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      I howled with frustration as Mavis ground to a halt right in the middle of the tiny country lane. The windows of my ancient Metro were steamed up, and the windscreen wipers, which had been valiantly working overtime to clear the water cascading down the windscreen, had stopped. This was not good, I thought grimly, clambering out, only to encounter a biblical-style deluge. Not good at all. Hadn’t I had enough bad luck for one lifetime? I was instantly soaked to the skin by the driving rain. Mavis had certainly excelled herself this time.

      “Great, just great,” I muttered. Homecoming of the century, this wasn’t.

      I gasped as a torrent of icy water somehow found its way under the collar of my coat.

      Without really having any clear idea of what I was looking for, I managed to pop open the bonnet and peered dubiously into the steaming mass of pipes and tubes that comprised Mavis’s ageing innards. I had never been especially mechanically minded — a fact that was now all too annoyingly apparent. Why hadn’t I taken more of an interest when Dad had tried to show me? And, even more importantly, why had I cancelled my car rescue? I cursed my own stupidity and lack of foresight.

      Too late now, I thought wryly, trying to determine the source of the steam. Peering through the pouring rain, I did manage to check the oil, which, as far as my limited knowledge went, seemed OK. What else were you supposed to check? Oh yes, water! I gazed into Mavis once again, in the vain hope of deciphering her mechanical secrets. Well, there was plenty of water on the outside of Mavis, I thought, frowning, as I tentatively prodded a steaming pipe.

      “Ow!” I withdrew my scalded hand swiftly.

      I decided that enough was enough. I just wasn’t cut out for this car maintenance stuff.

      Slamming the bonnet shut and cursing, I scrambled clumsily back into Mavis. At least it was dry in here. I tried praying to whatever deity might be listening as I turned the ignition key. Nothing. I also tried beating my hand against the steering wheel and calling Mavis every name under the sun, but, surprisingly, that didn’t work either.

      There was nothing for it. I would have to wait until the rain eased off, and then walk into the village. Except that half an hour later, the rain was still going strong. I did wonder briefly if I should follow Noah’s example and build an ark. It was already late in the afternoon, and it would soon be getting dark. What was I going to do if this weather continued? I could hardly spend the night on Mavis’s back seat. I had to get to Rustmere today. I fished my mobile out of my bag — no reception. Terrific.

      Taking a deep breath, I got out of Mavis for the second time and was soaked to the skin — again. Gritting my teeth and giving Mavis a well-deserved kick, I got my bag and was just preparing to head off into the elements like some spectacularly unprepared Captain Scott when, ahead, I saw what looked like giant headlights.

      “HELP!” I shouted, standing in the middle of the lane, waving my arms like a demented gorilla.

      The headlights got closer, and I saw that it was a huge pickup truck. It was so big it could barely make it down the small country lane.

      The truck stopped short, and out of the cab swung, with ridiculous ease, a man who could only be described as a Greek god.

      My jaw dropped. Could it be…? Was that…?

      “Jake?” I squeaked, unable to believe my eyes. Could it really be Jake Baker, my childhood friend?

      “Briony!” the Greek god responded, obviously equally amazed.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, still looking stunned. I could have asked him the same question, but I was so relieved to see another human being that, instead, what came out of my mouth was: “Mavis has broken down!” I was also perilously close to tears. This was not how I had envisaged coming home, that was for sure. Jake must think me a complete imbecile.

      “I meant what are you— it doesn’t matter. Let’s get you back to the village,” Jake said firmly, quickly deciding that swift action was the order of the day, given my wobbly emotional state and the outrageously bad weather.

      He helped me up into the cab and then set about securing Mavis onto the back of his pickup truck with easy confidence. The weather didn’t seem to faze him at all. All his movements were practised and assured. I watched him open-mouthed. How could this man be Jake? Had he changed so much in three years? I remembered our easy friendship, but a lot had changed since my absence, obviously. Me most of all — and it looked like I wasn’t the only one.

      My reveries of the past were interrupted by Jake swinging himself back into the cab and grinning at me. I felt the worm of tension inside my stomach slowly uncoil. That was the smile I recognised.

      “Boy, am I glad to see you!” I said lightly, and was rewarded by Jake’s easy laugh.

      “Not a moment too soon, by the look of it,” he responded, starting up the truck.

      “I didn’t know you did car rescue now,” I said, by way of opening conversation — and keeping it well away from my own disaster, of course.

      Jake manoeuvred the heavy truck down the little lane skilfully, and I found myself mesmerised by his large hands on the steering wheel.

      “Dad and I decided to diversify,” he explained. I nodded, hoping he hadn’t noticed my hand preoccupation. I was glad someone seemed to be making a success out of their life, anyway. Jake and his dad, Bill, were nice guys. They deserved to do well. Bill had run the one and only garage in the heart of the village for years, and Jake had joined him in the family business when he had left school.

      “How’s he doing?”

      Jake’s lips curved in a smile.

      “You know Dad — he never changes,” he said simply.

      “You mean he never became a whizz on the computer?” I joked, enjoying the easy camaraderie that had quickly re-established itself between us.

      Jake now laughed outright.

      “You’ve got to be joking!” he chortled, navigating the twisty lanes while I tried very hard not to stare.

      I had forgotten how much I had missed interactions like this, the whole time I had been in London. Everyone had been stressed out of their minds or intent on inching their way up the greasy pole, with no time to spend on what they saw as pointless pleasantries.

      “Anyway, you never answered my question,” Jake pointed out, and the worm of unease took up residence in my stomach again.

      “Just visiting,” I said lightly, and saw his expression clear.

      “I see,” he said at length, and after a brief look at me, turned his attention back to the road, leaving me with my gloomy thoughts.

      The phone call home a couple of days ago had not exactly been a picnic. My sister, Ruth, had answered the phone instead of Dad. I hadn’t told Ruth that the company had collapsed and that I had lost my job. There would be time enough to delve into that can of worms later, I was sure. I had fudged it and said I was taking a break from work and would be coming home for a while. It had been considerably more difficult to fudge how long I would be staying for, so I was suitably vague, and thankfully Ruth hadn’t pressed me too hard. In fact, I thought I had detected a certain coolness in her voice, which had surprised me, as we had always had a good relationship, and I had done my best to keep in contact while I had been in the city. OK, I admitted to myself, looking out of the window at the driving rain, I should definitely have made more of an effort to keep in touch, but Ruth would understand — wouldn’t she?

      I tried to divert my brain away from this increasingly depressing train of thought by bolstering myself with bracing self-talk as we reached the outskirts of the village.

