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          APRIL 2008 - KATHERINE

        

      

    

    
      Katherine held her father’s hand, determined not to cry. His death was close, and their time together precious. There would be plenty of time for tears. Later.

      “Promise me, Katherine.” His feeble grip tightened, and he struggled to prop himself up on one elbow, a sharp intake of breath hissing through gritted teeth. Lines of pain deepened around his mouth and eyes. “Don’t listen to your mother. She never understood. Never approved. Promise me you’ll pursue your dream. You’re thirty-three and have talked about it for years now. This is your chance to make it happen. I know you can do it.” His voice, while quiet and edged with pain, held an urgent quality that commanded attention. And compliance.

      Katherine’s throat burned, giving a strangled, tormented croak to her voice. “I promise, Dad.” She swiped at the tears sliding down her cheeks and wiped her hand on her jeans. Hold it together, Katherine.

      Her father settled back in his bed with a groan and nodded. “That’s good.” A faint smile formed on his face, and he closed his eyes.

      Katherine squeezed his hand gently and looked down at their hands. Hers, still youthful and smooth, his thin and bony, his almost translucent skin marked with age spots. His eyes were now dull and yellowed, his once clear voice now faint and breathy. He looked so frail, so old. He was only sixty-eight, but cancer had ravaged his body, making him look twenty years older.

      She caught sight of their reflections in the darkened window. How different they now were. Once her father’s hair had been dark and curly like her own, but as he’d aged, his hair had grayed and then thinned from the rounds of chemotherapy he’d endured.

      His eyes opened again, and he smiled and winked at her. For a moment, the years fell away, and instead of the tired, gray-haired man in blue-striped pajamas, he was again the father who picked her up and carried her on his shoulders when she was a little girl. The father who laughed with her, encouraged her, and taught her. The father who comforted her when she was sad. Her rock. Her idol. She smiled back at him and leaned over, kissing him softly on his cheek.

      “I love you, Dad.” The dam holding back her tears was close to breaking, so she swallowed hard and sat back in her chair, again just holding his hand.

      His eyes fluttered closed again, and his labored breathing evened to a more regular rhythm. For now, he slept, something he would do more and more of as he inched inexorably closer to death. Two days ago, monitors filled the room with their incessant beeping and whirring, but since there was nothing more the team of doctors could do, her father asked for the machines to be removed so that he could spend his final days in peace. So now his room was quiet. Deathly quiet.

      Katherine picked up a notepad from the side table and scribbled a quick note below the logo for the Royal Cornwall Hospital, Truro.

      Dad,

      I mean it.

      I promise.

      All my love, always,

      Katherine.

      Each time she left his bedside, she feared it would be the last time she saw her father alive. Please no, don’t let it be. I couldn’t bear it. Tears trickled down her cheeks as she kissed her father’s forehead and placed the note beneath his hand where he would find it when he woke.

      If he woke.
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          THREE WEEKS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Katherine placed a yellow rose on her father’s grave, its brightness a sharp contrast to the red-brown earth that marked his final resting place.

      The funeral for Norman Walters, two days before, had seen the small church packed with mourners, and she’d been unable to say her own private farewell, having been whisked away by her mother almost as soon as the graveside service was over.

      Now, alone at her father’s grave, her sorrow overwhelmed her; her heart ached as though shattered into a thousand shards, each one relentlessly stabbing inside her chest. Her throat burned, every breath like acid. How would she get through this? The man who loved her, supported, encouraged her, was gone. How would she face life without him? The single yellow rose blossomed into a bouquet through the kaleidoscope of her tears.

      “I miss you so much, Dad.”

      Katherine crouched and placed her fingertips on the grave as if touching her father’s forehead. She bowed her head, letting her tears fall, the strains of “How Great Thou Art” drifting from somewhere else in the cemetery. As the hymn finished, Katherine sighed, stood, and wiped her eyes.

      “I love you, Dad.”

      She trudged along the path to the cemetery gate. Around her, new life burst forth; trees budding with new leaves, daffodils blooming, birds beginning their mating rituals. Yet, for Katherine, the season held no joy or fascination this year. How could she rejoice in the new spring when her father was no longer with her? As she closed the gate behind her, she glanced at her watch. She’d arranged to meet her mother to choose a headstone, and she mustn’t be late. Once that was done, she would head back to her tiny flat in Tavistock and try to rebuild her life.

