgeuse. It was only when a fox shrieked that I sped up and hurried home like the big scaredy-cat I am.

It was when I got there that the sense of warmth and comfort from my evening with Fi and Richard really wore off. The front door opened directly onto the main ground-floor room, and as I walked in I remembered I hadn’t lit the woodburner earlier in the day, so the cottage was cold as well as dark. I clicked the light on and looked around at the room that served as my living room and kitchen, with a sense of emptiness. Despite the pictures I’d put up and my few belongings dotted about, it felt more like a quirky holiday cottage than a home. And there was something else missing too. In a vulnerable moment the week before, I’d texted Sean my new landline number, just in case he wanted to get in touch (I’d remembered there was very patchy mobile reception on the estate). When I checked the handset there were no missed calls and no messages. It wasn’t as if I’d really expected it – not consciously – but the unmistakable fall in my chest, and my sudden sense that this place was less than homely, told me all I needed to know. Somehow, there was a small part of me that was still waiting for him to realise he’d made a mistake. Still waiting for one more chance to turn things around; putting together what I might say when he said he wanted to try again. Sean was like a word puzzle I hadn’t quite cracked, floating around in the back of my mind as my brain attempted to piece things together. I was used to finding solutions to problems, and a small part of me refused to stop looking for one.

I did some tipsy journalling:

New boss is hot. Callum also hot. Clearly this is my disturbed brain processing the break-up and finding every available man hot. Must try to be less scattergun in my affections.

I carefully wrote the word ‘Ice Queen’ in the centre of the page, drew some branches out of it, and promptly fell asleep before I thought of a single icy precaution I could take.

Thanks to the alcohol, I only dozed fitfully and ended up getting up extra early with a headache, then got to my desk at stupid o’clock, because what else was there to do? I sat there, feeling queasy and slightly dozy, staring into the middle distance as my computer booted up.

‘You should take more water with the wine.’

I was startled awake from the very slight doze I was in by the earl, yet again looming over my desk. He was dressed in a blue linen shirt over slate-coloured canvas trousers, and I considered asking him sharply where his coat was. I glanced at the clock on the wall. 6.30am. What the hell was he doing here?

‘Do you always take a tour of your staff’s offices before they get in in the morning?’ I said, more sharply than I had intended.

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Not always. Usually I just rely on the security cameras.’ His gaze was steady, unblinking, not a hint of a smile in his blue eyes; I sensed in that moment, he was making a catalogue of my faults, and we held each other’s gaze a moment too long. I realised I was giving him a hard stare, my heartbeat refusing to return to normal after the shock of being surprised. Luckily my rational brain kicked into gear with the thought Anna, you’ve only said two words to him and you’re already making an enemy of him. Be sensible.

I got to my feet, pinned my best, most professional smile to my face, and held out my hand. ‘Let’s start again, shall we? Anna Whitlock, pleased to meet you.’

He hesitated, then shook my hand – his was warm and dry, the handshake firm. His eyes glittered, and I had the sense the assessment was still going on. ‘Pleased to meet you, Anna. And there’s no need for formalities. My staff call me Jamie.’

My staff call me Jamie? Nice touch, combining politeness with a reminder of status. I fear this thought crossed my eyes (my face is almost comically expressive, according to Sean, one of my least endearing features). It happened quickly: I saw his expression change at the sight of mine then I swung to sit down and knocked my travel coffee cup over. It wasn’t a small spill. Unfortunately I’d left it in the open position and coffee went all over the estate map I’d been studying, as well as the leather-covered antique desk that I’d only been allocated the day before.

‘Shit!’ I cried. Then, ‘Sorry! Bloody hell!’ I tried desperately to mop up the coffee with anything – scrap paper, tissues from my bag.

‘Don’t worry.’ Jamie threw a pristine handkerchief into the mix. ‘It’s just my great-grandfather’s Chippendale desk.’

‘What?! You’re kidding!’ I threw a look at him and saw a very slight smile, which showed me he was winding me up, then muttered ‘Bugger’ under my breath as I noticed a neglected pool of coffee seeping into red leather. How was there so much coffee in that cup?

‘Nice range of expletives,’ he murmured. ‘Perhaps you’d like to try another one?’

I gave him an unwise glare.

‘Hang on…’ He headed off to the cupboard-like niche where we made drinks and returned with a wad of kitchen towel, whilst I tried to shepherd the coffee lake with two pieces of paper. Together we cleaned it up, then enacted a ridiculous little dance, me trying to take the sodden lump of coffee-drenched towel from him, him refusing. Eventually we disposed of it, a joint effort that involved me reaching for it and him lobbing it into Tally’s desk bin, where it landed with a dull thwack.

‘Great, now I’ll be in trouble with her,’ I said, regrettably out loud. I’m sure I was better at keeping my lip buttoned when I was in London. Heartbreak had removed all of my filters.

‘What? From Tally?’ He looked perplexed. ‘She’s a sweetheart.’

