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BETH POURED THE TEA handing them both a steaming cup and saucer. The doorbell chimed. “I’ll get it,” Christian said already heading down the hall. “You stay put,” he ordered. He greeted the three teenagers—two girls and one boy who was almost as tall as he was. “Come on in kids, I’ll introduce you to your boss for the next three weeks.” 

“I thought it was two,” The teen with liberally streaked hair complained. 

Christian rolled his eyes. Ahh, the teenage years, he thought. This is going to be a long three weeks.

“Kids...sorry I don’t know your names. I’d like to introduce you to Beth Carter, who is our manager while your boss and my fiancée, Joy Welles, is currently out of action.” He gestured to the rather obvious plaster cast and then continued, “She owns the bed and breakfast—” 

“We own it, remember Christian?” Joy raised her eyebrows teasingly, emphasising the ‘we.’

Christian heard a chuckle from the lad. 

“That’s the same look my mum gives my dad when he’s in trouble.” 

Christian glanced at Joy, who despite the lack of colour from her stay in hospital, paled even more, if she could. Instinctively, his gut told him something didn’t smell right—and it wasn’t Billingsgate.
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A family is like a jigsaw puzzle.

So long as you can see the picture, 

It doesn’t matter how many pieces are missing.
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I would like to acknowledge my amazing, geeky and patient husband Matthew Ward for adopting my teenage son Adam in June thereby completing the Ward family jigsaw.

To Peggy & Peter Ward who are my inspirational in-laws who have been married for over 60 years. If they hadn’t adopted Matthew this book would never have been written.

It is because of them this idea was born.

And finally I’d like to acknowledge Julie Rathbone, my FB friend whose badgering at me to write the sequel is very much appreciated. Cheers Matey!

PROLOGUE

BECCLES ON A CHRISTMAS Day morning could be one of the loneliest places in the world. Eerily still and yet so very quiet, Joy thought. Leaning against the fence at the bottom of her garden, her gaze transfixed on the river Waveney. The ripples of water tossed and tumbled over rocks and through weeds, on the water’s determined journey to the sea. Joy snuggled the snowflake printed chenille blanket around her body, huddling into its warmth. She glanced up, shuddering at the sudden drop in temperature. The normally cotton wool white clouds, had turned to grey, heavy with moisture. 

She wondered if the snow would come and drew the blanket tighter around herself, turning her gaze back down to the meandering water flowing in front of her. Joy smiled, and for some reason, the birds singing their morning melody comforted her.
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APRIL.

“Grrr. Go on...scoot.” Joy clapped her hands sharply catching sight of two black cats heading into the kitchen nonchalantly. Her own cat, Monty, lay on his back in the sun, completely oblivious to the invasion of his territory.

“Get out of there, go on...bugger off!” she hissed, clapping her hands again whilst trying to retain her balance on her one good leg.

“What on earth is going on?” Christian asked stepping into the midday sun. Two streaks of black zoomed past him and with effortless ease and grace, leapt over the fence into next door’s garden.

“It’s the ‘Thompson Twins’ again,” Joy explained wobbling on her leg. She reached out for the crutches beside her before she lost her balance, but felt instead the safety of Christian’s arm holding her securely. She leant into his strength as he led her to the gazebo, helping her to sit down and raising her booted leg onto a rattan chair.

“What were you told about resting that leg?” He scolded. “The only reason you are in the boot is because you told the doctor you would take the cast off yourself.”

“It’s not a boot, it’s a blasted leg cage,” Joy grumbled. The contraption wrapped itself from mid-thigh encompassing her foot. It was heavy and cumbersome, but less so than the cast. At least she was able to stand for short periods of time to prepare meals for the bed and breakfast she ran. “So, how did the talk go at the school?”

“Surprisingly well, darling.” Christian leaned over to drop a kiss on her lips. “Hi Joy,” he whispered with a smile. As a political satirist, Christian had regular columns in major newspapers and he’d recently embarked on visiting high schools, giving talks about his career. A collection of his work had been published in book form for release at Christmas, and so this was a chance to not only promote his work, but also to give students an idea of how the publishing industry and political world operated.

