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Can second chances and new loves blossom here…?
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For all the teachers, but especially in memory of Penny Sampson.




Chapter One

The imposing stately home loomed beneath the grey February sky, the pristine yellow sheen of its carved sandstone gleaming against heavy winter clouds. It’s like standing inside an Austen novel, Luisa thought, of Feldspar Hall. With no sign of modern life visible in the direction in which she looked, it was easy to imagine that she had slipped both back in time and into a parallel universe. At any moment she might turn a corner and stumble upon Elizabeth Bennet sneaking a look at the life she could have had.

Luisa had been quietly keeping notes as Marianne and Lady Caroline toured the site. Now, though, Luisa’s boss was simply waxing lyrical about her own merits in an attempt to seal the deal. Luisa had taken the opportunity to walk back to the south overlook to contemplate the grounds again, instead.

It was rare that Luisa got out of the office. This was certainly the most grandiose place that she had ever visited as part of her job. It was hard to believe that there were still estates like this in private ownership, but by some wonder the Percivants’ fortune had been passed down through the generations intact. The newest lady of the manor – Caroline, an ebullient woman in her early thirties with shining dark hair tied back in a sleek ponytail – had decided that ‘something needed to be done’ about the estate gardens. They were beautiful, but could do with modernizing, she said. As Luisa had listened during the tour she’d got the sense that what Lady Caroline was really looking for was a way to leave her own stamp on an otherwise impervious landscape. Luisa understood. It would be easy for a person to sink out of sight entirely beneath the weight of this much history.

The opportunity to completely overhaul the grounds of a stately home like Feldspar Hall was literally once-in-a-lifetime. It had never happened in all the years Luisa had been employed as Marianne Boswell’s assistant and she doubted it would ever happen again. Naturally, as soon as she’d heard about it, Marianne had gone into overdrive, desperate to get the contract ahead of what was sure to be many other competitors. This had translated into months of preparation and research, most of which had been done by Luisa herself, condensing weeks of reading into bullet-point cheat sheets. Though after what she’d heard today, Luisa wasn’t sure Marianne had bothered to read them. She hadn’t asked any of the questions Luisa herself would have asked the client. But then, Marianne rarely imagined that anyone knew better than her about anything, especially not garden design. Just as with Luisa’s presence on this visit today, the research had merely been for show.

Luisa, meanwhile, had come to know the grounds of Feldspar Hall in the run-up to this visit so well that the idea of redesigning them had sparked in her something almost forgotten. It had been years since she had contemplated designing a garden herself, but there was something about this huge canvas that had been inspiring. How would one create a modern garden that wouldn’t look entirely out of place against the backdrop of such a historically specific building? It was an intriguing challenge.

Luisa leaned against the stone balcony that looked out over the grounds and took out her iPad, flicking to the design app she’d used for her ideas. Holding one of them up, Luisa was pleased to see that the real view melded well with her imagined one. Since their arrival more ideas had occurred to her. Luisa took out her stylus and began to adjust the design. Lady Caroline had commented on how much she loved reading – wouldn’t it be wonderful to incorporate a sheltered outdoor reading space? There was also her interest in nature conservation. It would be interesting to find ways of encouraging wildlife in a formal setting. There were the children too, three of them, varying in ages and each with their own interests.

Luisa was so engrossed in her digital sketching that she didn’t hear the other two women coming back towards her until Marianne appeared at her side. Luisa turned to find her boss glowering at her while Lady Caroline smiled in interest.

‘Oh – were you drawing?’ she asked. ‘I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize you would be the one designing the garden. Can I see?’

Before she could reply Luisa found herself divested of the tablet, Marianne reaching out to pull it from her hand.

‘Luisa’s my secretary,’ Marianne said, with a brief and dismissive smile. ‘These designs are extrapolated from my early ideas and research – I did tell you that Boswell Garden Architecture takes preparation as seriously as the project itself, didn’t I, Lady Caroline? These are just a basic starting point, but please, do look.’