      And, of course, keep the promise made to her father.
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          SEPTEMBER, 2008

        

      

    

    
      Katherine took a sip of her take-out coffee and studied the listings in the realtor’s window, hoping to see something new. Something that hadn’t reached the internet real estate sites yet. She longed to move out of her cramped, rented flat to her own place, but she’d seen nothing she liked, or more to the point, that she could afford. Her father had left her enough money to buy a small cottage and support herself for a year or two to pursue her dream of being an author, and she’d made him a promise. But as yet, she hadn’t found the right place at the right price. She didn’t want or need a big, modern house in the suburbs. Something small and quiet in the country would suit her just fine.

      “Excuse me.”

      The voice startled Katherine, and she jumped. “I’m sorry, I was just wool-gathering.” She moved aside from where she’d been blocking the door.

      The man laughed. “So I see.” He pushed the door open, triggering a tinkling bell. “Are you looking for something in particular?”

      “I, um…,” she stammered, appraising him. Probably mid-thirties, immaculately dressed in a dark-blue suit, knife-edge creases in his trousers, highly polished black shoes, crisp white shirt; perfectly groomed light-brown hair, and ice-blue eyes.

      “I’ve seen you a few times looking in the window.” He thrust out his hand. “Jonathan Irving, at your service. And you are?”

      She glanced down at the proffered hand and tentatively shook it. “Katherine Walters.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Katherine. Now, why don’t you come in and tell me what you’re looking for?” He cupped her elbow and guided her through the door and to a large wooden desk bearing an oversize, ornately carved nameplate bearing the name 'Jonathan Christian Irving'. The keys he tossed onto the desk were on a keyring that bore the three-pointed star of Mercedes-Benz.

      He pulled out a chair, and Katherine sat perched nervously on the edge of the seat. The telephone on the desk rang, and Jonathan raised his voice. “Mark, can you get that, please?”

      Katherine turned to look. On the other side of the office, a slightly overweight, balding, middle-aged man picked up a phone, and the strident ringing stopped.

      “Sorry about that," Jonathan said."Now. Can I offer you a coffee?”

      Katherine held up the coffee cup she still carried.

      Jonathan tittered like a schoolgirl. “Of course.” He loosened his red-spotted tie and sat at the other side of the desk in a chair notably larger, higher, and grander than the visitors’ chairs.

      Everything about this man pointed to his belief in his superiority. The Mercedes, the larger than average desk, the over-the-top nameplate, and the throne-like chair. His entire demeanor exuded privilege.

      He leaned toward Katherine. “So tell me, what kind of property are you looking for?”

      Katherine took a deep breath. “Well, I’m wanting a cottage in a quiet area.” She looked down at her hands. “Somewhere I can write without being disturbed.”

      Jonathan gave her a beaming smile and clapped his hands together. “A writer. How marvelous! So, do you have a specific location in mind where you want to live? For instance, does it need to be within walking distance of shops and the like?”

      “Goodness, no.” Katherine laughed. “I have an old Land Rover, so it can be off the beaten track as long as it’s quiet and has phone reception, electricity and running water.”

      “I see.” Jonathan screwed his face up into a frown of concentration, leaned back, and steepled his hands. “Hmmm, well, I can’t think of anything suitable that we have on our books at the moment, but I will keep you in mind if something comes up.”

      “Thank you; that would be wonderful.” Katherine rose.

      “Wait, don’t go yet,” Jonathan said. “Tell me more about what you would like, and I’ll make some notes.” He opened a drawer, rummaged for a few seconds, and pulled out a notebook, which he pushed across the desk to Katherine. “Better start with your phone number so I can contact you.” He held out a pen.

      Katherine sat again and took the pen, noting that even something as mundane as a ballpoint pen could exude luxury. At least it did when it bore the little white star emblem on the top of a Montblanc pen. Not for Jonathan the cheap pens from the local newsagent or, as in her case, charity pens she’d bought to support the Red Cross or British Heart Foundation. She printed her name and phone number at the top of the page, then returned the notebook and pen to Jonathan.

      “So, tell me about your ideal home. Such as how many bedrooms, modern or something older, etc.”

      “I haven’t really got a shopping list of needs and wants, other than what I’d already told you. Quiet, phone reception, electricity.”

      Jonathan scribbled notes, all the while smiling and nodding.