Joy regarded her partner of several years. He was hiding something, her gut gnawed inwardly. “OK Chris, spill it. What have you done?”

The guilty expression on Christian’s craggily handsome face spoke volumes. His strawberry blond hair, liberally streaked with grey, flopped over his forehead. Normally he would spend time placing each strand into a precise position, much to her amusement. He’d obviously been running his hands through it as was his habit when frustrated or worried about something.

“Honestly, I didn’t suggest this Joy, I promise. A question came up about where I was living, etc., so I told the class I was a partner in a local bed and breakfast business and that we’d just expanded. The next thing I knew, the head of year ten asked me if I would consider taking on three students for work experience and I’d signed up.”

“Christian,” Joy began to berate him, but he held his hands up as if in surrender.

“It’s quite simple, Joy. You are struggling to clean the rooms despite being unable to do so with a broken leg and even now, you’re wearing a boot. You’re insisting that we can’t afford to take on more full-time staff to help, which is tosh and you damn well know it. So why don’t we give these kids a try? They can help clean the rooms, make the beds and wait the tables for the afternoon teas we offer.” As Christian explained, he took her hand in his to placate her. “I’ve looked at the reservations and we are fully booked until the beginning of November, and be honest darling, it’s going to be at least two months— maybe more— until you are almost mobile. Maybe one of the students will be willing to take a part-time job here over the summer to help out.” 

Joy released a huff of indignation. Christian’s suggestion did make a lot of sense and at the end of the day, she knew deep down that she was struggling. Her accident in February couldn’t have come at a worse time. After Christian had sold his home, they’d bought the property next door, giving them an extra four bedrooms, and an office for Christian to work in with extra lounge and dining rooms. They’d also extended the conservatory at the back of both properties to create a garden room with stunning views of the Waveney, to serve afternoon teas and lunches.

It had been during the refurbishment that her accident occurred. She remembered that she had been bustling from one part of the house to the other, up a set of stairs, her arms laden with bedding, when she’d stepped on a floorboard. Her foot had gone through the wood, trapping her leg. She’d lost her balance and fallen awkwardly, fracturing bones in her thigh, leg and foot. Several weeks in hospital undergoing operations to repair the damage, had left Joy immobile and unable to run the business. Now she hoped she was on the mend. The more than generous compensation they’d received from the construction company, would cover the hiring of extra staff.

“Okay Christian. Let’s give them a go,” she agreed, entwining her fingers with his.

“While I have you sitting down finally.” Joy’s eyes widened as Christian, still holding her hand, knelt down on one knee. “Do you remember that day when I sprinkled my mother’s ashes into the river and I told you that I was in this relationship for the long run?”

Joy nodded, her whole body stiffened in anticipation with the question she had hoped would finally be asked. He’d moved in two years earlier and it had been an unwritten rule that he wouldn’t mention marriage until she was ready. But now, with him on one knee, that book had all but been thrown out of the window. Their relationship had been so hurried. They’d fallen in love by Christmas and he’d moved in on New Year’s Day. As he’d pointed out many times since, they weren’t in their first flush of youth and any issues they’d encounter they would handle together. 

“Well, we are partners in all but name, and I think that it’s high time you made an honest man out of me, Joy Welles. I know I’m not the romantic hero you read about in those books of yours, who send their lovers into ecstasy or cause them to swoon with a look, but I can promise you that I will be loyal, make you laugh, be with you through sickness and in health—apart from obviously when the doctor sticks needles into you.” Christian shuddered visibly in revulsion.

Joy pressed her lips together in an attempt to stifle her laughter remembering how he’d passed out as the doctor inserted a cannula into her arm before surgery.

“You know how much I love you and your quirks and well, I’m fed up with referring to you as my ‘partner.’ Will you do the honourable thing and marry me please, Joy?”

As far as proposals went, Joy thought, Christian’s was the most honest one she’d ever heard. Still on one knee in front of her, now with Monty nudging their entwined hands as if
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