Caroline’s gaze moved from the tablet to Luisa as Marianne passed it to her. Luisa smiled. She was used to standing in Marianne’s shadow and Luisa was her secretary.

‘But – these are already beautiful,’ said their potential client, as she looked at Luisa’s sketches. ‘I love the colour scheme – how did you know my favourite colours? And that concealed bower is wonderful…’

Marianne subtly turned Lady Caroline away from Luisa, blathering nonsense about ‘intuition’ and her inherent ability to ‘achieve collaborative harmony between client and project’ as they all walked back towards the entrance. Luisa stopped listening – there was nothing here that she needed to record, although part of her whispered that having her boss lying on tape might be useful… But no, that wasn’t Luisa’s way.

Lady Caroline returned the iPad to Marianne as they reached the huge flight of steps that led up to Feldspar Hall’s grand entrance.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘thank you both so much for coming. I know it’s a long drive and I appreciate it.’

‘It’s my pleasure,’ Marianne told her. ‘And really, I do hope that I get to work with you on this spectacular project, Lady Caroline. I believe the plans I have in mind would suit this great estate perfectly. Do let me know what you decide sooner rather than later, won’t you? We wouldn’t want to miss planting season and the year is drawing on. Spring will be upon us before we know it.’

‘Of course,’ Lady Caroline smiled. ‘I have several other companies I’d like to speak to before making a decision but I have to say that those early sketches,’ she indicated the iPad in Marianne’s hand, ‘really tell me all I need to know.’

‘Wonderful,’ Marianne said. ‘Well, I look forward to speaking to you again soon.’

‘It was nice to meet you. And you too, Luisa,’ Lady Caroline said, with a pointedness that made Luisa smile again, more genuinely this time.

‘What are you playing at?’ Marianne hissed, as she and Luisa headed for their cars.

‘I was just doodling,’ Luisa said.

‘Well, I’ll remind you that the iPad your doodles are on is company property. Therefore the designs belong to Boswell Garden Architecture. I hope that’s clear.’ Marianne made a disgusted sound as she looked at what Luisa had driven to Feldspar Hall in. ‘And to turn up in that,’ she said. ‘I obviously pay you far too much. You’re just a secretary, for God’s sake, how can you afford a new BMW?’

Luisa contemplated the sleek black vehicle. ‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘It’s my sister’s company car. I’m still driving Dad’s old Defender, but it had to go in for work, so—’

‘I’ve got to go,’ Marianne said, cutting her off. ‘I’ll see you Monday.’

‘Oh, but I thought I’d have a day off in lieu because I worked today?’ Luisa asked.

Marianne was already sliding into her own car. ‘Fine,’ she said, ‘although you really should have asked for that sooner.’

‘Thank you,’ Luisa said, although her boss had already slammed shut the door of her little convertible. ‘I appreciate it, Marianne, really.’

Marianne waved a dismissive hand and started the engine. Luisa only realized that she hadn’t returned the iPad once her boss was already driving away. With a sigh, she got into the BMW. She’d just have to ask for it back next week. By then, she imagined her ideas for Feldspar Hall would have vanished. Oh well. It was what it was.




Chapter Two

It was barely four o’clock, but the sun was already dipping lower in the sky as Luisa began the long drive back north to Carlisle. She detested the short days of February: by now winter was dragging. She drummed her cold fingers on the steering wheel, peering out at a heavy grey sky that was threatening another cloudburst at any moment. It was going to take her hours to get home. Luisa wouldn’t have minded the journey so much if there had been any real point to her being at that meeting, instead of just as a backlight to Marianne Boswell’s ego. Her boss could have taped her own notes and handed them to Luisa for typing up afterwards. Although, Luisa conceded, that would have meant she’d have missed out on the visit to Feldspar Hall, which would have been a pity.

Her phone rang. Luisa glanced at the screen. The name she saw there made her pause for a moment, perplexed. She tapped her Bluetooth earpiece.

‘Owen,’ she greeted, cautiously. ‘How lovely to hear from you. It’s been a while. How are you?’

‘Better for hearing your voice, my dear.’ Owen Lawrence’s cut-glass baritone filled her ear. ‘How are you, Luisa?’

