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Fate’s about to make mischief . . .

One minute Lou is happily employed, with a perfect flat. The next, her home and job have gone. Suddenly she has to start over.

The last thing Lou wants is to move to a tiny Cotswolds village. She certainly doesn’t intend to work for curmudgeonly eighty-year-old Edgar Allsopp. But Edgar is about to make her the kind of promise nobody could ignore. In return, she secretly vows to help him fall in love with life again.

Foxwell is also home to Remy, whose charm and charisma are proving hard to ignore. But Lou hasn’t recovered from the last time she fell for a charmer. She needs a distraction – and luckily one’s about to turn up.

Secrets never stay hidden for long in Foxwell, nor are promises always kept. And no one could guess what lies ahead . . .




This book is dedicated to some of my favourite people!

Marion Donaldson has for very many years been my wonderful, patient and endlessly encouraging editor.

Jane Judd has been my fantastic UK agent since day one of my writing career, which began back when I was – gasp – young.

My brilliant writer friends, both online and off-line, are the people who keep me going during good times and bad – I honestly don’t know how I’d manage without all of you. I daren’t list names, I’m far too terrified of missing out someone vital, but you all make this weird job so much more fun than it would otherwise be.

Thanks are also due to fellow authors Ruby Basu and Gillian McAllister, who answered my online cry for help and gave me excellent legal advice on the subject of wills for the purposes of this book. (The storyline subsequently changed, as storylines have a habit of doing, and most of it was no longer required, but I am still hugely grateful.)

And it goes without saying that I’m grateful to everyone at Headline, as well as to my other publishers, agents, editors, cover designers, publicists, marketeers, sales teams, booksellers and bloggers worldwide. I couldn’t do this without each and every one of you, and your contributions are so appreciated.

Finally, if you’ve enjoyed any of my previous books and are planning on reading this one, huge thanks to you too – you have excellent taste!
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Chapter 1

‘How much?’ The old man ahead of Lou at the supermarket checkout was glaring in disbelief at the female cashier.

‘Oh now, you always say that.’ The cashier was evidently accustomed to his crabbiness. ‘And the prices haven’t changed since last week, my love.’

‘They’re too high anyway. Shouldn’t be allowed. And don’t call me love.’ Paying with his credit card, the man took the plastic carrier she’d packed for him and limped over to the sliding doors, giving them a clunk with his walking stick when they opened too slowly for his liking.

‘One day he might actually say thank you and I’ll fall off my chair in shock,’ the cashier observed with a good-natured smile as she rang up Lou’s bottle of Merlot and box of apple doughnuts.

‘I’ll say it for both of us,’ said Lou. ‘Thank you, thank you.’

Outside, it was a bright but blustery August afternoon and the old man was still making his way slowly across the car park. As Lou paused at the exit, wondering whether to break into the doughnuts now, she saw him brush past a dilapidated van with its crumpled bumper hanging off. The next moment, the sharp side of the bumper caught the plastic carrier in his left hand. The man, taken by surprise by the sudden tug backwards, lost his balance and fell to the ground, the bag flinging its contents around him.

Racing over, Lou only had time to say, ‘Are you—’ before the walking stick swung round and clonked her on the head. Clutching her ear, she yelped, ‘Ow.’

‘And there’s plenty more where that came from, I can tell you.’ The old man brandished his stick fiercely. ‘Help, call the police, I’ve been mugged!’

‘What? There wasn’t any mugger.’ Lou gestured around the empty car park.

‘You tried to mug me. HELP.’

Honestly, what was he like? ‘I’m not a mugger. You caught your bag on that broken bumper there. I came over to see if you’re OK.’

‘How can I be OK when I’ve just been attacked?’

‘Nobody attacked you, you lost your balance and fell over. Look, are you hurt? Do you need me to call an ambulance?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. I need you to pick up my shopping. Can you at least do that? Look at it all.’ He gestured with irritation at the former contents of his bag, now strewn around them.

‘Fine, let’s get it done.’ There was a gaping hole in the side of the carrier, so Lou stuffed the Merlot and doughnuts into her shoulder bag and used her own. In less than a minute she’d collected up the assorted tins, packets and ready meals for one. ‘Now, how about you? Any pain?’

The old man shook his head. He’d crumpled rather than crashed to the ground.

‘Want me to help you up, then?’

‘No, I’d just like to sit here like a lemon for the next twenty-four hours. Of course I want you to help me up.’

Lou moved behind him, placing her arms under his and lifting him to his feet. ‘There you go.’ She passed him his walking stick. ‘Right, where’s your car?’

He pointed to an old grey Mini and she accompanied him over to it. When she’d put the bag of shopping in the boot, the old man shook his head and said, ‘Oh for God’s sake.’

‘What’s wrong?’

Producing a pair of spectacles and a single lens from his coat pocket, he held them up so she could see the broken frame. ‘I must have landed on them when I fell.’ He looked at Lou as if it were all her fault. ‘How am I going to get home if I can’t see where I’m going?’

He obviously couldn’t walk any distance. ‘Taxi?’

‘No. Can you drive?’

‘I can, but I don’t have a car at the moment.’

‘That’s not a problem, is it? I do.’ He held out the keys. ‘You can take me home.’

He was saying it as if it were the only option. ‘Where’s home?’

‘Top of the hill. Not too far.’ Then, when she still hesitated, he added irritably, ‘It’s insured for any driver.’

‘And how would I get back?’

‘You’ve got legs, haven’t you?’

Lou heaved a sigh. This was getting silly now; she’d got herself into a situation with a truculent pensioner who was a stranger to manners. And much as she wanted to say no to his demand, her conscience wasn’t letting her. She knew why, too; it was those ready meals for one. He was grumpy because he was old, in his mid eighties at a guess. He was on a tight budget and presumably his wife had died. He was lonely and miserable, unable to walk without the aid of a stick and probably in constant pain from rheumatism or arthritis. She’d noticed the individual meals when he’d lined them up on the conveyor belt in the supermarket, but they’d looked even more heartbreaking strewn around him on the tarmac out here in the car park.

Plus, she’d always been a soft touch. Of course she couldn’t walk away. Taking the keys from him, she said, ‘Come on then, let’s get you home.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘And no speeding, either.’

