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      ‘Wait there! Don’t move a muscle and cover up your eyes!’ Cole ordered mysteriously, as he abandoned Grace on the edge of the sand.

      Grace had no idea what was going on except that it was their second anniversary of the day they’d first met, and forty-eight hours earlier Cole had whisked her back to the town where they’d had their very first date. He’d booked a tiny cottage on top of the cliff overlooking the steely-blue sea, with a row of pastel-coloured cottages that huddled together on the opposite hillside.

      That morning, Cole had woken up like the cat who’d got the cream, which surprised Grace after the argument they’d had last night. But she’d woken to hear him busying himself in the kitchen for at least an hour and her only instruction was to wrap up warm as they left the cottage and headed down the familiar coastal path towards the sand.

      ‘Don’t leave me here, I look like an idiot!’ Grace shouted. She was standing on the edge of the cove with her scarf wrapped around her eyes. All she could hear was the crash of the waves and the fizz of the foam; the gulls were crying up above and wind whistled around the top of the cliffs. Further up the beach she could hear the chatter of the local fishermen and children’s laughter as their kite streamers rattled in the wind.

      Grace pulled her hat down over her ears as she drew in the salty air. Whatever Cole was up to, he was excited, and Grace stood and waited patiently.

      ‘Two minutes. Just stand still, my absolute favourite,’ bellowed Cole.

      Freezing cold, Grace shivered and shuffled her feet, trying to keep warm. It was the beginning of November and the temperature had dropped dramatically, but despite the cold, this was Grace’s favourite time of year. As she stood there, she thought about Cole’s words. He’d called her his absolute favourite from the second they started dating, and it had indeed been a whirlwind romance that had swept her off her feet. Now, he only used those words when he needed to smooth things over, and Grace knew this was one of those times.

      She’d ended up in Devon on a whim, estranged from her Scottish family at the age of sixteen. She’d arrived at Sandy Cove with nothing more than the rucksack on her back and a handful of cash. After checking into the local public house that provided B&B, Grace had sweet-talked the landlord into giving her a job and the very next week she’d served up the most hearty roast dinner to the most gorgeous man she had ever set eyes on… Cole.

      ‘I’m back!’ Cole lifted Grace off her feet, causing her to squeal and slap him playfully on his shoulder.

      ‘Put me down, you loon! Can I take off this blindfold yet?’

      ‘Not yet!’ replied Cole, twisting her towards him and carefully guiding her across the sand.

      ‘Okay,’ he said finally, ‘Now you can take it off.’

      Grace lowered the scarf from her eyes.

      ‘Ta-dah!’ Cole was grinning broadly as he gestured towards the romantic picnic laid out on the beach next to the roaring fire.

      Grace was suitably impressed, the scenery the perfect backdrop. ‘Wow! Look at this! And I’m loving the fire. And what’s this in aid of?’ She held her hands out towards the burning logs, then rubbed them together.

      Cole gave her a sexy grin. ‘Because you are you, and this is the day we met.’ Looking adoringly into her eyes, he took her hands in his. ‘The day I met you, my life changed. If you remember, this was the very spot we had our first kiss, opposite the lighthouse.’

      Of course Grace could remember. Her whole body had trembled with anticipation waiting for that very moment.

      The first time she’d seen Cole in the pub, Grace had thought he was good-looking and spoke with a posh accent, so different from her Scottish twang, which she’d toned down until it had completely disappeared. He had been with a group from work, and Grace couldn’t help thinking he was a lovable rogue with dirt smeared over his T-shirt, tattoos inked all over his arms, and a pint in his hand after a hard day’s work. While the rest of the boys drank more and more, Cole had hung around at the end of the bar, chatting to her. Surprised by the attention, she’d quite liked it.

      The next day they’d met for a coffee at the little cafe next to the bay and Grace allowed herself to be swept away by his charm. That weekend they were inseparable; they dined at the seafood restaurant, ambled along the coastal trails and cupped their cold hands around hot chocolate from the pub. It was the Sunday evening they’d kissed at this very spot. They enjoyed a roast dinner at the pub, then walked down to the cove. The moon was full and a handful of stars sparkled in the darkening sky as they stood on the beach overlooking the lighthouse. Cole had persuaded Grace to take off her socks and shoes and turn up the bottom of her jeans and they paddled barefoot, squealing at the cold ocean. Cole had that look in his eye when he gazed at her, and Grace’s pulse had raced in anticipation. She knew he was going to kiss her, and he did. With her heart already melting, Grace had taken the plunge and they’d spent the night together. It was only the next morning that Cole had revealed his job in the town had come to an end and he’d be moving on. Then he uttered the words, ‘Come with me. Let’s go on an adventure.’

      Grace had only taken a split second to think about it, and her answer was ‘Yes!’ What exactly did she have to lose? What was the worst that could happen? It had only taken a matter of minutes to pack her belongings in her rucksack before they hopped on the train to their next destination.

      In the past two years they had moved around so much with Cole’s job that Grace had lost count of the number of places she’d called home. He had to go where the work was and at first that suited Grace; she felt like a free spirit with no ties and had seen so many places she would have never visited before, but now she was beginning to tire of it. She wasn’t quite sure where she belonged and at times felt lonely, with no real friends she could count on. Often she would be left alone in rented accommodation that had seen better days whilst Cole went out drinking with the lads from the building site. It wasn’t the adventure she was anticipating. He’d roll in in the early hours steaming drunk and, more often than not, he’d squandered his weekly wage on beer and gambling.

