
[image: cover]



This book is dedicated to The Write Romantics – a group of ten writers, including myself, who met online in 2013 and have been together every step of the way during our individual writing journeys. The support from each and every one of you is nothing short of amazing. Cheers to a lifelong friendship and many more books between us! xxx



[image: image]



Contents

Dedication

Title Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Acknowledgements

Credits

About the Author

Copyright



Chapter One

Loretta

‘Ouch!’ Loretta gasped.

Daisy snatched a tissue from the box on the counter in the Butterbury Sewing Box, the sewing shop that had been in the family for over seventy years. ‘You’d think in all the decades you’ve been sewing you could manage to hem some curtains without causing an injury.’ She covered her mother’s finger, soaking up the blood. ‘Is everything all right?’

‘I’m the parent. Shouldn’t it be me asking you those sorts of questions?’ Loretta at least had an excuse to frown now she’d hurt herself. With everything she had on her mind it was difficult to keep up the pretence, keep smiling and act nonchalant.

Daisy rolled her eyes, something the youngest daughter of the Chamberlain family had well and truly perfected. ‘I’m thirty-one, Mum. It’s time to let me be a grown up.’

‘Mothers never stop worrying.’

Daisy shook her head and got on with opening the cardboard box that had come in this morning’s delivery. The shop had had a happy life here in the village of Butterbury, so had Loretta, but with what she’d discovered a couple of months ago the fabric of their very existence might well be about to fall apart, and she wasn’t sure that even with the strongest of thread and the best skill in the world she’d be able to stitch it back together this time.

Loretta got a plaster from the first-aid kit they kept out the back of the shop and wrapped it around her finger. She caught sight of herself in the oval mirror against one wall and hoped that by looking into it she’d get herself together enough to convince Daisy or anyone who came into the shop that she had nothing to worry about, her life was easy, an absolute dream. Isn’t that what everyone was trying to do these days? Sharing only the nice parts on social media, the parts that made it look as though life was a breeze.

Loretta scrutinised her appearance. Her hair had gone grey but it had held onto its volume and enough bounce that she could get away with wearing it just below her collarbones. Cut in choppy long layers and parted to one side, it hid some of the lines that had begun to appear, and a pair of thick-rimmed dark glasses hid the frown that seemed to have deepened between her eyebrows. But if it got much deeper she might need some of those clever filters Daisy talked about – the ones you could use in photographs to make a person look as though they had flawless skin, brighter eyes. Loretta’s mum, Rebecca, had always been about growing old gracefully, told Loretta that any lines and wrinkles that appeared on the face and body were signs of a life well lived and they should be grateful and proud of every single one. Loretta knew where she was coming from but, at sixty-five, she wasn’t quite ready to let age and gravity get the upper hand.

She went back to the front of the shop and, with her guard up and hopefully the worry erased from her expression, finished hemming the curtains and did her best to drag her mind from fretting about Daisy or either of her other two daughters. She knew that what she had to share with Fern, Ginny and Daisy was going to come as a shock, but she also knew she wouldn’t be sharing the news quite yet. She wasn’t ready and wasn’t sure she ever would be. This was one Christmas revelation that wrapping paper and bows couldn’t make any better.

Curtains finished, Daisy managed the inside of the shop while Loretta took a stepladder out to the front and got on with the task of cleaning the mullioned windows. In the summer months they barely needed much attention, come autumn it would be a weekly job at least, but now, in the winter, it seemed the wind and the rain had it in for them and every morning she liked to give the frontage a once over to keep it looking as inviting as always. A family business was different to working for someone else, it instilled an extra sense of pride.

She felt the bite of cold and worked quickly using the hot water from a bucket and the sponge to do the glass and the wooden frames before climbing up the steps to wipe the iron-bracketed oval sign depicting the name of the shop with ‘Est. 1948’ written in italic beneath, which was a regular bird perch and thus saw the birds leaving behind the odd treat. The moment she was finished, she hurried back inside with the bucket of water and the cloth and then the stepladder. ‘It’s freezing out there. Arctic!’ It didn’t help that she’d nipped outside without buttoning up her coat or putting on a scarf. She’d thought she’d be fine in a chunky woollen sweater and a pair of fingerless gloves.

‘Why do you think I didn’t volunteer?’ Daisy grinned as Loretta pushed the door with glass panels that matched the windows closed. Daisy slotted the last few reels of cotton onto the plastic display to refill what they’d sold and hung up a couple of packets of needles, filling the row on a hook on the far wall alongside other haberdashery accessories.

‘Don’t forget the front step still needs sweeping.’ Loretta took the notepad her daughter had used to jot down what else needed replenishing and disappeared past the tea and coffee area out at the back and went upstairs to find more supplies. It was best to make a few trips rather than try to carry everything back down at once.

The space above the shop had originally been a flat and it was where Loretta and her late husband, Harry, had lived when they first married, before they started a family. But now the upstairs to the Butterbury Sewing Box was a series of storerooms as well as a dedicated venue to host sewing groups, knitting lessons and quilting workshops. The old bedroom and dining room had walled shelving units, the kitchen was used for catering for the groups and for Daisy and Loretta’s lunches. It had evolved exactly as they’d needed.