      “But I need it to have two bedrooms; one for my mother,” Katherine said.

      Jonathan’s smile vanished, and his shoulders drooped. “I see. You live with your mother.” His tone changed from warm and welcoming to cold and dismissive.

      “Good heavens, no.” Katherine shook her head. “I couldn’t live with my mother; it’s just that she may stay a night or two from time to time.”

      Suddenly Jonathan’s warmth was back, along with his nodding. “Okay, I understand. A ‘guest room’, as it were.”

      They chatted a while longer before Katherine checked her watch. “Gosh, I must get back to work. Thank you for your time.”

      Jonathan hurried around the desk to Katherine as she rose. “It was my absolute pleasure, Katherine.” He put a hand on the small of her back, so close beside her, she caught a whiff of his aftershave. Fresh citrus, an almost soapy scent with a hint of spice. “I do hope I can help you find your dream home soon.”

      Once on the street, Katherine walked back to her office. Jonathan seemed very nice, charming even, except for that one odd moment when she mentioned her mother. And he was a bit too free with his hands, first touching her arm, then the small of her back. Still, if he found her dream home, she’d forgive him.
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          JONATHAN

        

      

    

    
      Jonathan watched Katherine as she walked away down the street, her hips swaying beneath her tailored black skirt, her long black curls bouncing around her shoulders in contrast to her pale blue shirt. She reminded him so much of… but no, he wouldn’t think of her anymore. Couldn’t allow himself to think of her.

      This was the one. She had to be. He’d waited so long. Katherine was younger, of course, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was the way she looked. Much more like her than even the last one. Perhaps this one wouldn’t betray him.

      He whispered her name, “Katherine”. Even her name was perfect. It sounded so… so… right, somehow. He closed his eyes, imagining entwining his fingers in those dark curls, pulling her head back, his mouth on hers. “Katherine,” he whispered again. When he opened his eyes, she’d disappeared from view. He sighed wistfully and returned to the office. Mark sat, feet up on the desk, engrossed in a telephone conversation, his back to Jonathan.

      Safe.

      Jonathan slid open his bottom drawer and took out a photograph. He held it below his desk, where only he could see it. The woman in the photo stood beneath an arch of roses, the scarlet blooms framing her body in sharp contrast to her dark, flouncy curls. Her black lace bra not quite able to contain her full breasts, the tiny matching pants only just covering her pubic hair. One hand reached as if to pluck a rose, the other by her side. Her scarlet lips pursed in a kiss. A kiss meant for him.

      His pulse beat faster as he traced the outline of her body with his finger. His eyes drifted closed, and he stroked the erection that threatened to burst his zipper as he remembered. Her nipples stiffening as he sucked and nibbled them. Her moans of desire as she pushed his head down. Down over the soft skin of her belly and further, the scent of her strong…

      The bell jingled.

      “Shit.” His erection withered as reality snapped back. He shoved the photo back in the drawer and slammed it closed. He glanced down and made a quick adjustment. Satisfied that all was as it should be, he stood, plastered a smile on his face, and walked toward the prospective customer.

      “Hello, I’m Jonathan Irving. May I be of assistance?”
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          KATHERINE

        

      

    

    
      A week later, Katherine’s phone rang while she was in the middle of proofreading the editorial for the Tavistock Tribune. Absently, she reached over and declined the call, only for it to ring again almost instantly. Again, she rejected the call. When it rang a third time, she switched off her phone.

      Twenty minutes later, her proofreading finished, she switched her phone back on. Eight missed calls, all from the same number. Someone’s eager to get hold of me. She checked her voicemail. “Katherine, it’s Jonathan Irving. I have to talk to you urgently. I’ll keep trying, but please call me back as soon as you get this.” Before she’d even had a chance to call back, her phone rang again. She answered.

      “Katherine. Finally. It's Jonathan. You didn’t answer or call me.” He sounded breathless.

      “I’m at work and was in the middle of something. But I’m free now. What can I do for you?”

      “It’s what I can do for you. I think I’ve found your house, but we must act quickly. Can you come to my office?”

      She glanced at her watch. Four o’clock. There was nothing urgent left she needed to work on today, and she could come in early tomorrow, so it wouldn’t hurt to leave now. “Yes, I can be there in five minutes.”

      “Great, I’ll meet you out the front.”