      Last night’s argument had reached another level. Cole wanted to move on again but Grace wanted to settle in one place, put down roots and make a proper future. He’d lashed out, telling her that wasn’t an option and his temper had escalated.

      After every argument Cole would always remind her she was his absolute favourite, and all they had in the world was each other. He’d apologise, tell her that he loved her and he wouldn’t lose his temper again … but that promise was wearing thin. But Grace still lived in hope. Today, he’d excelled himself and had gone that extra mile. The picnic was perfect. Maybe he really was trying to change and this time he meant it. She knew she had the news that could hopefully make that change happen.

      With a smile, Grace wrapped her arms around his waist as she stared out over the sea.

      ‘What are you thinking?’ asked Cole, pulling her in tighter towards his chest.

      For the first time in a long time, Grace was thinking about her past life in Scotland. Recently, she’d began to miss it more and more, especially now with the news she had to share. ‘I’m thinking I’m the luckiest girl in the world,’ she replied, knowing that’s exactly what Cole wanted to hear. With the morning starting off on a good note, she didn’t want a repeat performance of last night.

      ‘Champagne?’ He leant over and held up the bottle and passed Grace a flute from the basket.

      Her heart went into overdrive. This was the nice Cole, and despite his flaws he was right: all they had was each other and deep down she knew he loved her. Cole was trying to put everything right like he’d promised … like he always promised after a row.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said and beamed, taking the glass from him.

      Cole popped the cork and poured the fizz into both glasses, then clinked his against hers.

      ‘Here’s to us, our future … together.’ He paused. ‘I know you don’t want to keep travelling around and I promise I will try and find a stable job. ’

      Grace was amazed. These were the words that she wanted to hear.

      He looked deep into her eyes. She watched him take a breath and he stood up. ‘I can’t imagine my life without you… I don’t want to imagine my life without you.’ He walked around the blanket towards her and she gasped as he went down on one knee at her side. After reaching into his pocket, he was now clutching a small burgundy box. Her heart was racing as Cole opened the lid.

      ‘Grace, would you marry me?’

      Feeling herself trembling, Grace looked at the diamond ring nestled inside the red velvet lining of the box. Never in a million years had she expected Cole to propose.

      Cole didn’t take his eyes off her.

      She hesitated. ‘You’ve taken me completely by surprise.’ Her heart was pounding as she looked down at the simple yet stunning diamond ring that took her breath away.

      ‘Please tell me that’s a yes. I kind of can’t feel my knee with the cold.’

      Swept up in the moment, Grace finally replied. ‘Sorry! Of course it’s a yes!’

      His eyes lit up as he swept Grace up in his arms. ‘Thank God for that!’ He laughed nervously, slipping the ring onto her finger before kissing her. ‘You have made me the happiest man alive. Me and my absolute favourite together for ever.’

      But Grace didn’t feel the happiest woman alive. She felt apprehension. Cole was asking her to commit for a lifetime. Wasn’t this every girl’s dream? And her heart should be dancing like it had never danced before, and their love for each other should be soaring higher than the gulls flying above them, because that’s what happened in the movies . . . but there was a huge worry at the back of Grace’s mind. Because Grace was pregnant with Cole’s baby.

      Did she really want to bring a baby into this relationship with Cole’s temper escalating? But Grace had no choice; she was already three months’ pregnant with nowhere else to go and no one else to turn to. If she turned down Cole’s proposal, where was that going to leave her? Out in the cold with a baby in tow. Maybe, when Cole heard the news, he was going to be a dad that would change everything; maybe this was what they needed, a fresh start, solid roots and a baby to make their family complete. All Grace could do was hope.
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      Eight years later 

      Grace was staring at her reflection in the mirror, the bathroom door safely locked behind her. Her eye was blackened. Again. Gently dabbing antiseptic on to the sliced cut just above her cheekbone, she winced. Things were on a fast downward spiral and knowing her three young boys were on the other side of the door in the tiny living room of their high-rise flat, she fought back the tears. This was not the life she’d ever envisaged for her or her children. Times had changed dramatically in the last few years and life with Cole was now becoming unbearable. Grace couldn’t physically or mentally take any more. She was at the end of her tether.

      His promises were empty, and he’d let her and the boys down time after time. In the last eighteen months Grace had refused to keep uprooting the boys for Cole’s short-term jobs that he chased all around the country, which had resulted in Cole being out of their lives for long periods of time. The upside to this was it gave her and the boys breathing space from the toxic relationship, but it often left her with no money. Their relationship had been over for a very long time, and the only connection between them now was when his fist pounded her body.

      This time he’d been gone for eight weeks. Last night he’d walked through the door with no prior warning, stinking of beer and body odour. His clothes were dirty, his face unshaved and, once again, he’d returned with no money; no doubt he’d pissed it all up the wall. He knew of a job in Ireland and he wanted to take the boys, make yet another fresh start. He was delusional. Grace had said no. Immediately his temper flared and, quickly, Grace had ushered the boys to their bedroom to shield them from the argument that was about to erupt. The result once more was physical: he struck her. For the first time ever, Grace hit back. She slapped him so hard across his face he stumbled backwards. ‘Get out,’ she said, her voice surprisingly calm and controlled. ‘Get out now.’ She’d stunned him, taking him and herself by surprise. ‘Go back to wherever you’ve come from and stay there.’

