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Prologue

Dear Mum,

I don’t normally write you imaginary letters, do I? But it’s been such a crazy year that I really want to share it with you, even if only like this – a letter in a notebook that you’ll never read. Crazy in a good way, I’m happy to report, but I’d love to be able to tell you my secrets face to face and have you here to experience life alongside me.

No matter how happy I am, there will always be a piece of my heart aching with sadness, because even after all these years, I still miss you, Mum. I wish you’d been here to help me grow up, to launch me into adulthood, to be ‘my person’.

What were you like, Sam Shaw, who were you? I wish I knew more about you. I wish I knew whether we’re alike. I wish I’d known about my father too. If you were here now, I wouldn’t let you dodge my questions and distract me like you did when I was a little girl. I’d make you tell me the story of how you two met and what happened to your relationship. I wonder whether he’s still alive and where he lives, I don’t even know if you told him he was my father. But if you did, maybe he thinks about me occasionally.

Most of the time, I’m sad that you’re not here, but occasionally I’m angry. Angry that you left me alone in the world, that you didn’t love me enough to stay alive, angry that no one helped you when you were ill. If only you’d been able to get the support you needed, maybe you’d still be here now. You were twenty-eight when you took your own life, much younger than I am now. Too young.

I’ve got people in my life who love me. Astrid, my old teacher, has always been there for me. Nell is the best friend I could wish for and as close to me as a sister. And, of course, now I’m slowly becoming part of Cole’s family too. I’m not alone, but no one will ever take your place.

That’s all I wanted to say really. That life is good and I’m happy. Another Christmas is upon us. It’s going to be a special one this year, I can feel it in the air. But I’ll miss you, Mum, I always will.

Love,

Merry xxx


Chapter One

Merry

1 NOVEMBER

There was no mistaking that autumn was making way for winter, I thought, as Cole and I, plus his children, set off for a walk after our Sunday lunch. Mornings were frosty, sometimes even inside the old-fashioned windows in Holly Cottage. Our double bed was piled high with cosy blankets, and hot chocolate with whipped cream had become my daily winter warmer after work – a treat which Harley and Freya had particularly enjoyed this week while they’d been staying with us during the school holidays.

Outside, most of the trees were bare now, except the holly bush in the front garden, which was rosy with berries, and like ours, the other homes along World’s End Lane had daily twists of smoke spiralling from their chimneys. In the small Derbyshire town of Wetherley, where we lived, the council had erected the lights which would be officially switched on next week and this morning I’d heard my first Christmas song on the radio: Michael Bublé’s velvety voice singing about a white Christmas.

It was a bit early to be thinking of Christmas, even for me, an avid festive fan. But the temperature was hovering above freezing and only my thick layers were preventing me from hovering just above freezing too.

I shivered and Cole squeezed my gloved hand.

‘Chilly,’ he asked, and then added with a grin, ‘or was that a shiver of relief that the kids are going back to Lydia’s tonight?’

Cole and I had only been living together since September, and this was the longest time they’d spent with us at the cottage. Yesterday, we’d carved pumpkins and then taken Freya trick or treating, while Harley met up with his friends. It was all very new to me, and I was loving every minute.

‘Absolutely not!’ I retorted. ‘It has been great fun and I’ve enjoyed spending time with them. It has felt like …’ I faltered, not sure whether to say what was on my mind.

‘Go on,’ he said, his eyes bright with encouragement.

‘Like we’re a family,’ I admitted. ‘It has been really fun.’

‘Good.’ He brought my hand to his lips and kissed it, smiling to himself. ‘That’s great.’

After leaving home via the gate Cole had installed in the back fence, we’d tramped through the woods separating Holly Cottage from the new houses, which his company had finished building in the spring. They were all occupied now and looking more lived-in as each season passed by.

Now, we’d emerged from the trees and the four of us were following the footpath along the river into town: nine-year-old Freya was skipping ahead, in a world of her own, and Harley was behind her, his gaze fixed on his phone. At thirteen, he was almost as tall as me; he’d had a growth spurt since the summer, when he’d relocated back to the UK from Canada with his mum and sister.

The plan for the afternoon was to burn off some energy and make room for a slice of freshly baked apfel strudel, which, according to my friend Astrid, would be out of the oven and cooling by the time we arrived at her flat in the Rosebridge retirement village.

Astrid was my old art teacher from school, she had always been like family to me, but now our bond was even stronger because she and Cole’s dad, Fred, were ‘courting’, as Fred put it. He lived at Rosebridge too, but although they spent most of their time together, each had their own flats for a bit of space now and then.

‘Merry?’ Freya stopped in her tracks and whirled around, causing Harley to tut and elbow past her. Her cheeks were pink with cold, and the ends of her plaits were sticking out from under her woolly hat. She couldn’t have looked more adorable if she tried.

‘Yes, sweetheart?’ I said, catching hold of her hand.

‘Did you have a pet when you were growing up?’ she asked.

I shook my head. ‘My mum and I didn’t have room because we lived in a very small flat.’

‘Astrid lives in a flat,’ Freya replied, ‘and she has Otto the dog.’

‘She does, but it’s bigger than our flat was,’ I said, not adding that, regardless of space, my mum didn’t have the spare money to spend on a pet. ‘Mind you, there was a snake at one of my foster homes,’ I added, pulling a face at the memory. ‘They used to feed it whole frozen chicks and mice.’

‘Cool.’ Harley looked at me over his shoulder. ‘Maybe I’ll ask for a snake. The boys at school would like that.’

‘I don’t think your mother would,’ said Cole dryly.

I winced, imagining the look on Lydia’s face when Harley suggested they got a snake, particularly when he told her where he’d got the idea from.

‘They grow very big,’ I said hurriedly. ‘And live for years.’

‘Even better,’ replied Harley, nodding enthusiastically. He tapped his screen, mumbling under his breath as he typed, ‘UK, pet snakes …’

‘Daddy, did you have a pet?’ Freya asked innocently.

Cole caught my eye before answering and we both suppressed a smile; this was well-trodden ground and all part of his daughter’s campaign to get an animal of some description.

‘I did,’ he replied. ‘Your granny had chickens, until the fox got them. And we had an old cat called Fergus, who only lost all his front fangs so we—’

‘Changed his name to Fangless!’ Freya finished for him. ‘Poor Fergus. So could I …?’

‘It’s snowing!’ Harley yelled suddenly. ‘I just felt a snowflake on my face. YES!’

I looked up to the sky. A few tiny specks floated in the air. It was certainly cold enough, but it was a bit early in the season for Derbyshire to get its first snowfall.

‘Hello, snow, I’ve missed you!’ Freya squealed, instantly forgetting about her mission to get a pet.

She stretched her arms out, attempting to catch the snowflakes on her tongue.