‘Oh, you know,’ she said, lightly, wondering why her late husband’s godfather was calling her. ‘Keeping on, as always.’

‘Good, good,’ he said, with the air of a man perpetually in a rush. ‘Well, look, I’ll come straight to the point. Something came up yesterday that I wanted to run past you. An opportunity that made me think of you.’

‘Really?’ Luisa checked her mirrors, surprised. Owen was one of the north’s biggest property developers. He already had a well-established team, including a devoted secretary who had been with him for years. Luisa couldn’t imagine where she would fit into that equation.

‘I’ve acquired some land as part of a new deal,’ he went on. ‘Long story short, I bought out a company who owned it as part of their portfolio and, to be frank, it’s of no use to me. It’ll never sell for the same reasons I don’t want it – it’s no use for commercial development. Then one of my wily accountants pointed out that if I donate it to charity, it becomes a tax write-off.’

‘Right,’ Luisa said, still mystified.

‘To be completely honest, I couldn’t imagine what charity would want it or what possible use it would be,’ Owen added. ‘But then I remembered that community garden scheme that you and Reuben wanted to get off the ground, back in the day.’

Reuben. Luisa drew in a breath, her fingers tightening on the steering wheel. A beat passed, then another. It was ridiculous, she chided herself, that just the blunt mention of his name could still derail her so completely.

‘Luisa? Have I lost you?’

She swallowed. ‘No, Owen. I’m still here.’

‘I feel bad that I didn’t do more to help you with it at the time,’ Owen said. ‘The dear boy would have wanted me to.’

‘It was a long time ago. You were grieving, too,’ Luisa said, faintly, still trying to ride out the pain, which was shockingly physical. It’s only that it came out of nowhere, she told herself. That’s all. You’re fine. Everything’s fine. ‘We all were.’

‘Yes,’ Owen agreed, gentler now. ‘Luisa, look – if this is dragging up things best left far behind, I’m sorry. You can tell me to get lost and we’ll say no more about it. But on the other hand – if you were ready to give it another go, why not try it with this site? Call it an opportunity to create a proof of concept, if you will. It might help you get further backing from other sources that’ll enable us to really get the charity going. I’d offer whatever support I could to help.’

‘That’s very kind of you, Owen,’ Luisa said, her head spinning. ‘But I can’t. I wouldn’t even know where to begin anymore.’

‘Well, that’s another reason I think this would be good for you,’ Owen said. ‘You were such a talent, Luisa. Even an old philistine like me could recognize how stunning your garden designs always were. It seems such a pity that you gave that up. I know everything changed for you after the accident and I can understand you wanting to leave the past behind, but I can’t help but think it an additional tragedy that you never pursued that path. I thought you might want to think about getting back to it. I’d love to help with that if I can. And… it would be such a wonderful commemoration of Reuben himself. Wouldn’t it?’

Luisa’s eyes blurred a little, a fierce burn encompassing her heart. She couldn’t think of anything to say. A memory of Reuben came to her, him on the day that they’d both received their undergrad degrees, the joy on his face, how he’d scooped her off the floor and spun her around, so full of life, so happy, neither of them aware of what was soon to befall them both. The grief clenched around her heart again, as potent as if she’d lost him yesterday and not so long in the past.

‘I’m sorry,’ Owen said, into her silence. ‘I’ve overstepped. You know yourself best, of course. It was just an idea.’

‘Thank you,’ Luisa said, her voice rasping from a throat grown horribly dry. ‘Thank you, Owen, really – it’s such a generous offer, but it – I can’t. It’s just impossible.’

‘I completely understand,’ he said. ‘But look. I’ll send you the site details anyway, just so you have them. No pressure. And remember – you have an open invitation to join us for dinner sometime. Emilia and I would love to see you. Just give us a bell.’

‘Thank you,’ Luisa said again, automatically, too stunned by the whole conversation to say more.