He directed her out of the town and up a steep, winding lane overhung with trees and dappled with sunlight.

‘Keep going,’ he instructed. ‘Mind the bend. Now slow down, it’s up here on the left.’

Lou had been expecting a tiny cottage, maybe a bit dilapidated to match the dented grey Mini with its dusty tyres and scratched paintwork.

‘Where now?’ She paused on the gravelled driveway.

‘You turn the engine off. We’re here.’

‘But where’s your home?’

Irritated, he said, ‘Are you blind? It’s right there in front of you.’

He was gesturing at the majestic Georgian property constructed from custard-coloured Cotswold stone and overlooking the small town like a Roman emperor surveying his subjects. It was solid and square, with symmetrical rows of six-paned sash windows on three levels, a silver-grey slate roof, wisteria climbing up the walls and impressive stone pillars flanking the front door. Was it one of those grand country residences that had been carved up into many smaller apartments? Or could it be a retirement home? Either way, Lou was impressed. Switching off the ignition, she ran round to open the passenger door and helped him out before collecting his shopping from the boot. ‘Here you are.’

He didn’t take it. ‘Bring it inside, will you?’

Oh well, it wasn’t as if she was in a hurry to be anywhere else for a while. She waited as he unlocked a door at the side of the property, then followed him along a couple of corridors until they reached the kitchen.

It wasn’t a retirement home then. Nor, from the look of the place, had it been divided into separate apartments.

‘Will you put the food away for me?’ He located a tube of Superglue in a drawer, then sat down at the scrubbed oak table to fix his broken spectacles.

Lou took a packet of two small frozen fishcakes out of the bag. ‘Where’s your freezer?’

‘Through there, in the utility room.’

She grinned. ‘So ten minutes ago you thought I was a mugger, yet now you’re happy for me to poke around your house.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘It’s the utility room. I don’t keep sacks of diamonds in there.’

‘Fair enough.’

‘And I didn’t say I was happy either. It’s just a job that needs doing. And my leg hurts.’

The kitchen had a dusty, uncared-for feel about it, as did the utility room. Returning to get on with the unpacking, Lou said, ‘Do you live here on your own?’

He nodded, opened a biscuit tin that was on the table and heaved a sigh upon seeing it was empty.

‘But you have someone to help out?’

‘No.’

Poor man, he sounded so weary, so resigned to being unhappy and alone. ‘Did you lose your wife? I’m so sorry.’

‘What? I don’t have a wife. Never been married.’ He regarded her with fresh suspicion. ‘How can you not know that?’

Lou gave him a look. ‘Maybe I haven’t read your autobiography.’

Realisation dawned. ‘Are you not from around here?’

‘No. I live in Selly Oak.’

‘Sellywhat?’

‘It’s in Birmingham.’ She put the last few items away in the fridge, which was crammed with out-of-date food.

‘You can put the kettle on now. Tea bags are in the blue tin. So what are you doing in Foxwell, then?’ His tone was accusing.

‘Visiting a friend. We were at school together in Cheltenham.’ He was making conversation because he was lonely, she realised, though of course he’d rather die than admit it.

‘What’s her name?’

‘It’s a he. Sammy Keeler.’

‘Keeler? One of the brothers, you mean? Which one’s Sammy – the scruffy one with red hair? Always playing that damn guitar of his?’

As a succinct description, it was spot on. ‘That’s him.’

‘Not your boyfriend, is he?’

‘No.’

‘What’s the other one called?’

‘Remy.’

‘That’s it. Two sugars. And don’t take the tea bag out until it’s done its job.’

Lou’s phone rang as she was stirring his mug of tea.

‘Hey,’ said Sammy, ‘are you there yet? I’m sorry, there’s a problem with the train at Didcot and I’m not going to be home for another hour at least.’

‘No worries, I’m fine. I’m in someone’s kitchen,’ Lou said cheerfully. ‘We met in the supermarket car park, then he broke his glasses so I had to drive him home.’

‘Who is it?’ Having grown up in Foxwell, Sammy knew everyone.

‘I don’t know. He lives in a big house at the top of the hill. It’s Sammy,’ Lou explained to the man sitting at the table. ‘He’s asking who you are.’

‘Allsopp.’

OK, bit of a funny name, but that wasn’t his fault. Going back to Sammy, Lou said, ‘His name’s Allsopp.’

‘Do you mean Edgar Allsopp?’ Sammy started to laugh. ‘Whoa! Are you telling me you’re at Walton House?’

Walton, yes, that had been the name carved into one of the stone pillars guarding the entrance to the driveway. If she’d been on her own, she might have joked, ‘Are you telling me he’s a mad axe murderer?’ But since Edgar was sitting less than six feet away, she said, ‘That’s right! I’ve just made him a mug of tea.’

‘Good luck. He’s a miserable bugger.’

She flashed Edgar a bright smile. ‘I agree!’

‘But if anyone can handle him, I guess it’s you. Look, I’ll call again in a bit, OK? I should definitely be home by six.’

When she’d put her phone away, Lou fished the tea bag out of her own mug and carried it over to the bin. As she reached it, her foot skidded and she almost went flying into the wall.

‘Clumsy,’ said Edgar.

‘There’s something on the floor. It’s like an ice rink.’ Crouching, she tested the surface with her hand. ‘Did you spill oil on it?’

‘No.’ He bristled. ‘It was butter.’

‘Well, you can’t leave a floor in this state. It needs cleaning up.’

Edgar looked horrified. ‘What, with my knees?’

Shaking her head, Lou located an ancient scrubbing brush in the cupboard under the sink and filled the washing-up bowl with hot soapy water. As she scrubbed away at the black and white tiled floor, she said, ‘You should get someone to come in and do this for you.’

‘I did have someone. She left, same as all the rest of them.’ He pointed at an area beneath a chair. ‘You missed a bit.’

She sat back on her heels and looked at him. ‘Any idea at all why they might not have wanted to stay?’

For a split second, Edgar looked as if he might be on the verge of breaking into a smile. It didn’t happen. He said, ‘Too lazy, too afraid of an honest day’s work,’ and took a gulp of tea.

‘Strong enough?’

‘How would I know? I didn’t ask them to lift the fridge over their heads.’