      Rustmere was just as I remembered it from three years ago, even obscured by torrential rain. Those three years had felt like an eternity to me. The cute window boxes filled with narcissi on the windowsills of the old-fashioned cottages, and the pots of pretty spring flowers everywhere, made a beautiful picture despite the appalling weather. It was just as it had always been. A feeling of warm reassurance spread through me and almost drove away the cold, empty feeling inside. Nothing ever seemed to change in Rustmere. That had been the reason I had gone away in the first place — in search of adventure. Except that the adventure hadn’t quite lived up to expectations, to say the least.

      I wondered whether my family would consider me a failure when they found out the truth. I knew I did. With an immense effort, I pushed these thoughts to the back of my mind and thought about the man driving the truck beside me. I had thought a great deal about Jake during my absence but had somehow never got around to picking up the phone to renew our friendship. I had always felt that Jake and I had a lot in common, as his mother had taken off when he was very young, leaving him to be brought up by his father. Ruth and I had lost our own mum to cancer when we were little. As much as Jake and I had felt a sense of close kinship, however, I found myself wondering why Jake had never opened up to me about why his mum left so suddenly, and at the time, I hadn’t wanted Jake to feel that I was prying into private family business. His dad, Bill, certainly hadn’t been forthcoming to anybody in the village on the subject, as far as I could remember, and nobody had brought it up out of respect for them. Everyone had just assumed Bill and Evie hadn’t been getting on, and so she just left. All the same, I mused, I had always been curious as to what had happened. From what vague memories I had of Jake’s mum, Evie had been a smart, vivacious woman, well-liked by everyone. Whatever her reasons for leaving had been, Bill had remained tight-lipped and got on with the difficult task of running a business while looking after his only son. It was a natural progression that, when Jake left school, he had joined his father at the garage.

      Wrenching my mind away from the past, I brought it back reluctantly to the present. I felt so ashamed by my failure, and I just couldn’t see my way forward. I mean, Rustmere was beautiful, but it wasn’t exactly awash with abundant employment opportunities. Perhaps coming back hadn’t been the best of ideas after all.

      Too late now, I thought, as Jake pulled up outside Willow Cottage.

      “There you go. I’ll take the car into the garage and have a look tomorrow, see if we can’t bring it back to life,” Jake said kindly.

      My face went bright red. How could I explain that I had no money for repairs to Mavis? How embarrassing.

      “Jake, you’ve been amazing today, but you’ve done more than enough—” I blurted out, my cheeks flaming.

      Jake frowned.

      “You’re an old friend, Briony. And cars are what I do. No charge, no problem,” he said in tones that brooked no interference.

      Tears welled up again, and I managed to force them back down before he saw.

      “Jake, you’re a total star,” I said, with total sincerity.

      “Yeah, I know, but don’t tell everyone,” he laughed, as he helped me wrestle my sodden rucksack through the tiny, latched gate that led up the path. What an amazing friend he was. I felt ashamed that I hadn’t contacted him at all while I had been in London, and resolved that I was now going to turn over a new leaf.

      I turned to wave what I hoped was a cheery goodbye to Jake as the truck rumbled off into the distance with poor Mavis. I had spent all but the last few years of my life here, and I had forgotten what an emotional pull the cottage exerted upon me. I put my head down against the wind and battled my way to the old, white-painted front door. Was it my imagination, or did it look shabbier than I remembered? Come to think of it, the garden looked distinctly unkempt as well. How strange. A faint feeling of unease started to uncoil in my belly, adding to the feeling I had had earlier that something wasn’t quite right.

      Willow Cottage had always been immaculate, the front door bright with paint, and the charming front garden had been a riot of roses, lupins, sunflowers and hollyhocks, a real traditional cottage garden. This far into April, there should have been grape hyacinths and daffodils, but the few flowers that showed were slowly being strangled by weeds. Dad had always been very proud of his garden. Yes, very strange indeed.

      Perhaps I was seeing things that just weren’t there—after all, it had hardly been prime gardening weather lately.

      I stretched out a hand, my heart thumping in my chest, and banged on the door using the old brass lion’s head knocker, worn smooth from years of use. The door opened to reveal my older sister, Ruth. I was shocked at how tired and pale she looked.

      “Briony,” she said flatly and held the door open so that I could struggle into the warm interior. There was definitely a chill in the air, and it wasn’t coming from the inside of the house.
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      “That’s a nice welcome!” I said lightly, trying to disguise the unease that was slowly uncoiling in my stomach.

      “Come in, come in!” Ruth said, briskly ushering me into the narrow hallway. I put down my heavy pack with relief. After I had removed my wet coat and boots, I followed her down the hall to the kitchen. I was relieved to see that here, at least, all was much the same as I remembered it. The Aga was radiating a comforting heat throughout, and the smell of the drying herbs hanging from the ceiling beams dissipated some of the bad feeling inside. I was soon to discover that the respite was temporary.

      Ruth faced me, hands on hips. Uh-oh.

      “What’s all this about, Briony?” she demanded, with narrowed eyes. My heart sank.

      Could Ruth somehow have heard about the epic job disaster? No, how was that possible? During the rare calls home, I had been careful to paint a rosy picture of a career that was going places, a social life that was perfect, a comfortable flat—all the trappings of a successful and happy life, in fact. A gigantic lie. The terrible reality was that I was now so ashamed of the horrendous mistake I had made in going to London in the first place that it was almost impossible to tell anybody the true situation—the excruciatingly long hours for little or no reward, the backstabbing, the unsupportive management and finally⁠—

      Attempting somehow to order the chaos of my thoughts, I realised that I just didn’t know where to start. How could I tell my sister that I was a failure? That the high-powered, glam London job I had boasted proudly of before leaving had ultimately been a total disaster? That I had no money, no prospects, and now no car and no home. It was a mess. There was no getting round it.

      I took a deep breath—and promptly burst into tears.

      The next thing I knew was that a steaming mug of tea was being pressed into my hand, along with a bundle of tissues. This was more like the Ruth I knew and loved, selfless and kind.

      I stared at her with streaming eyes, then blurted out, “It’s over.”

      Not my finest moment, I had to admit. All thoughts I had entertained about calmly informing my big sister that I was back to stay for a few weeks while adroitly concealing the evil truth had fled from my mind.

      Ruth’s brow wrinkled.

      “What do you mean? I thought it was all great and you were having a whale of a time.”

      I shook my head miserably. After that outburst, there was no concealing anything.

      “Honestly, Ruth, it was an absolute nightmare. The hours were horrendous, management was awful… no prospects… and then….”

      “And then?” she prompted, leaning forward, concern written all over her face.

      “They sacked a load of us without any warning at all. The MD did a bunk with all the company money. Nobody can trace him!”

      Ruth gasped, her face a picture of horror.

