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  For our lovely friends, Georgie and Lewis Barnes.
 When’s our next Grantchester pub crawl and can
 we continue to pretend it’s research?


  

  Chapter 1

  Hello, hello . . .

  There’s a good-looking man standing on the pavement outside the window. He’s talking on his mobile and his eyes are hidden behind sunglasses, but a slight frown is detectable on his brow.

  When he turns toward the window, I see that his short dark hair is longer on top and sun-lightened to more of a caramel shade. It’s swept back from his forehead in a retro almost-fifties style.

  He ends the call, shoves his phone into his pocket and disappears from view, only to reappear a second later when he pushes open the door to the shop.

  ‘Good morning!’ Abbey chirps, and we both sit up straighter as he takes off his sunglasses. ‘How can we help you?’

  ‘I have an appointment at eleven forty-five.’

  While Abbey checks her desktop screen, he looks my way, a polite smile fixed in place.

  ‘Hello,’ I say, tucking a stray lock of hair behind my ear.

  ‘Hi,’ he replies, his folded sunglasses swinging from between the tips of his thumb and forefinger.

  Blue eyes . . .

  ‘Sonny Denton?’ Abbey asks, snapping his attention back to her.

  ‘Yes,’ he confirms.

  Sonny? His name is retro too.

  ‘It’s been over two years since your last eye test?’

  ‘Must be.’

  ‘Can I get you to fill out this form and check your details?’ She hands over a clipboard with paperwork attached, before adding, with a nod in my direction: ‘Hannah, our dispensing optician, will be with you shortly.’

  I indicate the black leather seat inside the bay window opposite my desk. In the time it takes for him to walk the few metres across the room and sit down, Abbey and I have furtively cast each other cheeky grins.

  That’s the last time I’ll dare to look at her for a while. A similarly hot client came in earlier this week and she enthusiastically licked her lips the moment his back was turned. Unfortunately, he spun around to ask her something, catching her in the act. I nearly choked on my tea.

  Thankfully, this all went over the boss’s head. Umeko, the optometrist, owns this place. She’s kind and clever and has high standards that, quite understandably, she expects us to maintain. I’ve only been here for a few weeks so I’d rather not lose my job just yet, thanks.

  It’s not uncommon for young people to come in here – Umeko’s is a small independent practice with a stylish (albeit slightly on-the-pricey side) range of eyewear that tends to appeal to a more designery crowd. We’re based in Newnham, a suburb of Cambridge and only a short walk south-west of the city centre. Our road and the ones nearby are lined with neat Victorian terraced houses, but this is a semi-detached red-brick corner building that we share with the pharmacy next door. There’s a lovely little delicatessen across the road and a hairdresser a few doors down. It’s a nice part of town and only a twenty-five-minute walk from the village of Grantchester, where I’m currently living.

  Abbey and I spend most of our working days in the bright and airy front room. Abbey’s desk is up against the back wall. My desk is to the right, separated from Abbey by a central corridor and facing the bay window. Glasses displays are dotted all around.

  Along the corridor are two consultation rooms, one occupied by Umeko. It’s my job to carry out pre-screening tests in the second room before handing clients over to Umeko for their main consultation. It’s where we’ll be headed as soon as Sonny has finished filling out his form.

  ‘All set?’ I ask as he gets to his feet.

  ‘Yep.’

  I take the clipboard, giving it a quick once-over before glancing up at him. ‘You’re a photographer?’

  ‘Yes.’

  He’s tall, but not toweringly so – six foot? A good head-height higher than me, and he’s wearing a denim shirt layered over a white T-shirt with slim-fitting charcoal-grey chinos.

  ‘That’s cool,’ I comment, noting two other important pieces of information: one, he lives in Barton, which is a ten-minute drive away, tops; and two, his date of birth places him at thirty-two. ‘We’ve got a couple of tests to do before you go through to Umeko. I’m sure you remember how it goes from the last time you were here.’

  Avoiding Abbey’s gaze – I’m not taking any chances – I lead him down the corridor and into the first room on our right, inhaling a hint of spicy aftershave as he passes by.

  ‘Are you wearing contacts today?’

  ‘Yes, monthlies. I brought solution with me.’

  ‘Great. Can you take them out?’

  His eyes are so blue. Azure blue, I’d call them. They’re startling against his dark lashes.

  ‘Have a seat and pop your chin on the rest,’ I say when he’s ready.

  After taking pictures of the back of each eye, we switch to a second multifunctional machine so I can do a quick reading of his prescription.

  ‘Have you worked here long?’ he asks.

  ‘Only a few weeks.’

  ‘What happened to Mr Grumpy?’

  He’s leaning back in his chair, smirking and gently swivelling from left to right.

  ‘If you’re talking about Bernard – and I wouldn’t like to presume – then he’s moved up to Scotland to be closer to his ailing parents.’

  He grins. ‘Can’t say I’ll miss his halitosis.’

  ‘You haven’t got up close and personal with me yet.’

  No, no.

  No, no, no, no, no.

  Those words did not just leave my lips.

  Except, from the look on his face, it appears that they did. His eyes have widened, not to mention his grin.

  ‘I did not mean that the way it sounded.’

  He laughs with delight, and despite my embarrassment, the sound makes me feel jittery.

  ‘One last test,’ I say through gritted teeth.

  ‘Is this the videogame one?’ he asks hopefully, sitting up straighter.

  ‘You’re thinking of the visual fields test.’

  ‘Yeah, you press a button every time a wiggly line appears around the edges.’

  ‘All the boys like that one,’ I say with a smile. ‘But no, I’m afraid it’s the pressure test.’ It assesses for risk of developing glaucoma. I lower the machine into its tonometer setting. ‘We’ll start with your right eye. Keep looking straight ahead with your eyes wide open.’

  He flinches as three puffs of air are blasted into each eye. The procedure doesn’t hurt, but it’s not particularly pleasant either.

  ‘That’s me done for a bit.’ I gather together the print-outs with the retinal images and test results. ‘I’ll go and see if Umeko is ready for you. Are you okay to wait here for a moment?’

  ‘Yep.’

  Umeko is sitting at her desk, tapping away at her keyboard.

  ‘Sonny Denton is here to see you,’ I tell her.

  ‘Aah, Sonny,’ she says with a smile, taking the paper-work from me.

  ‘Has he been a client for long?’ I try not to sound too interested.