‘Me too,’ said Harley heavily.

‘Just sleet, I think,’ Cole commented, examining the dots on the sleeve of his coat.

‘Typical,’ Harley muttered.

‘You never know,’ I said, noting Harley’s disappointment. ‘It might snow properly before the day is out.’

‘I hope so, because then school will close, and I won’t have to go. Not like in Whistler. The weather doesn’t stop anything there,’ Harley commented, his voice managing to combine hope with nostalgia.

I felt for him; while Freya had slipped back seamlessly into the life she’d had before their year in Canada, Harley was still missing what he’d left behind. It didn’t sound as if he was too keen on school either.

I glanced at Cole to see if he’d picked up on his son’s tone, but it didn’t look like it. Instead, he scooped up his daughter and pretended to dance with her.

‘Oh, the weather outside is frightful,’ he started to croon. ‘But Freya is so delightful.’

The little girl laughed and wriggled free. ‘If it snows lots, I’m going to build a snowman. And sledging!’ Her face lit up at the prospect. ‘Can we go sledging?’

‘But it won’t snow lots, will it?’ Harley said flatly. ‘Because this is England. Anyway, we left our sledges in Whistler.’

I put a tentative arm around his shoulder. ‘Then we should get new ones, so that when it does snow properly – which it will at some point – we’ll be ready. You’ll have to show me how it’s done; I’ve never been on a sledge in my life.’

‘No way!’ Harley looked at me in disbelief and then grinned. ‘It’s easy, I can teach you.’

‘You’re on,’ I said, pleased to have made him smile. I was still working on my role in their lives; as their dad’s girlfriend, I wasn’t always sure what I should or shouldn’t say or do. This time, it looked as if I’d got it right. I felt something on my face and looked up. ‘I think it might be snow, you know.’

Harley and Freya scampered ahead, chatting about where the best place to go sledging would be, and Cole wrapped his arm around my waist, drawing me close.

‘Thank you,’ he murmured, leaning in to kiss me.

‘For what?’ I asked, checking that the kids weren’t looking.

I wasn’t yet comfortable with public displays of affection with their father. My best friend Nell once told me that it had taken two years before she felt able to even hold hands with Olek in front of his son, Max. I’d scoffed at her at the time, but now I knew exactly how she’d felt.

‘For being a wonderful woman.’ He kissed me again. ‘For being brilliant with my kids and making co-parenting so much more fun than when I was doing it alone.’

‘You’re welcome.’ My voice was casual, but inside my heart soared. Sometimes I felt like pinching myself; I loved this man and I knew he loved me.

Ahead of us, the children were laughing as Freya got stuck climbing over the stile. Once on the other side, we’d almost be in town. Another five minutes or so and we’d be at Astrid’s, where, no doubt, Fred would be waiting for his slice of apfel strudel too.

Cole and I picked up our pace and I snuggled against him. ‘Is there anything more exciting than the first snow in winter?’ I mused happily.

He pretended to think about it. ‘Actually, yes, I think there is.’

He was very handsome, my man, I thought, taking in his rugged features, the healthy glow from a working life spent outdoors and deep brown eyes which were sparkling with mischief.

‘It was a rhetorical question,’ I said with a laugh. ‘I’m sure if I really thought about it my brain would come up with something. But look how much fun your kids are having. And imagine if we were to get snowed in and had to spend the day cosied up in front of the fire or digging our way out of Holly Cottage to fetch supplies.’

‘Hmm. True, but even more exciting than snow is waiting to get a word in edgeways, to ask a wonderful woman the most important question a man can ask.’ He stopped walking and, taking hold of my scarf, tugged me gently towards him.

I raised an eyebrow, intrigued. ‘Ask away.’

His eyes were on mine, my hands in his, and suddenly I realised what was happening. ‘Merry, I’m in love with you, you make my every day magical. And I wondered … will you do me the honour of becoming my wife?’

My heart stuttered in my chest, and I stared at him, for once completely speechless. The rest of the world faded away until there was just him and me, snowflakes fluttering like confetti; a tiny perfect moment stretching between us, one I’d remember for the rest of my days.

Finally, I gasped, incredulous and elated. ‘Cole, is this … Are you proposing?’

He nodded. ‘If you’ll have me. This year has been one of the best of my life and it’s all because of you,’ he said, his expression soft and earnest and full of love. ‘You said yourself it feels like we are a family and seeing you with the kids this week has made me love you even more. The only way next year could top this one is if we were married. So, what do you say?’

A bubble of laughter escaped from me. ‘I say yes!’ I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him, for once not caring that the children might see. Married. I was going to be Mrs Cole Robinson. ‘Absolutely! Thank you.’

Cole’s face relaxed into a smile of relief. ‘No, thank you, darling, you’ve made me a very happy man.’

‘I love you,’ I said, kissing him again. ‘So much.’

‘Dad? We’re going on ahead,’ Harley shouted, interrupting. ‘See you at Astrid’s.’

I stepped away from Cole automatically, but he held onto me.

‘Wait there, please!’ he called to them and then lowered his voice. ‘I want to tell them now before we tell anyone else, is that OK with you?’

A wave of nerves wiped the smile from my face. ‘Do you think they’ll mind?’

‘Not at all, they’ll be pleased! They’ve had a great week staying with us and they’ll be excited about the wedding.’

‘Hurry up then!’ Freya yelled.

My stomach lurched as we ran to catch up with them, wishing I could share his optimism. What if they were completely against the idea? I thought they liked me, but that was as their dad’s girlfriend, maybe they didn’t want a stepmum? What if Harley stormed off? What if Freya burst into tears?

‘I’m thirteen,’ Harley protested when we reached them. ‘I walk home from school by myself, I don’t need to walk with you.’

‘I know, son,’ said Cole, reaching for my hand. ‘But that wasn’t why we asked you to wait. We’ve got something to tell you. I’ve just asked Merry to marry me and she said yes.’

I held my breath as I watched the expressions on their faces, hoping that this would be good news.

‘Oh right.’ Harley frowned and shoved his hands in his pockets. He was impossible to read. Maybe he wasn’t sure himself how he felt about it. After all, it had come as a surprise to me so it would certainly be a shock to the children. ‘Erm, congratulations, I guess.’

‘Thank you,’ I murmured.

Cole ruffled his son’s hair. ‘Thanks, mate, I appreciate that.’

‘When?’ Freya asked. ‘Because this tooth is wobbly and I don’t want a gappy smile on the photographs.’ She peeled off her glove and gave one of her top teeth a good wiggle to demonstrate.

‘We haven’t set a date yet,’ I told her, taking heart from the fact that she saw our wedding as something to be happy about. ‘But your smile will be beautiful no matter what. Would you like to be my bridesmaid?’