      “The swine! That’s awful! Surely there must be something⁠—”

      I cut across her. “There isn’t. The police can’t trace him, and everybody was made redundant. The firm went bankrupt, so I have no job, no money, and now, no home. Plus—Mavis broke down!” I finished breathlessly.

      Ruth reached out for me. “Jake’ll have Mavis as good as new in no time—and you know you’ll always have a home here. Everything’ll work out, just you see.”

      As I was folded into my sister’s comforting embrace, I knew I had done the right thing coming back home. Everything would somehow be all right, even if my life was a disaster. This was the right place to be.

      As we unfolded ourselves, it occurred to me that I still didn’t know the reason for Ruth’s initial coldness, or why the front garden looked neglected.

      Something else dawned on me as I thought of the look Jake had given me on the way here, when I’d said why I was home. Something was going on.

      “Where’s Dad?” I asked, the thought occurring to me for the first time since I had walked through the front door.

      A definite evasiveness appeared in Ruth’s eyes as she struggled to meet my gaze.

      “Ruth?” I prompted, with increasing urgency, anxiety sharpening my voice.

      “In hospital,” she said at last.

      I jumped up, shocked.

      “What! What do you mean, he’s in hospital? Why didn’t you tell me?” I roared at her, my inner turmoil adding fuel to my rage.

      “You wind your neck right in, Briony Evans! You didn’t give us a thought when you swanned off to the city to your oh-so-swanky new job! Hardly a word from you in months is what we got! One lousy phone call every few weeks, when you could lower yourself! I’ve been breaking my back here, keeping everything going!” Ruth roared back, her normally porcelain skin puce with anger.

      So—my earlier suspicions had been right, explaining why she had been off with me earlier. I felt all the fight and rage drain out of me. Suddenly deflated, I collapsed back into my chair again with a thump. Guilt overcame me. What had I been thinking? Why had I not made more of an effort to stay in touch? Why had I not visited? I felt hot colour flood my face. For the second time that day, I felt overcome by shame. I was amazed Ruth was letting me stay at all. What a terrible sister and daughter I was.

      “Ruth, I am so sorry,” I croaked at last, looking at her. “There’s no excuse at all. I wish there was, but there isn’t. I understand if you don’t want me to stay,” I said.

      Ruth reached out a hand to me.

      “Don’t be ridiculous! This is your home! It’s my fault too. I should have let you know about Dad. It happened so fast, and then I was trying to keep everything going—” Ruth broke off, tears in her eyes, and I was filled with fresh guilt.

      “What happened?” I asked quietly.

      “He had an angina attack a couple of days ago,” she said simply, and I stared at her, unable to take in what she was saying. Dad had always been so fit! When we were younger, he always came first in the dads’ race at school sports days; he loved walking and being out in the garden.

      The words suddenly came tumbling out of Ruth. I could only guess at what it had cost her to keep going, and I felt totally ashamed.

      “It was one evening, and we were watching TV. He’d been complaining about indigestion all day, and I told him I’d make him a nice cup of tea—” Ruth broke off again as the tears started rolling down her face, and it was my turn to take my older sister into my arms.

      “I came back into the living room and he was in his chair, his face—” she choked, and I held her tighter, tears streaming down my face too.

      “I called an ambulance, and they took him into Lightmeadow Hospital,” she managed at last.

      “They’re doing tests on him, keeping him in for observation,” she said.

      I could still hardly believe what Ruth was saying.

      “You know, Bri, I’m sorry,” said Ruth, almost as if she were able to read my thoughts. “I know I should have told you. The truth is, Dad’s been ill for some months. Refused to see a doctor. You know what he’s like—stubborn as a mule. The angina attack was just the latest. Auntie Win’s stepped in and done her bit, but like I said, it’s been hard. He was diagnosed with a bad heart, and then there was this angina attack a couple of days ago. They kept him in because they were worried. I thought you were under a lot of pressure with your job, so I didn’t want to worry you,” she finished at last.

      It was true that the last three years in London for me had been a blur of long, punishing hours, impossible deadlines and conflicting demands, all in the hope of a long-wished-for promotion, but as I listened to my sister, I knew more than ever that I had made a terrible mistake in placing ambition above the people who loved me the most. I was determined to do all I could to atone for my previous lack of contact with my family.

      Now it was my turn to reassure my sister. Time to step up and put the big girl pants on.

      “I feel terrible about this, Ruth, but we’ll work something out, you’ll see. You need a break. We’ll get Dad back on his feet in no time. I can do the housework, but you might still have to do the cooking because⁠—”

      “Yours stinks!” she laughed, and I joined in. That much was definitely true. I was no cook. My one and only attempt to cook for Dad and Ruth years ago was the stuff of family legend—or should that be collective trauma?

      I was relieved to learn that Dad was due home from the hospital tomorrow. Unsurprisingly, Ruth already had a plan laid out for the management of the household following his return, with a rota of cooking and cleaning, and she was only too willing for me to pitch in and lend a hand—provided I didn’t try to murder her and Dad with my unique brand of cooking. I was only too happy to agree.

      The next few hours were spent talking—and there was a lot to talk about. As well as Dad’s future care and plans for when he got out of hospital, we covered lots of local gossip. We got through several mugs of tea and one of Ruth’s amazing hotpots.

      After Mum died, Dad had brought us both up with the assistance of Auntie Win, who lived in Morton’s Leap, the neighbouring village. We had all had to cope without Mum, but Win was the next best thing. Unfortunately, although she had jumped in to help Ruth when Dad fell ill, she was also not getting any younger (although she would always refuse to disclose her real age to friends and family alike; it was a family joke that she had been forty for decades).

      During a break in the conversation, I caught Ruth looking at me quizzically. “What?” I demanded, my face full of food.

      “I see you’ve already become reacquainted with the local knight in shining armour,” Ruth said teasingly, and I choked on my hotpot.

      “Ruth, Mavis broke down, and Jake was kind enough to help,” I said in supremely nonchalant tones. Jake and I were friends – admittedly, he had turned into a Greek god while I was away, but I was sure this small fact wouldn’t pose any obstacles to us renewing our old friendship.

      Yes, friends. That’s what we were, I told myself firmly, trying not to think too much of Jake’s long, dark hair and deep blue eyes, not to mention those bulging biceps and…

      Aghast, I stopped myself. What on earth was I thinking? Jake and I had made mud pies together as children! There was no way we could be anything other than friends. And that was that, I told myself sternly.

      I raised my eyebrows at Ruth to show how unimpressed I was at the turn the conversation had taken.

      “Oh, come on! He’s the best-looking man in the village!” Ruth chortled, oblivious to my expression. I tried to school my expression into one of disinterested neutrality.