  ‘Since he was a teenager,’ she replies, scanning the information before her. ‘His father does our accounts,’ she adds.

  Umeko has been living in the UK for going on forty years now, but her Japanese accent has not faded much with time. Though she’s in her early sixties, she looks a good ten years younger with smooth, unlined skin and barely a grey strand to be found amongst her jet-black locks. She always wears her hair in a sleek topknot at work, but I’ve seen her socially on many occasions and when it’s loose it comes halfway down her back.

  It’s like mine in that respect, except where her hair is as straight as a pin, mine is wavy: light-brown and streaked with natural highlights. I also wear it up for work, but it’s a messy bun at the best of times. Sleek topknot it ain’t.

  After listening to Sonny and Umeko greet each other like old friends, I head back to my desk and flash Abbey a grin. She picks up a magazine and fans her face, making the wispy strawberry-blond strands that have fallen out of her high ponytail fly away from her round cherub face.

  ‘How hot?’ she whispers.

  ‘Shh,’ I reply, but I’m grinning. ‘Apparently he’s been coming here for years. You’ve not seen him before?’

  ‘No.’

  She’s only been here for twelve months so that figures.

  Umeko’s previous practice manager was a bossy matronly type who took retirement at the age of fifty-three. She trained Abbey up before she left. Abbey worked alongside Bernard and wasn’t sad to see the back of him. She thinks it’s no coincidence that Umeko went on to hire me, a second younger, livelier member of staff – Abbey’s twenty-six and I’m twenty-seven.

  I continue filing NHS forms, but it’s hard to get stuck into it when I know Sonny won’t be with Umeko for long.

  Sure enough, he’s done in fifteen minutes.

  Umeko sees him to the front room. ‘Have a wander, see what you like the look of,’ she encourages.

  ‘Can I get you a tea or coffee?’ I ask him. ‘Latte? Cappuccino?’

  We have a fancy coffee machine in the kitchen.

  ‘A latte would be great,’ he replies.

  Umeko and I have a quick handover chat while I make his drink. It’s all very straightforward – he mostly wears contact lenses but prefers to use glasses when he’s photo editing at his computer, sometimes late into the night.

  When I return, Sonny is trying on a pair of metal-framed glasses in front of the mirror.

  ‘I like those,’ Abbey says as I place his coffee on my desk.

  ‘They’re a bit light in colour, I think,’ he replies. ‘A bit too bling.’

  ‘Are you after metal frames?’ I ask.

  ‘Yeah, but I’d prefer more of a mid-gunmetal shade.’

  ‘Have a look at the Kilsgaards,’ I suggest, directing him towards a stand hosting several of the Danish brand.

  ‘This is exactly the colour I was talking about.’ He picks up a pair and puts them on, checking his reflection.

  ‘They look great,’ Abbey remarks admiringly.

  ‘They do,’ I agree. ‘You should try these too.’ I pass him a pair, not wanting him to feel pressured into deciding too quickly.

  We encourage him to peruse the other stands, but he ends up going back to the Kilsgaards, settling on the first pair he tried on.

  ‘I’ve got to nip to my sister’s.’ Abbey reminds me. Her sister is having work done on her house nearby and Abbey promised to let one of the tradesmen in. ‘Can I get you another coffee before I go?’ she offers as Sonny and I head over to my desk together.

  ‘No thanks, this one is still warm,’ he replies, taking a sip.

  ‘Do you want to put those on again,’ I suggest when Abbey has left, turning the small mirror on my desk towards him. ‘They really suit you,’ I reiterate. Most of what he tried on did, to be fair. ‘Can I check the fit?’

  ‘Sure.’

  He leans closer to me across the narrow desk space. He smells amazing.

  There’s the slightest trace of abrasion under my thumbs as they rest on his cheeks and give the frames a wiggle.

  The corner of his mouth tilts up, but he hastily presses his lips together, trying to suppress a smile.

  I bite my lip, trying to straighten my own face. His humour is having a contagious effect.

  ‘Sorry,’ he apologises.

  ‘It’s okay,’ I murmur, running my fingers along the length of the arms of the glasses to make sure they’re long enough to sit properly on his ears.

  Once again, his lips twitch.

  ‘Sorry, sorry,’ he mutters adorably as we full-on grin at each other.

  ‘Lots of people get the giggles,’ I reassure him as I complete my checks.

  ‘I didn’t get the giggles with Bernard,’ he comments drily and a thrill darts through me.

  ‘Right, now I need to take some measurements.’ I pick up a marker pen. ‘Look at me again.’

  He stares straight into my eyes as I mark the spot where the centre of his pupil aligns with the lenses. I am far more aware than usual of this particular client’s close proximity, but I’m focused on the task – it’s important that the strongest part of the prescription marries up with his eyeline.

  ‘You have very unusual eyes,’ he says in a low voice as I finish with his second eye.

  ‘Do I?’ I reel back slightly as I reply, but in truth, I know I do. They’re a strange, almost-golden colour, flecked and circled with green.

  ‘Yeah, you do.’ His gaze is unwavering.

  I raise one eyebrow at him. ‘You can take them off now.’

  I am pulse-racingly aware of him watching me as I measure the dimensions on his glasses with a ruler and input the relevant information into the computer. By the time we’re ready to discuss lens options, my heart rate has thankfully been restored to normal.

  ‘Who makes the lenses?’ he asks.

  ‘Zeiss,’ I reply. It’s an astute question for a photographer. ‘Do they do your camera lenses?’

  He nods. ‘I’ve got a few by them.’

  ‘What sort of photography do you do?’ I ask conversationally.

  ‘Fashion, mostly.’

  ‘Where? Here?’

  ‘No, all over. Amsterdam, London, New York. I live in Amsterdam,’ he explains, then, noting my look of confusion, adds: ‘I used my parents’ address on my form.’

  ‘Aah, okay.’ So he’s not local. Interesting. ‘One of my friends moved to Amsterdam a few months ago. I need to get over there this summer.’

  ‘You should. It’s an easy weekend break.’

  ‘When do you go back?’

  ‘Two weeks tomorrow. Hopefully these will be ready in time.’

  ‘You leave Saturday the twenty-fifth?’ I check my online calendar.

  ‘Yep.’

  ‘That should be fine. Shall we make you an appointment to come in the day before you go?’

  I’ll need to fit his new glasses and make any adjustments, so it’s not simply a case of him dropping by to pick them up.

  ‘Sure.’