It was Lou’s turn to smile. ‘I meant the tea.’

‘Oh. It’s OK, I suppose. Could do with a bit less milk.’

When she’d finished scrubbing the floor, she said, ‘Look, why don’t you write out an advert and let me put it in the newsagent’s window for you? I can do it when I leave here. Get yourself someone who can come and tidy the house up once or twice a week, how does that sound?’

He sighed as loudly as if she’d asked him to run a marathon. ‘I’d need them here more often than that.’

‘Fine, then say it!’

She found a pen on the dresser along with a battered tear-off pad. When she placed them in front of him, Edgar said, ‘You can write it. Six mornings a week, general cleaning, cooking and helping out.’ He paused, then added generously, ‘They can have Sundays off.’

Lou wrote everything down as he dictated his phone number. When it came to the hourly rate, she said, ‘Employers generally pay a bit more than that,’ and with a sigh of annoyance, he upped it.

‘I’ll take this to the newsagent’s and copy it out onto one of the postcards so it’ll slot into the message board in the window.’ She dropped the folded sheet of paper into her bag. ‘What’s the name of the woman who runs the shop?’

‘How would I know?’

‘How long have you lived here?’

‘I was born here. Moved to London, then came back thirty years ago, after my parents died.’

‘In that case, maybe you should find out her name. She’s lovely, really friendly. We had a great chat while she was watering her hanging baskets outside the shop.’

‘Hmph. Wait a minute.’ He held out the pen as Lou hoisted her bag over her shoulder. ‘Write down your number before you go.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I might want to call you. How long are you down here for anyway?’

‘Just the weekend. Heading home on Sunday.’ Scribbling the number on the notepad, Lou was briefly tempted to get it a bit wrong. But no, she couldn’t bring herself to do that; it wasn’t the kind of person she was.

‘Do you have a job?’ said Edgar.

‘I do. I work as a carer. And I love it,’ she added, because people sometimes liked to question her choice of career and she didn’t need to get into that right now.

‘Got kids?’

‘No.’

‘Husband?’

‘Not any more.’

‘Left you, did he?’

‘Kind of. He died.’

At this point, anyone else would have exclaimed, ‘Oh my goodness, how terrible. I’m so sorry.’

Not Edgar, though.

‘When did that happen then?’

‘A year ago.’ Just over eleven months. Near enough.

‘And how did he die?’

‘Covered in trifle.’ Lou winced; she hadn’t meant to utter those words aloud. They’d spilled out in response to the mental image her brain had conjured up.

After a second’s startled silence, Edgar gave a bark of laughter. It sounded rusty, as if he wasn’t used to doing it, which didn’t exactly come as a surprise. He put down his mug, sloshing tea over the rim onto the table. ‘What does that mean?’

It was wrong of her to have said it. She shook her head and moved towards the door. ‘Nothing. No need to get up, I’ll see myself out.’ Not that he’d shown any sign of rising from his chair. ‘And don’t worry, I’ll put the ad in the newsagent’s window.’

‘Bye.’ Edgar had already lost interest and was dragging a copy of last Sunday’s Telegraph across the table towards him.

Lou left the house and pulled the heavy door shut behind her. Of course he hadn’t said thanks. Just as well her choice of career meant she was used to dealing with all kinds of people. Even cranky, ill-mannered old men like Edgar.




Chapter 2

The woman behind the counter said chattily, ‘Of course you can! For two weeks to begin with? Who’s it for?’

Lou braced herself. ‘His name’s Edgar Allsopp.’

‘Oh my word. Still on the hunt then, is he? Thought he’d given up. Sorry.’ The woman flashed a bright smile. ‘Relative of yours, is he?’

‘Not at all. I just met him this afternoon, drove him home in his car after he had a fall. He’s . . . quite a character,’ said Lou.

‘That’s one way of putting it. Another way would be to say he’s a complete nightmare.’

‘Sounds like he’s had a few home helps in his time.’

‘Ha, more than a few. They don’t last long, mind. My cousin worked up there for a week and he was impossible. She walked out after he complained about her singing as she was hanging out the washing in the garden.’

Lou grinned. ‘Good luck to the next one then.’

‘It’s a pound a week to keep an ad in the window.’

She found two pounds in her purse and paid. As she did so, her phone burst into life, playing the opening chords of a song that told her it was a text from Sammy.

‘Now why do I recognise that tune? Sorry, just me being nosy! It’s familiar, but I can’t place it.’

The text said: Moving again, should be home by 5.30.

‘It’s one of my friend’s songs. Sammy Keeler?’

‘Oh, of course it is. I heard him playing it outside the pub a few weeks ago. Such a lovely lad. Never gives up, does he? Just keeps plugging away, working his little socks off. Ah, it’s a shame.’

‘He’s playing a gig at the Bear tonight,’ Lou said. ‘That’s why I came down from Birmingham, to give him some support and cheer him on.’

‘Ah, bless your heart, what a good friend you are.’ As the woman slotted the postcard-sized advert into the row of polythene pockets in the window, she added sympathetically, ‘Don’t go expecting a big crowd, mind. You might be the only one.’

The wind had now dropped and the air was warm, which made sitting on one of the wooden benches beside the river no hardship at all. Having bought herself a takeaway coffee and a sausage roll from the café, Lou watched a family of quacking ducks chase after the pastry flakes she scattered on the grass, until between them the sausage roll was no more.

The shards of sunlight dancing on the surface of the water were dazzling, and she took out her dark glasses. It was nice to use them for their designated purpose, rather than for shielding her eyes from the curious gaze of others.

After Brett had died, memories of him had dominated pretty much her every waking thought. Now, almost a year on, it happened less often, but they were still there, like the reeds trailing from the riverbanks, undulating like hula skirts just below the surface of the water. Taking a sip of coffee, she found it happening again now, various significant scenes jump-cutting from one to the next, covering the two-year duration of their relationship.

It had all started so well – OK, of course it had, otherwise she would never have agreed to a second date, would she? And think of all the anguish that could have been avoided if that hadn’t happened.

But the night she and Brett had first met had been so brilliant and had felt so right. It had seemed like a sign, a premonition of the future. Which just went to show how wrong you could be. Truly, you never could tell.