      His eyes were wide, his pupils dilated, his words slurred. ‘You’ll regret this.’

      Grace wasn’t sure where she’d got her inner strength from; she’d never tackled him before or stood up to him, afraid it would just fuel the fire, but she was prepared to take the consequences. ‘You turn up again after weeks on end without any word, making empty promises to the boys. You’ve not provided for this family for as long as I can remember. I’ve had enough. In fact I’d had enough a long time ago. This relationship was dead and buried years ago. I’m so over it. The only thing I regret is staying around you for so long. Now go before I phone the police.’

      He smirked, which made her whole body erupt in goosebumps for all the wrong reasons. She walked past him and flinched, not knowing if he would grab her again, but this time he didn’t. Trembling, Grace continued to walk towards the front door and opened it wide. ‘Just go.’ She didn’t make eye contact as he walked past her and out through the door. She hadn’t anticipated he’d leave so easily but as soon as he stepped outside she double-locked the door. Squeezing her eyes shut for a second, she brought her hand up to her face. Feeling the trickle of blood, she vowed that was the last time he would ever lay a finger on her. She had no clue when he would be back, if ever, but she was past caring. She had no feelings for him. She was numb. She needed to keep herself and her boys safe. She went into the bathroom, closed the door, sat down on the toilet and wept … with relief.

      ‘Mum! Are you there? I need the toilet.’ Freddie banged on the door, causing Grace to jump out of her skin.

      ‘I’m just coming,’ she replied, standing up and quickly patting foundation around her eye to hide the blackness before opening the door.

      ‘You’ve been ages.’ Freddie pushed past her and flung the toilet seat up.

      ‘Sorry, Freddie,’ she said, walking back into the living room and staring around the dingy apartment. The murky daylight wasn’t enough to penetrate the grimy window that Grace couldn’t remember ever being cleaned.

      Joey, Freddie’s twin, was sitting on the carpet pushing Billy’s train around the track whilst Billy, the youngest, was sitting on the edge of the settee swinging his feet in their bright-yellow wellies, waiting patiently for her to come out of the bathroom.

      Grace gathered herself together. ‘Come here, you little ragamuffin!’ She reached out her tickling hands and Joey squealed in delight and quickly ran around the settee.

      Up above came the sound of a broom being banged on the floor, ‘They just don’t know how to have to have fun, do they?’ Grace whispered, then she rolled her eyes at the ceiling and put her finger to her lips. Then, with a playful look in her eye and still holding out her arms, she waggled her fingers towards Joey again.

      ‘Mum! Stop!’

      ‘Okay, just this once.’ She smiled, looking towards Billy, ‘Do you want to play with the trains?’

      Billy shook his head, then ran towards her and wrapped his arms around her legs.

      ‘Come here,’ she said, lifting him clean off the floor and cuddling him tight.

      Billy traced the cut on Grace’s cheek with his finger, then nestled his head into her shoulder.

      ‘Come on, let’s put the TV on and watch your favourite programme. Would you like that?’

      Billy nodded, but didn’t speak. Billy hadn’t spoken for nearly eight weeks, ever since he’d witnessed Cole strike her the last time he was home.

      Hearing the letterbox clang, Grace jumped out of her skin but quickly calmed herself when she realised it was only the postman. Placing Billy down on the sofa, she picked up the post from the mat. Usually it was a bill or junk mail, but this time there was an envelope with her name on the front in bold type. She wasn’t sure why, but she immediately felt guilty, wondering what she had done wrong to warrant such official-looking post. With her heart hammering against her chest and her hands visibly shaking, Grace tore open the envelope and quickly scanned the letter. Immediately, the words ‘Heartcross Castle’ jumped out from the page.

      ‘Oh my God,’ she murmured. She read and reread the letter. They’d actually managed to track her down. Taking a deep breath, Grace stood up and, clutching the letter, walked into the bathroom and shut the door behind her again. Cupping cold water in her hands, she splashed it on her face and then gave herself a hard stare in the mirror.

      ‘What the hell am I going to do?’ she repeated over and over again in her mind.

      Ignoring the letter was not an option. Pulling her phone out of her pocket, she stared at the screen. Trying to calm her beating heart, she looked down at the telephone number in the letter – an area code Grace immediately recognised, but a number she hadn’t seen in a very long time. What did she have to lose by dialling the number? All she had to do was ring the number and confirm she was indeed Grace Power.

      With a shaky hand she punched in the digits and after three rings the call was answered.

      ‘Heartcross Solicitors, how may I help you?’

      For a second Grace froze, and the voice on the other end of the line spoke again.

      ‘Hello, how may I help you?’

      ‘Hello, may I speak with Jaydon Fairbrother, please?’ said Grace politely.

      ‘Who may I say is calling?’ came the receptionist’s firm but polite response.

      ‘Grace Power… It’s in connection with Heartcross—’

      ‘Castle.’ The receptionist finished her sentence. ‘I will put you through immediately.’

      Hearing the call being connected, Grace waited.

      ‘Jaydon Fairbrother, how may I help you?’