  ‘Same sort of time?’

  ‘Perfect.’

  ‘Not that I’m suggesting you should go anywhere other than this excellent establishment, but why don’t you get your glasses in Amsterdam?’

  ‘I like Umeko. I’ve been coming here for years. Even Bernie Bad Breath couldn’t keep me away,’ he adds with a smirk.

  I laugh and turn the computer screen towards him. ‘Okay, so we’re looking at a total of . . .’

  He doesn’t balk at the price.

  ‘What are you up to while you’re here?’ I ask casually as he gives me a credit card. ‘On holiday or working?’

  ‘Catching up with my family for Easter, then back to work.’

  ‘Do you come home often?’ I ring up the amount.

  ‘Not as much as I should.’

  I wonder if he has a girlfriend in Amsterdam. He’s not wearing a wedding ring.

  ‘That’s us all done,’ I say with a smile, handing him his card. His fingers brush mine as he takes it, causing a strange heat to prickle up my arm.

  ‘Thanks. Guess I’ll see you in two weeks.’

  ‘I guess you will.’

  We’re both still grinning as he walks out the door, and then he casts one last look over his shoulder at me before disappearing from view.

  I bring my hands up to my face and find that his after-shave has lingered from where I touched him. I’m strangely reluctant to wash my hands, but the next client will be here at any minute and I’ll have to go through that entire process all over again.

  I have a feeling it won’t be as memorable.


  

  Chapter 2

  ‘Today’s the day,’ I say out loud with a grin at the reflections staring back at me from the mirrored cabinets mounted on the wall. Snatching up my toothbrush, I proceed to brush my teeth, but it’s hard to keep the smile from my face.

  It’s Friday, 24 April. Sonny is due to come in and collect his glasses at midday.

  ‘I wish I’d booked him an appointment for this morning.’ I twirl my hair up into a bun and secure it with bobby pins, then pick up my silver bracelet from the edge of the basin and fasten it around my wrist.

  My smile falls when I walk into the bedroom and see Bertie sprawled out on the bed. ‘Oi! Naughty!’

  My uncle’s black Labrador stares up at me with doleful brown eyes as I click my fingers.

  ‘Come on, down you get.’

  Bertie eases her weary bones into a reluctant standing position and slumps onto the rug. I scratch behind her ears and her tail wags appreciatively. She knows we’re headed from here to the kitchen for breakfast, so she doesn’t bother to lie down again.

  My uncle, Charles, is on a round-the-world cruise until the end of September. I’m housesitting his cottage and, happily, Bertie comes with it. At twelve years old, she’s a bit long in the tooth, while Charles is eighty and not getting any younger himself. He’d always wanted to travel, but his wife couldn’t think of anything worse than being stuck on a boat with hundreds of strangers. June suffered with seasickness, general antisocialness and also, sadly, heart disease, as it turned out. She passed away a few years ago, but Charles only recently agreed to fulfil his lifelong ambition on the condition that I return to the UK to take care of things for him. I didn’t mind too much – I was in India when he called, but I’ve been floating around for a while now. I didn’t know how ready I was to come home until Charles asked me to.

  Bertie’s claws click and scratch against the red floor tiles as she follows me into the cosy kitchen and drops to her haunches in front of the always-warm Aga.

  Only one small window looks out onto the nearby street, with a vista that reaches straight past June’s roses lining the white picket fence. The green bushes are already bright with pops of colour, from pastel pinks and yellows to luminescent oranges and cherry reds. The month of June is when they really come into their own, though – our June used to fill this place with vases full of them.

  Pouring kibble into Bertie’s bowl and switching on the kettle, I set about making myself tea and toast before taking a seat at the kitchen table. Outside it’s sunny with only a few clouds drifting across the pale-blue sky.

  ‘Perfect weather for walking to work,’ I muse, and Bertie’s tail thumps in response.

  She knows she’s coming with me. Robert, Umeko’s retired husband, takes care of her during the day. He and Charles are good friends, having met at university many, many moons ago. Robert likes Bertie’s company, Bertie likes his, and Charles can relax knowing his old girl isn’t going to be lonely. It’s a win-win situation.

  As I pull on my old frayed denim jacket over my navy staff uniform, Bertie dances around my legs, almost knocking me over in her excitement to leave the house. She reminds me of the puppy she once was, panting and delirious as I grab her red lead from the coat hook and attach it to her matching collar. Opening the door, we step out from under the thatched porch into the cool spring air. The lawn is cast in shade and laden with dew so I’m careful to stick to the garden path as Bertie tugs me towards the gate.

  A car turns into the drive. It’s Evelyn, arriving for work. She’s the therapist who rents the room attached to Charles’s home. I say attached, but it’s actually set within the original cottage layout and used to form part of the living room, which is substantially smaller now. It has its own private access at the side of the building, granted by the council before they listed the place.

  I give her a wave and she responds in kind, as warm and approachable as ever. She’s in her late fifties now and her bob is tinged with grey, but when I first met her it was platinum blond.

  She disappears down the side of the cottage to the back where she parks each day.

  Bertie and I pass two pubs on our way to the rural footpath that leads into town – Grantchester has four within a hop, skip and a jump from each other. Right now, the windows look onto dark, empty rooms and the outdoor tables are damp and unwelcoming, but it’ll be a different story if this weather holds through the weekend as it’s supposed to.

  The grass is too long and wet to walk down by the river, but I catch glimpses of the water occasionally, glinting in the early morning sunlight.

  Eventually we break out of the green fields onto the residential roads. I look left and, sure enough, there she is again: the girl from the next-door pharmacy.

  Laughing, I come to a stop and wait for her.

  ‘Right, that’s it,’ she calls as she approaches. ‘If we’re going to keep meeting like this, we need to be properly introduced.’

  This week has been so strange. Not only have we continually crossed paths on our ways into work, we’ve also found ourselves leaving at the same time. It hasn’t made a difference if I’ve been five minutes early or five minutes late – we have been on exactly the same timetable. It was getting so ridiculous that yesterday I waited inside the doorway of Umeko’s for a few seconds before daring to step out onto the pavement. I almost jumped out of my skin to see her doing the same thing at the same moment. We stood there, facing each other with dumbstruck expressions on our faces, and then we both cracked up laughing like a couple of nutcases.

  ‘I’m going to the supermarket,’ she said at last, tears of laughter making her green eyes sparkle as she pointed in the opposite direction.