‘Yes!’ Freya launched herself at me, wrapping her arms around my hips. I hugged her back, grateful for her simple approval. ‘Do I get a long dress and flowers, and can I wear make-up?’

‘We can sort all that out,’ said Cole fondly. ‘And you’ll be an usher on the day, I hope, Harley?’

‘If you like,’ he replied with a shrug. ‘Can we go to Astrid’s now?’

Cole nodded. ‘Make sure you hold hands across the road.’

‘Can we tell Grandad and Astrid?’ Freya demanded.

Cole looked at me for guidance and I nodded.

‘Yes!’ She jumped on the spot, punching the air with both fists. ‘Come on, Harley, let’s run.’

Once they’d gone, I sagged against Cole with relief. ‘At least Freya is excited, although Harley didn’t show much enthusiasm.’

Cole didn’t seem perturbed. ‘Don’t worry about him, it’s not cool to show your emotions at thirteen, that’s all. Oh, by the way, I’ve got something for you.’

He pulled out a small blue velvet box from his jacket pocket and lifted the lid. Inside was a ring with a square-cut diamond in the centre, three smaller diamonds set at each side of it.

‘Oh, Cole, that’s beautiful!’ My eyes filled with tears, and I wiped them away, laughing. ‘What I can see of it.’

My hand was shaking as he slid the ring onto my finger. ‘There. Now we’re officially engaged. Does it fit OK?’

‘As if it was made to measure,’ I said, holding up my hand and examining my finger.

He looked very pleased with himself. ‘I measured your finger with a piece of cotton while you were asleep. I didn’t want to waste any time getting it altered.’

I laughed. ‘You think of everything, my clever husband-to-be.’

‘I think of you,’ he replied, drawing me in for another kiss. ‘Almost all of the time.’

‘Come on then.’ I climbed up onto the stile, swung my leg over and jumped down. ‘I can’t wait to tell Nell, she’ll be amazed, maybe I’ll phone her from Astrid’s or go round later tonight and flash my beautiful ring at her. Do you want to come, we could—’

‘Just hold on a second,’ Cole said, laughing, as he hopped over the stile effortlessly and landed beside me. ‘Before you get carried away with who you need to tell first, I have one more surprise, or rather a question.’

I stopped admiring my ring finger for a second to look at him. ‘Ooh, intriguing.’

‘The thing is …’ He paused and bit his lip sheepishly. ‘I’ve already called the registry office to get a rough idea of when they’d be able to fit us in … And they’d had a cancellation on Christmas Eve. So we could actually be married by Christmas.’

I could see he was holding his breath, waiting for my reaction.

‘This Christmas Eve?’ We stared at each other, our breath forming icy clouds in front of our faces as my brain processed what he’d said. ‘As in just a few weeks from now?’

Cole nodded. ‘Seven weeks and five days to be exact.’

‘Wow. But …’ I blinked at him. ‘That’s not long to organise a wedding. You’re a man who likes to plan everything properly.’

‘And you’re a woman who likes to fly by the seat of her pants. Pants that I very much approve of by the way.’ He kissed my neck, making my legs go weak. ‘Let’s face it, if we had a year to plan a wedding, you’d leave most of it until the last minute and then race around like a whirlwind, with me tearing my hair out.’

I laughed. ‘I love that you know me so well and despite that still want to marry me.’

‘So, I thought it might be fun to compromise,’ he continued. ‘We organise a last-minute wedding. What do you think: crazy idea or brilliant plan?’

My mind whirred. There’d be a lot to do, decisions to make, things to organise, but … I could feel anticipation bubbling inside me.

‘I’m up for it.’ I smiled at him, my eyes sparkling with the prospect of the challenge. ‘One hundred per cent. It’s crazy and brilliant. I mean, what are we waiting for? Let’s do it.’

‘Thank goodness for that.’ He pretended to wipe his brow. ‘Because it’s already booked.’

‘I can’t believe this is happening,’ I said, laughing. ‘You were right: getting married on Christmas Eve is far more exciting than the first snow in winter.’

And then I kissed my new fiancé with a passion that earned us a toot from the horn of a car.


Chapter Two

Emily

2 NOVEMBER

The corridors of the Darley Academy secondary school in Derbyshire were still quiet at seven thirty, but it wouldn’t be long before the feet of over a thousand young people would be scuffing their way along them, filling the air with laughter, noise and the strong smell of body spray.

Emily, shivering slightly from the change in temperature from her warm car, made her way to the staffroom, in search of coffee.

The room was empty and while she waited for the kettle to boil, her mind wandered to her dad. She hoped he was keeping warm; when she’d been round to his flat last night, he hadn’t had the fire on, and his hands and feet had been like blocks of ice.

At least he wouldn’t be on his own for long. His carer, Diane, was due to call in at eight o’clock. She’d make him a hot drink and some breakfast, leave him something for lunch and get him comfortable for the day.

Coffee made, Emily slung her bag over her shoulder and set off for the head teacher’s office.

‘Morning, Alison.’ Emily put the drinks down on her boss’s desk and sat down in the visitor’s chair opposite her.

‘Good morning.’ Alison looked up from her laptop. ‘You look adorable. Thanks for the coffee.’

‘You’re welcome,’ Emily replied, wondering if adorable was a compliment or not.

She smoothed down the skirt of her green corduroy pinafore dress: a chance find in her favourite vintage shop in Bakewell. She’d customised the outfit by adding new buttons and contrast stitching to the hem and styled it with a Peter Pan-collared shirt. It had looked quirky in the mirror this morning. Now she was wondering if she looked more like a kid on her first day at primary school.

Emily unzipped her bag and took out a stack of papers and her laptop, while Alison drank her coffee. The job was only a year contract, and the way things were, she’d gladly accept a permanent position if she was offered one, so it was important to make a good impression and she knew Alison appreciated her getting in early. It wasn’t always possible. Sometimes her dad refused to let the carer into his flat, and Emily’s number was listed as the emergency contact. The only contact come to that.

Not that being a school secretary was Emily’s dream (she was still working out what was), but it had been the perfect solution to her problem. She’d left her old job as a PA to an international recruitment consultant for this one in September when it became obvious that the only way she was going to be able to combine looking after her dad and earning a living was to have early finishes, weekends without any extra overtime and long holidays. Her old position had been exciting but had demanded more of her than she could give at the moment.

Emily sipped her coffee and slid a pile of letters across the desk for her boss to sign.

‘You’re seeing Robbie Evans’s parents at nine thirty,’ she said, checking the diary. ‘Shall I sit in and take notes?’

‘Not again.’ Alison pulled a face. ‘No need, thanks. There’s no way they can deflect the blame from their darling son this time.’ She opened her drawer and pulled out a long plait of hair which Robbie had liberated from the head of Bethany James during an art lesson yesterday afternoon. ‘Exhibit A. That child is treading a thin line. One more stunt like this and goodbye Robbie. He is out of this academy and will be someone else’s problem.’