Back in the shop Loretta found Daisy peering at something on her phone. Daisy was a good worker most of the time but that was another thing about a family business, working with parents, siblings, children, it wasn’t always easy to ensure employees were doing exactly what they should be. Loretta knew that in any job your mind might wander – in an office there’d be conversations by the water cooler, perhaps a conversation about something non work-related at a desk – people rarely spent the entire day focused solely on work. Personal life crept in, she knew that, but lately Daisy’s focus had drifted. She dealt with practicalities well – stocking shelves, sorting through invoices – and was always polite to customers, but there was something bothering her and Loretta couldn’t get any information out of her youngest daughter. Loretta had a horrible feeling that whatever was troubling Daisy was deep-rooted and something Loretta has missed along the way – and as a mother that was the worst feeling of all.

‘Did you sweep the front step for me?’ Loretta asked Daisy when her daughter finally put her phone back into the rear pocket of her jeans.

‘I’ll do it now.’

On the one hand, maybe she shouldn’t assume that because she was hiding something, everyone else was too. But on the other, she wished Daisy would tell her what was on her mind.

Daisy reiterated the ‘Arctic!’ comment the minute she came back inside. ‘It’s a thankless task, you know.’ She put the dustpan and brush away beneath the counter. ‘The step will be covered in leaves and debris before lunchtime, I bet you. You’re making more work for us. I say leave it until the spring.’

Loretta laughed. ‘The village will have to burrow their way in to the shop if we do that. And remember, your grandad is stopping by today – you know I like him to see the shop at its best.’

Ivor, Loretta’s eighty-eight-year-old father, had once worked in this shop with Loretta’s mother, Rebecca, after they took on the family business from his mother, Eve, when the time was right. It had been their pride and joy and now it was still something that made Ivor happy whenever he was here. Ivor had, however, refused to come and live with Loretta in her house or contemplate having the flat at the shop converted back to accommodation especially for him. Instead he’d taken one look around Butterbury Lodge – the care home at the top of the hill the other side of Lantern Square, which sat in the heart of Butterbury, in the dip between the road that led in the direction of the lodge and the road that stretched out of the village and led on up to the local farms – and opted to grab a highly coveted place there. The lodge was, in his words, ‘Close but not too close.’

‘He does love the shop,’ smiled Daisy. ‘What time will he be here?’ She’d softened and picked up a feather duster to tackle the uppermost shelves, not something she usually did unless it was requested. It was testament to how much she and her sisters adored their grandad – he was the way to their hearts when all else failed.

‘Soon,’ was all Loretta said before she grabbed the broom to sweep the internal floors that needed doing a few times a day. ‘Do you need to rush out?’ Loretta always liked to remain flexible, let Daisy have her life, and it worked both ways. Between them they managed the workload and customers but allowed for errands and each of them to do their own thing when they needed to. And given Daisy was thirty-one, Loretta didn’t always ask too many details about what her daughter was up to.

‘Not until later so I’ll get to see Grandad.’ She dusted the lower shelves near the counter and held the door open for a group of women chattering as they bustled inside.

The trouble with a shop that had stood the test of time was that the windows, the floors and the structure were all a part of the history and not always geared up for a December day that made them feel as though they were into February and not still the better side of Christmas. And so Loretta turned the heating up in the shop. But the drafts and everything else inside the Butterbury Sewing Box were all a part of the memories, and besides, when it was cold, it gave Loretta and Daisy a chance to show off their knitted garments by wearing jumpers with big roll necks as they worked. Today Loretta wore a camel-coloured jumper in cable knit and Daisy had gone for a wine-coloured jumper that suited her rich chestnut hair, the same shade Harry’s had been when he and Loretta first met.

The women had gone slowly up and down each of the three small aisles in the shop, picking up items and discussing their needs, and after Loretta rang up the orders for the customers who were visitors to Butterbury – a pack of assorted needles for a sewing machine, a packet of premium quilt batting, and a dozen balls of mulberry wool – she wished them a merry Christmas and turned to find Daisy had made her a cup of tea.

‘I picked up some cookies from the Lantern Bakery too.’ Daisy indicated the space beneath the counter where she’d left the paper bag.

‘Now we’re talking.’ Loretta took out a cookie and bit into the soft, gooey centre. Daisy did the same and for a moment, silence descended now that the customers had left.

Loretta took the opportunity to walk around the shop and enjoy her tea, straightening the odd out-of-place packet, a ball of wool that may have been returned to the wrong section, a packet of buttons that had fallen to the floor.

The Butterbury Sewing Box, started by Loretta’s Grandma Eve, had been fuelled by a pure love of fabric, colour and Loretta’s gran’s ability to create. It was nestled at the edge of a village street with not much else around apart from a small corner shop selling newspapers, bread, milk and the odd thing you might well need before you next made it to the supermarket, and a shop that fixed lawnmowers. Out past the grounds of the old manor surrounded by a Cotswold stone wall, and before you reached the rambling green fields and countryside footpaths that bisected the land, the road where the shop sat wasn’t a thoroughfare, they weren’t subject to the ebb and flow of footfall dependent on the seasons, but a steady custom had kept them and still kept them here. Butterbury was a village that had held onto its charm with a range of independent shops, and the jewel was Lantern Square at its heart, with well-tended flowerbeds, weaving pathways, and compact lawn areas surrounded by iron railings. Lantern Square was often a drawcard with a handful of annual events and this side of Christmas meant the village tree at one end, food and mulled wine carts, and the merriment that came from living in a village large enough that you could maintain a personal life, yet small enough that people still raised a hand to wave in greeting.