She’d been out with a group of friends from the nursing home where she was working at the time. After drinks in town, they’d all moved on to a nightclub. Not long after their arrival, on her way back from the loo, a tall, broad-shouldered man had approached her with a beaming smile and exclaimed, ‘Lou! Hello, you’re looking stunning tonight!’

He had nice eyes and an open, trustworthy face, and was clearly delighted to have bumped into her. Lou racked her brains, came up with nothing and admitted she couldn’t place him.

‘Oh dear, that’s my ego battered.’ But he was laughing, hadn’t taken offence. ‘Brett Miles. And it’s great to see you again, even if you don’t remember me.’

‘I’m really sorry. I work at the Elms in Edgbaston, if that’s where I know you from. Maybe you saw me there while you were visiting a relative.’

‘No, that’s not it. Look, I was just on my way to the bar. Can I get you a drink? Then I’ll give you some clues. Honestly, though, I can’t believe you’ve forgotten.’

Her friends were busy giving it their all on the dance floor. Intrigued, Lou accepted his offer of a drink, then spent the next twenty minutes sitting at a table with him, trying to work out when they’d previously met. Because just look at him, and he was so nice, how could she not remember someone like him?

Finally it was time to come clean. Brett admitted he had never seen her before tonight. Instead, he’d noticed her the moment she came into the club and had overheard one of her companions calling her name as they’d queued at the bar.

‘Sorry.’ He looked rueful. ‘I’m no good at chatting up girls. I was desperate to speak to you but didn’t trust myself not to mess it up. And you only get one chance to make a first impression, right? If I’d asked you to dance, you’d probably have said no. It’s not easy trying to keep someone’s attention when they’re out with their friends. I thought if I pretended to know you, at least it’d give me a few minutes before you lost interest and walked off.’ His shrug was self-deprecating. ‘There, confession time over. I did it because I just had this feeling about you, that if I didn’t give it a try, I’d never see you again, and then I’d regret it for the rest of my life.’ He paused. ‘And that was my best shot. Sorry again. If you’ve had enough of me, I’ll understand. Feel free to go back to your friends.’

Charmed by the reason behind his fib, Lou said, ‘What if I haven’t had enough of you?’

His smile widened. ‘Really? Well, that would make my day. Actually, it wouldn’t, it’d make my week, my month . . . maybe even my year.’

‘Steady on,’ said Lou, and her stomach flipped as it crossed her mind that this could be the start of something significant.

‘I know.’ He was grinning now. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever felt like this before. Getting a bit carried away. Do you . . . No, forget it, nothing.’

There it was again, the swirl of mounting anticipation. ‘What were you going to say?’

‘Do you think you might feel the same way?’

It was like being in a movie, with the rest of the nightclub fading into the distance and the camera moving in for a close-up of just the two of them while the cinema audience, entranced, held their breath.

Her own breathing shallow and her heart feeling as if it might burst, Lou heard herself say, ‘I think I might.’

And that was when they’d shared their first kiss.

‘So you managed to escape, then.’ The voice behind her made Lou jump. And there was Sammy, as sweet and scruffy as ever, giving her a hug then throwing himself down onto the wooden bench next to her. ‘Thought you might have been tied up and chucked in the cellar.’

‘By Edgar?’ she protested. ‘He didn’t even try. He doesn’t do weird stuff like that, does he?’

‘Just teasing. He’s five hundred years old. Anyway, you’re looking good.’ He planted a kiss on her cheek.

‘Thanks.’

‘Now you have to tell me I’m looking good too.’

‘You’re looking exactly the same as you always look.’ Lou regarded him with genuine affection; sartorial elegance was never going to be Sammy’s thing. His rust-red hair was collar length and fluffily dishevelled, his freckles stood out against his pale skin and he was wearing comfortable old jeans and trainers with a blue and grey striped shirt and a black waistcoat that was missing two silver buttons. In all honesty, she’d seen more smartly dressed scarecrows, but Sammy’s outfits were a part of his personality, and to dress him up like a Ken doll would be all kinds of wrong. People loved him for who he was, not what he wore. And no one who met him could fail to be won over by his friendly manner, kind eyes and impish grin.

Well, apart from Edgar Allsopp, obviously.

‘I still remember the first time I came here,’ Lou said as Sammy unlocked the front door and stood aside to let her into Riverside Cottage. ‘It still has that same gorgeous smell of stone and firewood and beeswax. And your mum was so brilliant.’

‘She still is. And a lot more suntanned these days. I told her you were coming over, by the way. She sends her love.’

Lou’s own mum had died when she was twelve. A year after that, not long after she and her dad had moved up from Exeter to Cheltenham, Sammy Keeler from her class at her new school had invited her along to his thirteenth birthday party and her dad had driven her over here to Foxwell. The party, held in the back garden of Riverside Cottage, had been raucous and chaotic, with a treasure hunt, karaoke and a tree-climbing contest. Lou had been at the stage of grieving where having a good time inevitably filled her with guilt, because what if people thought it meant she hadn’t loved her mum as much as she should have?

But without even having met her before, Sammy’s mother had sensed the turmoil she was going through. Thin and blonde, wearing a tie-dyed orange top, a pair of yellow shorts and loads of jangling bangles, she’d approached Lou while a couple of the other boys from her class were racing to climb the cedar tree and said easily, ‘You know, your mum would be so happy to see you having fun and enjoying yourself.’ She’d then given Lou’s shoulder a quick reassuring squeeze before offering her a burger and moving on.

Lou remembered that day so clearly. It had felt like being given permission to be happy again, and the sense of relief had been incredible, because Sammy’s mother was right. Her own mum had loved her to the moon and back; of course she wouldn’t want her to be miserable for the rest of her life.

She hadn’t planned on entering the tree-climbing contest, but ten minutes later, when Sammy had yelled across the garden, ‘OK, who’s next?’ Lou had found herself calling out, ‘Me!’

And with a highlighter pen tucked into the back pocket of her jeans so she could mark the highest point reached, she’d clambered up like a monkey, beaten everyone else’s best efforts and been rewarded with both a surprised cheer from the rest of the party and a reassuring wink from Teresa Keeler that had made her glow inside.