      “He’s also one of my oldest friends, Ruth,” I said, hoping to squash this nonsense before it went any further. It had gone far enough for my comfort already. Why couldn’t people just accept that men and women could be just – friends?

      Ruth responded with an “Mmmmmm,” while I tried to stop my face from heating up to the temperature of the planet Mercury.

      “Whatever,” I mumbled, ducking my head and feeling like a sulky teenager. She’d see. Jake and I were friends, nothing more and nothing less. How typical of her to be stupid about it, I thought. How immature.

      “You can’t fool yourself!” Ruth laughed as I threw a tea towel at her head, and it felt as though we were girls again, giggling and fooling around behind Auntie Win’s back when we should have been doing our homework.

      I felt all in when I finally climbed the rickety, winding staircase to my tiny room. I looked around at everything, so strange after London and yet so familiar. Despite all the worries about coming back after three years away – the whole job disaster and my fears about Dad’s health, not to mention the entire business of looking for another job – I felt a sense of wellbeing I had not felt in some time. I climbed under the cosy covers and felt drowsiness overcome me.
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      I was woken up the next day by a bright shaft of sunlight streaming in through the gap in the curtains like a golden arrow. For a moment I was confused, but then remembered the day before. Rustmere! I was back!

      In record time, I jumped in the shower, dragged on some ancient jeans and a T-shirt, and ran a brush through my unruly blonde hair before thundering down the stairs to the kitchen. I noticed that Auntie Win had arrived and was happily ensconced at the table, munching her way through what looked suspiciously like a triple-decker bacon butty. Win had never had much time for what she dismissively referred to as “that faddy healthy eating rubbish.” She was dressed much the same as ever, in one of what she called her ethnic jumpers, many clanking gold bangles, and a long, flowery skirt. Dear old, colourful, reliable Win. As soon as she saw me, she struggled to her feet and held out her arms to me.

      “Daaarling!” she cried, crushing me to her ample bosom, where I was rudely assaulted by an especially chunky beaded necklace.

      “Hi, Auntie! Good to see you!”

      “Sit down, darling, and have some of this marvellous bacon!”

      The incredible smell of frying bacon had also reached my nostrils, and I realised that I was very hungry indeed.

      “That smells fantastic!”

      “Oh, it’s you, Briony. I thought it was, at the very least, a herd of rabid wildebeest,” Ruth said, one corner of her mobile mouth turning up to show that it was all in good fun.

      I contented myself with sticking my tongue out at her and helping myself to a magnificent bacon sandwich. Life was already looking up!

      “Don’t get used to it!” Ruth warned. “That was a special homecoming butty.”

      “Gotcha,” I smiled back, and Auntie Win winked at me. It was certainly good to be home.

      We decided that the best thing would be for Ruth to pick Dad up from the hospital in her ancient Fiesta, with Auntie Win as backup. So many parts of Ruth’s car had been replaced over the years that we used to joke about whether it was really old or a whole new car. As Ruth hadn’t had a chance to tell Dad about my sudden reappearance, she also planned to fill him in so it wouldn’t come as too much of a shock. I would remain at home and get the place ready for his return. I was definitely up for that.

      The house seemed very quiet once they had left, but I was determined to put the time I had to good use and get the place looking shipshape.

      As I dusted and hoovered, I started singing along to the latest hits blasting out of the ancient radio on the worktop.

      I was well into my stride when I was disturbed by hammering on the front door. Cursing, I peeled off my rubber gloves and went to see who was calling. I was confronted by excited squealing, and a pair of arms was thrown around me before I could manage a simple “Rose!”

      I disentangled myself from my best friend with difficulty. Rose was one of the few people from home I had had regular contact with during my ill-fated sojourn in London. Our telephone calls had kept me sane, although I had majorly glossed over how awful the whole experience had been. I realised now, with a horrible sinking feeling, that I would have to fill Rose in on the full horrors of the events in London, and she would realise what a complete disaster I was.

      Rose’s flaming red hair was cut in a jaunty, spiky style that perfectly suited her elfin features and clear blue eyes. She was one of those people it was impossible to dislike – or ignore. Her exuberance and zest for life were infectious, and she was often to be found heading the latest local campaign. We had become best friends when I had fallen over in the playground at nursery school, and Rose had taken it upon herself to be my nurse. We had been inseparable ever since, and leaving Rose behind had been one of the aspects I had found most difficult to adjust to in my new London life. She was, quite simply, irreplaceable.

      “Briony! What are you doing here? You never told me you were coming home for a visit!” Rose said, her blue eyes reproachful as we sat at the scarred wooden kitchen table, with huge mugs of tea in front of us. I felt guilt flood me, and I hung my head.

      “I am so sorry, Rose. The truth is, this isn’t going to be a fleeting visit. It’s a bit more permanent than that,” I said, wishing I could somehow disappear through the floor and into a parallel universe where things like this didn’t happen.

      Rose raised a quizzical eyebrow but remained silent, listening.

      “The whole London thing was a complete nightmare,” I told her baldly. There was no varnishing it; only the plain truth would do if I was to have any hope of rebuilding my life. And that included being straight with people I should have told the truth to a long time ago.

      “The hours were dreadful, and the workloads were unmanageable. There was no support from management whatsoever, and nobody was interested in getting to know you. To top it all off, the managing director did a runner abroad with a wodge of company cash, so we were all made redundant!”

      An appalled silence followed this woeful account.

      I was startled out of my depression by Rose throwing her arms around me.

      “You poor thing! I had no idea!”

      After she had finished hugging me, and venting her anger respectively on the company and the miscreant MD, Rose said:

      “Have you thought about what you’re going to do for a job?”

      I groaned. The truth was, I badly needed a new job (and money!), but I had no idea what I wanted to do. I had imagined that my time in the big city would lead to bigger and better things, like promotions and big pay rises. Before going to London, I had loved books and reading—something I had had all too little time for when I lived there—but I needed cash, and I hardly imagined there would be a job related to either of those two things here. I would have to turn my hand to whatever came my way. I couldn’t possibly expect Ruth to bankroll me. Her job as a mobile hairdresser didn’t pay that much. My confidence had been badly damaged by the events of the last three years, and I couldn’t believe that once word got out about my job disaster, anyone would want to employ someone with such poor judgement.

      I communicated my depressing thoughts to Rose.

      Rose screwed up her face and shook her head emphatically.

      “What a load of rubbish! Anyone can have bad luck, Bri. You didn’t know what was going to happen any more than anybody else! It doesn’t make you less of a person just because you worked for a rubbish company! We’ve all been there, after all.”

      “You haven’t,” I pointed out.

      “You know what I mean! Anyway, onwards and upwards! Things can only get better now you’ve come home!”

      I knew I should have been reassured by her kind, sensible words, but the trouble was persuading myself. I was a big fat disaster; there was no dressing it up.