  ‘Okay, see you in the morning!’ I called after her as we went our separate ways.

  ‘I’m Hannah,’ I tell her now. ‘And this is Bertie.’

  ‘Hello, Bertie,’ she says warmly, bending down to give her a proper pat. ‘And hello, Hannah,’ she adds, grinning up at me. ‘I’m Matilda.’

  ‘Nice to finally meet you.’

  She’s in her early thirties, at a guess, with dark hair that comes to her shoulders. Her features are slightly pixie-like, with high cheekbones and a sprinkle of freckles dusting her small, upturned nose. She’s pretty.

  ‘Where do you live?’ I ask.

  ‘Selwyn Avenue,’ she replies, straightening up and jabbing her thumb over her shoulder. ‘You?’

  ‘Grantchester.’

  ‘Nice. Have you been there for long?’ We walk on together.

  ‘About six weeks. I’m looking after this cheeky monkey while my uncle’s away.’

  ‘She’s gorgeous,’ she says affectionately, stroking Bertie’s head again. ‘I’ve always wanted a black Lab.’

  ‘You can’t get one?’

  ‘My boyfriend and I work during the day so it wouldn’t be fair. What do you do with Bertie?’

  We carry on chatting until we reach our building. I learn that Matilda and her boyfriend were on holiday in Sri Lanka over Easter, which explains why we haven’t crossed paths until recently.

  ‘See you at five o’clock,’ I tease, coming to a stop outside Robert and Umeko’s front door. They live in the apartment directly above the practice and their entrance is on the right of the building.

  ‘Or maybe even at lunchtime!’ she replies with a comedy wink.

  I laugh and knock on the door. By the time Robert has made his way down the stairs to answer it, my thoughts have become once more preoccupied by what else is happening at lunchtime . . .

  *

  Abbey heads out for her break, leaving me alone in the shop to wait for Sonny. His appointment is minutes away and my stomach is overrun with idiotic butterflies.

  It was that comment about my eyes that did it, and the last look he gave me over his shoulder. I’m not imagining it; he was attracted to me too.

  Yes, I know he’s leaving for Amsterdam tomorrow.

  But there’s always tonight.

  I smile to myself then quickly rearrange my features, aware that insanity is not a typically appealing personality trait.

  It’s been a while since I’ve felt any sort of chemistry with a man so it’s easy to get caught up in this minor distraction. After today, I’ll be back to my humdrum reality and there will be no more cause to daydream.

  I sigh, drumming my fingertips on the table. I bet he does have a girlfriend in the Netherlands. She’s probably a tall, stunning model that he met at a photo shoot.

  Okay, now he’s late. But he is coming. Abbey called him yesterday to confirm the appointment.

  The door opens and a jolt ricochets through me.

  It’s him. He’s dressed in black jeans and an army green T-shirt.

  The next thing I notice is that his head is down.

  ‘Hi!’ I welcome him brightly.

  ‘Hey,’ he mumbles.

  His eyes remain fixed on the floor, but I can see that he’s wearing glasses.

  ‘Take a seat. I have your new glasses here for you,’ I say genially, pressing on.

  He walks over and pulls up a chair, but continues to avoid my eyes. His whole demeanour is totally different. This is not a man who’s interested in me at all, I realise, with a stab of disappointment. I’ve misjudged the situation entirely.

  I pass him his stylish new glasses case, hoping for a sign that he might be pleased, but his face is impassive.

  Maybe he’s embarrassed. I mean, his behaviour before – all that smiling and staring into my eyes – was a little intense. Perhaps he felt disloyal to his girlfriend and is trying to make amends.

  That’s probably it, I realise with a sinking heart as he takes off his old glasses. Now I feel like a fool too.

  I had planned to launch into chatty small talk, intending to ask how his Easter was and what he’s been getting up to in Cambridge, but the circumstances have tied my tongue.

  He opens the case and extracts the Kilsgaards.

  Wait. Are his hands shaking?

  ‘Can you try them on?’ Perplexed, I push the mirror towards him.

  Something is definitely off. His hands are shaking. In fact, he seems shaken. Is he ill?

  He turns his face towards me without looking at his reflection. His eyes remain lowered. It’s clear that there will be no smiling today.

  ‘I need to check the fit,’ I prompt, and he obediently and perfunctorily leans towards me across the desk.

  There’s such a strange atmosphere in the room. I’m full of tension as I reach out to touch the frames.

  He hasn’t shaved for a couple of days, judging by the length of his stubble. My thumbs brush against his cheekbones as I check the fit of the glasses, confirming that the arms sit comfortably over his ears. I give the frames a wiggle to ensure they’re steady and won’t slip off his nose.

  ‘I’d like to make a small adjustment to one of the nose pads,’ I say, and he takes off the glasses and hands them to me.

  This time, he doesn’t watch me as I work.

  ‘Are they pinching your nose?’ I ask when he puts them on again.

  ‘No.’

  ‘How’s your vision?’

  ‘Fine.’

  ‘Can you have a look around the room,’ I prompt. ‘Is everything clear? Can you read what that poster says?’

  He swallows and nods.

  ‘Do you want to check the mirror?’

  He shakes his head and takes them off. I stare at him and he swallows again as he returns the glasses to their case.

  ‘Sonny?’ I ask worriedly. ‘Are you okay?’

  Suddenly he looks straight into my eyes, and what I see chills my blood. He stands up abruptly, shoving his chair back in his attempt to get to his feet.

  I’m in front of him before I even realise. ‘Sonny?’

  ‘They’re fine,’ he mumbles, his gaze once more averted.

  ‘What’s wrong?’

  Another shake of the head. He picks up his old glasses and puts them on. ‘Nothing. Are we done?’

  He looks at me directly then and another jolt goes through me. His eyes have filled with tears.

  I’m shocked, but my overriding emotion is concern. However, before I can say another word, he sidesteps me and stalks out through the door.


  

  Chapter 3

  If I thought I was going to be able to stop thinking about him, I was wrong.

  As April melded pleasantly into May, Sonny continued to be a distraction. And not a pleasant distraction, not in the way it was at first.

  That look in his eyes was so stark, so bleak. He seemed broken. I couldn’t forget it.

  I confided in Umeko that he seemed upset when he came in to collect his glasses. She replied that she didn’t know his father well enough to call him about personal issues, but promised to ask after Sonny the next time she spoke to his dad about something accounts related. To my knowledge, that hasn’t yet happened.