      As soon as Grace heard the strong Scottish accent, she felt a little homesick. How was that even possible after all this time? As she listened to Jaydon Fairbrother, she stared into space. She’d known this day would eventually come, but now she didn’t feel prepared. Her grandfather Marley, the owner of Heartcross Castle, had finally passed away and she was his only living relative. Immediately, tears sprang from her eyes as the guilt from the past consumed her. Managing to thank the solicitor, Grace hung up the call, slumped at the side of the bath, pulled her knees up to her chest and hugged them tight. The feeling of devastation hit her like a high-speed train, taking her breath away. It was now too late; she could never make amends with her grandfather.

      When she was a teenager, Grace’s life had spiralled out of control. She’d always had a loving relationship with her grandfather until her mother had passed away when Grace was fifteen, leaving her shaken to her core. With no father on the scene, Grace was thrown into life under the strict supervision of her grandfather, which neither of them had been prepared for. At the time Grace had been rebellious and out of control. She’d backchat him, refuse to help out around the Castle, but she had been hurting, grieving for her mother, and, looking back, it had been one of the hardest times of her life. Then she’d run away in the dead of the night after an argument and had never looked back. Once she’d met Cole, life had just got in the way and it had been harder to get in touch. And now it was all too late.

      As she remembered the last time she’d set eyes on her grandfather, the memories were so vivid that she exhaled. Marley Power had been one of the richest men in Scotland. Heartcross Castle was a tourist attraction everyone wanted to visit. Hundreds of thousands of people wandered around the Castle and the gardens, providing a lucrative business for Marley.

      The night Grace ran away, her friend Felicity Simons had turned eighteen and her mother Rona had organised a party in the local pub, The Grouse and Haggis. Grace was still only sixteen and underage in Marley’s eyes and he’d put his foot down: she wasn’t allowed to go. Undeterred, Grace went against his wishes; she wasn’t going to miss her friend’s birthday party at any cost. After sneaking out of the Castle and returning just after midnight, she discovered Marley pacing the floor of her bedroom, crossing in and out of the shaft of moonlight that fell between the gap in the drawn curtains. The dark look of anger on his face because she had dared to defy him didn’t leave her in any doubt that she was in severe trouble. Thinking back, Grace’s chest tightened. It was simple: if she didn’t follow her grandfather’s rules she was out. After a blazing row, she’d left Heartcross Castle, and hadn’t looked back – until now.

      Feeling a heaviness in her chest and limbs, Grace pushed herself up off the bathroom floor. She folded the letter and stuffed it into her pocket. Even though in the past she had been stubborn and hot-headed, she’d written a letter to her grandfather four weeks after she ran away, to let him know she was okay, but she hadn’t divulged any more details. Now she was wishing she could turn back time, but of course she couldn’t. How must he have felt, spending the rest of his life never setting eyes on her again? And now, after all this time, her grandfather might have just thrown her destiny into a brand-new direction.

      Dazed by the phone call, Grace joined the boys back in the living room. With the twins playing with the train track and Billy distracted by the TV, Grace began to think, her thoughts tumbling over each other, her mind still spinning with the news she had just received.

      Of course she had regrets, huge regrets, and she choked with tears that after everything, her grandfather was throwing her a get-out-of-jail-free card, the lifeline that she needed to get her and her boys to safety and make a fresh start. How she wished she’d made amends with him in the years she’d been away.

      Glancing at the clock on the wall, Grace had no idea whether Cole would turn up again. She prayed he was on his way to Ireland and she would never have to lay eyes on him again. But just in case he did reappear, she needed to act quickly. ‘Boys, we need to go into town. Quickly, go and put your shoes on. Hurry!’

      All three boys looked up at her with astonishment, since it was raining outside, but they instantly recognised that tone in Grace’s voice … the same tone she used when telling them to run to their room, close their eyes and pretend to be asleep.

      With the boys wearing their raincoats and wellies, they set off on the one-mile walk into town. Knowing she’d left Heartcross under a dark cloud, Grace never in her life anticipated returning to the picturesque village in the Scottish Highlands, but maybe destiny was calling. Her emotions were a mixture of excitement and trepidation, her mind spinning with endless possibilities. Excitement that they could leave this godforsaken place, the dingy flat, and eradicate Cole from their lives, but also trepidation about how the villagers would react when they discovered she was back in town. She had left that night without saying goodbye to her best friends, Felicity, Isla and Allie, and she had no clue whether they still lived in the village or even how they’d felt about her disappearance. If they did still live there, Grace had an awful lot of apologising to do.

      It was quite ironic when she thought about it. The fresh start that she thought she craved back then as a teenager had become her worst nightmare – and now she was heading back to where she belonged. Grace did wonder what her mother would have thought about the way she’d behaved as a teenager. Feeling ashamed, she didn’t need to question that further. She swallowed a lump in her throat. The bond she’d shared with her mother was one she strived for with her own children, an unbreakable bond of kindness, love and protection. Grace knew her mum would be devastated to learn of the unhappiness of her relationship, the abuse she endured from Cole. She was disappointed with herself for not seeking help and leaving sooner. But she’d been isolated in a hellish situation, and all she could ever do was find the strength to get through one day at a time.