      I caught sight of the expression on Rose’s face—the calculating one that meant trouble—and danger signs flashed in my mind.

      “Hmmm, I wonder—” she murmured, pursing her lips.

      “No, Rose!” I said warningly, but as usual, Rose was oblivious. She already had an idea—that much was obvious.

      “I’m just thinking of putting out a few feelers, that’s all,” she said, the calculating expression still very much in evidence.

      “Yeah, and the rest!” I joked, well acquainted with what Rose called “putting out feelers”. Rose put out feelers and a job was as good as done.

      “I want to help. After all, what kind of friend would I be if I neglected my bestie?” Rose pretended to sulk, her eyes glittering mischievously and her bottom lip protruding adorably as I laughed and shook my head at her silly antics.

      To divert Rose from the serious business of finding me a job, I bustled about making more tea and searching for the obligatory biscuits. If it was anybody’s job to sort out this whole sorry mess, it was mine.

      “Rose, I really appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I can find my own job,” I explained as we cradled our freshly steaming mugs in our hands at the table.

      “Okay!” she chirped, seemingly giving up on the idea, but I would be amazed if that was the end of it. Rose was used to getting her own way, and when she set her mind to something, she got it.

      “I am really sorry about your dad,” she said at last.

      “Yeah, it was a bit of a shock, to be honest. I mean, I didn’t even realise he was ill. Ruth hadn’t wanted to bother me, and it looks like she’s had enough to cope with,” I said, worrying my bottom lip, feeling guilty yet again.

      “Hopefully they’ll get him sorted with the right meds,” Rose said, the eternal optimist. I was so glad she had come round. Although I was worried about Dad, it sounded as though the doctors were on the case and were keeping an eye on him. Plus, now that I was back, I could help too. I had forgotten how infectious Rose’s enthusiasm could be, and how good it was to connect with her again.

      That reminded me…

      “What are you doing here, Rose? You didn’t know I was going to be home,” I puzzled.

      “Oh, I’ve been helping Ruth out with some of her accounting stuff from the hairdressing and just came to drop off some files,” she said, producing a folder from her bulging bag. Rose had always been a whizz with numbers, unlike me. I preferred words to numbers and had never had a head for figures. We had always joked that between us we made up a perfectly rounded person. At school, I would do her English homework while she would take care of my maths. It had been the perfect arrangement. It had seemed like a logical step that she would become an accountant. Rose dealt with financial matters on behalf of many local businesses. She worked from home and was able to set her own hours, which varied between ridiculously early or ridiculously late. One thing that everyone agreed on, though, was that Rose was very good at her job.

      “I suppose you haven’t had a chance to set eyes on the delectable Mr Baker since you’ve been back?” Rose asked, a decidedly crafty expression on her face. I did not like where this was heading—not one little bit.

      “No, I have not!” I snapped, a little too emphatically. Rose laughed.

      “Ah, you do still bear a torch, then!” she chuckled. I squirmed uncomfortably.

      “Rose, we were just friends ages ago! There was nothing else in it! He probably thought I was like—Jeff or Jim!” I blurted out in desperation.

      Rose burst out laughing.

      “Oh yeah, six foot three and built like a tank!”

      I joined in her laughter.

      “Well, you know what I mean. There was never anything between us. We just used to chat sometimes, as friends. Nothing, really,” I said, downplaying the sudden nervousness that the mere mention of Jake Baker had aroused. My traitorous heart had also started beating faster, and I was thankful that Rose couldn’t hear it.

      “Doesn’t mean to say there couldn’t be anything in the future, though,” Rose said, leaning back and running her hands through her flaming hair, eyeing me thoughtfully.

      “Rose, I think I’m going to be too busy with Dad and trying to set myself up with a new job to worry about Jake,” I said, slightly irritated. What was wrong with everybody? First Ruth, and now Rose! The very idea of me and Jake becoming an item—well, it was just so ludicrous. We had been close three years ago, but it didn’t mean that suddenly something was going to happen between us now that I was back. Obviously, to rekindle our old friendship would be fantastic, but that was a long way away from anything else, I told myself, and tried to forget how Jake had looked as he had swung his long, lithe body out of the cab, the driving rain moulding his top to his chest…

      I was brought back to earth by Rose poking me and bellowing:

      “EARTH TO BRIONY!”

      I felt my face turn bright red with embarrassment. What was wrong with me? I decided that it must be that everyone kept going on about Jake. It didn’t exactly help that both my best friend and my sister had mentioned the man in the less than forty-eight hours I had been back.

      “Sorry, Rose,” I said by way of apology, and noted her amused expression. Well, if she thought she had it all figured out, she was wrong!

      Our attention was diverted by the unmistakable sounds of Ruth’s ancient banger. We rushed outside to see Dad scrambling out of the front seat, and Ruth and Auntie Win bellowing at him to “Slow down, Ted!”

      I went to help Dad with his bags and, for the very first time, noticed the new lines around his eyes and how thin his hair had become. In the three years since I had been home, he had become old. I felt terrible. Why had I not been around to help? It made me feel slightly more reassured to see that, despite his hospital stay and his health worries, he still had the same twinkle in his eye.

      “Briony! I see the prodigal has returned!” he commented, all smiles.

      “Oh, Dad—” I said, unable to continue.

      “It’s all right,” he said, holding out his arms, just as he had when Ruth and I were little.

      “I should be saying that to you,” I murmured, muffled by his jumper and inhaling the reassuring smell of his cologne. Any further conversation was halted by Ruth, who ushered everyone into the kitchen and promptly started bustling about, getting everybody biscuits and brewing up yet another vat of tea. I helped Dad into the comfiest chair, while Auntie Win threw herself down with characteristic abandon.

      “Right, Dad,” said Ruth when everyone was settled. “I’ve drawn up a rota for cooking and housework⁠—”

      Dad frowned. “I keep telling you! I’m perfectly all right! That doctor has no idea what he’s going on about! There’s nothing wrong with me that a good trip down The Boot and a pint or two wouldn’t cure, anyway.”

      Auntie Win showed what she thought of that idea by giving a loud snort not at all befitting a maiden aunt. Ruth put her hands on her hips and treated Dad to one of her best glares. We all knew what that meant.

      “And you know perfectly well that Doctor Parker has served this community for years, and you’ve never had anything bad to say about him before! I suppose they were all wrong at the hospital too, were they? Medically qualified now, are you?” she said, in no mood for Dad’s verbiage.

      “I only—” Dad started, but was cut off by Ruth, now in full flow.

      “You know what Doctor Parker said—and that nice consultant at the hospital too! Stop being so stubborn, Dad! We only want to help!”