      Jonathan was indeed waiting for her, nervously bobbing from one foot to the other. He looked up and waved as she approached. She stopped a couple of feet away from him, but he closed the distance between them in a single stride and clasped her forearm. “Katherine, how wonderful to see you.”

      Katherine moved back, dislodging Jonathan’s hand from her arm. “You said you’ve found a house for me.”

      “Yes, yes. I think it’s perfect and I can’t wait to show it to you.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “It’s got two bedrooms and a separate studio, which I think would be perfect for your writing. The kitchen and bathroom have been recently renovated, so you’ve got modern amenities in a beautiful old stone cottage, and it’s in a very peaceful setting. You must come and see it.” Jonathan's words tumbled out of his mouth in an excited babble.

      “What, now?”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, for one thing, I don’t have my car. I walked to work.”

      “That doesn’t matter; we’ll take mine. I’m so excited about this, and I’m sure you’ll love it too.”

      “Why the hurry?”

      “It hasn’t hit the open market yet, and the owner’s asking price is very reasonable indeed, but I fear once it reaches the market, there will be several interested parties, and it may end up going to auction, and the price will rise beyond your budget. But if we act now, and lock in a contract, you’ll get a bargain.”

      “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go.”

      Jonathan again put his hand at the small of her back and guided her to a very classic Mercedes-Benz convertible, its deep burgundy red exterior gleaming in the sunshine, its roof down, exposing the luxurious pale cream leather interior. It probably cost more than Katherine would earn in ten years. Again, another show of his belief in his superiority. Jonathan opened the passenger door. Once Katherine was seated, he handed her the tongue of the seatbelt and waited until she fastened it before closing her door. He trotted around and got in behind the wheel.

      “Lovely car,” Katherine said.

      “Yes, it’s a classic. They don’t make them like this anymore. Solid steel, not plastic like so many modern cars. Sure, it doesn’t have all the bells and whistles of modern cars, but I love it. It’s a pleasure to drive.” He started the motor and pulled away from the curb.

      Katherine leaned back, enjoying the warmth of the sun, but as the car picked up speed, her long black curls whipped her face, and she fought to control them. Jonathan brought the car to a stop and took a baseball cap from the glove compartment. “We’ve got about half an hour’s drive. You might want to tuck your hair up, unless you want me to put the top up.”

      “I’ll tuck it up.” Katherine took the cap, which bore the slogan ‘Irving and Wallace—the REAL Estate People’ on the peak, twirled her hair into a knot, and managed to contain most of it beneath the cap. “So, where are we going?”

      “The cottage is on the edge of Dartmoor, one of the few freeholds within the national park.”

      Katherine’s eyes widened. “Really?”

      Jonathan glanced across at her and grinned. “Well, you wanted seclusion.”

      The convertible hugged the road through twists and turns while Katherine discreetly studied the man beside her. His clean-shaven face bore the ruggedness of someone who spent a lot of time outdoors. His short, light-brown hair was much more suitable for driving a convertible than her own long, curly locks. He smiled often, showing white, even teeth between lips that her mother would have said were made-for-kissing. Today, he wore no jacket, and his rolled-up shirt-sleeves exposed strong, tanned forearms and well-manicured hands. He held the steering wheel in his right hand while his left rested on the gear stick. No wedding ring and no telltale mark where one may have recently been. A bracelet of plaited leather encircled his left wrist, above which he wore a tattoo: several stars arranged in a cross.

      “It’s the Southern Cross,” Jonathan said.

      Heat crept up from the base of Katherine’s neck, and she darted a glance at him. His eyes twinkled, his mouth set in a smug, self-satisfied grin. Not unlike one particular Cheshire Cat.

      “Like on the Australian flag,” Jonathan said. “My best mate was Australian, and we went surfing Down Under when we left university. He was killed. I got this done as a memorial to him.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I don’t mind talking about it now, but it cut me up badly when it happened and for a good while after.”

      “What happened?”

      “Shark. We were at Bells Beach. I caught a wave and rode it all the way in, and when I turned around, Dave was gone.” Jonathan’s voice became a distant monotone. “I scanned the surf and saw his board in the water. A huge part of his board was missing, and I knew. The coast guard searched, but they never found him.”

      “How heartbreaking. It must have been horrible.”

      “Yes. Yes, it was.” He lapsed into silence.