      When talking with the solicitor, Grace had agreed to attend the office in Heartcross to collect the keys to the Castle. Already she was wondering what the hell was she going to do with it. Grace knew if she sold it, she’d have no more financial worries. She and the boys would be set up for life; they could buy a house and live off the profits and begin a brand-new life. And that new life started right here, right now, standing on the pavement outside the pawnshop. Grace looked at the tinted windows and took a huge breath. She really was going to do this. As she pushed open the door and stepped inside the shop, an old-fashioned bell rang above her head. A wizened-looking man behind the counter looked up as he was blasted with cold air from outside. The boys fell into the shop, grateful to be out of the rain, and Grace instructed them to stand still and not to touch anything. The shop was crammed with possessions from people’s lives, every item telling a story. All their hopes and dreams, now sold to make a few quid. Grace was no different. She stared at the long, narrow aisles holding various merchandise. A glass case in front of the shop-owner, which served as a counter, housed swords and tactical knives alongside jewellery of all kinds. With his spectacles balanced on the bridge of his nose, the man looked at Grace and pushed a bowl of complimentary peppermints across the counter towards her. She politely refused.

      ‘How can I help you?’ he asked, looking between her and the boys.

      Grace looked down at the ring on her finger. When Cole had proposed, the cracks were already beginning to show in their relationship but she’d told herself it would be all right. Their life together promised hope, the tone of his voice full of love, but now it was over. She’d agreed to a lifetime commitment to him, through the good and the bad times, but all the good times were long gone and the bad times she no longer wanted. She slid the ring from her finger. She had to stay strong; she was doing this for her and the boys.

      ‘How much would you give me for this?’ replied Grace, placing the ring in the palm of his hand.

      ‘Is it a real diamond?’

      Her skin prickled with unease, her stomach churned. Grace had always assumed the diamond was real and was now hoping with all her might that it was, because this was the only way she could get the money together for the train tickets to return to Heartcross. She gave a little intake of breath.

      ‘I think so.’

      For an uncomfortable two minutes Grace watched as the man scrutinised the ring through a magnifying glass. Why was it taking so long? Her heart was thumping nineteen to the dozen as she expected him to look up and tell her it was a fake diamond, worth absolutely nothing. He placed the ring back on a silver plate in front of him and Grace watched him turn and walk over to the oversized, old-fashioned brown cash register behind him that looked like it had been through the war. He punched in some numbers, pulled down the handle and the drawer shot open like a bullet from a gun.

      The man began to count out twenty-pound notes, then turned back towards Grace. ‘This is what I can offer you. Four hundred pounds.’

      Grace exhaled with relief, and did everything in her power not to lean across the counter and give the man a kiss.

      ‘Thank you, I’ll take it,’ she replied, watching him fill out a ticket. Within seconds her ring was inside the glass case with a price double what he’d just given her.

      Grace stared at him and shook her head in despair. ‘That seems a little unfair. Cashing in on other’s misfortunes.’

      The man shrugged. ‘It’s the name of the game. I have to make a living somehow.’

      Folding the notes, Grace stuffed the money in her purse and prayed. All she had to do now was get through the night without Cole returning and noticing the lack of a ring on her finger. It seemed unlikely, but he was unpredictable. Tomorrow, she was going to take her chance. She was finally making a fresh start with her boys. Grace was returning to the old life she had once left behind, but wasn’t sure whether she would be welcomed back with open arms.
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      The next morning the sky was grey, but, thankfully, the rain had eased a little. This was British summer time at its best. Thankfully Cole hadn’t returned last night and Grace was relieved. Once the boys had gone to bed, she’d bundled some essentials together, packing them each a rucksack, which she’d hidden under the bed. She’d barely slept a wink in case Cole turned up and rumbled her. But now all they had to get through was the morning. They were leaving late afternoon and travelling on the overnight train to Glensheil, followed by a short bus ride to Heartcross, so they would arrive the following morning. With such a long journey ahead of them, Grace let the boys sleep in. Quietly, she wandered into the kitchen and switched on the kettle followed by the radio to drown out the row that was still going on in the flat above. She couldn’t wait to escape from this squalor.

      The morning passed slowly. Grace was clock-watching and on edge; every car door she heard bang, she was up looking out of the window on to the car park below, praying it wasn’t Cole returning. But thankfully, with no sign of him, they were ready to make their move after lunch. She zipped up Billy’s coat and put his boots on. This was it, the end of her life with Cole.

      She looked at the mobile phone in her hand. She’d erased everything from it. She left it on the kitchen table alongside her house keys. Her stomach was in knots as she placed a small rucksack on each of the boys’ backs whilst she took the large one and wheeled the holdall to the door. She stopped and looked in the mirror on the wall, staring at the blackness around her eye. She was actually going to do this. Her grandfather Marley had provided her with an escape plan and Grace never thought in a million years she would be grateful to him. Heartcross was giving her a second chance when she needed it most.

      ‘Come on, boys!’ She rallied them all around her and bent down in front of them. She held out her hand and each of them placed a hand on top of hers. ‘Our gang is very special and we look after each other. Are we ready? Just one last thing – I’ve got you a little something for your rucksack.’ Grace pulled out three chocolate bars. The boys’ eyes widened. They weren’t used to treats as such, with money being tight, but the smiles on their faces said it all.

      ‘Thank you,’ said Joey and Freddie in unison, while Billy wrapped his arms around Grace and kissed her on the cheek.

      ‘But where’s yours?’ asked Joey, looking up at Grace.