      Dad looked at our concerned faces, and his shoulders drooped.

      “All right; I suppose if I have to be mollycoddled—” he muttered, with very ill grace.

      “Good, that’s all settled, then! I’ll do the cooking, while Briony helps with the cleaning, and Auntie Win has kindly agreed to do some shopping for us every now and then. Plus, Jake has very kindly agreed to pop over occasionally to help keep the garden in check.”

      My head shot up at the mention of Jake. How many more times was the blessed man going to be mentioned? What was wrong with people? Why did they have to keep going on about him? Surely we could manage on our own, couldn’t we? I said as much to Ruth, who eyed me sternly.

      “That garden’s too big a job for the two of us, Bri,” she said in the same tones that had sunk Dad. I knew better than to argue when Ruth was in one of her organising moods. I sank back into my chair, defeated. It was true that we did need the help, and it was terribly decent of Jake to have offered his assistance. The most sensible thing we could do under the circumstances was be thankful and accept all the help we could get. Anyway, this wasn’t about me. This was about making sure Dad and Ruth got some R&R, I sternly reminded myself.

      Dad had been given medication and strict orders to take it easy. The maligned Doctor Parker was due to check up on him in a couple of days, and we intended to make sure the patient was in good order.

      It was great to see Dad again, and almost like old times, with all of us together once more under one roof. I was determined that I was going to play my part in ensuring that Dad made a full recovery. There I was sure I could make a difference.

      When everybody had eventually left—Rose having first extracted a promise from me to meet her at The Boot that evening—we persuaded Dad into his favourite slouchy armchair in the tiny lounge.

      “Briony—” he stretched out a hand to me.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” he smiled. “It wasn’t the same without you. I think there might be a few others who feel the same.”

      I smiled back. “It’s great to see Rose again, and I’m looking forward to catching up on all the gossip.”

      Dad’s twinkle had returned.

      “Oh yes, that too, that too,” he murmured, the twinkle still very much in evidence.

      Sometimes I felt that I was fighting a losing battle, and with that thought, I headed off into the kitchen to lay the table in preparation for Ruth’s amazing spag bol.
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      I stood outside the pub; my heart was thumping, and my mouth was dry. What was I so afraid of? It was only a drink with my oldest friend, and it wasn’t as if I didn’t know most people in the village. After all, I had been born here. In an attempt to delay the moment further, I studied the front of the building I knew so well. For as long as I could remember, The Boot had been the epicentre of the village. It was here that locals celebrated weddings, held wakes for departed loved ones, and gathered after a week’s work to relax and chat with friends. Ivy massed over the warm brick façade, and the pretty flowers in their barrel planters outside the ancient oak door enticed even the most casual visitor.

      “Right, Briony, let’s go,” I muttered, taking a deep breath and pushing the door open.

      I blinked at the sudden contrast between the quiet exterior of the pub and the riot of warmth and chatter inside. There was a large open fireplace at one end of the bar, and shining brasses on the walls. Ancient ceiling beams could surely have told a story or two, and the old, polished wooden counters gleamed. The place was packed with locals, the vast majority of whom I had known since childhood. All the sights and scents assailed my senses simultaneously, making me feel slightly dizzy.

      I became aware that several people had broken off their conversations to glance in my direction. Many smiled and raised glasses to me, while others nodded amiably and turned away. Jeff and Jim, the giant twin offspring of Sam—the village’s one and only taxi firm—waved their massive paws from their perches by the fire, and Bess, the landlady, was already smiling and warmly greeting me from her post behind the bar.

      “Briony! How lovely to see you again!” she beamed, her black hair a riot of curls and her smile lighting up her dark eyes. It looked as though she hadn’t aged a single day since I had been gone. Bess Sprockett was a true force of nature, impossible to resist. She was a tiny powerhouse of a woman, who managed to combine extreme efficiency with great personal charm. Virtually the whole village considered her a friend—and a close one at that. She had taken over The Boot when I was a child, and nobody knew anything about her past life. She had simply blown into the village after buying out old Mr Davies, the previous landlord. There had been many a rumour about her past, but so far, none of the good-natured queries had fallen on fertile ground. Some people claimed that she came from travelling people; others were certain that she had been extremely wealthy and had lost it all; and yet another camp claimed that there had been a great tragedy in her past. Any and all tentative enquiries had been politely but firmly repelled by the subject of these investigations. In addition to the initial puzzle as to where she had come from, the mysterious landlady had never been linked with any significant other, despite her undeniable attractions. Whatever her past may have been, Rustmere had taken her to its warm and generous heart.

      “Your usual?” she smiled at me.

      “Half a bitter shandy! You never forget,” I laughed, feeling warmth steal through my body.

      “How’s your dad getting on? I heard they let him out of hospital today,” she said, concern creasing her normally smooth brow as she handed over my drink.

      “Well, to be honest, it was a real shock finding out about his heart,” I confided, “but Doctor Parker is keeping a close eye on him, and Ruth has one of her rotas worked out so he doesn’t overdo it.”

      Bess laughed. She knew my sister all too well.

      “Bless her, of course she has! He’ll be back to his old self in no time, with Doctor Parker on the case and you girls taking care of him!”

      Just then, a pair of arms clamped around my middle and Rose’s voice shouted, “GOTCHA!”

      “Rose!” I exclaimed, turning round to face my friend. I also noted that Rose was looking extraordinarily pleased with herself.

      “Pint of that great new cider, please, Bess,” she said. She was practically bursting with excitement. I eyed her with trepidation. I knew that look of old, and my heart sank.

      “All right, out with it! What have you done?” I demanded.

      Rose’s eyes widened, a picture of exaggerated and totally fake innocence.

      “Who, me? I just wanted you to meet somebody I think you’ll find very interesting,” she purred, her eyes gleaming. I felt my stomach lurch horribly and suddenly felt nauseous.

      Oh no! Not Jake again, I thought, with a sinking feeling. Was this what it was going to be like now?

      I felt my legs turn into elastic bands, while a cold sweat broke out all over my body. What was wrong with me? In my stunned condition, I allowed Rose to lead us to a free table close to the fragrant applewood fire. She must have clocked the frozen expression on my face because she burst out laughing.

      “Your face, Bri! No, it’s not Jake, it’s⁠—”

      She was interrupted by the arrival of a tiny, wrinkled personage wearing a twinset and pearls. My mouth dropped open. I couldn’t believe it! Miss Percival, the librarian! I couldn’t believe she was still around! She must be older than Yoda by now!

      “Hello, dears,” she said, beaming benignly at us both over her half-moon specs.

      “Hello, Miss Percival! It’s great to see you! How’s the library?” I asked, eager to find out how one of my favourite former haunts was faring. I had always spent most of my free time in the library, discovering great new authors—and making the acquaintance of the classics. It had been through the library that my love of books had taken root, and had remained with me. The library certainly held a very special place in my heart.