  *

       One late afternoon in mid-May when I’m out at the front dead-heading the roses, I hear the side door to Evelyn’s clinic open. I can’t decipher specific words, but I can hear Evelyn’s serene, musical voice and the low, deep tone of a man’s reply. A minute later, this same man, I’m presuming, appears from the side of the building, wheeling his bicycle down the gravel driveway towards the road. I straighten up with a start. It’s Sonny.

  My sudden movement catches his eye and he glances my way, giving me a cursory nod. Then he does a double take, puzzlement creasing his brow.

  ‘Sonny,’ I say.

  ‘Oh, hi,’ he replies vacantly, coming to a slow stop.

  ‘Hannah. I work with Umeko,’ I remind him awkwardly as his gaze sweeps over my appearance.

  ‘I didn’t recognise you,’ he admits.

  It’s a fair comment. My casual clothes couldn’t be more different from the strait-laced uniform I’m required to wear for work.

  My long wavy hair is down and I’m wearing a grass-skimming sky-blue skirt with an apricot-and-white floral pattern. Several teeny-tiny plaits secured with colourful beads break up the monotony of my sun-lightened hair while the rest of it falls free, and my top is lacy and white, contrasting with my nut-brown skin tone.

  He nods at the whitewashed thatched cottage behind me. ‘You live here?’

  ‘It’s my uncle’s house. He’s away at the moment.’

  ‘Oh.’

  ‘Glasses okay?’ it occurs to me to ask.

  He’s wearing them and they look good on him, even if he himself seems troubled. His blue eyes are rimmed with red, he looks as if he hasn’t shaved for a week or so and his face is gaunt beneath his stubble.

  ‘Yeah, fine.’

  It doesn’t matter that I’m out of words because he’s in no mood to chat. I can’t ask if he’s well, because he’s clearly not if he’s seeing Evelyn.

  ‘Nice to see you.’ I try to fashion my expression into something that he won’t mistake as pitying.

  ‘You too,’ he replies, swinging his leg over his bike saddle and cycling out into the road.

  He disappears from view and I return to deadheading roses, the cogs inside my head whirring.

  Why didn’t he go home to Amsterdam?

  Or if he did, why has he come back so soon?

  And why is he seeing a counsellor?

  Evelyn took over my uncle’s practice when he retired. Once upon a time, Charles used to kiss June goodbye and walk out of his back door, then make his way around the side of the building. He could have accessed his clinic via the now-locked interconnecting door in the living room, but he never did. He always said he preferred to keep his work life separate from his home life, but the claim was laughable – Charles was forever bringing his work home with him. To say he’s retired now is also stretching the truth.

  Having spent most of my teenage years living here, I’m speaking from experience.

  Charles is like a father to me, and June was like a mother. I do have a mother and father, but they’re not what you’d call conventional. They raised me on a small farm miles away from anything closely resembling civilisation and homeschooled me in my early years. It was only Charles and June’s intervention that brought me to Cambridge when I was thirteen. They persuaded my parents that a traditional education would be in my best interests and my parents conceded.

  Charles is my mother’s older brother, but they’re as different as chalk and cheese. Charles is . . . well, I guess he’s what most people would call normal. My mother, on the other hand, is a free-spirited hippie who rarely does things by the book.

  Sometimes I feel torn between my bohemian youth and my current situation, but right now I know I’m where I need to be.

  After everything Charles has done for me over the years, I owe him the peace of mind to go travelling, safe in the knowledge that things at home will be taken care of.

  The sound of Evelyn’s car starting up returns me to the present. A moment later she cruises down the driveway, giving me a friendly wave as she pulls out onto the road.

  I go back to wondering what it was that brought her last client of the day to her doorstep.


  

  Chapter 4

  ‘What time are you heading there?’ I ask Matilda.

  It’s a couple of weeks later and we’re on our way home after what turned out to be a difficult day. I need a drink. And I’m pleased to say that a drink will soon be forthcoming.

  ‘Archie won’t be back for a bit so shall we say seven thirty?’

  ‘Yep, great. That gives me plenty of time to feed this little madam and get myself changed.’

  ‘I hope you’re bringing her,’ Matilda says affectionately, patting Bertie’s head.

  ‘She’d probably be as happy in front of the Aga, but yes, I’ll drag her along.’

  ‘Good,’ she states definitively.

  It’s been over a month since Matilda and I first started chatting on our way to and from work. Soon after, we bumped into each other in the queue at a coffee shop and, after slightly self-conscious ‘hello agains’, ended up sitting together.

  We’ve bonded over many a lunch in the last few weeks and this evening she’s invited me out for drinks at the pub with her boyfriend and some pals. I’m looking forward to a night out. My only friend from school who still lives around here has recently had a baby and hasn’t been up for much socialising.

  ‘I’ll see you later,’ Matilda says as she crosses the road.

  ‘See you,’ I call back and soon I’m in the grassy field walking on the high footpath that will lead me to home.

  It’s Friday night and the route is busier than usual with cyclists. Everyone’s keen to get home to start the weekend and I’m constantly stepping off the footpath onto the grass to make way. This is made trickier by the fact that there’s a herd of cows about and several have taken more than a passing interest in Bertie.

  It’s all I can do to get us home in one piece.

  ‘I want to look nice. I’m meeting new people,’ I say as I redo my plaits in front of the mirror. ‘What do you reckon, black off-the-shoulder top tonight?’

  Deciding on a black and ochre patterned long flowing skirt to go with it, I head downstairs to survey my choice of footwear.

  Bertie clips her way into the tiny hallway behind me.

  ‘I know I should wear those.’ I stare downheartedly at my comfortable but dull black work shoes. ‘But I really want to wear these.’ I pick up the emerald-green sandals that I bought on a whim earlier this week. ‘I know they’re not good for walking in, but it’s not far.’

  Bertie stares at me as I put them on, her ears pricked fully up.

  ‘You heard me say “walk”, didn’t you?’

  She wags her tail in response. She’s not going completely bonkers though, so she must be tired. Maybe I should leave her here. She’s already been to work and back today.

  ‘Are you coming or staying?’ I’m still undecided as I open the door.

  She wags her tail harder and pants, beginning to resemble the grinning lunatic I’m familiar with.

  ‘Come on then.’ I reach inside and grab her lead from the coat hook. ‘We’ll take it easy, I promise. I’m a bit weary myself.’