Now, Riverside Cottage was home to Sammy and Remy. Three years ago, much to her own surprise, Teresa had joined Tinder and fallen head over heels in love with a financial advisor called Maurice. Much to Maurice’s surprise, within a matter of months he’d found himself casting off his tailored grey suits, resigning from his job in Slough and catching a flight with Teresa to Albufeira, where they now lived and worked ridiculously happily together running a beach bar on Praia de Vilamoura as if they’d been doing it all their lives.

‘You don’t have to sleep down here,’ said Sammy when he saw Lou trying out the new sofa for length. ‘Remy’s away all week, so you can have his bed.’ Proudly he added, ‘I’ve even changed the sheets.’

‘Did he say it was OK?’

‘It’ll be fine. He’s on a plane right now, on his way to Texas to see a multimillionaire about a shopping mall.’

‘He really won’t mind?’ Intimidated was the wrong word, but Lou had always been slightly in awe of Sammy’s brother. Two years older, Remy was also several inches taller and significantly more attractive to look at. When they’d been at school, it had been generally acknowledged that Remy was the one with the stars aligned in his favour; with his striking good looks, spectacular sports skills and the ease with which he passed exams, he was regarded as the brother with all the talents. Sammy, by contrast, was unacademic, not great at sports, somewhat accident-prone and cheerfully unconcerned about his own less than prepossessing appearance. But if the differences between them might have inspired resentment among some brothers, it had genuinely never been an issue for the Keeler boys. Remy was now a successful architect, while Sammy worked part-time as a delivery driver to pay the bills because all he really wanted to do was make music. Nevertheless, their love and support for each other remained unwavering and unconditional.

‘He wants you to have his bed,’ said Sammy. ‘He was the one who offered it. Now, d’you want to give me a hand here? I’m going to make a lasagne.’

They chatted away as they worked together in the kitchen. Sammy was an enthusiastic cook rather than a skilled one, so it was always wise to keep an eye on what ingredients he might be impulsively adding to his creations along the way. The last time he’d made her dinner, there’d been an unexpected hit of aniseed in the coq au vin.

‘So how did it go in London today?’ said Lou as he energetically whisked the lumps out of a béchamel sauce.

‘Three hours visiting pubs that aren’t interested in having me play gigs for them. Two hours busking and getting told I’m a ginger twat by lads who think they’re the first people to ever call me that. And the train ticket cost more than I earned, but what’s new?’ He shrugged, unperturbed. ‘Hey, you never know, one day the right person could come along and be blown away by my music. If you don’t get yourself out there, you’ll never know.’

‘Speculate to accumulate.’ Lou tore open a packet of lasagne sheets.

‘Exactly.’

‘They could turn up this evening while you’re playing in the Bear.’

‘I know.’ He was rummaging through the shelf of spice jars. ‘It’s just a shame it hasn’t happened during one of the other seven hundred and forty times I’ve played there.’

‘Well, I think you’re brilliant.’

‘And I think you’re right.’ He held up one of the jars. ‘How about some of this in the white sauce? It could be the best discovery in the world.’

Lou shook her head, because it was fenugreek. ‘It wouldn’t be. It’d be gross.’

‘Spoilsport. It’s a good job I’m used to rejection.’ The next moment, clearly struck by an idea, Sammy went on, ‘Speaking of rejection, would you be my girlfriend tonight?’

There’d never been any kind of romantic connection between them; it had simply never materialised. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t do a favour for a friend.

‘Who is it this time?’

‘Her name’s Tanisha. She moved here a few weeks ago to work on reception at Marlow’s Hotel,’ said Sammy. ‘You should see her. Well, you will, because she’s going to be at the pub tonight. I asked her out last week.’

‘And?’

‘She said no.’ He shrugged. ‘According to her friend, she goes for good-looking types.’

Like Remy, presumably.

‘But if she sees you with me, she might have second thoughts?’

‘Can’t do any harm to give it a go.’ He beamed, ever optimistic. ‘I just need to win her over, make her realise that sometimes a fantastic personality is more important than boring old chiselled cheekbones and a six-pack.’ Turning away, he sprinkled something into the pan of ragu sauce.

‘What was that?’

‘Nothing.’

Lou made a futile grab for the packet. ‘It’s ground cardamom. Sammy, you’re a nightmare.’

‘Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.’ Unrepentant, he added another shake of the powder to the saucepan. ‘Anyway, how about you?’

‘I’m not a nightmare.’

‘I meant is there anyone out there you’ve got your eye on?’

‘No.’

‘Not even slightly interested?’

She held her thumb and forefinger a millimetre apart. ‘Not even this much.’

‘You never know, it could happen tonight. Someone might walk into the pub and it’ll be like, bam. Love at first sight.’

It wouldn’t happen, Lou knew that. After everything she’d been through, the thought of ever wanting to be with someone else felt about as impossible as winning a medal at the next Olympics. Emotionally, it was just beyond her. Sammy was sympathetic, but he couldn’t truly understand the way she felt inside simply because he hadn’t been through it himself.

But this was beyond boring for others to have to hear about. Far easier to stick on a brave face and pretend to be fine. She said cheerfully, ‘It’d be just my luck for that to happen, then he’d see me pretending to be your girlfriend and his heart would be so broken he’d turn around and walk back out again.’




Chapter 3

The Bear Inn, overlooking the river, wasn’t as empty that evening as Lou had worried it might be. Tanisha was indeed there with a couple of her friends from the hotel, which meant Sammy was happy. Having pointed her out earlier, he was now putting everything into his performance in the corner of the pub furthest from the bar, while grinning at Lou and even winking at her once or twice in a new-boyfriendy kind of way.

Would it do the trick and increase Tanisha’s interest in him? It was a ploy that had worked for him once, many years ago, at the school Christmas disco, when a girl he’d had a major crush on had decided she fancied him after all and had gone out with him for a whole week as a result.

Not that it made any difference to Lou whether it worked or not; she was just happy to help out. Although from the way Tanisha was currently nudging her friends and eyeing up two burly guys in motorbike leathers over at the other side of the public bar, she wasn’t holding out much hope for Sammy’s wish to come true.