      They’d left the town behind and were now surrounded by fields of sheep and cattle grazing on the lush grass. The car juddered over a cattle grate, and the wildness of the moors stretched endlessly before them. Ahead, The Coachman’s Rest stood beside the road; its whitewashed walls complemented by hanging baskets of purple and yellow flowers.

      “That’s so pretty.” Katherine swiveled in her seat to look again as they passed, her skirt riding up above her knees as she did.

      “Perhaps we could try it out for lunch on Sunday,” Jonathan said.

      Katherine took a quick glance at him, trying to determine his intent. His gaze appeared focused on her legs, so she hitched her skirt down and left his comment dangling, unanswered. He couldn’t be asking her out, could he? Hopefully, it was just part of his sales agent pitch.
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      Beyond Merrivale, the road climbed, and near the top of the rise, Jonathan turned right over a narrow stone bridge. The road meandered past a farm and a disused quarry. Jonathan pointed to a road on their left. “That leads to Princetown. It’s probably the closest town to the cottage.”

      As they rounded a bend, Jonathan pulled to the side of the road and pointed. “That’s it.”

      A low stone wall surrounded a two-story gray stone cottage, dwarfed by the majestic tor standing sentinel over the surrounding moor. Behind the cottage stood a grove of trees—which Jonathan informed her was the orchard—and further on, a path led over a small stone bridge and continued across the moor. To the left of the bridge, a small stream tumbled over a low waterfall, sparkling in the sunshine. How wonderful it would be to sit beside it with her laptop, listening to the gentle babbling of the water as she wrote. She hadn’t even seen the house yet, and already it felt like home.

      Katherine gasped. “It’s absolutely lovely.”

      “You can’t see the studio from here. It’s just beyond the bridge, but hidden by the trees,” Jonathan said. “It’s what made me think this would be perfect for you.” He put the car in gear and pulled back onto the road. Only a short distance further, he turned through a gap in the stone wall into a gravel courtyard and stopped.

      “We’re here.” Jonathan leaped out of the car and rushed around to open her door. Katherine got out, her eyes never leaving the cottage. It called to her, and she knew in her heart it would soon be hers.

      The exterior of the house looked in good order. No slates missing from the roof as far as she could tell. The chimney pots were intact and even straight. The windows were quite small, which was disappointing but expected, given the age of the cottage. But no way would her budget stretch to major renovation work. Jonathan opened a big, heavy oak door that creaked on its hinges. Katherine stepped over the threshold. A sudden chill swept from her ankles to the top of her head, tightening her scalp before shivering back down her body.

      “It always feels cold when you walk into an empty house,” Jonathan said. “Come on, I’ll give you the tour.”

      He launched into sales agent mode, turning to face her, his back to the stairs. “This leads to the living area.” He flung his right arm out in a grand gesture, like a game show host displaying the prizes on offer. “While this is the kitchen.” His left arm repeated the gesture so that for a moment he stood with both arms outstretched like a priest bestowing blessings, before dropping his arms back to his sides. “The staircase leads to a small landing, off which are the two bedrooms and the bathroom. Let’s start with the kitchen, shall we?” He gestured toward his left and stood back for Katherine to precede him.

      Katherine gazed around the surprisingly modern kitchen with its wall oven and dishwasher, its white-flecked stone countertop, white backsplash tiles, and white cabinetry. “It all looks so new.”

      Jonathan nodded. “It is. This and the bathroom are fairly recent renovations.” He opened a door almost hidden in the wall and stood back. “This leads to the cellar. There’s no electricity on at the moment, and it’s pretty dark down there.”

      A gust of damp, musty air rushed up at Katherine, and she peered into the gloom. “It’s a bit creepy.” She pushed the door closed.

      “Right, let’s see the rest.” Jonathan led her back to the hallway and up the stairs. “This would probably be a guest bedroom.” He opened a door. “Not much of a view from here.”

      The room was pleasant, though, with its view over the front courtyard and countryside, and it would be big enough for when her mother visited. Carpeted, which was certainly a bonus.

      “Here’s the bathroom.” Jonathan opened another door.

      Katherine glanced around the room. A good-sized bath and separate shower. Her mother would approve. She always hated the shower-over-the-bath idea, particularly after she once slipped in the bath, caught her toe on the faucet, and broke both the tap and her toe. The fact that Katherine’s father fell about laughing at the time didn’t help, of course.

      “And this is your bedroom.” Jonathan’s voice came from further along the landing, where he held open the remaining door.