The interior of the Butterbury Sewing Box still had the same dark wood shelves it had always had, give or take a few sympathetic replacements, the panelling on the walls remained, as did the glass shelves that had some of the family creations made over the years, which would forever be a part of the shop: a pearl-grey miniature yarn basket knitted by Rebecca with knitting needles poking from out between its brown leather handles; a rhubarb-and-custard coloured bobble hat Ginny made was shaped around a polystyrene mould; Loretta’s knitted doll with a smile and rosy cheeks in a patchwork dress with long legs dangling and knitted Mary Janes on her feet. Ivor’s love of knitting and crochet was here for all to see too, because for each of his granddaughters he’d knitted their favourite nursery rhyme – Fern had Humpty Dumpty sitting on a knitted wall, for Daisy he’d knitted the clock from ‘Hickory Dickory Dock’ and added the white mouse, and for Ginny, she’s always loved ‘Jack and Jill’ and so the two knitted figurines, Jack holding the pail and wearing his crown, stood side by side on the shelves with everything else. It was personal touches like this that piqued customers’ interest and made the Butterbury Sewing Box what it was today.

Loretta set her cup down on the walnut counter that had stood in the same position for decades, at the back with a view of the front door. At one end sat an old-fashioned till that, according to Loretta’s eldest daughter Fern, seriously needed an upgrade. Fern had mentioned it more than once, telling her mother it needed bringing up to date and modernising. Daisy always said it added character to the place, but of course, she would, anything to argue back her point with her eldest sister. Ginny, the middle daughter, hadn’t got involved in the argument, she did her best to avoid that or any other confrontation having been the peacemaker for so many years.

As Daisy did the honours and served a gentleman who came in to buy a pair of gloves, Loretta perused the photographs on the wall that sat at a right angle to the counter, the wall they passed every time they came and went from the back of the shop to the front. The wooden panelling held some of the most treasured memories grabbed over the years starting from the black and white print of Loretta’s grandparents, arms around one another, smiles beaming, in front of the shop when it first opened. Customers loved seeing this one, knowing how the Butterbury Sewing Box came to be. Among the memories on the wall was another of her Grandma Eve sitting on a stool holding a quilting hoop on her lap as she worked on a quilt that covered her legs, her face knitted in concentration. Every time Loretta saw this picture it reminded her of how her gran had been the one to teach her quilting for the very first time, a skill she’d worked on over the years with Ivor and Rebecca’s help as time went on, and then passed on to her own daughters. Quilting had been just a tiny part of Grandma Eve’s portfolio of talent – she made clothes, from trousers and skirts to play dresses and outfits for best. Her passion had started in war times and it was the inspiration behind the Butterbury Sewing Box. Grandma Eve had even embroidered the prettiest handkerchief for Loretta’s sixteenth birthday, intricate pink and white roses on the frilly border that curved and dipped with a ridge of deeper pink. The handkerchief was tucked away in Loretta’s drawer in her bedroom, a treasured piece that had once been in her grandma’s hands and was now in hers. She smiled, remembering how her grandma had told her that young ladies should always carry a handkerchief with them, it was simply what you did.

On the same wall as the photographs was a square pinboard and on that, fixed beneath colourful headed pins, were all Ginny’s postcards from her trips far and wide. Every time another one landed on the mat, Loretta would devour it and pin it up on display with the rest, glad her daughter was having such adventures. The card showed a colourful depiction of the tulip farms in Holland, a stunning image of the Belvedere Palace in Vienna, the vibrant Christmas markets in Basel and sparkling winter snow in Copenhagen. And no matter whether Ginny had been somewhere before, she’d always send another card.

The photograph at the end was one of Loretta’s three girls, sitting in age order, Fern on the left, then Ginny, then Daisy, all of them focusing on the special quilt spread across their laps as though they were discussing it, its intricacies and meaning. The quilt had been lost some time ago, sadly, but here it was, captured in black and white with the three girls gazing at it in awe. Harry had taken the picture without any of them realising and what Loretta treasured most was that the photograph depicted the closeness the three siblings had once shared, the sisterhood that had somehow evaporated along the way.

Loretta thought about that quilt and many others, the way the girls had worked together and bonded over them every Sunday. Back then the shop had only opened during the week and on a Saturday, Sundays had been a true day of rest, and Loretta had always spent it with her family. The next picture along on the wall was again taken by Harry and this time Loretta was with her daughters, all four of them on their hands and knees as they positioned squares, all of which had to be pieced together to make the quilt that lay across Loretta’s double bed to this day. The material had gradually dulled over time, its slight imperfections – the crooked stitching between an emerald green square and another with sunflowers, the jagged way the piece of lace had been sewn onto a countryside scene in another square – were what made it unique and special, and the sentiment as well as the closeness of that activity had never faded for Loretta. She would forever adore the quilt with its blue base and backing, squares of bright turquoise, midnight blue embroidered with silky pale crescent moons, pale blue checks taken from Fern’s old school dress, the puffy white clouds against an exquisite sky blue that Ginny had painstakingly cut out by hand before sewing on. The quilt had a couple of denim squares too, material Daisy sourced from a cut-up pair of jeans that hadn’t actually been in line for recycling. Loretta could see those denim squares in the photograph now and smiled at the memory as she always did, remembering Daisy’s expression when she was scolded for hacking to pieces the perfectly good pair of jeans Harry had bought her rather than an old pair that no longer fit. The scolding hadn’t lasted long though, it never did with Daisy. Over the years Loretta had made the odd repair to the quilt, replaced some of the batting as it lost its oomph, and it had never stopped being a reminder of her family and closer times.

Loretta wished it was as easy to get her three girls together now as it had been then. Looking at the carefree trio in the picture she wondered when they’d moved from being close-knit to having their sibling relationships hanging on by a thread, swinging in the wind, likely to break with the smallest tug.