Poor Sammy. It couldn’t have been easy for him growing up with a brother who’d had all the prettiest girls throwing themselves at him. Remy had never in his life needed to yearn for the attention of someone he liked the look of; it had been more a matter of how to reject them without hurting their feelings. He’d always been the one all the girls at school had secretly – or not so secretly – ogled.

Well, that had been then and Lou hadn’t seen him for years, but presumably it was still happening. A couple of times Sammy had even been on dates with girls before belatedly discovering they’d only gone out with him as a way of getting to know his older brother. If only they knew what they were missing out on by not bothering to consider his merits. Because Sammy was good-hearted, genuine, thoughtful and funny, and whoever ended up with him would be the luckiest girl in the world.

The song he’d been singing came to an end and Lou clapped so hard it hurt her hands, earning herself a beaming smile from Sammy and yet another wink. OK, she was going to have to tell him to hold back on that; three was overkill and he wasn’t even very good at it.

‘Thank you, thank you. And now here’s one of my favourite tracks, written by me about a girl who broke my heart back in school,’ he announced, ‘and cost me most of my GCSEs as a result. It’s called: “I Failed It All For You”.’

Lou applauded enthusiastically yet again, because this was one of her favourites too. Sammy’s lyrics were deft and quirky, his compositions ingenious. If only the right person of influence could hear them, she knew they’d be blown away. Hopefully one day, one way or another, it would happen. But after all these years of remaining resolutely undiscovered, it had to get you down.

If only a diamond-encrusted Bentley could pull up outside now with Elton John in it. That would be perfect.

Over at the bar, the broad-shouldered bikers were now chatting to Tanisha and her friends. Several more people had wandered into the pub, which was good, then ordered drinks and carried them back outside to the garden, which was less good. Sammy was playing his guitar and singing, pouring his heart and soul into the performance, but half his meagre audience were chatting in low voices to each other and the rest were paying no attention at all. This was the problem with playing gigs in your local; all the customers had heard you a dozen times before, whether they wanted to or not.

‘You were brilliant,’ she told him when he’d finished his set.

‘Ah, thanks.’ He didn’t bother to give her a boyfriendy kiss, because Tanisha and one of the leather-clad bikers had finished their drinks and left together ten minutes ago. ‘I had fun, even if the audience wasn’t so bothered.’

After a post-gig drink with Bob and Rico, who ran the pub, they headed back to Riverside Cottage and took the only slightly cremated lasagne out of the oven. Over a late dinner, they drank red wine and chatted non-stop, then played furiously competitive games of Bananagrams and Boggle while listening to music. The taste of cardamom in the lasagne lingered in the mouth, but opening a second bottle of Grenache helped to wash it away. Then Sammy picked up an acoustic guitar and started playing songs he was in the process of fine-tuning, scribbling down snatches of lyrics as they occurred to him.

Lou felt the tension leave her muscles as she rested her head against a faded velvet cushion. The living room was warm and his voice was so soothing it felt like being a child again, being sung to sleep by her mum . . .

‘Ahem.’ Sammy had stopped playing.

‘Just resting my eyes.’ She opened them and flashed him a smile, because it was what his own mum had always said after nodding off on the sofa.

‘It’s a good job this isn’t a date. It wouldn’t be flattering.’

‘Sorry. I was up really early this morning.’ She yawned, let him haul her to her feet and gave him a goodnight hug.

He ruffled her hair. ‘No worries, you can sleep in for as long as you like. I won’t wake you.’

At the top of the narrow stairs, he took a left turn and disappeared into his own bedroom, while Lou let herself into Remy’s on the right. After several years away, initially at university and then in Edinburgh and London, where he’d worked for prestigious firms of architects, Remy had returned to Foxwell six months ago and joined a small company here in the town, partnering with an old friend of his mother’s.

Appreciating the fact that he’d redesigned the upstairs layout of the cottage so that three bedrooms had become two, each with its own en suite, she brushed her teeth and changed into her jersey nightdress before sliding under a duvet that was far nicer than her own. It definitely felt weird knowing she was lying in Remy’s king-sized bed with her head resting on Remy’s pillows. This must be how it felt to spend the night in a bed belonging to a famous movie star. Oh, but these pillows were like clouds, and the sheets smelled amazing . . . Any sense of weirdness was offset by the knowledge that sleeping on the sofa would have been much less comfortable.

Revelling in the luxury of knowing she wasn’t going to be rudely awoken by the alarm on her phone, Lou took in the sage-green walls, heavy bronze curtains and clever lighting, and the tiny home office set up against the opposite wall. She’d been good and not allowed herself to snoop in the wardrobe, but guessed that if she did, it would be hung with pressed suits and immaculately ironed shirts, probably with polished shoes lined up beneath them. By contrast, although she’d never inspected Sammy’s bedroom, she imagined that if he were shown an iron and a coat hanger, it might take him a while to figure out what they could be used for.

Another yawn overtook her, almost dislocating her jaw. She switched off the overhead lamp before rolling over into the cloud-like luxurious centre of Remy’s king-sized bed. Time to go to sleep . . .

Considering where she was, it perhaps wasn’t surprising that Remy was making a guest appearance in her dream. He was throwing his baseball cap across the back garden like a frisbee, and every time she dropped it he said, ‘I can’t believe you’re so bad at this. Come on, try again, I’m not stopping until you catch it.’ But still she couldn’t get it right, and the next minute he was throwing all sorts of different things at her: slices of cold pizza, fluorescent table-tennis balls, toy mice and handfuls of leaves that just disintegrated in mid-air and were impossible to catch.

‘Oh my God,’ he shouted, and in a daze Lou realised that something had happened, something wasn’t right and someone who wasn’t supposed to be in the room had woken her up.

‘Waaah!’ It came out as a strangled shriek. ‘What’s going on? What are you doing here?’

If she’d been more alert, she’d have been more embarrassed, because Remy Keeler was standing in front of her – in real life – with his blue and white striped shirt unbuttoned to reveal his tanned bare chest.

Recovering from the surprise of seeing her, he said, ‘I live here. This is my . . . bedroom?’ Pointing, he added, ‘And that’s my bed?’

‘But you knew I’d be in it!’ How could he have forgotten? Lou rubbed her eyes, then belatedly checked she was decent; sometimes her boobs managed to escape from her strappy jersey nightdress.

Not tonight, though. Thank God.