      ‘Don’t you worry about me,’ she replied, knowing she had to watch the pennies because she had no clue how she was going to survive with not much money to her name. But she would worry about that when she got to Heartcross. At least they would have a roof over their heads until she could sell the Castle.

      The three boys looked at each other, Joey broke his bar in half then Freddie and Billy followed suit, sharing their chocolate with Grace. Her eyes welled up with tears, feeling emotional she pulled them all in for a hug. ‘My boys are the best boys.’ She was so proud of them. ‘Thank you,’ she said, popping the chocolate in her bag. ‘Okay, are we ready?’

      Pulling the door shut, Grace didn’t look back. As she hurried the boys to the gloom of the stairwell, voices drifted from a nearby flat which once again escalated into shouts. Alongside the sound of dripping water, the walls were full of graffiti and the pungent smell of urine hit her every time. In the distance the rattle and roar of the passing trains could be heard and Grace knew the anxious swirl in her stomach wouldn’t go away until she and the boys were sitting safely on that train.

      Thankfully, within seconds, they were out in the fresh air and the train station was in sight. There were two tracks, one going in each direction and Grace was buffeted by the wind from a passing high-speed train. She purchased their tickets and stored them safely in her purse, then led the boys to the warmth of the waiting room. Billy pointed to a pigeon that was pecking crumbs in between the benches outside while Joey sat down and looked up at the bright-coloured posters on the wall. Grace felt a sense of relief as she pulled Billy, who was clutching his teddy bear, on to her knee. The train was due in five minutes and then they would be safely on their way. Acknowledging the woman sitting opposite them, Grace guessed she was in her mid-sixties.

      ‘Does your teddy bear have a name?’ the woman asked, smiling warmly at Billy, who held his bear up but didn’t speak.

      ‘He’s a little shy,’ replied Grace, squeezing Billy, ‘but the teddy bear is called Ralph.’

      ‘And are you and Ralph going anywhere nice today? A day trip out?’

      Before Grace could answer again, Freddie piped up, ‘We are off to live in a castle in Scotland.’ His face beamed as he shared the information.

      The woman gave a little chuckle. ‘Scotland! That is a long way to go, and to live in a castle, you say?’

      ‘There may be a moat with crocodiles and dragons.’ Freddie joked. ‘Who knows? We will just have to wait and see.’

      Grace couldn’t help but smile at Freddie’s enthusiasm, which was immediately shot down by Joey. ‘There aren’t any crocodiles in Scotland.’

      The woman was smiling at the boys, then she looked at Grace, ‘Don’t you just love children with the best imaginations, they will go far. You should be proud of them.’

      ‘Oh, I am,’ replied Grace instantly, listening to the announcement coming over the Tannoy. ‘That’s us, boys, are we ready?’

      The train could be heard rumbling towards them, followed by the sound of the brakes squealing as it slowed down. ‘Here we go, make sure you’ve got everything.’

      ‘Have fun in your castle,’ said the woman, smiling and giving the boys a wave as they walked towards the door of the waiting room.

      ‘We will and thank you,’ replied Freddie, hauling his rucksack up on to his back. Once they were outside, ‘I don’t think she believes us,’ said Freddie with a giggle.

      ‘But we know it’s the truth,’ said Grace, giving all the boys a look of adoration.

      Grace knew she wouldn’t be returning to Devon. She’d arrived a naive sixteen year old and had fallen in love with a man she thought would protect her against all odds – and hadn’t. That life was gone and the second she stepped on the train, she felt relief. After all these years, Grace Power was on her way home.

      The ticket inspector tipped his hat at the boys as they ran on to the train. Grace was grateful they were in good spirits. They settled down at a table and the boys took off their rucksacks whilst she stored the holdall safely in the overhead compartment.

      ‘Anything you want from your bags put on the table now,’ instructed Grace, looking up at the rosy-cheeked ticket inspector who’d appeared in the aisle at the side of their table wearing a huge hearty smile.

      ‘Tickets, please.’

      Immediately, Grace reached for her purse.

      ‘Please, can I hand the tickets over?’ urged Joey and Freddie both holding out their hands.

      Grace placed two tickets in each of their hands.

      ‘Where to, boys?’ asked the ticket inspector.

      ‘Heartcross,’ chattered Joey and Freddie excitedly.

      ‘It’s in Scotland,’ added Freddie, with a pleased smile on his face.

      ‘It is too,’ replied the ticket inspector, checking the ticket, ‘and it’s a very long way.’

      ‘Men wear skirts in Scotland,’ claimed Joey, causing the ticket inspector to laugh.

      ‘That they do,’ he replied.

      ‘But we won’t be wearing skirts.’ Freddie screwed his face up. ‘Eww! That’s for girls!’

      Grace laughed and shook her head at the ticket inspector, who was chuckling away.

      ‘And here’s a ticket for your teddy, young man, we can’t be leaving him behind now, can we?’

      Billy looked up, took the pretend ticket from the ticket inspector, and gave him a smile.

      ‘And if you need anything on the journey, just give me a shout.’ He looked towards Grace, who nodded her appreciation. ‘As soon as the whistle is blown, we will be off!’ he declared, walking over to the next travellers.

      Freddie and Joey had taken the window seats and were chatting happily away whilst looking at the rest of the late passengers clambering on board. Billy looked up and waggled teddy’s ticket.