      Miss Percival took a seat with her Bloody Mary and sadly shook her blue-rinsed head, causing the tiny pearl drops she wore in her ears to dance with the movement.

      “A sad state of affairs at the moment, but I think that could be all about to change—” she broke off, looking at me uncertainly.

      The feeling of deep unease I had had at the bar returned. This was something to do with Rose, I just knew it! I tried to resist the urge to throw an accusatory glare at my best friend, who was sitting sipping her drink as if butter wouldn’t melt. As if.

      “I’m sorry?” I asked as gently as I could, trying not to sound as completely clueless as I felt. Honestly, sometimes I could murder Rose!

      “Oh dear, have I said something I shouldn’t?” the poor old lady said, worry deepening her wrinkles and a decidedly troubled expression creeping into her faded blue eyes.

      “Of course not,” I struggled to reassure her, which was not exactly the easiest thing in the world since I didn’t have a clue what was going on.

      Rose was almost levitating out of her seat, unable to contain her glee any longer. Sure enough, the words came pouring out.

      “Oh, it’s just perfect, Bri! Miss Percival desperately needs help in the library. It’s in a terrible state. You’ve always loved books and you used to spend so much time there before you went to London—it would be just right for you! And now you’re looking for a job—” she babbled, oblivious to my glare.

      I knew it! Rose had done it again! I was torn between extreme annoyance and fond exasperation. Somehow, before I quite knew what had happened, I had agreed to have “a nice chat over a cup of tea and a biscuit” with Miss P about the job the following morning.

      When a delighted Miss Percival had shuffled off, I turned my attention to Rose, who was sitting back in her chair, a smug smile gracing her fine features.

      “Care to explain, Williams?” I asked, raising my eyebrows at her. I was sure that my facial expression would have quelled a lesser mortal—or indeed a rampaging T-Rex—but not Rose, oh dear me, no!

      “Well, I bumped into Miss Percival in the bakery earlier, and we got talking, and it just—sort of—popped out—that you were back and looking for a job. I know you were worried about money, and I just wanted to help,” my shameless good fairy said, with not an ounce of remorse. My mouth fell open at this whole new level of sneakiness, and I drew breath to respond. Unfortunately, the horrible realisation dawned upon me that Rose was right. I had been worried about finding a new job and the sorry state of my finances. Much as I didn’t want to encourage Rose in her general shamelessness regarding other people’s business, I had to admit that she had done me a huge favour.

      I took a second deep breath.

      “I appreciate the thought, Rose, I really do, but next time you get an idea like that, please could you run it past me first? It is my life, after all,” I said. Rose’s eyes widened.

      “Oh, Bri, I never meant—I mean, I thought you’d be so pleased,” she began, looking genuinely downcast.

      Now it was my turn to feel like a complete ingrate.

      Rose loved doing people good turns, and all of her interventions were kindly and genuinely meant, albeit sometimes they could fall on unreceptive recipients.

      “Look, Rose, I’m grateful, I really am,” I reassured her, squeezing her arm.

      Rose’s expression brightened, and I felt my own feelings lighten in response. There was no keeping Rose down for long, that was for sure.

      “So, how’s everything going with you? All we’ve done so far is talk about me,” I said to Rose, in an attempt to steer the conversation away from my own problems.

      Rose started to tell me an anecdote about some new accounting software she was trialling when my attention was suddenly diverted by a tall figure striding easily over the pub threshold. That long, dark hair and perfectly sculpted features were unmistakable—Jake. My heart felt as though it was pounding out of my chest, and a thousand Belisha beacons ignited behind my face. My insides turned to jelly, and a giddy euphoria gripped me. Accounting systems flew out of my mind, and I sat as if turned to stone, my eyes fixed on the magnificent sight of Mr Jake Baker. A friend, my frantic mind insisted. Jake is a friend!

      It was only then that I noticed the stunning girl next to him—and my heart plummeted. For crying out loud, Briony, I thought impatiently. Jake’s an old friend, and now he’s got a girlfriend, be happy for him! Unfortunately, the rest of me wasn’t listening to these sensible words, because my mood had taken a massive nosedive as I took a closer glance at Jake’s beautiful companion. All I wanted now was to leave the pub and go home to the sanctuary of my bedroom without Jake noticing me. A small voice inside me told me that these would be the actions of a coward. I thought, on balance, that I could live with that, and started wondering how soon I could make my excuses to Rose and disappear.

      Noticing my sudden lack of attention, Rose had also clocked the new arrivals.

      “Are you OK?” she muttered, studying me closely with concern.

      “Of course!” I said chirpily, a bright artificial smile hiding my true feelings. I prayed desperately that Jake and his beautiful friend would somehow not notice us.

      Obviously, whoever was in charge of such things was not paying attention, because I saw Bess gesturing in our general direction and I groaned inwardly. Oh, dang. Jake cast a glance our way and made a beeline for us, his face wreathed in smiles, his immaculate companion in tow. I briefly considered crawling under the table to hide, but then, that might have looked a bit weird.

      “Keep it casual, Evans,” I muttered to myself under my breath.

      “Bri!” beamed Jake, now upon us and looking as though seeing us in the pub was the equivalent of winning the lottery. He clearly loved being with his girlfriend and wanted to show her off—which was hardly surprising, given her exquisite looks. I wished the thought didn’t make me feel so miserable, without knowing why. What made me feel even worse was the way her perfectly manicured hand rested lightly on Jake’s arm, indicating definite signs of possession. Great. Not.

      I managed a friendly smile in return and rose from my seat to greet him.

      “Hey, Jake, any news about Mavis?” I asked politely, doing my level best to ignore that hand.

      I had thought Jake looked good yesterday in the pouring rain, but today he was Greek god plus. I swallowed hard. Jake never used to affect me like this! Why was this happening? Yesterday I had been in such a state over Mavis and returning home that I hadn’t taken in quite how much Jake had changed in the last few years.

      Three years ago, his hair had been short. Now it fell in perfect raven waves around his face, and you could have cut yourself on those high cheekbones. His eyes were endless depths of blue, framed with long, curling black lashes, which perversely emphasised his masculinity. Always lanky, he had filled out, and being a mechanic was obviously far more physical than I’d imagined, if those bulging biceps and broad chest were anything to go by. Dang and double dang.

      Yes, Jake was undeniably a very attractive man, but these new feelings made no sense. Maybe it was just hormones or something. Whatever it was, it was disconcerting, to say the least. I hoped that if I ignored them, the feelings would go away.