Remy raised an eyebrow. ‘Does this look like the face of someone who knew you’d be in my bed?’

Her heart was thud-thudding against her ribs. ‘Sammy said you were fine with it. He said it was your idea!’

But clearly it hadn’t been. Too late, Lou remembered that Sammy had always been prone to harmless fibs. Not the mean or vicious kind, just innocuous ones that led to an easier life. Mortified, she pulled her nightdress down to her knees before flinging aside the duvet and throwing her legs over the side of the bed. ‘I’m so sorry . . .’

‘Wait, no.’ He held up a hand to stop her. ‘Me too. You can stay, it’s OK, I’ll sleep on the sofa.’

‘No way. This is your room . . . Oof.’ In her panic to get away, Lou reached down too fast to grab her bag and lost her balance, tipping forward and landing on her knees on the carpet.

‘Here, let me help you up.’

‘I’m fine, I’m fine.’ A combination of too much red wine and less than two hours’ sleep meant she was mortified and light-headed. ‘Sammy said you were on your way to Texas . . .’

‘My flight was delayed, then the meeting was cancelled anyway because my client’s wife found out about his affair with the nanny and all hell broke loose. So it was a lucky escape really.’

‘That’s bad,’ said Lou.

Remy shrugged. ‘It can’t have come as too much of a surprise for her. She was the family nanny when he was still married to wife number four. Look, I really don’t mind sleeping on the sofa.’

‘I couldn’t let you do that. I’m going.’ Hastily she collected her clothes and sponge bag, adding them to the pile in her arms.

‘At least let me get you the spare duvet and pillows.’

‘It’s OK, they’re in the airing cupboard, I know where that is. Sorry again.’

‘See you in the morning, then. And no need to apologise. It was Sammy’s fault for not mentioning you were here. He can cook breakfast for us tomorrow to make up for this.’

‘He might sprinkle liquorice powder over it.’

Remy laughed. ‘Or chuck in some oyster sauce and mustard. And now it’s my turn to be sorry again – I’ve just realised who you are. It’s Lou, right? Sammy’s friend from school.’

Ouch. She could have described every inch of his face and most of his body in fine detail, right down to the freckle below his left ear, yet up until now he hadn’t even recognised her. Then again, why would he? Since the time he’d gone to university, he’d never been here during her visits to Foxwell. Plus, Remy’s life would have been far too full of excitement for him to bother remembering his little brother’s gawky school friend, one of the many girls back then with a teenage crush on him.

Her face must have fallen a bit, because he went on, ‘Hey, it’s been a while. You look pretty different now. Didn’t your hair used to be longer? And brown?’

OK, maybe he had a point. Her smile rueful, she said, ‘That was before I discovered the magic of hairdressers and highlights. I’ll let you get some sleep now.’

Clutching her belongings, Lou left the bedroom and made her way downstairs. In the hallway, she recoiled in fright from her reflection in the mirror – streaky blonde hair stuck up like a scarecrow’s and splodgy mascara smeared beneath both eyes. Which meant there would be more on the pillows she’d left upstairs.

What a way to reintroduce herself to Remy Keeler.

Still, at over six feet tall, he would definitely have struggled to sleep on the sofa. At least she’d spared him that.




Chapter 4

It might have been a treat not to need to set the alarm, but her phone rang anyway. Blearily Lou winced at the time on the screen – six forty-five, excuse me? – then experienced that Pavlovian jolt of fear in the base of her throat, because a call at this hour surely signalled bad news.

‘Hello?’

‘It’s gone.’

‘What?’

‘Can’t find it anywhere. Did you take it?’

She sat up and said, ‘Who’s this?’ even though it was painfully obvious.

‘Edgar Allsopp. Have you got my walking stick?’

‘No, I haven’t. And do you have any idea what time it is?’

‘Of course I do. This milk is sour. Can you get me some more?’

‘Me?’ Lou screwed up her eyes. ‘It’s not even seven o’clock.’

‘If you know that, why did you ask me what time it was? I want a cup of tea and the milk’s gone off.’

‘You could drive down to the supermarket.’

‘Except I can’t, can I, because someone’s stolen my walking stick.’

‘Well, I promise it wasn’t me.’

After a long silence, almost as if he’d looked up the next step in his Big Book of Basic Manners and Politeness, Edgar said gruffly, ‘Please. A two-pint carton of milk. That’s all.’

This was the drawback with being a member of one of the so-called caring professions. It meant your conscience was always on high alert and never gave you the day off, even when your less caring side kind of wished it would.

Ten minutes later, hastily washed and dressed, Lou let herself out of the silent cottage and made her way down the road to the just-opened supermarket. Sammy’s battered blue van was on the driveway, but she didn’t want to wake him to ask for the keys, which just went to prove how ridiculously nice she was. As for the black Mercedes parked alongside it . . . no way would she dare to get behind the wheel of that thing.

Cut to: another ten minutes later . . .

God, though, this hill was steeper than she remembered. The carrier bag containing a two-pint carton of milk swung from her fingers as she put one foot in front of the other, filling her lungs with crisp early-morning air. Far more air than they were used to being filled with at this time of the morning, but it was the thought of grumpy Edgar sitting all alone in his messy kitchen, longing for a morning cup of tea but unable to have one, that had propelled her off the living room sofa. How could she have rolled over and gone back to sleep? It must be awful to be eighty-something and infirm, no longer able to do what you wanted, even when it was a simple task most people took for granted.

Besides, he had said please.

Eventually she reached Walton House. Having paused to get her breath back, she made her way over to the front lawn to take in the view of Foxwell in the dip of the valley. Clusters of houses and other buildings glowed in the early-morning sunlight, their stonework the colour of custard creams. Rising up on the hill on the opposite side of the valley were more properties interspersed with a mixture of woodland and patchwork green fields, some containing cattle, others sheep. High above in an almost cloudless sky, birds swooped and danced.

She moved to the far end of the garden and studied the lanes and houses below in greater detail. From up here, it was like observing a model village. A red Royal Mail van was making its way along the main street, and a couple of people had just left their homes on bicycles. A woman in a yellow sundress disappeared through the sliding doors of the supermarket. And now that Lou had her bearings, she was able to pick out the newsagent’s, the pub with its outdoor seating by the glinting river . . . and there was Sammy and Remy’s place, with all the curtains still drawn, and the huge cedar tree at the far end of their back garden that she could probably still climb if the occasion arose, although would she want to?