      ‘You are the cutest four year old I know,’ confirmed Grace, knowing that the love she had for her children was the best love in the world.

      Numerous doors slammed and the whistle blew, followed by a shout, and the train began to chug slowly out of the station. This was it. Grace watched the trees and houses whizz past the window and they were on their way to Scotland. This journey was the ride back to her future. Her grandfather might just have saved her life.

      Billy, holding his teddy bear, cuddled up with Grace, his eyes already closing with the motion of the train.

      As night began to fall, the boys spread out across the vacant seats and Grace covered them up with their coats. They soon fell asleep and her thoughts turned towards her old friends she had left behind … Isla, Felicity and Allie. Had they woken up to the news that she’d gone or had it taken a few days to filter through the grapevine? Back then all four of them went to the same school and were thick as thieves, even though Grace was a couple of years younger than the others. During school holidays, most days were spent together grabbing a milkshake from Bonnie’s teashop and spending time in the hide-away on the edge of the mountain. Grace wondered if the tree-house in the grounds of the Castle was still there. The four of them belonged to a made-up club that Allie had named the ‘Friends For Ever’ club. They’d sit in the tree-house at weekends and talk about their favourite bands and boys they fancied and eat their penny chews from the local village shop. But it was Grace who’d broken their pact to stay loyal to each other. Her old friends had every right to be mad with her; she’d let them down. Grace hadn’t reached out to any of them; she knew they would have enticed her back and, at the time, Grace had wanted to go it alone. Now, on her return, she had so many bridges to build. In all the years that had passed, she had never come close to finding good loyal friends like those three. Grace’s chest heaved just thinking about it and now she wished she’d made more of an effort to stay in touch. She did have happy memories of the place and she was beginning to question why she’d been so eager to leave it all behind. Had it really been that bad?

      Feeling glum, Grace dug her hands deep in the pockets of her coat as she leant her head against the window and fought back the tears of sadness as a pang of guilt hit her hard. Memories of the small, bustling village suddenly enveloped her and gave her an overwhelming feeling of comfort and belonging. She’d been swept away on the tide of her argument with her grandfather and should have just let things lie until morning, but, being sixteen and hot-headed, Grace thought she knew best; she didn’t need anyone. Over the years she tried to block out her past, but Heartcross had always been there at the back of her mind.

      She remembered sadly how her grandfather held her hand at her mother’s funeral. She remembered how his cheeks were rosy; he went to bed wearing his flat cap and he always had a crossword on the go. Guilt ricocheted through her body as she dabbed her eyes with a tissue and tried to compose herself. Why hadn’t she got in touch? Grace knew arriving back in Heartcross wouldn’t be easy. Facing the music would be one of the hardest things she’d ever done.

      For a couple of hours she watched the boys sleep and marvelled at the night sky. It didn’t matter that she was exhausted, Grace just couldn’t sleep. Thoughts of the past were still very much on her mind. She wondered what Heartcross Castle was like now. She remembered it as a place of elegance; rooms of splendour and expensive artworks. The crystal chandelier that hung in the main entrance hall was insured for thousands of pounds and wouldn’t look out of place in a royal palace. Grace had often watched the glittering reflections of the jewels spin around the room on sunny days, which reminded her of a kaleidoscope that her mum had bought her as a child. Each room was filled with Chesterfields, dressers and wingback chairs, and the guest bedrooms each had a four-poster bed.

      On Saturdays, Grace had a job in the Castle shop, which sold all things touristy, and of course on hot days ice cream, but her favourite place were the Castle gardens – in all weathers. She loved the outdoors and spent a lot of time in the greenhouses that were situated in parts of the grounds that were not open to the public. Her grandfather’s trusted friend Hector was also the Castle gardener and lived in a tiny cottage on the estate. He’d shown her how to sow seeds and grow vegetables and different types of fruits and he’d given her an old radio which she kept in one of the sheds. Grace loved spending time in his company.

      After a few more hours the sun began to rise and Grace knew it wouldn’t be long before the train rumbled into the station at Glensheil. She was still feeling a little anxious. The sight that was whizzing past the window was becoming all so familiar: towering mountains, dense woodlands, glittering lochs. The train continued to trundle past magnificent bays and rolling hills. The boys began to stir and Grace opened her arms wide just like she did every morning. ‘I wouldn’t miss my early morning cuddles with my boys for anything.’ She hugged them tight. ‘The first day of the rest of our lives,’ murmured Grace, resting her head on top of the boys as they all huddled together. Noticing Billy had dropped his bear, she reached down, picked it up and handed it back to him. He cuddled it tight.

      ‘Where are we?’ asked Freddie, the early morning chill causing him to shiver as he slipped his arms inside his coat.

      Joey was already standing up, both hands pressed against the window. ‘Woah! Look at that mountain,’ he said, his eyes wide. ‘It’s huge.’

      Grace lifted her head to look at the mountain in the distance; it was getting closer by the second. ‘That is Heartcross Mountain. It’s beautiful, people travel from far and wide to hike to the top, and right at the foot of the mountain is a teashop…’ As the words left her mouth, Grace realised she had no idea if the teashop was still there. ‘Bonnie’s teashop,’ she continued. ‘A place my mum used to take me for a cooked breakfast every first Saturday of the month. It was our special treat. And I went there for milkshakes with my friends. It was owned by Bonnie and my friend’s mum, Rona, worked there too.’