When Fern was born forty-one years ago, Loretta had wondered whether it would be she who would take over the shop eventually, but then Ginny arrived a little over four years later, and finally Daisy six years on from that, and then Loretta had been in a cloud of parenting and hadn’t given a second thought as to who would want the shop she was so busy raising the girls and keeping the business going. She’d indulged, however, on more than one occasion, imagining all three girls wanting to take on the business, perhaps even together. But that had never happened. Fern had lost interest in sewing, quilting, or anything creative at all, so much so that Loretta found it hard to believe they shared the same DNA. Once Fern got to her teens Loretta would’ve been hard pushed to get her eldest daughter near a sewing machine even if she’d bribed her with a stack of gold coins. Ginny had been a lot more interested, but for some reason even she had stepped back along the way.

Loretta watched Daisy ring up the man’s order on the till and she smiled over at him when he put the pair of burgundy knitted gloves on straight away.

‘I’m ready to tackle a Butterbury winter now!’ he declared with a flourish before he left.

Daisy put the other gloves he’d tried on back on display and Loretta watched her. She’d been such a troubled teen, the only one of the three who really ever had, and Loretta had never known why. She’s assumed it was what it was and had simply tried to be there for her daughter. What she never would’ve predicted was Daisy’s decision to stay here with her in the Butterbury Sewing Box rather than further her studies in a totally different direction. But when she was old enough, that was what she had done. Her sisters had begun to follow their own paths, their dad was gone, and Loretta just assumed her youngest daughter was doing what made her the happiest. And with so much upset over the years, Loretta hadn’t thought it her place to question it.

With Daisy quiet once again at the other end of the shop, replenishing shelves, Loretta assumed, Loretta stocked up the baskets of mixed wool near the front door. She pushed in leftovers from bigger batches that would sell cheaper because the shades wouldn’t quite match what they had in stock now, but they’d be perfect to pull together a brightly coloured blanket, a tea cosy – unbelievably some people still used those – or a crazy knit jumper for the more adventurous. She put the last of the chocolate-brown wool onto the shelf stack near the window and straightened the pole that had rainbow-decorated fabric draped over it. The poles of material were horizontal rather than vertical, allowing customers to flip through the selection easily. But customers didn’t always leave the fabric straight and a good tidy up was always on the agenda. Loretta was third generation Rawlins – she became a Chamberlain once she married – to take the helm at the Butterbury Sewing Box and Daisy might laugh at her high standards and fastidiousness when it came to keeping the shop clean and well-presented, but in the not-too-distant future Daisy would be the one in charge, she’d be the boss for the fourth generation in a row and Loretta felt a spark of joy that her Grandma Eve’s legacy would continue. All she needed now was to make sure Daisy’s head was really still in the game because these days she worried that it was anything but.

Loretta found Daisy at the end of the shop, but she wasn’t filling the shelves as Loretta had assumed. She was engrossed in something on her phone yet again.

‘Don’t worry,’ Daisy quickly leaped in, ‘the stock is already replenished, I’m not shirking my responsibilities.’

‘I never said you were.’ But she was up to something.

‘You’re so suspicious, Mum.’ The eye roll that came with it told Loretta she’d get nothing else out of her daughter as she shoved her phone back into the pocket of her jeans. But Loretta didn’t miss a mischievous smile. Either she was up to no good or there was a man on the other end of that text message or whatever contact she’d just got. And that, Loretta supposed, would be a good thing. Daisy hadn’t seemed interested in having much of a love life lately and it made Loretta sad to think her daughter was missing her younger years when she should be out and having fun, and might even be lonely. Daisy had never said as much but she was forever going off alone camping, something she and Harry had often done together, or to photograph things – the countryside, local events, scenery at a new camping ground. And it was one thing for Loretta to be on her own when she was in her sixties, but it was quite another for Daisy to be doing the same thing at her age.

Daisy was alerted to movement outside the shop. ‘They’re early.’

Loretta spotted the minibus from Butterbury Lodge that had just pulled up. ‘Don’t panic, it’ll take them a good five minutes to disembark.’

‘I’ll run and put the heater on upstairs, get the room nice and toasty.’

Loretta greeted the seven arrivals at the door and, as predicted, it took them a while to get out of the minibus and file inside.

‘We’re here!’ It was Flo, one of the residents at the lodge, and for a woman who had once kept herself to herself, she seemed to be in charge of everyone else. She was first inside the shop and as Loretta embraced her father, announced, ‘We’ve got a name, you know. For our group.’

Loretta finished ushering everyone inside out of the cold.

‘Don’t you want to know what it is?’ Flo went on as Daisy reappeared, bypassed everyone to give her grandad an enormous hug, and then resumed professionalism by offering to take coats. She was soon weighed down with an armful, laughing from behind the material and insisting she run those upstairs before anyone handed her anything else.

‘Tell me, Flo,’ said Loretta as she gathered the remaining coats and scarves. She gave her dad another hug, noticing he was wearing the chocolate brown jumper he’d knitted himself.

Flo’s eyes danced. ‘We’re calling ourselves Oldies in Stitches.’

Loretta laughed as she handed Daisy everything in her arms and her daughter took the rest of the garments upstairs. ‘Good for you and very appropriate.’

Maggie, the staff member who’d driven the minibus, came back inside armed with a box. ‘The knitting projects they’ve been working on are all inside.’ She leaned in and whispered to Loretta, ‘Make sure their chairs are far enough apart, knitting needles tend to get waved around in all the excitement and I don’t want any injuries.’ Maggie seemed to deal with residents with a tireless efficiency and missed nothing with sharp eyes behind rounded spectacles. She’d been in charge at the lodge for years and seemed well-versed at keeping things in order but with an injection of fun that many of these elderly residents so desperately needed, especially those who didn’t have a family network visiting regularly.