‘Is she now?’ I shot back, without thinking. Irritation flashed across his face and his expression hardened, all amusement leaving his eyes. Great – first I’d annoyed him, now I’d embarrassed him.

‘I need a report for an area of the estate,’ he said curtly, then said a name that sounded like pure gobbledegook to me.

‘Right,’ I was trying to write it down phonetically. ‘Could you possibly pop that in an email to me?’

‘No, I could not.’

‘Okay.’ I bit my lip. ‘Perhaps you could spell the name for me?’

‘Callum will tell you where it is. As soon as possible.’ He was gliding away; the man had such long legs he could cross the office in two strides.

‘But…’ I said. Nope, he was gone.



Of course, Tally gave me her best snooty look when she stood over her bin on arrival and said ‘What happened?’ as though I was a servant who’d disappointed her. I explained the coffee catastrophe to her impassive face.

‘Many of the artefacts here at Stonemore have been in situ for generations, Anna,’ she said. ‘You really must learn to be more careful.’

‘Yes, sorry,’ I said. I’ve never felt entirely comfortable in my rather stocky, wide-hipped frame. Occasionally someone has told me I have an hourglass-type thing going on, but I don’t really think of myself like that. I do, however, notice it when I accidentally knock my stapler off my desk with my arse or trip over my little hoof-like feet. ‘I’ve always been a bit clumsy.’

Tally shook her head pityingly.

‘Where’s Callum?’ I said hopefully.

‘Gone to check on groundworks,’ said Tally vaguely. I looked longingly at Fi’s empty seat – she was meeting a supplier about Stonemore merchandising for the small castle shop. I’d learned quickly that Fi was the key to almost every question at Stonemore. She was technically the earl’s PA but in reality she played a part in almost every aspect of the house’s organisation. And she wasn’t here.

‘Tally, can I ask you something?’

She sighed, raised her eyebrows.

‘Do you know where this place is?’ I tried to pronounce my phonetically spelt weird word.

She tilted her head at my lunacy. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

It would have to wait for Callum. I sat down and logged into my Forestcam. I had recently sponsored a planting of rowan trees in a reforesting project and liked to check in on the site. The charity had cameras all over the woodland to provide a live feed for sponsors. Every time I looked at them, whether they were still or moving in the wind, whether they were in golden light or grey, it reminded me that life would go on – was going on, at that very moment. Beauty was emerging, somewhere.



Callum recognised the place in a heartbeat. ‘Of course, Belheddonbrae?’ he said. ‘You were only a syllable off.’

I glanced in Tally’s direction and saw she was suppressing a little smirk. ‘Thanks for that,’ I called to her, and raised my topped-up coffee cup in a weary ‘cheers’.

She straightened her face and continued tap-tapping on her keyboard. ‘Just a little joke, Anna,’ she said. ‘Banter. You really must adjust to our country ways.’

‘By the way,’ I said, ‘why do you hate London so much?’

She froze, her mouth twitching a little. ‘I have no idea what you mean,’ she said, her accent becoming even more posh.

Callum gave me a knowing look. ‘I’ll show you Belheddonbrae,’ he said. ‘No need to drive, it’s close by.’ As soon as we were outside, he cast me a shy smile. ‘Don’t worry about Tally. It’s just a bit of town versus country. She thinks you might come here and dazzle us with your sophisticated metropolitan ways.’

‘Right,’ I said, thinking it was slightly unfair. Tally had been inspecting my every move as though I was about to fail in some way; I had the vague feeling at some point she would ask me which finishing school I went to. Which was fine, except the role of inspecting my failures was already filled by me. Attempting to quieten my inner critic was going to be even harder with an actual external critic constantly looking down her nose at me.

As we clomped down the length of the house frontage, past vast window after vast window, I had the feeling close by for Callum wasn’t exactly the same by my measurement. In an attempt to be more ‘country’, I was wearing chunky boots I’d bought in preparation for hiking around the estate, and they felt like lead weights as I struggled to keep up with him.

Having exited the staff office at the front of the house, we walked the length of the frontage, then turned left and headed for the land behind the house. Before long, we came to the ruin of the medieval castle that had been the first habitation at Stonemore. ‘It was a pele tower,’ said Callum. ‘A fortified tower, built in the 1300s for security against invasion. Three hundred years later, a member of the family added a wing to make it a manor house, then that fell into ruin, too, when the current house was built in the late 1700s.’ He glanced at me. ‘Do you want to have a look inside?’

I nodded, and had to suppress the desire to clap my hands with glee. ‘Yes please.’

He smiled, and held out his hand to help me over a stony mound. We threaded our way through a gap in the grey stone walls. I looked up at the ancient remains, gauging where the floor levels had been from the windows and arrow slits. The height of the tower meant it must have been possible to see for many miles. We walked onwards into the seventeenth-century wing of the house, also now a ruin, and I gazed through grand stone window frames now free of glass. I could imagine a log fire burning in this room, the family banqueting and dancing. There was something incredibly atmospheric about this place.

‘Magical, isn’t it?’ His smile matched my own.