They said their goodbyes and hung up. Luisa drove on, trying to sweep the memories of her past back into the shadows that were lengthening in the winter’s early evening. Luisa and Reuben had met as students on the same course, where they had both studied horticulture but with career paths that diverged as they approached graduation. Luisa had always been drawn to landscaping and garden design, whereas Reuben’s interest had transformed during his studies into a fascination with fungi that was destined for academia. They’d both been convinced that plants could change the world and although their approaches had been different, when they joined forces something magical had happened, both personally and professionally. They had married young (too young, some might have said, though neither took any notice) and been blissfully happy, their future together so bright, so promising, right up until—

No, she couldn’t think about that, especially not while driving and when the heavens had finally opened to send a flurry of wet sleet down upon the slippery snake of darkening motorway ahead.

Luisa sucked in a deep breath and tried to ground herself, to regain her equilibrium. By the time she reached Carlisle she was almost back on an even keel. The weather had eased a little. As she pulled onto their street Luisa could see that the kitchen window of the townhouse she shared with her sister was illuminated, spilling warm yellow light out into the wet night. Luisa wondered whether Joanna’s fiancé Neil would be there too, briefly hoped not and then immediately felt uncharitable for the thought. She liked Neil – loved him, in fact, couldn’t imagine a better match for her fiery younger sister and thought of him as a friend as well as a future brother-in-law. It was just that this evening, after the stresses of the day and that strange, unsettling conversation with Owen, Luisa wasn’t sure she could deal with watching the two love-birds at close quarters. But it was Jo’s house too – in fact, in just a few months, it would be Jo and Neil’s house and no longer Luisa’s. Neil was in the process of buying Luisa out and she needed to find somewhere else to live before the wedding at the end of August.

It was high time for a change, Luisa knew that. She was thirty-six, sharing a house with her sister, trudging through every day tied to a job that had absolutely no hold over her heart. Still, the thought of having to find a new place to live, of having to start over yet again, alone…

Maybe I should get a dog, Luisa thought, as she drew Jo’s BMW to a halt on the driveway. Somehow, though, even the thought of being responsible for the needs of a pet was too much to contemplate. Most of the time she wouldn’t even eat dinner if Jo weren’t there to remind her. Climbing out of the car, Luisa noted ruefully that her trusty old Land Rover still wasn’t back from the garage.

Inside the front door, music danced towards her from the kitchen at the end of the hallway: an upbeat, poppy anthem. As Luisa slipped off her coat she caught sight of herself in the large mirror that was part of the old oak sideboard they’d inherited from their dad. The piece was too big for the space and too traditional either for Jo’s modern taste or Luisa’s minimalist one, but neither of them could bear to let it go, so there it stood, a constant hazard to passing ankles and a harbour for clutter. Luisa brushed her hair out of her face. It needed a cut, her chestnut fringe was getting wispy and the once shoulder-length bob was now heading for her middle back. She added her boots to the semi-tidy pile around the overflowing shoe rack. The sound of enthusiastic chopping joined the cacophony from the kitchen, but there was no accompanying chatter of voices.

‘Hello?’ Luisa called.

‘Hey!’ Jo called back, still chopping. ‘I was beginning to think you’d run away with the circus.’

In the kitchen Jo was dispatching an onion. It looked as if the entire contents of the fridge and the spice rack were strewn across the countertop, a cookbook propped open amid the mess, a bottle of red wine and a half-full wine glass also thrown into the fray. It never failed to amaze Luisa that her whip-smart lawyer sister, at thirty already renowned in her profession for her wit and efficiency, could be quite so untidy at home.

‘Thanks for the car.’ Luisa put the BMW keys back on their hook beside the kettle. ‘Had a little fender-bender but don’t worry. I Sharpied over the scratches, you’ll never be able to tell.’

Jo acted out a silent ho-ho-ho belly laugh to indicate that Luisa was nowhere near as funny as she thought she was. ‘How was the trip?’

Luisa made a face and nodded at the wine bottle. ‘Got another one of those and a straw?’

‘That good, eh?’

‘Well, I guess I got a day out.’

Jo sighed. ‘I wish you’d ditch that job. I hate the way that woman treats you.’