‘They’ll be fine with us.’ Loretta smiled, although it was Daisy taking charge leading the way upstairs with Ivor at the rear, jostling everyone into place. He’d volunteered to help with the basic knitting skills workshop and had already got everyone off to a flying start up at the lodge apparently.

Left alone once again in the shop Loretta felt a sense of peace descend and for the next hour until the Oldies in Stitches were collected and ferried home again, she finished off the tidying, served a handful of customers and exchanged brief snippets about their days, she discussed a pattern for a baby blanket on the phone with a customer who requested she post out some items, and even had a chance to flip through the catalogue that had come in the post that morning and choose some exquisite fat quarters of material to add to her own personal collection.

An hour or so later and six of the residents had been collected by Maggie, but Ivor stayed behind. He often did this and it meant he and Loretta got to stroll through Butterbury, take in the countryside surrounds, make their way down to Lantern Square before heading on up the hill and back to the lodge. Bundled up in their coats, scarves and gloves, Ivor with a hat Daisy had made him last Christmas in a cherry red he said was just his colour, they nipped home first and collected Busker, the golden retriever Daisy had adopted when a friend of hers left for university and her parents, who worked in London full-time, realised they wouldn’t be home enough to look after it. Loretta linked her dad’s arm all the way, a steady stroll, time together that was always precious.

It was still cold but the wind had died down a bit and its direction was in their favour as Busker, despite his advancing age, insisted on darting into any bushes they passed, sniffing his way around. Ivor adjusted his hat, pulling it further over his ears to cover the back of his grey hair completely, careful not to dislodge his wire-framed glasses. ‘Daisy had the group very well organised today. She’s efficient, and they all adore her.’

‘I love that she spends so much time up at the lodge with you.’ Hearing that Daisy really was up there and not off doing something secretive was quite a relief to Loretta. ‘I just wish—’

‘She’d hang out with people her own age?’

‘I don’t know, Dad. Sometimes I wonder how she’s ever going to meet anyone stuck in a sewing shop with her mother and spending the rest of her time hanging out with the Oldies in Stitches.’

‘You worry a lot about her.’

‘I worry about all my girls.’

‘Have you phoned Fern and Ginny yet?’ When she shook her head he said, ‘You’re putting it off.’

‘Wouldn’t you?’

His long sigh said that he wouldn’t. He’d never been one to back away from a challenge, no matter how hard it was. ‘You’ve always valued honesty above all else, Loretta. And I admire that.’

‘I wonder where I learned it from.’

They took a detour into one of the fields to give Busker a bit of a run and when they emerged into the open space Ivor tried to bend down for the stick Busker dropped at his feet. But he only got halfway. ‘Do the honours?’

Loretta put a reassuring hand on her dad’s arm and bent down, picked up the stick and threw it for Busker. Ivor was slowing down, it was life, but it didn’t mean to say she wanted to think about him ever leaving this world and her behind.

Busker retrieved the stick and seemed happy enough to trot along the dirt track carrying it between his jaws as if to say, ‘I’ve got the prize, I’m the winner’. They came to an uneven part of the path and Ivor gripped tighter onto Loretta’s arm until they were back on even ground. Butterbury was beautiful in any season and a frost still lingered on the uppermost branches of the nearby oak tree and fell as though it was snowing when they passed beneath.

‘Did you see the photograph Daisy took of this field?’ Loretta asked her dad. ‘She captured the frost just right.’

‘She’s a talented young lady.’ He paused. ‘You need to call Fern and Ginny. They won’t thank you for keeping this from them, not in the long run. Do what you have to do, tell a lie just to get them here if you have to, but don’t leave it until it’s too late.’

‘I don’t know what to say to them. Would you?’

He shook his head.

But his understanding didn’t make it any easier. Loretta knew what she had to do. If she wanted her family to get through this then she needed to get her girls together and see if they could be those three sisters who’d once shared everything, who’d once joked that they were sewn together as well as their gran’s best quilts. It had never mattered back then that there was ten years difference between Fern and Daisy, there’d been something for each of them to learn, to embrace, to enjoy. They’d pull together scraps of material from wherever they liked, each girl would rummage in the plastic tubs Loretta had filled with offcuts. There was no end of colour to choose from, a vast array of designs, they could be as eccentric or conservative as they liked. The girls had loved getting crazy with spots, stripes, clashing colours. Anything goes! had been Harry’s way of describing it as he’d watch them all working away before he and the girls would sit down to watch a movie. He always chose family movies that would be appropriate for all three, Fern and Ginny watching films they’d already seen but that they loved and Daisy seeing them for the first time.

Quilting had brought Fern, Ginny and Daisy together as kids, it had brought her joy too. And Loretta wondered, could it be that in order to bring her girls together and make them strong enough for what was about to come their way, they would have to go back to where it all began?



Chapter Two

Fern

‘You’re the most efficient member of my team,’ her boss, Nick, remarked with a double tap on Fern’s desk. ‘We need to clone you.’ She’d just handed him her report chock full of recommendations she’d drawn after analysing departments in the company that were under-performing, those that were doing better than expected and pulling those results together with external information including industry research, consumer trends and competitor analysis.

‘Thanks, Nick.’ It was always nice to hear that she was valued.