Emily didn’t fancy being in the Evans’s shoes. Alison was tall and lean and cut a forbidding figure as she patrolled the corridors. She could silence a crowd of kids simply by standing still and looking down at the pupils from the balcony, arms folded.

A complete contrast to Emily, who was short, blonde and blessed with a mischievous sense of fun and a bulging wardrobe of kooky clothes. All of which made her a hit with the kids but didn’t necessarily garner their respect.

‘What else have we got?’ Alison passed the signed letters across the desk.

‘Mr Rendall wants to see you at eight a.m. tomorrow,’ Emily said, scanning her emails.

‘What nuggets of wisdom is he planning to impart this time, I wonder?’ Alison gave a long-suffering sigh.

‘Something about the parent parking situation, I think.’

The chair of governors was a lovely man in his seventies and loved to talk about his army days and how the world would be a better place if only youngsters had to do a stint in the forces. Unfortunately, for Mr Rendall, Alison liked meetings to be brief and stick to the point.

‘If he’s got a solution to that, I’m all ears,’ Alison said dryly.

‘I could organise a tray of coffee and biscuits and chat to him for a few minutes, let him get his latest anecdote out of the way before you join us?’ Emily suggested. ‘Year nine were doing Christmas baking on Friday, there are still some cinnamon cookies left, I’ll rescue them from the staffroom.’

Alison gave her a look of gratitude. ‘Perfect. You’re a marvel. Christmas baking already? This term is flying, the holidays will be here before we know it.’

‘Indeed.’ Emily’s throat went dry; she didn’t want to think about Christmas just yet. That was the deadline she’d given herself to take action. She intended to use those two weeks away from school to do some proper research and decide what to do about her father. Incidents were happening increasingly often now. She’d get a call from a neighbour or from her father himself. Although, last night, she’d found the phone in the freezer on top of his newspaper. Would it even work properly after that? She should have checked. What if something were to happen? A shudder of fear ran through her.

‘Emily?’ Alison’s concerned voice broke into her thoughts.

‘Sorry,’ she stuttered, refreshing her laptop screen. ‘Talking of Christmas, Wetherley Primary school has invited you to their Festive Concert on—’ Emily stopped mid-sentence at the sound of a polite cough. She turned to see Olivia, the school receptionist, hovering in the open doorway.

‘Sorry to interrupt,’ said Olivia. ‘But there’s a phone call for Emily.’

‘Could you take a message for me please?’ Emily asked, glancing at the time; it was only seven forty-five. She didn’t officially start until eight thirty. ‘I’ll call whoever it is back as soon as I can.’

‘Thanks, Olivia,’ Alison repeated, dismissing her with a smile. ‘You were saying, Emily, the concert?’

Olivia coughed again. ‘Emily, I really think you should take it. It’s the police.’

The drive to her dad’s flat in Bakewell usually took half an hour, but the heavy morning traffic slowed her down. Emily drove as fast as she could, her stomach tied in knots and guilt weighing heavy on her shoulders. Dad must be terrified. Why hadn’t she acted sooner? The signs had been there for a while; something like this had been inevitable.

At the word ‘police’, Emily had raced to the phone to take the call. The pounding in her ears had made it difficult to concentrate on what the police officer was telling her. But she heard the main points: her dad had turned up at the station, confused and with a nasty gash to his arm.

Thank heavens he’d been wearing that little capsule around his neck that she’d bought him. Inside was a slip of paper with his name on it, in case, like today, he forgot it, and her phone number because he had no chance of remembering that. She hadn’t included his address. That could lead to all sorts of issues if someone unscrupulous came across him when he was in one of his less lucid states. She’d furnished the officer with the address of her father’s ground-floor maisonette, which was a good half an hour’s walk from the station, and the police were meeting her there. She’d already warned Julia, his landlady, who lived upstairs. If they arrived before her, Julia had offered to let them in with her spare key. She’d called Diane too, who would have arrived to an empty flat.

Alison had told her to leave immediately and take as long as she needed. But Emily wasn’t daft, she’d detected the undertone, the same ‘not again’ face Alison had used for Robbie Evans. So much for her early start to the day.

With a pang of anxiety, Emily banished thoughts of work from her head, her father was the priority. She pulled up behind the police car and dashed to his flat.

‘Hello, Dad? It’s me, Emily,’ she called, letting herself in.

‘That’s my daughter,’ she heard him say from the living room. ‘She’ll soon get to the bottom of this nonsense.’

Her dad, Ray Meadows, was sitting in his armchair – a threadbare thing he’d hauled out of a skip. Skips were his obsession, he was forever putting things in or taking things out. She’d found an old birdcage covered in dried droppings in the kitchen last week.

Two police officers were with him: a man who was crouched down, turning on the electric fire, and a woman on the sofa, a notebook in her hand.

She hurried over to her dad and hugged him tightly. His face was cold to the touch and despite the blanket tucked over his shoulders, he was trembling. Hardly surprising, given that he was still in his pyjamas.

‘Dad! You gave me such a fright. Are you all right?’

Ray frowned. ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’

It struck her how much weight he’d lost recently. He’d always been lean, but now he was wafer thin, his wrists bony, his jaw and cheekbones sharp. She did her best to make sure he ate, but was it enough?

The male officer straightened up and smiled at her. ‘I’m PC James and this is PC Bright. I take it you’re Emily, Mr Meadows’s daughter?’

She nodded. ‘Correct. Thank you for bringing him home, I’m so sorry to have troubled you.’

‘The only thing wrong with me is these two,’ Ray continued and lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘I can’t get rid of them. I think they must be from some sort of religion. The woman with the big nose keeps asking questions. If they’re after my money, they’re going to be disappointed.’

‘They’re police officers, Dad. No one is after your money.’ Emily could hardly look poor PC Bright in the eye; her nose was certainly her strongest feature. ‘Sorry. He gets confused sometimes. Your nose is perfectly in proportion.’

‘For an aardvark,’ muttered her father.

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ said PC James, muffling a laugh as he sidled out of the room.

‘You get called all sorts in this job,’ noted PC Bright, tugging her fringe down over her face.

‘Glad you’re here, love,’ said her father, grasping Emily’s hand.

‘Of course, I’m here.’ She swallowed. ‘I always will be, I promise.’

She shouldn’t make promises she couldn’t keep, but what else could she say?

‘What were you doing going out without getting dressed?’ she asked. ‘You could have called me if you had a problem.’

‘The car was gone,’ he replied, blinking at her. ‘I went outside this morning to get something out of it. I forget what, now. But there was no sign of it.’