Instead of the straw Luisa took another wine glass from the cupboard behind her and poured herself a generous measure. ‘It’s fine. It’s just work. Could be worse.’

Jo shook her head and went on chopping. Luisa was grateful that tonight it seemed as if her sister wasn’t going to follow this with her usual argument that Luisa really should be doing something better with her life. As if they didn’t both already know this as well as knowing that ship had sailed long ago.

Luisa peered at the open cookbook. Mowgli, it looked like. No bad thing. ‘Where’s Neil?’

‘Out with friends.’ Jo flashed Luisa a grin and for a moment she was back to being the rambunctious five-year-old who had tormented Luisa with her mere presence. ‘Just you and me tonight, sis. Thought I’d treat you to dinner.’

Luisa took a mouthful of wine to disguise her guilty relief. ‘Oh yes? Why does the cynic in me think there’s an ulterior motive to this act of altruism?’

Jo gave an elaborate groan. ‘I’ve got to pick tablecloths, napkins and swags before lunch with the in-laws tomorrow and if you don’t help me do it I will either die of boredom or end up calling off the wedding entirely.’

‘Swags?’

Her sister half turned, made a semi-circular motion in the air with her finger, the knife precariously a-dangle. ‘You know, for the back of the chairs in the marquee. Swags.’

‘Ahh. Fair enough.’

Jo’s attitude to her ‘big day’ could so far be described as lackadaisical. Sometimes Luisa wondered if it was a show for her benefit. Perhaps her sister didn’t want Luisa to see her enjoying the process, knowing how tragically Luisa’s own early marriage had ended and that afterwards her life had stalled so spectacularly that it had never managed to get going again. Luisa didn’t know how to ask without immediately making everything about her in a way she definitely did not want and that neither Jo nor Neil deserved.

This line of thinking took Luisa back to Owen’s unexpected phone call.

‘What’s up?’ Jo asked, as she tossed the onions into a sizzling-hot pan that was already emitting the aroma of toasted spices: cumin and fennel, mustard, kalonji. ‘There’s something sitting on your shoulders, I can tell.’

Luisa leaned back against the counter. ‘I had a bit of a weird call from Owen on the way home.’

Jo looked up. ‘Reuben’s Owen? Owen Lawrence?’

‘Yes.’ Luisa recounted the conversation as briefly as she could, pleased when she managed to say Reuben’s name without hesitation.

Jo listened in silent concentration, a slight frown on her face. ‘That’s an interesting offer, isn’t it?’ she said, once Luisa had finished. ‘How are you feeling about it?’

Luisa swallowed more wine. ‘Well, I said no. Obviously.’

‘Really? Just like that?’ Jo asked.

‘Of course,’ Luisa said. ‘That’s all in the past.’

Jo paused in her stirring to reach for her wine glass, giving Luisa a speculative look.

‘What?’

Her sister opened her mouth to say something as Luisa’s phone rang. They both looked at the screen as Luisa took it out of her pocket, Marianne’s name flashing as the ring tone cycled.

‘Don’t answer it,’ Jo ordered her. ‘It’s Saturday evening! She’s already wasted half of your weekend.’

Luisa answered it. ‘Marianne?’

‘Luisa. I’ll need the notes from today’s meeting typed up and emailed to me before start of play on Monday,’ her boss said, with no greeting or apology.

‘But—’

‘Don’t make me wait for them,’ Marianne went on, sharply. ‘I’m meeting with Duke first thing.’

She hung up without saying goodbye. Luisa checked the time. It was after 8pm.

‘Don’t do it,’ Jo advised. ‘If she fires you I’ll help you take her to the cleaners for unfair dismissal. Horrible witch.’

Luisa put the phone back in her pocket and checked the recipe. ‘Sure,’ she said, beginning to dice the potatoes. ‘And meanwhile I’ll just let you handle the mortgage on this place all on your own in the run-up to the wedding, shall I?’

They worked side-by-side in silence for a few minutes, Spotify still belting out banging tunes. Elsewhere, Luisa mused, young women were dancing around their rooms with their friends as they chose outfits for going out-out. Sometimes she felt very old. Part of her thought she should probably care about that.