Fern pushed her chair beneath her desk at the end of another working day, and despite the tiredness creeping up on her she kept her expression bright, her voice lively. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow. And I’ve put all the information you need for your morning meeting on your desk already.’

Fern was eager to get home now with an evening of organising ahead of her. Christmas was fast approaching and every year in mid December she held the neighbourhood Christmas party. Tonight she needed to finalise the invites – she’d chosen a high quality, elegant style with gold swirly writing and a lit-up tree design, each one headed with the words ‘Hosted By Mr & Mrs Tayman’ – and once they arrived, she’d hand deliver each of them to people on both sides of their street. She felt a flip of excitement at once again putting on the party of the year.

‘Go home and relax,’ her boss encouraged as though he could see her mind whirring with plans. ‘You’ve earned it.’ He waved the report once in the air to signify his commendation and headed towards the glass walls of his office. Fern worked long days, but he’d still be here for hours yet following an afternoon of back-to-back meetings.

When Fern’s mobile rang she took the call as she stowed a collection of papers into her bag to take home and work on after the party planning. It was Everett, probably letting her know he’d be late, his usual reason behind a phone call these days. She was proud of his dedication and ambition, but for a married couple they had very little time for just the two of them, and Fern wondered whether she was the only one who’d noticed the cracks beginning to show.

The moment Everett mentioned their youngest son Jacob’s parents’ evening that would take place in January she ran a hand around the inside of her collar and closed her eyes as she realised what she’d done. ‘I totally forgot the booking system opened late last night.’ And unfortunately getting an appointment wasn’t easy – they disappeared, fast, to the lucky parents who were quick enough. Usually Fern was ready and waiting and had her choice of timeslots. But not this time.

She sighed, sure that when she was at school parents evening had been a lot more straightforward. She didn’t remember her mum and dad having to battle to see a teacher as if it was a grand prize rather than an important update on your child’s progress.

‘I would’ve done it, Fern, but you told me you had it under control.’

‘I’ll email the teachers individually,’ she said quickly, ‘I’ll line up appointments for the new year.’ Parents’ evening was a while away yet so she could still save the day.

‘I’ll do it now. I’m still at the office so I might as well. I just wanted to check with you in case the confirmation email had gone to my spam folder. Honestly, it’s fine. See you at home later.’

It didn’t sound fine. She ended the call, said goodbye to Maxwell, the only other colleague remaining, head buried in papers, gold strip desk lamp lighting up the words just enough for him, and made her way out of the department and towards the lifts.

As the lift whooshed from the seventh floor down to the basement car park, she tugged the bottom of her suit jacket to ensure it was in place and turned her head from one side to the other to make sure no errant wisps of hair had escaped the high ponytail she wore when she was at work. It was sleek, courtesy of her hair straighteners, and in tip-top condition, thanks to regular salon appointments every six weeks like clockwork to keep the very dark brown and not yet grey tresses the way she liked them.

The lift opened out into the underground car park. Newcomers to the company looked on in awe at anyone who got to park at the offices and drove in and out of the barrier closed off to outsiders. But Fern had earned her space there after eight years of waiting. Ever since she graduated she’d been working in London as a financial analyst at the major publishing company who produced a plethora of magazine titles annually. She hadn’t paused in her career apart from when she took maternity leave for each of her sons and her job was something she treasured. She was proud of what she’d achieved. She felt valued, she excelled, and she felt like she was doing something well.

What she wasn’t doing quite so brilliantly with was marriage and parenthood. It seemed the harder she tried, the more she failed. Fern felt as though she was making mistakes and letting people down more and more lately. And it wasn’t just with parents’ evening. Last week she’d missed Cooper’s hockey game, she’d forgotten to pay for Jacob’s school trip to the Science Museum, which meant he very nearly didn’t get to go, and on Cooper’s birthday having booked and paid for the wrong movie at the cinema for him and six of his mates, she and Everett between them had had to ferry them all somewhere else more than forty miles away after having cleared it with each parent that that arrangement was fine. Last week she forgot to pick up Everett’s dry cleaning even though she’d insisted she do it when he had so much on at work, and yesterday she’d knocked Everett’s late mother’s Mandarin hand-painted lidded jar off the shelf in the study and it had smashed to pieces. Everett lost his mum a little over a year ago and coped by throwing himself into his work more and more. For a while Fern had just let him get on with it, he was in pain, but somewhere along the line without realising he’d kept up the habit and she felt as though she’d taken a backseat in his life.

When had they moved from being Everett and Fern to being Jacob and Cooper’s parents and nothing else? Or was this what happened to all parents, they lost a bit of themselves in order to become a family?

Fern put the windscreen wipers on as she emerged from the depths of the car park into the open air. The fog from this morning had lifted but in its place was drizzle. Not the rain that hammered down and pelted the windscreen and made you feel alive, the sort of pathetic equivalent of trying its best but not quite making it as precipitation. The darkness of winter had already lowered her mood. Gone were the long sunny evenings of summer where she’d drive home, windows open, music playing and relaxing her with every mile between there and the new-build house she and her family had called home for almost six years. This evening even thoughts of organising anything for the Christmas party weren’t enough of a distraction to lift her spirits.