      She walked into the room and stopped, staring at the jaw-dropping vista before her. She clasped her hands together in front of her chest. “How magnificent!”

      Enormous windows afforded the most stunning view of the moors. Sunlight filled the room with its cheerful warmth. Beyond the orchard, and a roof that must be the studio, the vastness of the moor stretched endlessly away into the distance to the left, while to the right, the tor dominated the landscape, its crags and clefts shadowy and mysterious even in the bright sunlight. She opened a window and leaned out. “It’s amazing! I love it.” She turned back to Jonathan, tears of happiness misting her eyes. “I want it. It’s perfect.”

      “You haven’t even seen the living room or the studio yet.” Jonathan laughed.

      “Well, lead on!” This was everything she’d dreamed of and more. She had to have it.

      The living room boasted an enormous fireplace big enough to roast a whole pig.

      “Katherine?” Jonathan said, putting his hand on her shoulder.

      She shook her head and moved away. “Sorry, sometimes my imagination runs away with me. I’m prone to daydreams.”

      “So I see. Shall we continue our tour?”
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      French doors led to a sunny conservatory and from there to a paved patio, also bathed in sunshine.

      Katherine clapped her hands. “This is absolutely wonderful. Show me the studio.”

      As if her exuberance was infectious, Jonathan threw open the doors with a flourish and led her across the patio to an archway covered in climbing roses, the blossoms faded now, only a hint of deep red left this late in the year, but in full bloom, they’d be stunning. Beneath the arch stood the orchard gate.

      As they walked through, Katherine noted apple, pear, plum, and even a quince tree, all laden with fruit. Perhaps she could supplement her as-yet non-existent writer’s income by selling preserves. At the bridge, Katherine looked over into the crystal-clear water, again dreaming of sitting beside the stream with her trusty laptop.

      “Here we are, the studio,” Jonathan called to her, and she hurried to catch up.  He opened the top half of a stable door, then reached inside and unbolted the bottom.

      Even the buildup of grime on the large window couldn’t diminish the fabulous view of the tor, the moor, the ponies and sheep scattered like confetti amid the heather.

      A sturdy wooden table and chair stood in the middle of the studio, both covered with a thick layer of dust. She ran a finger through the dust and absently wiped it on her gray skirt. How many people before her had sat at this table? And for what purpose? This is where she would write her novel. Here or beside the stream. It was perfect.

      She gripped Jonathan’s arm. “I mean it, Jonathan. I want it. When can I move in?”

      Jonathan laughed and slipped an arm around Katherine’s shoulders. “Well, we’d better head back and sort out the paperwork.”

      On the way back to Jonathan’s office, Katherine chatted excitedly about her new home, where each piece of furniture would go, and the extras she’d have to purchase. An hour later, she’d signed the contracts, and the cottage was almost hers. She would organize the deposit as soon as her bank opened in the morning.

      “So, settlement would normally be twenty-eight days from now, but would you like me to see if you can move in sooner?”

      “Would you? That would be wonderful.”

      “I’ll telephone the owner and see if I can persuade him. I’ve got your number here, and I’ll call you as soon as I’ve spoken with him.”

      “I’ll need to engage a solicitor too, I guess.”

      “No need to do that. I can organize all the conveyancing for you, save you all that unnecessary expense. Get things done a lot faster, too.”

      “Hmm, I don’t know. Can you? Are you sure? That would make things easier, but I don’t know…”

      Jonathan reached across and patted her hand. “You leave everything to me. We’re not your normal realtor. We pride ourselves on handling every part of the purchase process. It’s all part of the service.”

      The bell jingled as Katherine left the office. She walked a few steps down the street and stood a moment, looking skyward.

      “I’m doing it, Dad. I’m keeping my promise.”

      That evening, she couldn’t sit still; even two-thirds of a bottle of wine didn’t quell her exuberance or her anxiety while she waited to hear from Jonathan. While she would love to move in straight away, realistically, there were things she needed to do. Like resign from her job for one thing. The cottage had cell phone reception, so that would at least keep her in contact with the outside world until she worked out what she needed and got organized. She’d spotted a landline phone, but that would probably need to be reconnected.

      A little after nine, her phone rang, and she almost fell off the sofa, dropping the phone on the floor as she scrabbled to answer it with a very breathless, “Hello.”