      ‘And what was your friend’s name?’ asked Joey.

      ‘Felicity,’ replied Grace.

      Freddie was rubbing his tummy, ‘Sausages ... bacon…’ He wafted his nose in the air, causing Billy to giggle.

      ‘My tummy is hungry,’ announced Joey.

      ‘You don’t say. Listening to that growl, there must be a huge monster living inside there,’ joked Grace, taking the chocolate from her bag that the boys had shared with her at the start of the journey. ‘And don’t think chocolate is the new breakfast,’ she said, handing it out. ‘Our first stop is the solicitor’s office to pick up the keys to the Castle.’

      ‘And then can we go to Bonnie’s teashop for a cooked breakfast?’ asked Freddie, staring at Grace as he popped the last block of chocolate into his mouth.

      By Grace’s reckoning she had just over fifty pounds left in her purse. Inside, she was panicking. How exactly was she going to feed the boys? She hadn’t worked out how the hell she was going to survive, but she knew she needed a job, preferably one that somehow fitted in around the boys. All three boys were looking hopefully at her. She nodded, knowing if they filled up on a breakfast mid-morning then that would possibly keep them going until much later on. ‘We still have to go to the solicitor’s first. Boys, the teashop may not be there but we can go and have a look.’

      The boys clapped their hands. Grace was so proud of them; it had been an extremely long journey and they had been very well behaved.

      ‘You might see your friend,’ added Joey, still staring up at the mountainous terrain.

      Grace smiled briefly. ‘Yes I might,’ she replied, feeling a slight knot in her stomach. How was she going to face Felicity? What did she say? It was only a matter of time before she knew the answers to those questions.

      Through the window of the train, Grace recognised the station as the train began to slow. In all this time nothing seemed to have changed. She glimpsed the sign ‘Welcome to Glensheil’ and glanced at her watch. It was ten minutes until 9 a.m., which hopefully meant there was a bus due very soon.

      ‘Boys, make sure we have everything.’

      ‘Is this it? Are we nearly there?’ asked Joey, grabbing hold of Freddie’s arm.

      ‘This is it,’ replied Grace, blinking slowly, her eyelids heavy. She was exhausted after watching over the boys all night. What she wouldn’t do to lay her head on a soft pillow and fall fast asleep.

      Despite the long journey, the twins were excited. They stood up, pulled on their rucksacks, then moved back towards the window. Billy was as curious as his older brothers. He was standing next to them watching the hustle and bustle of the commuters strolling along the platform.

      ‘This is like a proper adventure!’ exclaimed Joey.

      ‘Can we see the Castle yet?’ asked Freddie. ‘I can’t wait, this is going to be brilliant!’

      The boys’ enthusiasm gave Grace renewed strength to be positive, but somehow she was going to have to sell the idea to the boys that the Castle was a stop-gap, just the start of their adventure. Grace knew the easiest option would be to sell the Castle as soon as possible. The quicker it was sold, the sooner Grace would be financially secure and could begin to plan where to move next. There were endless possibilities.

      ‘Are we ready, boys?’ she asked, smiling at them.

      They saluted, making Grace laugh. Grabbing the holdall, she was the first to step down from the train. The moment was full of optimism, hope, the world was their oyster and that old life was gone. The last time she’d been standing on this platform was when she was sixteen and thinking she knew best, vowing she would never return to this life. It was funny how things could change in a blink of an eye.

      Grace lingered for a second and took in the view before turning back towards Billy and swinging him down from the train. He giggled, then slipped his hand firmly into hers. Grace gave it a squeeze. With Freddie and Joey by her side, she followed the crowd towards the exit of the station. If she remembered correctly, there was a bus stop located directly outside.

      ‘There’s the bus,’ said Grace, observing the sign on the front of the bus that displayed the destination ‘Heartcross’. ‘Come on, boys, not long now.’

      There were already a number of passengers sitting on the bus and after helping the boys on board, Grace paid for the tickets and settled next to them on the very front seats. They didn’t have to wait long before the bus started its engine and navigated its way along the road towards the centre of Glensheil. As soon as they’d travelled down the high street, everything became instantly recognisable. The bus stopped at the traffic lights right outside the coffeehouse, an old favourite place of Grace’s. The long counter was stacked with chrome espresso and frothing machines, jars filled with aromatic coffee blends, bottles of coffee flavourings and toppings. Grace took in the aroma through the small open window. Already it was doing a roaring trade, people queuing outside wanting a coffee on their way to work. They travelled past the flower shop and the bookshop and, of course, the boys immediately noticed the old-fashioned sweetshop situated on a corner of the street. Nothing much had changed except for a couple of new bistros that Grace didn’t recognise.

      ‘That’s the River Heart,’ said Grace, pointing to the left. Grace knew in the summer months the river was a firm favourite with the tourists. There were shallow spots for children to paddle and places to picnic along the coastal path.

      ‘Woah, look at that boat,’ said Freddie, pointing towards the water taxi on the river.

      ‘That’s Flynn’s water taxis, taking the diners over to The Lake House for breakfast,’ answered the bus driver, looking over his shoulder towards Grace.

      ‘The Lake House?’ questioned Grace.

      ‘A restaurant that attracts the rich and famous, owned
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