A furious tapping on glass made her spin round. And there was Edgar, glaring at her through the window of what was most likely the living room. The next moment he’d shuffled across to the French doors and opened them. Now he was gesturing at her with what appeared to be – she couldn’t help noticing – a walking stick.

‘Are you going to stand out there all morning?’

Clearly not. For her own entertainment, Lou decided to see if she could win him over, maybe make him smile or even laugh out loud. Wouldn’t that be a wonderful achievement?

‘Hello! Isn’t it the most gorgeous morning? I’ve forgiven you, by the way.’

‘Forgiven me? For what?’

‘Waking me up so early. And on one of my precious days off, too! But seeing your cheerful face makes up for everything.’

Edgar surveyed her for a couple of seconds as if she were a troublesome Sudoku he couldn’t work out. Finally he said, ‘I don’t have a cheerful face. Did you get the milk?’

‘I did. Ta-daaa!’ She swung the plastic carrier bag containing the ice-cold carton. ‘Here we are.’

‘Is it full fat?’

‘No, semi-skimmed.’

He snorted.

Lou said, ‘It’s good for you.’

Edgar gave her a pitying look. ‘I’m eighty. I don’t care.’

‘OK, I’m sorry, but this is what I bought. If you don’t want it, I can take it away with me.’

‘Suppose it’ll have to do.’ Turning, he gestured for her to follow him into the house.

The living room was square and high-ceilinged, furnished with an assortment of mismatched antique furniture and decorated with sun-faded flock wallpaper the colour of porridge.

‘You have a beautiful home,’ said Lou.

‘I know.’

‘And you found your walking stick, I see.’

‘This is the one I don’t like. It’s not comfortable to lean on.’

As they made their way slowly along the hallway, they passed another door, open to reveal a cluttered office with a window that this time looked over the garden at the other side of the house.

‘Who lived here before you?’ It was such a beautiful setting, with a paved Cotswold stone terrace surrounded by shrubs and flower beds, as well as that incredible view of the rolling hills beyond.

‘My parents. Come on.’ He shuffled through to the kitchen.

‘Look, there’s your other walking stick,’ said Lou. It was propped up against the wooden dresser.

Edgar glared at her as if she’d left it there herself. ‘Are you going to make me a cup of tea?’

She responded with a sunny smile. ‘I might, if you ask nicely.’

‘Fine. Will you make the tea, please? And have one yourself now you’re here.’

It was so tempting to say no, but the strenuous hike up the hill had given her a ferocious thirst. Plus, he was an old man trapped in a spiral of misery and self-imposed loneliness. How could she refuse?

When she’d placed the two mugs on the kitchen table and pulled out a chair to join him, Edgar said abruptly, ‘That comment you came out with yesterday, about your husband. What was that about?’

There, see? It served her right for being flippant.

But he’d evidently been thinking about it; his curiosity had been piqued.

‘You want the full story? OK.’ Lou stirred her tea. Sometimes she preferred to keep the details to herself; other times it felt freeing to let the words spill out. ‘I married someone because I’d fallen in love with him and thought he was wonderful. But he turned out not to be wonderful at all. I fell for his charms, like an idiot, not realising the charm was part of the act. To begin with, I thought he needed to know where I was every minute of the day because he cared about me. I thought he came clothes-shopping with me because he wanted me to look my best. I didn’t see what he was doing, gradually isolating me from my friends and controlling me.’

She hesitated; looking back now, it seemed crazy that she hadn’t realised what was going on.

‘When people read about relationships like that, they can’t understand how it could possibly happen, but it does. And all the time he was doing it, he was sleeping with other women, drinking too much, and taking cocaine, which I had no idea about. All I knew was that every time he lost his temper with me, it was my fault. I was the problem, because I was such a failure and a let-down.’

‘You should have left him,’ said Edgar.

Lou nodded; how many times had she heard those blithely spoken words from people who’d never experienced it? ‘I know. And I was building up to it. You kind of need to reach rock bottom first, then get over the shame of finding yourself in that situation. You have to realise you aren’t the one at fault.’ It wasn’t easy to explain how stupid and hopeless Brett had made her feel.

‘Did he hit you?’

She shook her head. ‘No, never. Maybe that was why I didn’t leave sooner, because I didn’t have any physical injuries to show for it. All he did was yell at me and break things in the house.’

‘How long did this go on for?’

‘A year, maybe? Like I said, it started off so gradually I had no idea what was happening. He was clever about it.’ She paused again to take a gulp of too-hot tea; retelling the story was bringing back the panicky trapped-bird sensation in her chest.

‘Go on,’ Edgar prompted.

She exhaled slowly. ‘It got worse. By then I knew something had to happen. I had a bag packed and hidden away, ready to leave if I needed to get out in a hurry. Because the yelling was so bad, I was pretty much expecting him to get violent sooner or later. But it was his birthday coming up, and he’d taken me to Paris to celebrate mine, so I thought I should at least make an effort. We were short of money by that stage, so I couldn’t go over the top, but while he was at work, I made a special dinner with all his favourite things.’

Lou faltered, not bothering to mention that she was the one who’d been short of money because Brett had somehow taken control of their finances. In her mind, she was back there now, picturing the dining table in their little flat, set with candles and flowers and gleaming cutlery on a red tablecloth.

‘Smoked salmon roulade to start, then a rack of lamb with roast potatoes and broad beans, and raspberry trifle for pudding. I thought he’d love it.’

Edgar’s eyes were fixed on hers; she had his full attention now. ‘Did you kill him?’

Had she? Maybe inadvertently she had.

Another shake of her head. ‘Brett had said he’d stop off at the pub after work for a quick drink with his friends and be home by seven. But he wasn’t home by seven. Or eight, or nine, or ten. And his phone was switched off. I started to think he must have been in some kind of accident. I was actually worried about him.

‘He arrived back just before midnight, and I told him I wouldn’t be cooking for him again. That’s when he completely lost it. I’d answered him back and he went ballistic. There was lipstick on the front of his shirt and
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