      Mercifully, Jake seemed completely unaware of my newly discovered physical reaction to him and continued in the same friendly vein as yesterday, oblivious to the hard stares of his girlfriend.

      “Well, there’s good news and bad news,” he said, his eyes twinkling.

      “Let’s have the bad news first—I can take it,” I told him seriously.

      “I hate to break it to you, Bri, but Mavis is a hunk of junk,” he said, laughing.

      “You!” I said, laughing and shaking my head at him, the tension in my stomach dissolving instantly.

      Jake then shook his head.

      “Seriously, the good news is that Mavis just overheated. Nothing that a bit of water didn’t cure. You can pick her up tomorrow,” he said easily.

      “Really? That’s amazing! Thank you so much!” I said, feeling profoundly grateful that there was still life left in the old Metro yet.

      “What do I owe you for the rescue?” I asked, and was very aware of Rose’s eyes boring into the side of my head. I had accidentally-on-purpose not told her about Jake rescuing me yesterday. Uh-oh. That meant an interrogation later, for sure.

      “I told you yesterday. You’re an old friend and cars are what I do,” Jake replied firmly.

      “Jake, I really can’t⁠—”

      “Tough. You can owe me,” he smiled, and I hoped the light in the pub was too dim for everyone to notice that I’d turned into a lobster—again.

      “Well, it’s really decent of you—” I stammered, and Jake waved a hand dismissively.

      A small cough emanating from the woman at Jake’s side attracted his attention.

      Jake turned to his beautiful blonde companion, who had been witnessing this exchange impatiently. It was obvious from her cool appraisal of me and Rose that she thought us not worth the bother.

      “What an idiot I am!” he exclaimed, striking his forehead with one hand.

      “Jocasta, this is Briony, an old friend, and of course, you’ve met Rose before.”

      Jocasta turned a fake, megawatt smile upon us and extended a perfectly manicured hand towards me while simultaneously managing to convey immense disdain.

      “A pleasure to meet you, yah?” she said in an incredibly over-the-top posh accent.

      Great, I told myself, extending my own non-perfectly manicured hand and smiling politely. What on earth was Jake doing with this person? She would have been the last kind of woman I’d ever have envisaged Jake hooking up with. She was so absolutely and completely fake. I knew that as an old friend of Jake’s, I should feel happy for him, but I also knew that Jocasta couldn’t have been more wrong for him on every level. None of my business, though, I thought, as I schooled my expression into one of vaguely interested politeness.

      “I’ve only been here a few months, but I adore it already! Just darling! And the cottages—just like dolly houses!” purred Jocasta, pronouncing “houses” like “hysees”. I resisted the urge to vomit and instead nodded politely.

      “Jocasta’s getting into village life,” explained Jake unnecessarily.

      “I tell you what! Why don’t we all get together for a drink and a catch-up one night, what do you think?” Jake asked me.

      “You, me, Jocasta and Rose?”

      My eyes widened in horror and my mouth opened to tell him that I would be washing my hair for the next forty years of my life, but somehow my voice refused to obey me, and no sound emerged apart from a sort of strangled croak.

      Instead, as if in a dream, I heard Jocasta say, “Jake, you must remembah we were going to go through the accaints next week,” in the petulant tone of a small child whose favourite toy had been taken away, while simultaneously putting a weird emphasis on random words. The effect was unspeakably irritating. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

      The very last thing I wanted was a cosy meet-up with Jake and his fake girlfriend, but she was seriously starting to rile me.

      Jake looked slightly put out at this intervention.

      “Well, I’m sure we can arrange something soon,” Jake smiled, while the beautiful Jocasta sent death-ray stares in my direction.

      I smiled back at Jake in what I hoped was an “I am not finding you physically attractive at all” way and ignored the death-rays.

      “Great,” I said brightly. “I look forward to it.”

      Blow it! How was I going to get out of that one?

      And with that, the pair headed off in the direction of the bar.

      I sank back into my chair. What on earth had just happened? I had met Jake for the second time since coming back, and he still resembled a Greek god—except he was even more gorgeous than I had realised yesterday. The even worse news was that he had a beautiful, dead posh girlfriend, who also apparently hated my guts at first sight. And I was having weird reactions to Jake, which made no sense at all. This homecoming was going to be far more complicated than I had at first thought. These discoveries only added to my sense of complete overwhelm.

      I had just known that going to the pub was going to be a mistake.

      “What’s all this about a rescue?” Rose’s next words confirmed my previous thought.

      I sighed. This was exactly the reason I hadn’t told her about it—because she would jump to the inevitable (and wrong!) conclusion.

      “Mavis broke down on my way here, and Jake happened to be passing by and kindly brought me back. Very fortunately, because otherwise I was in for a night chez Mavis,” I explained.

      “There’s nothing in it, just Mavis doing what she does best, and Jake was passing by,” I added for good measure.

      Rose’s face assumed the smug expression I was becoming horribly familiar with.

      “Definitely vibes going on there. I can’t believe you don’t see it. He likes you, definitely! He couldn’t take his eyes off you—and drinks already!” Rose said, with that maddening expression still on her face, taking a sip of her drink. I treated her to my best stink eye.

      “Rose, he did not ask me out for a drink! It was a drink with me, you, and Jocasta. And I do not like Jake Baker in that way because we are FRIENDS!” I exclaimed, exasperated.

      “He will, don’t you worry about that,” Rose retorted, a definite twinkle in her eye.

      “Rose, how many more times? Jake and I are old friends,” I told her slowly and firmly, putting the emphasis on the friends bit.

      “I saw the way he was looking at you, even if you want to ignore it. He’ll ask you out, I bet you,” she said, and I groaned out loud. Rose really was totally incorrigible.

      “Well, I am pleased for him, and I hope they’ll be happy together,” I told her, hoping that the conflicting feelings didn’t show on my face.

      Rose frowned, looking confused, before an evil smile spread over her elfin features.

      “Who? Jake and Jocastah?” she guffawed, doing a hideously accurate impersonation of the woman.

      “Shut up, Rose! She’ll hear you!” I hissed, horrified.

      “No, she won’t! Not with the racket going on in here! Anyway, I know what it looks like, but Jocasta is Jake’s⁠—”

      Beautiful, fake girlfriend, my mind unhelpfully supplied.

      “Office administrator,” were the next words, which broke through the fog in my mind.

      I turned to Rose, not sure I had heard her right.

      Rose was sitting back, drink in hand, with the smuggest expression I had yet seen.

      “What?” I said, totally stunned by this. What about the way Jocasta had acted with Jake, with all the hand-on-arm business, like he was her property?

      “Jake and Bill took on someone to help them out in the office since they expanded and started up the breakdown side of the business. They couldn’t cope with the paperwork anymore. Jocasta came along, and voil
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