  I pull the door closed and come to a startled stop. Sonny is outside the gate. He looks hesitant as he waits for me.

  ‘Hello again,’ I say.

  ‘Hi.’ He smiles awkwardly.

  I feel sorry for him. The last thing you want when you’re visiting your therapist is to keep bumping into people you know.

  ‘I heard you talking,’ he says, and I’m instantly on edge. ‘Thought your uncle must be home.’

  ‘No, he’s away until the end of September. This is his dog. We’re keeping each other company.’

  ‘What’s her name?’ He crouches down to pat her.

  ‘Bertie.’ She’s a helpful little icebreaker. ‘Not on your bike today?’

  ‘No, I drove and parked at the pub. I’m meeting a mate there.’ He gazes up at me as he speaks. It’s not the steady eye contact of our first meeting, but it’s not complete avoidance either. He seems better. A far cry from his earlier confident self, but certainly improved from the last couple of times I’ve seen him, with more colour in his cheeks and clear blue eyes. He’s had a shave too.

  ‘Which pub are you going to?’ I ask.

  ‘The Blue Ball.’

  ‘Me too!’

  ‘Oh, right.’ He lets out a self-conscious laugh and straightens up.

  ‘Feel free to walk on ahead, though,’ I say. ‘We’ll be taking it slowly.’

  ‘Slowly works for me.’

  We set off in silence. I’m racking my brain to think of something to say, but he gets there first.

  ‘I’m glad I’ve seen you again, actually,’ he confesses. ‘I wanted to apologise for how I behaved when I came to collect my glasses.’

  ‘No! There’s no need for that.’

  ‘I’d had some bad news. I was reeling, to be honest.’

  ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ I don’t ask what the news was and he doesn’t elaborate, but naturally I’m curious.

  ‘Have you been at work today?’ he asks.

  ‘Yep. Back in tomorrow.’

  ‘You work Saturdays?’

  I nod. ‘Sundays and Mondays are our days off.’

  ‘Not a big one for you tonight, then?’

  ‘I don’t know,’ I reply dejectedly. ‘It’s been a rough day.’

  He casts me a sideways look. ‘How so?’

  I hesitate, then decide to cut through the small talk. ‘A child came in for an eye test and I think she might have a brain tumour.’

  ‘Shit,’ he says. ‘How old?’

  ‘Not quite three.’

  ‘Oh God.’ He’s shocked.

  Her parents brought her in because one of her pupils was dilated. I took her straight through to Umeko, who ended up calling the hospital to make an emergency referral. The little girl, Ella, was showing classic signs of a rare tumour.

  ‘Will she be okay?’ Sonny asks.

  My eyes prick with tears. ‘I hope so.’

  He sighs heavily. ‘That puts my problems into perspective.’

  ‘We all have our crosses to bear,’ I reply quietly.

  We cross the road and continue along the footpath. After a while he shoots my left leg a look.

  ‘Are you all right?’ he asks. ‘Have you done yourself in?’

  ‘Old injury,’ I explain.

  ‘What happened?’

  ‘Accident. Car crash. Years ago.’ I wave off his concern. ‘Normally I wear shoes that compensate, but figured I didn’t have far to walk tonight.’ It’s why he wouldn’t have noticed me limping at work.

  ‘You should’ve insisted on meeting at the Green Man,’ he says. ‘Or the Red Lion.’

  ‘Or the Rupert Brooke,’ I add with a smile, nodding up ahead.

  We’re about to pass our third pub.

  The Blue Ball Inn is the furthest from me, but it’s the nearest to town, where Archie and Matilda live. It’ll be an easy enough walk home for them, but the cottage is closer still so I’m not complaining. Anyway, the Blue Ball is my favourite.

  ‘I need to grab something from the car,’ Sonny says as we approach our destination. ‘It’s a bit further on.’ He points down the road. ‘But I’ll no doubt see you inside.’

  This is likely true. It’s not a big venue.

  ‘If not, I’m sure we’ll cross paths again.’

  He smiles and lifts his hand in a wave, then carries on his way, leaving Bertie and me to head up the steps alone.

  I check my feelings and realise I’m not attracted to him anymore. He’s unquestionably good-looking, but it was his confidence that reeled me in. Without it, he’s more ordinary. It’s a strange relief.

  The Blue Ball Inn is on a stretch of road lined with small terraced houses. There are a few tables outside on the patio in the sunshine, but they’re full and there’s no sign of Matilda, so I lead Bertie inside to scope out the joint. My new friend is not in either of the two cosy front rooms so we bypass the bar and head out the back to the beer garden.

  ‘Hannah!’ Matilda leaps to her feet at the sight of me.

  She’s at a table, surrounded by three men, one of whom also gets up.

  ‘This is Archie,’ she introduces her boyfriend.

  He’s tall and broad with delightfully dishevelled dark-blond hair and warm brown eyes.

  ‘Hey,’ he says, giving me a friendly kiss on my cheek. ‘This is Kev and Warren.’ He nods at his mates.

  Kev is tall, blond and in his early thirties, and Warren looks a few years older with short black hair, olive skin and the sort of heavy stubble that laughs in the face of a razor.

  ‘I’ll go to the bar,’ Archie says, still on his feet. ‘What are you having?’

  ‘I’ll go!’

  ‘No, sit down,’ he insists. ‘It’s my round. Guys? Same again?’

  We place our orders and Archie disappears inside.

  Matilda pats the seat he vacated, moving it out from the table so there’s room for Bertie too. ‘Sit next to me. I’m desperate for female company. These guys have been talking cricket.’ She casts her eyes to the heavens. ‘They play for the local team.’

  ‘Awesome.’ I smile at them.

  ‘No, not awesome,’ she states adamantly. ‘That’s my summer wasted sitting on cricket greens.’

  Kev and Warren laugh. ‘It’s a hard life,’ Warren says, leaning back in his chair and stretching his legs out.

  ‘At least men in cricket whites look quite hot,’ she says. ‘I’m talking about the opposition,’ she adds loudly, making them chuckle again.

  ‘Have you been here long?’ I ask as Kev and Warren chat to each other. Her glass of rosé is almost empty.

  ‘About twenty minutes. Archie finished work early and was out the door like a shot. I barely had time to touch up my make-up.’

  ‘You look amazing,’ I say. ‘I love your dress.’ It’s knee-length, black and covered in tiny violet flowers.