Chapter Three

Later, they sat in the living room, Jo’s laptop open on the coffee table as they looked at wedding flummery with a second bottle of red and a film on in the background. It should have been a wedding-themed rom-com, but instead they’d gone for something with Liam Neeson, who had a particular set of skills and nothing to lose.

‘Where is it, then?’ Jo asked, her attention for both linen and Liam spent.

Luisa frowned. ‘Where’s what?’

‘This piece of land Owen wants to give you.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘He didn’t tell you?’

‘I didn’t ask. He said he’d email me the details, but I haven’t looked.’

Jo shifted on the sofa, turning towards her. ‘Why not?’

Luisa shrugged. ‘What’s the point? I’ve already said no.’

Her sister made a frustrated noise. ‘What’s that got to do with anything? I’m curious even if you’re not, so come on – let’s look!’

Luisa waved a hand at the laptop and the TV but Jo would not be dissuaded. ‘Fine.’ She pulled her phone out of her pocket and brought up the email. She scrolled for a second. ‘It’s an old factory site. Oh, for some reason I thought it’d be over where he is in Durham, but it’s not. It’s in Collaton. He says the building’s long gone and what’s left is scrub.’

‘Collaton?’ Jo repeated. ‘You mean down in West Cumbria? Where we used to go to the beach?’

‘Guess so.’

Jo pulled the laptop towards her and typed in a few words. ‘Collaton,’ she read out, a moment later. ‘A small seaside town established during the area’s industrial heyday, when it was primarily known for the refining of iron ore and the shipping of coal.’ She paused, her voice careful when she spoke again. ‘Luisa – are you sure you don’t want to think about it? It’s not that far away really, is it? It could be the perfect opportunity for you.’

‘What?’ Luisa asked. ‘What are you talking about?’

Jo shrugged, pushing the laptop away and reaching for her glass instead as she settled back into the sofa. ‘Couldn’t it be the perfect chance to get back to what you love doing – what you should be doing, instead of working all hours for that awful woman?’

Luisa shook her head. ‘This isn’t a job, Jo. It’s a scrap of land in the middle of nowhere.’

Jo looked down at her hands, one neatly painted thumbnail scratching against the glass.

‘Come on,’ Luisa said, ‘spit it out.’

Her sister glanced up at the warbling TV and reached for the remote, flicking it into silence. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘There is still the life insurance money, just sitting there.’

Luisa drew in a breath, shifting sharply in her seat. ‘Jo. Don’t.’

‘I know you don’t like to talk about it,’ Jo said, quickly. ‘I know you’ve never felt that accepting it was right—’

‘Jo—’

‘Listen, Luisa. Please? Just for a minute. You wouldn’t be spending it on yourself. You’d be setting up the charity that Reuben would have established himself if he’d been here. Since you refuse to use it for anything else, wouldn’t that be the best possible use for that money?’

‘Marianne’s about to take on this Feldspar Hall contract and planting season’s just around the corner. How much spare time do you think I’m going to have?’ Luisa demanded. ‘It’s only February and I’ve already worked a day out of almost every weekend of the year so far. Even if I wanted to do it, I wouldn’t have time.’

‘Then quit,’ Jo said, bluntly. ‘Dump Marianne bloody Boswell on her arse. She deserves it.’ Jo caught Luisa’s hand before she could protest. ‘That money’s been sitting there for years.’

Luisa shook off Jo’s hand and put down her glass. ‘You’ve had too much wine,’ she said, her tone sharper than she intended. ‘You’re talking nonsense. I’m going to bed.’

‘Luisa—’

‘Enough, Jo.’

‘It was your dream, Lu. Building gardens. Wasn’t it? It was always your dream. This could be a chance for you to finally do that if you just—’

‘Reuben was my dream,’ Luisa said, shortly, because all this was threatening to overwhelm her and she couldn’t let it, she couldn’t. ‘Reuben was.’