‘You don’t own a car, Dad.’ Emily’s heart sank.

PC Bright took out her notebook. ‘So, there isn’t a missing car?’

Emily shook her head. ‘I’m sorry for the mix-up. But no.’

Ray frowned. ‘A blue Escort van. I sleep in it sometimes.’

A memory of a day trip to the seaside flooded back to her. They’d gone off in his van, just the two of them, and spent the whole day at the beach. Fish and chips, bottles of fizzy orange and free rides on the funfair because Dad had known one of the staff. Mum had been furious when they’d got home. Emily wracked her brains to remember why … Oh yes, Dad had taken her to the dentist early in the morning to have a tooth out. Afterwards, he was supposed to take her back to school but decided to cheer her up with an adventure instead.

‘You did have a blue van a long time ago.’ Emily squeezed his hand, remembering the man he’d been: irreverent, fun and completely unpredictable. ‘But you haven’t been driving since you moved back to Bakewell.’

‘But I’m sure I …’ Ray drifted off, scratching his chin.

‘That’s probably a good thing in the circumstances. Your father came to the station on foot to report the car missing, wearing only pyjamas and slippers,’ said PC Bright. ‘We gave him some thick socks and wrapped him up. He had a hot drink while we were getting in touch with you.’

‘Thank you. Again. He’s never done anything like this before.’ As far as she knew at least. Apprehension fluttered in her chest; how long could he carry on living alone? He was safe this time, but what about the next?

‘Here you are, Mr Meadows.’ PC James placed a mug of tea at her dad’s side. ‘Not sure how you like it, but this is warm and wet.’

Ray jumped. ‘Where the bloody hell have you just sprung from?’

‘This is PC James,’ Emily explained patiently. ‘He brought you home.’

‘He did no such thing?’ Ray spluttered.

‘I made one for you too, Emily,’ the officer said kindly. ‘You look like you need it.’

‘Thanks. I do. I don’t know if I’m shivering with the cold or shock.’ Emily stood up to accept the mug from him.

‘A call from the police station does that to a person,’ remarked PC Bright. ‘Thankfully, there was no harm done.’

‘We’ll leave you in peace in a moment,’ said PC James, resuming his spot in front of the fire. He hadn’t made tea for himself, or his colleague, Emily noticed, so hopefully, this wasn’t going to take too long. ‘Mr Meadows wasn’t too happy about getting in the patrol car. Put up quite a bit of resistance. He knocked his right arm on the car door. He’ll probably have quite a bruise.’

‘Oh Dad.’ Emily could have wept. She knew exactly how that would have gone. He had never hurt her, but she’d witnessed him panic when he didn’t understand what was happening to him. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘It’s OK. He didn’t strike anyone.’ PC Bright held Emily’s gaze. ‘Has he been violent before?’

Emily shook her head, tears filling her eyes. ‘He’s an old hippy at heart. Soft as butter. He’d be mortified if he realised …’ She broke off before she said too much.

Her greatest fear was that social services would intervene and he’d be deemed too vulnerable to be living independently. What if he was put in a home without her being able to do anything about it?

She took a deep breath. Not long until Christmas. Then she’d put a plan together. She just needed to get him safely to the holidays.

‘And I’d already told you about the wound to his left arm,’ PC James continued. ‘We’ve cleaned it up, but you might want to let his GP know, so they can send a nurse round to change his dressing.’

‘Will do,’ Emily promised.

‘This lad makes a pretty decent cuppa.’ Ray Meadows slurped his tea and grinned at PC James. ‘You should give my Emily some tips. Hers are always like tar. I just like to show the water the teabag, get two or three uses out of it.’

Emily felt the tension drain from her body. Just like that, he was himself again, thank goodness.

‘Cheeky!’ she said. ‘You can make your own next time then.’

‘Thank you, Mr, er …?’ PC James prompted, clearly testing him.

‘Meadows, Ray Meadows.’ Her dad extended a hand. ‘Look at me, still in my pyjamas. If you don’t mind, I’m going to have a bath and then get my breakfast.’

The officers exchanged glances, clearly amazed at the transformation in the man who less than an hour ago couldn’t remember his own name.

‘We’ll get out of your way,’ said PC Bright, putting her notebook back in the pocket of her overcoat. ‘Look after that arm.’

‘Arm?’ Ray stared at his forearm as if noticing the plaster for the first time. ‘Oh yes, caught it on the back gate. Just a scratch.’

‘I’m sorry to have taken up your day.’ Emily showed the officers to the door.

‘Our duty is to keep the public safe. That includes Ray,’ said PC James. ‘Do social services know that your father has dementia?’

Emily hesitated. ‘They do, but he’s deteriorated a lot in the last couple of months.’

‘I’m sorry, it must be tough.’ He nodded and stepped out from the flat into the corridor.

PC Bright followed him and then turned back. ‘And you? Are you getting some support?’

Emily blinked back tears; she was OK until someone was kind to her. ‘I’m fine. We’re both fine. Thanks again.’

The officer held eye contact for a moment, as if weighing up whether to say more or not. Emily took a step back to close the door.

‘Glad to hear it.’ The officer raised her hand to say goodbye and left. ‘Good luck.’


Chapter Three

Emily

At the end of the school day, as soon as she could get away, Emily tidied her desk, put her coat on and, after reminding Alison about tomorrow’s early meeting with the chair of governors, she headed out to the staff car park.

The sky was grey and the daylight all but gone. She shivered in the cold and slipped her gloves on. Snow was forecast again later in the week, and it wouldn’t be long before the Derbyshire peaks were covered in white for the winter.

‘Everything OK?’ a voice called to her.

She looked over her shoulder to see Olivia, scurrying to catch her up.

‘After this morning’s phone call, I mean. You rushed past when you got back to school looking like you had the world on your shoulders, and I didn’t like to pry.’

‘Thank you for asking, but not really,’ Emily admitted. ‘My dad has dementia. He needs more and more of my time and I—’ She stopped short of admitting that she couldn’t cope. Olivia was a sweet girl, similar age, and the closest thing she had to a friend at the school. But she couldn’t risk it getting back to Alison.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Olivia laid a hand on her arm. ‘That must be terrible for you all.’

‘Thanks. It is hard.’ Except that her dad didn’t have anyone except her. There was no all. Even her mum hadn’t seen her ex for over a decade. So, the reason Emily looked as if she had the world on her shoulders, was because she did.

Olivia zapped her car to unlock it. ‘If I can do anything, let me know. My great-aunt had Alzheimer’s; it crept up stealthily. She’d always had a good sense of humour, but one year she came down to breakfast on Christmas Day in nothing but a Santa hat. We laughed about it at the time, but it was heartbreaking to watch her fade away. I’m here if you ever need to talk. See you tomorrow.’