  She leans in conspiratorially. ‘You look amazing! I love your hair. I haven’t seen it down before.’ She reaches out and fingers one of my plaits. ‘I had no idea you were a super-cool hippie chick.’

  I laugh out loud. ‘I’ll take that description, thank you very much. I’m glad to be out of that awful uniform.’

  ‘Yours is better than mine,’ she says good-naturedly. ‘Navy beats royal blue. Not that I’m complaining. My job is a darn sight more fun than it used to be.’

  Matilda was a bookkeeper, but a few years ago she went back to university to retrain as a pharmacist. She’s currently doing a working gap year.

  ‘Why did you decide to become a pharmacist?’ I ask.

  ‘I wanted to be a doctor when I was younger, but went off the idea as a teenager. Anyway, I didn’t quite get the grades. After my dad passed away, Archie encouraged me to go back to university. I was always good at science and maths, and pharmacy seemed like a valid option. My dad left me his house so I could afford to take the time off work to study.’

  ‘Wow,’ I say. ‘Although I’m sorry about your dad.’

  ‘Thanks.’ The corners of her lips turn down. ‘He would have liked that something positive came out of me losing him. I met Archie, for a start.’

  ‘How did you meet?’

  She smiles. ‘I was living in London, but I’d come up to Cambridge for the weekend. I needed to clear out Dad’s house.’ Her smile fades a little. ‘I was on my own because my parents split up years ago and I’m an only child. I decided to take a break to go punting as it was something Dad and I always used to do together and it was his birthday. Archie was on the river with his sister and some friends, and he got his pole stuck in the mud. I stepped in to help him out. He was bloody awful at punting. He’s still bloody awful at punting!’ She raises her voice, grinning past me at her boyfriend returning, I presume.

  I smile and turn to see Archie carrying a pint of beer, a half-pint of what I’m presuming is my cider and Matilda’s glass of rosé.

  ‘I don’t need to know how to punt when you do it so well.’ He grins as he distributes our drinks and then jerks his head over his shoulder. ‘Sonny arrived in time to help me at the bar.’

  I don’t believe it. Yet there he is. Again. Appearing from behind Archie with three pints of beer in his hands.

  He clocks me instantly.

  ‘Hi!’ he exclaims, his eyebrows jumping up.

  ‘Hi,’ I reply with equal surprise.

  ‘You know these guys?’ he asks as he places their drinks on the table.

  ‘No, I just thought I’d sit down at their table and drink their alcohol.’

  He wrinkles his nose at me. I laugh as he kisses Matilda hello and greets Kev and Warren.

  Matilda leans towards me and whispers in my ear: ‘How do you know Sonny?’

  ‘He came in for an eye test last month,’ I whisper back.

  ‘Aah. So you and he haven’t . . .’

  ‘What? No!’

  Her look of relief doesn’t escape my notice.

  Sonny drags a couple of chairs over from the next table and sits down beside me, leaning down to give Bertie a rigorous pat.

  ‘You can’t seem to get rid of me,’ he murmurs, flashing me a crooked smile.

  ‘Nor you me.’

  He picks up his drink. ‘Cheers.’

  ‘Cheers.’ We chink glasses and then feel compelled to do the same with everyone else around the table.

  ‘So why did you choose optometry?’ Matilda asks, continuing with the theme of our earlier conversation as Sonny and Archie strike up a conversation between themselves. ‘Hang on, it’s not optometry, is it?’

  ‘No, I’m a dispensing optician, which is a step down from optometrist and a step up from optical assistant. I didn’t get the grades either. I might go back to studying one day, but right now I’m content doing what I’m doing.’

  ‘And what inspired this career choice?’ she asks in a mock reporter-style voice.

  Apart from the fact that Charles and June practically railroaded me into a respectable career path?

  ‘Um . . . It was something that happened to a friend of mine, actually.’

  Her face falls at the change in my tone. ‘What?’

  ‘One of my best friends from school had a brain tumour. She’s okay now, but it was caught during an eye test. It saved her life.’

  ‘Jeez.’

  Sonny pauses in what he was saying, his ear cocked towards us. He’d be right in thinking that today brought back some bad memories.

  ‘I spent a lot of time with her at the hospital that year, keeping her company.’

  ‘When was this?’ Matilda asks.

  ‘We were doing our GCSEs.’

  ‘That must’ve impacted on your exam results,’ she says with a frown.

  ‘I don’t like attributing my grades to that,’ I admit.

  ‘I know what you mean. I feel the same about my parents’ divorce. It got so messy around the time I was doing my GCSEs, but I hate allocating blame. Anyway, I’m doing okay. It all worked out well in the end.’

  ‘What are you two talking about?’ Archie interrupts, intrigued.

  As Matilda fills him in, Bertie gets to her feet and squeezes in between Sonny’s legs.

  ‘Sorry,’ I apologise, reaching for her collar and trying to tug her away.

  I get a whiff of his aftershave and feel a little dizzy. He still smells attractive.

  ‘How are the kids?’ Matilda asks.

  ‘They’re good,’ Sonny replies.

  ‘Have you persuaded Rochelle to get one yet?’ Archie asks, nodding at Bertie.

  ‘She’s having none of it,’ Sonny replies.

  Hang on, what? He’s married with kids?

  ‘You have children?’ I ask.

  ‘Two daughters. Imogen and Natalie. Imogen would settle for a cat, but for Natalie, nothing less than a dog will do. She wants to be a vet when she’s older.’

  ‘I wanted to be a vet when I was that age too,’ Matilda chips in nostalgically. ‘I think all nine-year-olds do.’

  ‘I thought you wanted to be a doctor?’ Archie asks her with a frown.

  ‘Doctor, vet, I would have been satisfied with either.’

  Sonny has a nine-year-old? He’s only thirty-two.

  ‘How is Rochelle?’ Archie asks.

  ‘She’s all right,’ Sonny replies noncommittally.

  ‘Is this your wife?’ Curiosity has got the better of me.

  Archie snorts and Sonny raises his eyebrows at him.

  ‘Really?’ Sonny asks his mate in a dry, pointed voice.

  ‘Sorry,’ Archie mutters, trying to suppress a smirk and failing. ‘But “wife” would imply marriage and that’s too much of a leap for my imagination.’

  Sonny rolls his eyes and turns back to me. ‘We’re not together,’ he says.

  I have no idea what that interaction was about.

  ‘How did you guys all meet?’ I change the subject.