That shut her sister up, as Luisa had known it would. Jo looked up at her from the sofa, face sympathetic but serious. ‘He wasn’t all of it. He was part of it.’

‘I’m going to bed,’ Luisa told her, tired of this, which cut far too close to the bone. ‘Thanks for cooking.’

‘Luisa!’ Jo called her back at the door. When she half turned, her sister sighed. ‘I’m sorry. I worry about you, that’s all.’

Despite her ire, Luisa smiled. ‘I know. But you don’t need to.’ She nodded at the laptop. ‘Worry about your swags, instead. Night.’

Jo’s voice floated to her as she reached the bottom of the stairs, plaintive in a way calculated to draw a smile, even if it remained unseen. ‘But what if I don’t even want swags?’

It was late, but Luisa knew she wouldn’t sleep. She sat at the desk under her window instead, pulling out the recording device she used for all of Marianne’s notes. She may as well get the transcription out of the way, leave her Sunday free for better things.

Luisa started work, but couldn’t concentrate. She kept drifting into thoughts of Reuben, little flashes coming to her: his face, his laugh. Luisa sighed as she stopped typing for the third time, pressing the tips of her fingers into her eyes. After a moment she opened the top drawer of her desk, moving papers around until she found what she was looking for – an old, faded photograph in a small silver frame. It was dog-eared because for years she had carried it everywhere with her, but had eventually taken it from her wallet and then, just the year before in what she liked to think was a sign of really moving on, had retired it from display.

The image was of Luisa and Reuben, taken by a friend on one of those golden, carefree afternoons they had all spent on the river at Durham as students. Luisa was rowing – or at least, she was trying to, though the photograph had caught her in a moment of raucous laughter, probably because Reuben had put his arms around her waist from behind and was blowing a raspberry against her neck. The sun glinted off the water, off their sunglasses and their smiles, casting everything in the light of an everlasting halo that persisted in her memory as pure joy. Luisa’s world had lost its pigment when Reuben left it. Nothing since had ever seemed as bright.

Luisa blinked, realized there were tears in her eyes and wiped them away. There was no point dwelling on a past that was gone forever.

Still, Jo’s argument echoed in her mind, as did her resurfaced memories of Reuben. It had been a complete shock when she’d found out about the life insurance policy. Luisa hadn’t known it existed, but in retrospect she shouldn’t have been surprised. Unlike Luisa and Jo, Reuben came from family money, a circle containing the sort of titles and affluence within which she had never managed to feel comfortable. When his parents broke the news, Luisa had still been in hospital. The money was hers, whether she wanted it or not.

It was Jo – then still at school – who had persuaded Luisa not to immediately give it away to charity, Jo who had worked out the legalities and set up the account into which it was paid. Luisa hadn’t wanted to think about it and indeed even now went for long periods forgetting it existed. She never looked at the statements and had no idea how much had accrued over the years. On the occasions that Luisa had thought about it she’d had a vague inkling of gifting it all to Reuben’s nieces – who had never known their uncle – when they came of age. Luisa did not want it herself and never would. It wasn’t her money. It never would be. She couldn’t comprehend the idea of any sort of ‘benefit’ to her husband’s death.

Luisa looked at that photograph again, of Reuben and her together, happy, glowing in golden light. Instead of putting it back in the drawer, she stood the frame on her desk. Luisa wondered what Reuben would have said to Owen’s offer, and as the thought occurred to her she knew that he’d have said yes immediately, no matter how impractical the notion. Reuben had been like that – an engine, a powerhouse, a force of nature. His energy was infectious: he lit up every room he walked into and he’d inspired everyone he met to do better, to be better, without ever making them feel as if they needed to be anything other than exactly what they were.

A free patch of land! Luisa could imagine him saying, with the grin that had never failed to make her heart stutter. What better start could we possibly ask for?

When Luisa finally went to bed, she dreamed of Reuben. He knelt amid the soil of a burgeoning garden, his hands busy in good earth as he looked up at her: happy, free. Whole.




Chapter Four

Jo was making coffee when Luisa came into the kitchen the next morning. Jo was in her running kit and Luisa glanced at the clock. It was well after ten. Luisa had slept in, the symptom of a broken night.