Emily could only nod and smile as she climbed into her car.

It had been a stressful day and the little stone cottage she rented with its thick walls, open fire and pink décor was calling her. She was going to treat herself to a long soak in her claw-footed bath. But not before she’d been to check on her dad. She hadn’t felt comfortable about leaving him on his own this morning, but she hadn’t had much choice.

While she waited for the car to warm up, she sent her best friend, Izzy, a text.

Not been the best day. Dad went walkabout this morning in his pjs and ended up at the police station.

Oh mate!! Poor Ray and POOR YOU! Is he OK?

No harm done, luckily, but he’s getting worse, Izzy, and I don’t know how much longer he’ll be able to live on his own. I’m worried to death.

I’m sorry you’re going through this on your own. You need a break too. Could you get Gavin to look after him for a weekend and you come over here?

A few days pootling about by the sea with her best friend would be heaven. Emily missed her dreadfully since Izzy had moved to Jersey with her boyfriend. She’d wanted to live by the sea for as long as Emily had known her, so when Andrew was offered a job in finance over there, she left her own job to go with him. Now she was running a successful Airbnb business, looking to buy another property and loving life. Emily had only managed to visit her a few times but had always come away determined to do something more rewarding with her own life. But with Dad needing her more and more, that seemed like an impossible dream.

And as for the idea of Gavin, her boyfriend of eight months, stepping in to help … nope, not going to happen.

She sighed and sent back as optimistic a reply as she could muster.

I would love that. Maybe over Christmas when he’s not so busy. Love you xxx

Love you too xxx

She put the car into reverse, but before she had chance to move, her phone pinged with another message. This time it was from Gavin. Her stomach fluttered; things had been a bit tense between them recently. It was almost as if he was jealous of the time she was spending with her dad. She tried to involve him as much as she could, like when she’d taken Dad for a walk after lunch last Sunday and invited Gavin to come, but Gavin had declined her offer, saying there was no point joining them because Ray took all of Emily’s attention and he felt ignored.

She held her breath as she opened the text message.

We’re going for a curry after five-a-side football later. Fancy joining us this time? You won’t be the only girl x

She smiled, pleasantly surprised; this sounded much more like the old Gavin. She’d have preferred a night out with just him, or even better, a night in, but she knew better than to suggest it. Plus, her favourite food in the entire world was curry. There was a jibe with the ‘this time’ comment, but fair play; she usually turned down his after-football invites. The bath could wait, she decided, her thumbs flying over the screen to reply. Maybe tonight they could put the past behind them and move on.

Curry?!?! Just try to stop me! Thanks for inviting me, sounds great, text me the details. I’ve got to drop in on Dad first, he wasn’t well earlier, but I’ll see you there xx

Emily watched the screen. Gavin is typing, it said at the top. He was probably going to ask what was wrong with him.

Cool x

Was that it? Never mind; he would still be at work. Plenty of time to catch up later.

She replaced the phone in her handbag and set off to her dad’s.

Emily sat across the kitchen table from her dad watching him eat the plate of sausages and mashed potato she’d made for him. No vegetables. He flatly refused to eat anything healthy. She should have left by now, but there’d been so much to do when she got here, and he’d been so grateful for her help. He’d lost his watch and had emptied every cupboard and drawer to try to find it. Together they had tidied everything away, but the watch hadn’t turned up. Next, she’d made him help her change his bed sheets and towels and she’d filled the washing machine and emptied it twice over. By which time he declared he was feeling a bit peckish and fancied sausage and mash. She hadn’t found sausages or potatoes in his kitchen, but she had found his watch hidden behind a tin of baked beans. After that, she’d taken him shopping to the little supermarket nearby.

‘What day is it?’ Ray asked her, slurping from his mug of tea.

‘Monday, remember?’ He’d asked her several times.

‘We always have chops for dinner on Monday. Never mind.’ Ray smiled blankly at his daughter. ‘Mum makes me eat the fat, even though I don’t like it. Aren’t you having any dinner?’

‘No, Dad, I’m going out with Gavin.’ She’d told him that already too.

Or at least she was supposed to be, but she’d been here much longer than planned. She could still just about make it to the Indian restaurant. There’d be no time to go home and get changed out of her pinafore dress and flat shoes now. Pity, Gavin liked her to make an effort when she was with his friends. Her phone was about to die too, which was a bit of a blow. Dad only had an ancient Nokia so she couldn’t borrow his charger. His phone was working after its spell in the freezer, though, so that was something.

‘New chap?’ Ray looked over at her.

‘No, you’ve met Gavin,’ she said. ‘Tall, dark hair, supports Manchester United?’

He looked down at his plate and squirted a mountain of ketchup onto his mashed potato. ‘Oh yeah.’

Emily swallowed a sigh at the obvious lie. He clearly had no recollection of Gavin at all. How long before he stopped recognising her when she came round? How long before his lucid moments became a thing of the past altogether? The thought made her feel sick. The incident with the police this morning was a wake-up call. She’d thought that having a carer to visit him every morning was enough. But trying to report his non-existent car as stolen had changed things.

‘Are you eating properly, Dad?’ Emily asked, watching him devour his dinner.

He looked shifty. ‘Not much of a cook, but I can open a tin. Don’t worry, I never go hungry. What day is it?’

She took a deep breath and reached for his hand across the table. ‘Monday.’

He thought about it for a moment and gave a curt nod. ‘We have chops on Monday.’

Maybe so, she thought, but she couldn’t imagine him being able to cook meat safely anymore. She’d selected some ready meals for him earlier , easy stuff he could microwave. Maybe it was time to investigate a meals delivery service. Another job for the list.

As soon as he’d finished eating, he put his plate in the sink and went back into the living room. She quickly washed the dishes, slipped on her coat and headed back to kiss him goodbye and collect her handbag. A glance at her phone told her that the battery was on one per cent now, but she could give it a quick blast on the car charger when she left.

‘I’ll see you soon, Dad,’ she said. ‘What are you looking at?’

He wasn’t in his armchair, as she’d expected. Instead, he’d opened the curtains and he was gazing out into the darkness, his hands cupped around his forehead so he could see through the window better. ‘She’s normally back by now.’

She touched his arm. ‘Who is?’

He flinched and turned to stare at her as if she was a stranger. ‘Mum.’ His eyes filled with tears. ‘She went to the butcher’s for some chops for Dad’s dinner. She’s been gone for ages.’

‘I’m sure she’ll be back soon,’ she soothed, trying to keep her own emotions in check.

She’d never known her grandmother, but she did understand her dad’s mounting unease. Because there was a time when she’d been the one at the window waiting for him. Even before they’d officially parted ways, her parents had spent as much time apart as they had together. A lot of water had passed under the bridge, since her mum, Tina, had called time on the relationship for good, and Emily no longer resented him for his frequent absences. But she remembered vividly those times as a little girl, unable to drag herself from the window, waiting for him to come home.