      “Katherine, it’s Jonathan. Good news. I’ve spoken with the owner, and he’s quite amenable to you moving in as soon as you like. I asked how much rent he wanted per week until settlement, but he brushed it off. ‘I’ll be glad to get rid of it, ’ were his words.”

      “Gosh, that’s wonderful news. I’ll get the deposit organized as soon as the bank opens tomorrow and give notice to vacate here, and I’d better start packing.”

      “I can help you pack.”

      Katherine cringed a little. How did she answer that?

      Jonathan chuckled. “Only kidding, of course. But please call me if there’s anything else I can do for you.”

      “Thank you, I will.”

      Katherine hung up the phone, leaped to her feet, and danced around her living room, whooping with joy.
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      Once Katherine had visited her bank and organized the deposit, she made her way back to work. It was time to hand in her notice. While she was eager to start her new life, a certain amount of trepidation had her stomach in knots. This was a big step. No, not a big step, a monstrous leap into the unknown. What if it all went wrong? What if the burning flame inside her to write fizzled out before she’d finished her novel? What if her writing was simply no good?

      Her father’s voice rose in her mind. You can do it. You need to believe in yourself and give yourself a chance

      She swallowed down the lump of sorrow that rose in her throat every time she thought of her father. There was no one she could talk things over with, nobody to reassure her. Certainly not her mother, and Katherine was never one for making close friends. Not the confide-in types, anyway. But a promise was a promise, and there was no way she’d let her father down. So she steeled herself and knocked on her boss’s open door.

      “Got a minute?” she asked as he glanced up from his desk.
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      Half an hour later, it was done, and Katherine locked herself in the ladies’ room and cried. Not with tears of sadness, but with the relief of getting this far. “No going back now, Dad,” she murmured. “I hope you’re right.”

      Of course, I’m right, Katherine. You know the old saying, ‘father knows best.’

      She giggled nervously. Did others do this? Carry on conversations with their dead relatives?

      She emerged from the bathroom and made her way back to her desk, trying to concentrate on the piece she was supposed to be editing, her mind wandering to all the things she needed to do before she left work for the last time. She’d given two weeks’ notice, but it would fly by.

      Later that afternoon, her boss called an impromptu staff meeting where he announced Katherine’s decision to leave, which, of course, led to the inevitable question. What was she going to do?

      Katherine took a deep breath and, with every ounce of courage and bravado she could muster, said, “Well, I’m going to write a novel.”

      For a few seconds, nobody spoke, and Katherine cringed, wishing she could take back her words. What were they thinking? Was this the dumbest idea ever? Did they wonder if she’d gone mad?

      But then Rebecca cheered, and Maddy joined in. Katherine relaxed. Her colleagues surrounded her, patting her on the back, wishing her well, encouraging her, and she knew she had made the right decision. She told them about the cottage she’d put a deposit on and about Jonathan.

      “He’s gorgeous, isn’t he?” Rebecca said, with a faraway look in her eye. “When Craig and I sold our flat, Jonathan handled the sale. He did everything. Mum and Dad bought their house through him, too. Same thing, he took care of every little detail. He’s very professional.”

      Rebecca’s glowing praise of Jonathan quelled any misgivings Katherine had of letting him handle the legal side of her purchase.
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      Her last day at work seemed to be an endless round of people dropping by her desk to say goodbye, with promises made to keep in touch. But eventually, it was time for her to leave. She slung her bag over her shoulder, picked up the bouquet of soft pink dahlias and white nerines from her boss, a box containing several notebooks and pens she’d received as farewell gifts from Rebecca and Maddy, and left the office. As soon as parking restrictions had ended, she’d nipped home to change into jeans and a T-shirt and to fetch her car, snagging a parking spot only a short walk away from her office. She stepped out onto the street to find Jonathan waiting outside.

      “I thought you might need a hand,” he said, taking the box from her.

      “Thank you. That’s very thoughtful of you, but I’m parked right there.” She pointed to a slightly worse-for-wear green Land Rover. Katherine dug her keys out of her bag and unlocked the passenger door, then placed the flowers on the seat.

      “Are you having a farewell dinner or drinks somewhere nice?” Jonathan asked.

      “No. My boss wanted to organize something, but it’s not my scene. Besides, I have to go home and pack.”

      “But you can’t let your last day of work go without some sort of celebration. At least let me take you for a drink. Come on. You’ll still have plenty of time to pack
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