When she arrived home, she could hear Cooper’s music pounding from his room. At fifteen years old Cooper seemed to have ventured into the tunes that for some reason had to be played at full volume and on top of that, they were more often than not accompanied by lyrics Fern deemed a little unacceptable. Fern was only glad they lived in a detached property so at least she wasn’t upsetting the neighbours, and even more glad she’d invested in a pair of noise-cancelling headphones that allowed her to get some work done at weekends if he was around. She was never sure what reception she’d get from Cooper either. Sometimes a request to lessen the volume was met with a murmur of agreement and the music dulled to a bearable level, but other times he’d snap at her to stop moaning at him, she’d end up telling him off for being rude and the whole house would be filled with unpleasantness. It certainly didn’t fit in with the dreamy parenting idyll she’d imagined. Of course that was a view she’d had before she became a parent. When you didn’t have kids it was all too easy to judge a naughty child or a parenting technique, but put yourself in that family’s shoes and it was quite often a different story.

Fern and Everett had desperately wanted a family and both of them had made adjustments. It all seemed to work like clockwork in the early years – juggling day care, different start and finish times with their jobs, meetings scheduled out of the blue, jumping in to help each other out when they could. But it had become harder as the boys got older. They weren’t as much work physically, there were no exhausting visits to the park to run around and play tag or kick a football with them, but it became more tiring emotionally as they got older. Fern knew she had to keep reminding herself that they were great boys and that attitude and backchat were things to take in her stride. But some days, like today, when she was tired and weary of it all, it was difficult to make herself see sense. Between Cooper and his music thumping away and Jacob playing on his PlayStation as though his life depended on it – like he was doing now in the room at the end of the hallway as she shut the front door behind her – she didn’t get much of a look in with either of her sons unless they needed something or were sick. She wasn’t sure what she’d envisaged as they grew up and she supposed even the tightest of circles were bound to squash into a different shape as personalities developed and time marched on. It was what had happened to her and her sisters, Ginny and Daisy, their once close bonds stretched further and further apart as they simply got on with their own lives.

Fern got changed and focused on pulling the dinner together quickly and efficiently. The chicken breasts had been marinating since she put them in the fridge this morning with freshly chopped chillies, lemon juice and garlic, it didn’t take long to peel potatoes and cut up a selection of vegetables. The next hour was a mix of Hello, Mum. How long till dinner? Where is my school tie? Followed by Mum, tell him not to go in my room without asking! And There’s no toilet roll up here … I need it, now!

By the time Everett came through the door Fern had everything in hand, glad she’d had some time to calm down. The last thing she wanted was for Everett to see her angry, unable to cope. In her workplace she swore there was another divorce announced every few months and she didn’t want to become another statistic. Fern knew some of the women at work moaned that they had to do everything at home but the set-up in this house wasn’t like that. Everett pulled his weight. He had high demands at work, they both did, and Fern just wanted to hold on to the carefree Everett, the gentle-hearted man she’d fallen in love with from the start. Which meant they really did need to spend some alone time together and talk. Perhaps she’d suggest it tonight.

She smiled at her husband and hoped the weary look on his brow wouldn’t last long. ‘How was work?’

‘Good.’ With a sigh he ran a hand around the back of his neck.

‘Did you get in touch with Jacob’s teachers?’ Better to start with casual conversation than admit she thought they had problems. She multi-tasked by washing up the sharp knife lying on the chopping board so it didn’t mistakenly get put in the dishwasher.

‘I haven’t heard back from all of them, but we’ve already got three appointments lined up in the new year a couple of days after the official parents’ evening.’

‘Thanks for sorting it,’ she said, still not able to gauge his mood.

‘We’re both parents, remember.’

She finished drying the knife and pushed it into the block on the kitchen worktop. ‘I know.’

‘Sometimes I wonder if you do, Fern.’

She felt an unexpected lurch in her tummy at the frustration still lacing his brow, the tone of voice that suggested this was about so much more than her forgetting parents’ evening. She should’ve told him she was worried about their marriage months ago. But then again, perhaps he should’ve been the one to address it, it couldn’t all be her fault.

In a calm voice she explained, ‘I intended to do it, I forgot, and I’m sorry.’

‘I’m capable of doing everything you are, yet you insist on doing it all yourself.’

Before she had a chance to wonder whether he was being argumentative because he’d had a long day or was frustrated at her lack of trust in others doing things the way she would, she said, ‘Is this about me always needing to be in charge?’ There was a time he’d admired her for her strength, her ability to take control, when those sorts of comments would’ve been teasing to show he didn’t mind the state of play one bit. When had her admirable qualities become more of a frustrating trait than anything else?

He held her gaze for a moment and then as though he was exhausted by it all he added nothing extra and stepped closer to pull her into a gentle hug. ‘I’m not suggesting that, Fern. I’m just saying …’

‘Dinner is cooking,’ she murmured after a while, when she felt him relax the way she managed to do too, the hug a reminder of the closeness that still lurked deep down rather than the distance that seemed to be increasing between them these days. ‘Would you like a glass of wine?’ A peace offering might be a better idea than attempting to talk about anything else.

‘Can’t. I’ve got a squash game in an hour.’ He pulled away and ran a hand across his smoothly shaven jaw that would show stubble in the morning, hints of the same grey that had begun to fleck his dark hair.

She turned back to the sink to wash the wooden chopping board that wouldn’t go in the dishwasher either, picked up the steel wool and gave it a vicious scrub.

‘I did tell you this morning.’ His voice came out soft, wary, not missing the change in her mood.

‘It’s fine,’ she rallied, feeling put out that she desperately needed some alone time with her husband yet this wasn’t the first time he’d announced other plans. ‘You go to your game, I’ll keep your dinner warm and the wine can wait.’ Squash games, online meetings in the evenings, even playing on the PlayStation with his son, pushing her further and further down his list of priorities. They had little time for one another these days, unless it was between the sheets. They never seemed to have had a problem with that.