‘But what if she doesn’t come back? I don’t like it on my own.’ Ray started to cry quietly, his chest heaving and shoulders shaking.

It broke Emily’s heart to see him so upset about something that wasn’t even real.

‘Come and sit by the fire, Dad.’ She took his hand and led him to his chair. ‘Don’t worry, you aren’t on your own, I’ll stay with you.’

She felt a prickle of guilt for standing Gavin up at such short notice. But she couldn’t leave her dad. She’d send Gavin a message as soon as her dad was calmer, she decided. He wouldn’t like it, but it was the best she could do.

A noise woke her; the crashing of crockery and splash of a tap turned on too forcefully. Emily sat up in the dark, startled and disorientated and her heart thumping. Not at home, or at Gavin’s. Oh yes, she’d stayed the night on Dad’s lumpy sofa. She reached for her phone to check the time, but it was dead.

‘Dad?’ Her voice was croaky, still laced with sleep.

‘Kettle’s on, Tina,’ he called back brightly. ‘Won’t be long.’

‘I’m Emily, Tina’s daughter,’ she replied. ‘Your daughter.’

‘Here we are. Stewed tea, just as you like it.’ He shuffled in, dripping liquid from two overfilled mugs.

Outside the window, she could hear cars, a bus, the sound of a child crying. What the hell?

She fought her way off the saggy cushions, heart racing, and yanked back the curtains. It was light outside. Which meant it must be at least eight o’clock. It was always still dark when she drove to school. She tried to read the time on the DVD player under the TV, but it was flashing a row of zeros.

A feeling of dread crept over her. ‘What’s the time?’

‘Lost my watch, haven’t I,’ he said, turning in a circle looking for somewhere to put the mugs.

Emily didn’t bother reminding him that they’d found it last night. Instead she switched on the TV, found the breakfast programme, and groaned. It was just after eight. ‘I don’t believe it, I’m usually at work by now. Thanks for the tea, Dad, but I need to go.’

She couldn’t go to work wearing clothes that she’d slept in all night, which meant a trip back home to Wysedale before continuing to school. She’d never been this late before, never. She shoved her feet in her shoes, scooping up her belongings and her bag.

‘Oh, OK.’ Her dad’s face fell.

‘Sorry, but I’m really, really late. I’ll ring you in my lunch hour.’ She kissed his cheek and moved around him to get to the door. ‘Remember the nurse is coming to look at your arm today. You mustn’t go out; you must be here when she comes. Promise me?’

‘Not got anywhere to go anyway.’

His face was so forlorn that Emily hesitated in the doorway, reluctant to abandon him and yet desperate to get going. Since he’d moved back, she hadn’t heard him speak of any friends, but there must be someone, somewhere. ‘Have you got anyone I could call, ask them to pop in and see you?’

He sat down in his armchair and fumbled with the remote control before setting it down again. ‘Never been one for friends. I had itchy feet when I was a young man. Moved around too much, chasing rainbows and greener grass. I regret some of that. I wasn’t good to your mum, and you suffered too and … everyone else. I wasn’t good to anyone really. I’m just a nuisance. My father even told me that once, that I was a waste of space.’

She shook her head in despair. Whatever her dad’s faults, she’d never say anything as unkind as that. Her mum had once told her that there had been a rift between him and his parents. They hadn’t had patience with his black moods, as she’d put it, so he’d been asked to leave at seventeen and he’d never gone back. ‘You’re not a waste of space. You’re my dad. And I love you.’

She turned away swiftly before he saw the tears in her eyes. She was almost at the door when a key rattled in the lock and Diane walked in; Emily could have kissed her. Diane was short and stocky with steely grey curls and had the sunniest personality Emily had ever encountered. She reminded her of Cinderella’s fairy godmother in the Disney film. Nothing was ever too much trouble, and nothing fazed her.

‘Oh hello, love,’ Diane beamed. ‘I didn’t know you’d be here, does that mean you don’t need me this morning?’

‘We do need you,’ said Emily, with a sniff, pressing her hand to Diane’s shoulder. ‘Very much.’

As soon as she’d cleared the ice from the car windscreen and plugged her phone into the charger, Emily set off. She’d have to pull over at some point and call the school, send her apologies. The meeting with Mr Rendall would be under way by now. She wondered if anyone had been around to sort out the coffee or whether Alison would have had to do it herself. She cringed. How many times had Alison thanked her for making sure all her meetings ran smoothly, for ensuring visitors were looked after and all the small details were miraculously taken care of without Alison herself having to remember? But not today …

The traffic was appalling; there was so much more of it now than at her usual earlier time. She sat at a junction waiting to turn right for what seemed like ages, her knuckles white on the steering wheel. A tiny gap appeared, and she accelerated recklessly out into the stream of cars and was immediately tooted at by a woman in a big four-wheel drive.

‘Sorry, lady,’ Emily said aloud, raising her hand to apologise. ‘Desperate times.’

Her phone came to life, automatically connecting to the car via Bluetooth. It began to beep and ding with an assortment of messages and notifications. The line of cars in front of her slowed to a standstill on the approach to a roundabout and she took the opportunity to glance across at her phone. Several from eBay and Vinted and other places she kept an eye on for clothing bargains. Voicemail from Gavin.

Shit. Emily groaned.

She didn’t want to call him now, not when she was late for work and already stressed, because if he had a go at her she’d probably burst into tears. She’d send him a message to apologise as soon as she was home, she decided. Another apology – it was all she seemed to be doing these days.

As she reached the front of the queue, her phone rang, and Alison’s direct line flashed up on the screen. Oh hell.

Emily answered the call hands-free, before nosing the car out into the stream of cars. ‘Hello, Alison, I’m so, so sorry. I’ve had an absolute nightmare of a night with my father,’ she blurted out before her boss could speak. ‘I’m on my way home now and should be with you in half an hour, forty-five minutes, max. Did the meeting with the chair of governors go OK?’

‘Oh dear, you poor thing,’ Alison said kindly. ‘I sympathise, I really do, but I just wish you’d let me know that you were going to be absent this morning. Especially given the early meeting that you’d set up.’

Emily’s throat felt so constricted that the words stuck in her throat. ‘I … I …’

‘Olivia is standing in for you this morning,’ Alison continued. ‘Come to my office when you eventually arrive. See you soon.’

The line went dead.

Emily swallowed in horror. She wouldn’t get the sack over this, but she had just reduced the chances of her contract being made permanent. She drove the rest of the way home in a daze, wondering how to redeem herself.