  ‘University,’ Archie replies, indicating Sonny and himself. ‘We went to Anglia Ruskin, here in Cambridge. Warren’s on the cricket team and Kev and I work together.’

  ‘What do you do?’ I ask Archie. Matilda hasn’t told me.

  ‘I’m a graphic designer.’ He nods at Sonny. ‘We studied graphic design together, but Sonny ended up becoming a photographer. We actually spent a semester in the Netherlands as part of our course. Sonny liked it so much he decided to move there after we graduated.’ He gives his friend a cheeky grin.

  ‘How long are you in the UK for?’ Matilda asks Sonny.

  He shrugs. ‘I’m not sure yet. Maybe for the summer.’

  ‘Just taking a break?’

  He shrugs again, and he seems uncomfortable. ‘Yeah. And I wanted to spend some time with the girls.’

  ‘We’ll have to drag you onto the team,’ Warren interjects, and as the conversation returns to cricket, my mind wanders.

  His children live here and he lives in Amsterdam? How does that work?

  Does anyone else around the table know that he’s seeing a counsellor?

  And if so, do they know why?

  I bite my tongue to stop myself from asking any more too-personal questions.


  

  Chapter 5

  I bump into Sonny again on Monday as I’m heading out with Bertie for an afternoon walk. As before, he’s just finished up at Evelyn’s.

  ‘Hey,’ he says warmly, not in the slightest bit put out to see me. ‘Talking to yourself again?’

  ‘What? Oh, er . . .’ I laugh awkwardly and look over my shoulder at the cottage, realising he overheard us leaving the house again.

  ‘At least you’re in the right place for madness.’ He opens the garden gate to allow us to pass through.

  ‘Evelyn’s a counsellor, not a psychiatrist,’ I correct him, keeping my tone light.

  ‘You know her?’

  ‘She took over from my uncle. That was his practice once.’

  ‘Where is your uncle?’ he asks.

  ‘Currently somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean. He’s on a round-the-world cruise.’

  Charles called me yesterday from the Falkland Islands and he was very perky. He’s been emailing with updates, but it was heartwarming to hear his voice. He’s made a whole host of friends and is now on his way to South America.

  ‘Where are you off to?’ Sonny asks.

  ‘We’re going for a walk down by the river.’

  ‘Mind if I join you? I’ve got some time to kill.’

  ‘Sure,’ I reply, pleased, if a little surprised.

  But then, we did get on well on Friday night. Despite the initial weirdness of the situation, it was a really fun evening with lots of banter being batted around. It was good to see how relaxed Sonny was with his friends. Whatever’s going on with him, I’m glad he has decent people around him.

  ‘Have you heard anything more about that little girl?’ he asks as we walk side by side on the narrow pavement.

  I’m touched he thought to ask after her. ‘Yes, Umeko called this morning to fill me in. Scans showed that it was a tumour, which is what she suspected. It’s a rare one – only about one in twenty million are affected. The doctor said she would have died if they’d left it another one or two weeks.’

  ‘Jesus.’

  ‘By the time she went in for surgery yesterday, she’d lost all vision in her left eye. They were going to try to save her right eye. We don’t know yet if they were successful.’

  He shakes his head. ‘Poor thing.’

  ‘I know.’

  ‘Thankfully you guys spotted it.’

  ‘Thankfully her parents brought her in. I hope your kids go for regular eye tests.’

  ‘I’m not sure,’ he reluctantly admits. ‘They don’t have anything wrong with their eyesight, as far as I know.’

  ‘It’s not only about that.’ I’m unable to stop myself from dishing out a small lecture. ‘They should be tested every year or two anyway, once they’re at school. There’s more to eye tests than needing glasses. The optometrist might pick up on other problems. And it’s free for children, so there’s no reason not to take them.’

  ‘I’ll speak to Rochelle,’ he assures me.

  We pass St Andrew and St Mary, Grantchester’s beautiful centuries-old church. Charles and June used to regularly attend services there, and I’d allow myself to be dragged along at Christmas and Easter. Now the most I see of the inside of the church is when it appears on ITV’s Grantchester. I’m about to ask Sonny if he’s watched the 1950s-set detective drama series, but he speaks first.

  ‘I should know.’ He sounds deflated. ‘About my daughters’ eye tests. I haven’t been around much, but I’m trying to change that.’

  ‘Is that why you didn’t go back to Amsterdam?’ I ask gently.

  He nods. ‘Partly.’ He sighs. ‘But my life is generally a bit of a wreck at the moment.’

  My mind whirls as we veer off to our left on the footpath that leads down to Grantchester Meadows. On our right is the Orchard tea garden and through the breaks in the trees, dozens of sea-green deckchairs and wooden tables are visible, spread out on the grass beneath the apple trees.

  ‘I haven’t been to the Orchard in years,’ Sonny says.

  ‘Me neither. Oh, their scones . . .’

  ‘Shall we?’ He halts in his steps, his face breaking into a grin. ‘Or does Bertie need a walk?’

  ‘No, she’s already been out once today. This was all about getting a sunshine hit.’

  ‘Let’s do it,’ he urges, and his boyish excitement is infectious.

  ‘Okay!’ I reply with a laugh, taken aback at this turn of events.

  Are we becoming friends?

  The thought makes me feel surprisingly warm.

  We opt to sit in the sun. Sonny, who carried the tray from the café, places it on the table.

  After pouring with rain for much of the weekend, the weather is a welcome change, but I check my chair for dampness before daring to sit down.

  On the weekend in summer, it can be hard to find an empty table, but today it’s perfectly tranquil. There are a few people dotted around at the tables surrounding us and we can hear their low chatter and the gentle sounds of cutlery clinking against crockery as people stir sugar into their tea. The air is warm and smells of cow parsley – the tall wildflowers are crowded together under the shaded bushes and fruit trees, the scent of the white umbrella-shaped blooms bringing back memories of summer.

  I pour my tea and sigh with contentment. Sonny leans in and picks up his own teapot.

  ‘So the friend you were talking about to Matilda on Friday night . . . I heard you saying—’

  ‘Nina,’ I interject. ‘She was sixteen when Umeko suspected a tumour.’

  ‘Umeko spotted it?’ he asks with surprise, his milk jug paused in mid-air.

  ‘Yes.’ That’s two rare brain tumours my boss has had to contend with in eleven years, and they’re just the ones I’m aware of.
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