As we came out of the shelter of the ruins the wind hit us – hard. ‘Wow,’ I said, but my voice was lost in another gust. Callum glanced at me with a half-smile. ‘You’ll get used to it,’ he said.

We were marching alongside high red-brick walls now. ‘This is the kitchen garden,’ said Callum. ‘Most of the back of the house faces the formal garden, though. Mica and Keith are in charge of upkeep, but we have an army of volunteers and students on placement to help them. Have you seen the formal gardens yet?’

Trying not to pant, I shook my head.

‘Let’s just make a quick detour so you can take a look,’ he said. We turned left and walked past the brick-enclosed kitchen garden to see the formal garden, an elaborate parterre. I exclaimed at the sight of it: ornamental beds in damask patterns, cut precisely into the level ground and edged by box hedges.

‘Done in the nineteenth century,’ said Callum.

‘And best seen from above,’ I said, glancing at the tall windows lining the back of the house. It looked sparse in the January light, but I could well imagine the beds in summer, softened by colourful flowers and herbs.

‘It’s a shame,’ said Callum. ‘Most of the upper floor on this side of the house is dust-sheeted – it’s just too much money to keep it open.’ He ascertained I’d seen enough, turned on his heel and strode back in the direction of the pele tower and – I presumed – Belheddonbrae.

‘Right,’ I said. I was working to catch my breath (another couple of items for my to-do list: 1 – buy waxed jacket. 2 – get fitter, much fitter). I was very glad when Callum eventually slowed, and unhooked a farm gate set in a traditional stone wall.

‘Ta da,’ he said.

I saw immediately that Belheddonbrae had once been a garden, although it was nothing like the disciplined, clear-cut parterre. There were trees and hardy shrubs, offering shelter from the wind, some bedraggled beds in the flatter section, long overgrown, and the remains of a lawned area.

‘What was this used for?’ I asked.

Callum seemed to be searching for an answer. ‘The late countess – mother of the current earl – loved this area, made it her own when she was first married, I’ve been told,’ he said eventually.

‘Was she an enthusiastic gardener?’ I asked. Obviously, I immediately had a vision of her, gleaned from costume dramas I’d watched with my mum when I was a kid: white floaty dress, drifting through the garden, gathering fruit and flowers into her arms as she glided on with the same long-legged imperiousness I’d seen the echo of in her son. Although it was bloody freezing out here so floaty dresses wouldn’t be exactly practical.

Callum looked uncomfortable. ‘No, not really. She held a lot of parties here.’

The vision disappeared. ‘Garden parties?’

‘Kind of. Once, there was a mini-festival, I suppose you would call it. She hired a rock band.’ He named one of dubious 1980s vintage. I goggled at him.

‘The guests trampled the borders. After that, the 7th Earl said she couldn’t have access to it – the current earl’s father. He padlocked the gate. They were divorced soon after.’

‘She could have climbed over it fairly easily, I would imagine,’ I said, looking at it. I was fairly sure I could haul my stocky little frame over it, so Jamie’s mum (surely an elegant giantess?) would have no problem.

‘She didn’t seem to care too much,’ said Callum. ‘But it upset Jamie.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Keith’s been here for years. He told me when Jamie came home from school and found it all ruined, there was quite a scene. He’d planted things with her, spent time here with her. It upset him.’

‘Oh.’ I digested this new piece of information. Came home from school – they must have sent him to boarding school. My stomach pitched at the idea – as a young child, staying away from home for even a night had unsettled me. ‘How difficult for him.’

‘I’m surprised he’s asked you to start here,’ said Callum. ‘This place is special to him – but also sad. It’s his mother who named it Belheddonbrae.’

‘Does it mean something?’ I said.

He cleared his throat. ‘Technically – Bel for beautiful, heddon for heathy hill, brae for steep hill.’

I raised my eyebrows and glanced at his face. Beautiful heathy hill steep hill? He shrugged.

‘I suppose it has a ring about it,’ I said.

I took my phone out and took snaps of the area from different angles. Then I made a quick sketch of the beds, identifying those shrubs and plants I could make out. It was a joy to focus like this, my mind seeking and noting information. When I finished, I realised that for the first time in ages, I had quieted the humming sadness that seemed to buzz behind my thoughts all the time.

Callum had watched me the whole time, and seemed to approve. ‘I’ll make you a hot chocolate when we get back,’ he said. ‘You’ve earned it.’ Fi had warned me Callum’s hot chocolates were legendary, involving cream, marshmallows and usually a drop of whisky.

‘As long as you leave out the alcohol,’ I said. ‘Seriously. I’ve already got a hangover.’

He laughed. ‘If you like. On the way back I’ll introduce you to Keith and Mica, who look after the gardens. They’re married and live in one of the estate cottages. They do the cars too – Keith drives the earl to any official functions.’

‘Just your normal, average workplace,’ I murmured to myself. ‘Does the boss have a Rolls?’

‘Of course,’ he said, and I couldn’t work out whether he was joking or not.
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