As soon as she pulled up, she dashed from the car and fumbled with her door key, determined to be as quick as possible getting changed. Once upstairs in her bedroom, she plugged her phone in to charge and she stripped off yesterday’s clothes. She felt as if someone had hollowed her out with a spoon, she was trembly and overwhelmed and desperate for a cup of coffee. Dealing with Dad was becoming harder and harder. Izzy was right, she could do with a break.

She quickly chose a dress from her wardrobe, clean underwear and tights from her drawer and decided to call Gavin on speaker phone while she got dressed. She needed to hear a friendly voice, talk to someone who loved her. Besides which, she owed him an apology for last night.

She scrolled to his number and called it. The phone rang out for so long that she was ready to leave a voicemail when suddenly his voice came on the line.

‘Emily? Look, sorry, I can’t talk, I’m at work.’ His voice was low and curt.

‘I know, I’m sorry if this is a bad time.’ She picked up the phone and pressed it to her ear as if that somehow would bring him closer. ‘I just needed to hear your voice. I’ve had such a crap time, I ended up having to stay with Dad—’

‘You’ve had a crap time?’ He let out a harsh laugh. ‘Try being stood up by your girlfriend with all your mates taking the piss out of you.’

‘Oh, darling, I’m so sorry,’ she pleaded. ‘But did you still have a good night, how was football?’

There was a cold silence on the other end of the line and her stomach tightened.

‘Do you actually even care?’ he said finally. ‘Look, I get it, your dad needs you, et cetera, et cetera. Anyway, I’ve said my piece in my message. Let’s leave it there, shall we? I’ve got to go.’

Emily froze. ‘What do you mean? What message? I haven’t had a chance to listen to your voicemail yet.’

‘You haven’t had time. Classic,’ he muttered. ‘Sorry, Emily, but this isn’t working. I’m calling it a day. We’re finished.’

‘What? You’re dumping me? Gavin?’ For the second time that morning, the line went dead and she stared at the phone in shock.

Could today get any worse?

She regretted the thought immediately and swallowed the lump in her throat. The way Emily’s life was going, it was dangerous to tempt fate.


Chapter Four

Merry

2 NOVEMBER

The day after Cole’s surprise proposal, I opened Merry and Bright as usual. The handmade candle shop was my pride and joy. In prime position in the centre of Wetherley overlooking the market square, it had once been the town’s bank and still had mullioned windows and black beams, features which I adored. Cole, his sister Hester, and brother-in-law Paul owned the building. I rented the ground floor after Cole had built a workroom at the back where Fred and I made our candles, and a retail space at the front lined with lovely reclaimed oak shelves and decorated simply with fairy lights. The upper floors consisted of a three-bedroomed duplex, where Cole had lived until moving in with me.

I’d become a bit of a workaholic over the last eighteen months since running the business full-time. Today, however, I’d have happily taken the day off to get my head around how I was going to fit in planning a wedding during retail’s busiest time of the year. Unfortunately, there was always a mountain of emails, messages and orders to process which accumulated over the weekend and it took Fred and me all morning to clear the backlog.

Not that I was getting stressed, more that I couldn’t concentrate on anything. Cole was just as bad. He was supposed to be working on a muddy building site and usually didn’t get in touch unless it was important. Yet today we’d been sending each other gooey text messages and I had a permanent dreamy smile on my face.

‘Merry? Ahem …’

Fred’s voice startled me. I was sitting at my desk, supposedly dealing with enquiries from Instagram and Etsy, but when I looked down at the paper, it was covered with doodles of hearts and flowers and lots of Mrs Robinson signatures.

I flipped the pad over quickly. ‘Sorry, miles away.’

‘I noticed.’ He chuckled, heading for the kettle. ‘I’ve replied to all the emails and packed up the online orders. Do you want me to get started on a batch of lemon, lime and rosemary? We’re running low.’

‘Oh Fred,’ I sighed, ‘what would I do without you?’

Fred had asked if he could help me out last December because he was interested in seeing how candles were made. We’d jokingly referred to him as the work experience boy, even though he’d retired from his profession as a chemistry teacher years earlier. Now he was my right-hand man. I’d trialled other staff over the course of the year, but none of them could hold a candle to Fred – literally. He had an amazing nose; his favourite thing was to experiment with essential oils and he had helped me grow the product range considerably since coming on board.

‘You’d manage fine,’ he said, patting my shoulder. ‘Just like you did before I came along and got under your feet.’

I watched him make us both coffee, aware of an uneasy sensation deep inside. I knew I was over-reliant on him; Astrid had hinted more than once that she’d like them to spend more time together, spread their wings a little and, for that to happen, I needed to take on an extra member of staff. But winter was setting in now, I was sure I could put off doing anything about it until spring.

We took our mugs into the front of the shop and were stuffing parcels into a postal sack ready for collection when the door opened and in came Nell. She was hidden behind an enormous bouquet of flowers.

‘Congratulations, my darling girl!’ she cried, enveloping me in a tight hug and waving to Fred over my shoulder.

Nell and I held on to each other for a long moment and I felt close to tears. We’d been best friends for twenty years, at each other’s sides through good and bad times, and she was closer to me than anyone else in the world.

‘I am so pleased to see you.’ I pressed my cheek to hers.

We’d spoken on the phone last night after Cole had taken the children back to Lydia, but it was no substitute for seeing each other face to face.

‘Me too. Sorry I couldn’t come earlier. But you know what Mondays are like.’

It was the day of her weekly visit to the wholesaler to stock up on the nuts and dried fruit for her market stall Nell’s Nuts.

‘I do.’ I pulled a guilty face. ‘It’s busy here too, not that I’ve achieved much today.’

‘Of course, you haven’t,’ she scoffed. ‘How are you feeling today, has it sunk in yet?’

‘She’s been floating around the shop humming to herself all morning,’ Fred piped up. ‘So I’d say she’s pretty happy. Quite happy about it myself, I must admit.’

‘Awww,’ said Nell and I together.

‘I can’t help it,’ I admitted. ‘I feel like I’m on cloud nine. It’s all so sudden and exciting. I’m almost too happy.’

‘No such thing,’ Nell said firmly. ‘Oh, I forgot. These are for you.’

She handed me the flowers and produced a bottle from her bag. ‘And I insist you open the bubbly when you get home tonight and celebrate with Cole.’

‘Champagne? Wow.’ I glanced at the label. ‘Not sure about having it on a Monday. Isn’t that a bit extravagant?’

‘It’s not just any old Monday,’ she pointed out. ‘My best friend is getting married to someone I actually approve of and if that isn’t a good reason to celebrate, then I’m Tinkerbell the fairy.’

‘I’m so glad you approve of him. His dad’s not too bad either.’ I slid my eyes to Fred, who flapped a hand in embarrassment. ‘I promise I’ll open it. The flowers are gorgeous too.’ The red of the
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