He pulled her back against him perhaps with a change of heart. ‘I could always cancel.’

She was tempted to ask him to but he always came home a little bit calmer after a game. ‘You go, I need to order the invitations for the Christmas party anyway.’ And she wanted them here well in advance, even though save the date cards had already been distributed. Fern had never liked to do anything last minute, never mind forget tasks altogether.

He pulled her in for another hug and when his mouth moved down against her neck, kissing the little space above her collarbone that always drove her crazy, she sighed. Despite any bickering, intimacy had kept them going lately and she never wanted to lose that part of their relationship. ‘How about we have that glass of wine when I get home?’

‘Sounds good to me.’

When Jacob called out again about being hungry, anxious not to let go of the moment, Fern kissed Everett on the mouth and whispered, ‘I’ll wear the lingerie you love and have the wine waiting.’

He made a low guttural groan as though the interruption was painful before he turned to greet his youngest son with a ruffle of his hair. Cooper came downstairs next and asked about dinner, even though it hadn’t been long since he’d eaten some toast.

‘No, you won’t keel over and die if you don’t eat soon,’ Everett assured them both, his mood better already. ‘And you’re both old enough to find your own pieces of school uniform,’ he added when Cooper asked about his school socks and Jacob said he couldn’t find his spare sports top for PE. ‘And, please, stop bickering. Turn the music off, the PlayStation too. It’s almost dinner time.’ He loosened his tie, winked in Fern’s direction and headed upstairs to get changed.

And just like that she was transported to the Fern and Everett they’d been when they first met.

Fern had fallen for Everett the day he picked up her railcard in the London Underground and chased her up the escalator. She’d dropped it at the bottom and not being one to stand on the right and wait behind everyone else, she’d quickly ascended the escalator on the left and was already at the next one by the time an out-of-breath Everett caught up with her. He’d handed her the ticket and she thought she’d never see him again, the well-built man who filled out a suit nicely and who’d looked at her with his ocean blue eyes as though he already knew her. She’d thought about him for the rest of that day, finding it hard to concentrate at work, hearing his velvety voice even though he was nowhere near, wishing they’d had more than a snatched conversation. She looked out for him every day at the train station and on the Tube but she didn’t see him again until almost a month later when he walked past her in Covent Garden. He’d taken her for coffee that day, then lunch the next, then drinks at the end of the week. And they’d barely had time apart since.

Everett, three years older than Fern, was still working with the same company in London except now he was the chief finance officer. He took the train to and from work each day, five days a week. Sometimes he bemoaned the journey but Fern knew he didn’t hate it that much. He always read the morning news with a large coffee taken in his Thermos, and she sensed it was his down time before a hectic day at the office. She rarely took time for herself, but not because she couldn’t if she wanted to, more that she had no idea what to do with herself if she wasn’t busy. Funny, she knew a lot about numbers, but not a whole lot about relaxing. She always wore a watch that counted her steps, made sure she got the requisite ten thousand a day, marching on the spot at home if she didn’t until the little buzz on her wrist told her she’d attained her target.

When Fern was much younger she’d been a keen runner. She’d been on the school’s cross country team, she’d run every morning when she and Everett got together, but slowly the demands on her time had taken over and the habit had fallen away. She’d tried going to yoga a couple of years ago thinking it might perhaps be the answer to help de-stress, but on the contrary, she found her mind racing and an inability to switch off and so she gave that up. She moved on to trying Zumba to work out some frustration, but then the class she went to was moved to a lunchtime, which was impossible for her, and so that fell away too. Fern didn’t have many female friendships either, what with the demands of her job and her family. And anyway, sisters were supposed to do that job, weren’t they? Unfortunately it hadn’t worked out that way with the Chamberlain girls.

Fern called Jacob and Cooper for dinner and covered Everett’s plate so he could reheat it when he was home after his game. The boys wolfed their food down and went right on to bananas and ice-cream for dessert before they reluctantly headed off to do their homework after Cooper stacked the dishwasher, his chore on the calendar today, and Jacob put the rubbish into the wheelie bin by the back gate.

Fern put some music on while she wiped down the table and washed up. When her phone rang and her boss’s name popped up on the screen she put it on speaker. As he spoke, she froze, tap still running, frying pan in one hand, cloth in the other. ‘What do you mean I haven’t given you what you need? I left it all on your desk, Nick.’

‘You didn’t include the balance sheets or the cash-flow statements, and the executive summary is for Carters.’

Carters weren’t even a client anymore. How had she managed to print off the wrong executive summary and not even notice? She usually triple checked everything, she didn’t make mistakes. ‘I don’t know what to say, Nick. I’m sorry. I’ll do it first thing in the morning.’

‘I need it for the breakfast meeting.’

A tightening pain across the top of her head made itself known as she realised that actually, she couldn’t remember writing up the finalised executive summary, which meant trawling through information and pulling it all together. ‘It’s not a problem, Nick. I have all the information I need, just a matter of collating it all together and I’ll email it through tonight.’ She made it sound so simple when it wasn’t. And it wasn’t quick either. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath even though she wanted to lob the phone across the kitchen and swear.

Her boss ended the call relieved, Fern on the other hand felt her stress levels rise. She got back to rinsing the pan and when it fell from her grasp and the water splashed up the front of her sweatshirt she screamed, ‘Fuck it!’ at the top of her voice.

She didn’t swear often but lately it was as though the words were out before she had a chance to think about it. The last thing she wanted was to teach the boys bad habits. She stood, hands bracing against the sink and closed her eyes but sensed she wasn’t alone.

Jacob was hovering
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