‘I’m sorry,’ Luisa said, as her sister passed her a steaming mug, made just how she liked it. ‘For last night, I mean. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. Owen’s call was so unexpected – it was all a bit much, I think.’

Jo pulled her into a hug. ‘I get it. I’m sorry, too, for pushing.’

‘Don’t be,’ Luisa told her, seriously, as they parted. ‘And… look, I’ve done a bit of thinking since.’

‘Oh?’ Jo turned her attention to the plate of toast on the counter.

‘Can I borrow the car again today?’ Luisa asked. ‘I… thought I might take a drive down the coast.’

Jo’s eyes widened and she spoke around a mouthful of toast. ‘You’re thinking about what Owen said? Really?’

Luisa shook her head. ‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. But… it’s a generous offer he’s made. It would at least be polite to visit the site, wouldn’t it?’

Her sister smiled. ‘Want me to come with you?’

‘Aren’t you supposed to be having lunch with the almost in-laws?’

‘Yes,’ Jo admitted. ‘But I’m sure they’ll understand if I cancel.’

‘There’s no need,’ Luisa said. ‘Really. I’m just going to take a look.’



The weather worsened as Luisa left the sprawl of the border city behind, the weak winter sun vanishing completely behind low dark clouds that gathered to send shivers of icy sleet in hard spatters across the windshield. She followed the turbulent wash of the wide Solway Firth south, the green of Dumfries and Galloway just visible as a shore in the distance. Wind turbines shone white in the gloom, their turning blades flickering shadows against the low, flat swathes of moorland sweeping between the fells and the water. The infrastructure Luisa passed as she drove spoke of the area’s industrial roots transformed for the modern era, vast metal hangars big enough to store whole houses, production facilities for everything from paper to running kit. Between were scattered towns and villages: Silloth with its wide, windswept promenade, Maryport with its pretty harbour.

Beyond Whitehaven the Firth became the Irish Sea and the roads stumbled into a winding tangle darkened by the inclement weather and the shortened day. Somewhere up ahead was Sellafield, with the undisturbed sweep of Drigg beach curving a wild, lonely swathe of sand away from its shadow. Luisa remembered childhood trips there with her parents and a toddling Jo, building sandcastles that unconsciously mirrored the unseen towers of the nuclear plant. That was before their mother died, Luisa’s first searing experience of loss, but by no means the last. She was still thinking about this when Collaton appeared, presenting itself without preamble through a sheet of cold drizzle.

Luisa slowed. A spread of industrial buildings stretched beside the railway line that ran right along the shore, where other towns would have put a promenade. Despite how close it was to the Lake District – with more light in the sky Luisa would be able to see the great green peaks of Wasdale in the middle distance – Collaton was not and never had been a tourist destination. The vivacity of its busy Victorian heyday was all but forgotten, now more a place to pass through than to visit.

She turned inland, passing long, tightly packed laces of small houses painted in pastel colours that had faded in the sea air. Most had no gardens, only yards, constructed for the workers of years past as cheaply and solidly as possible, close to the refineries and dockyards. Many seemed empty, their windows dark, tenacious weeds forcing their way through the brick and concrete of their surroundings.

Luisa followed the blue dot through the short maze, passing the gates of a deserted breakers’ yard piled high with the metal carcasses of vehicles. She turned at a junction and something crunched under her left back wheel. She cursed, searching the rear-view mirror, but the road seemed empty – hopefully it was just a crisp packet or something equally harmless. It wouldn’t do to damage the BMW, not when her sister had been so generous about letting her drive it. Ahead, the streets of houses gave way to another factory – or at least, that’s what it would have been in years past. Now it was the abandoned parcel of land she had come to see. Over the decades whatever large red sandstone building had once stood there had crumbled, the only remaining evidence that it had ever been there part of a gable-end wall that still loomed over one end of the plot. The rest of the site was a jumble of rubble interspersed with thickets of brambles and split tarmac.

Luisa parked up and looked around. The streets around the site – it formed a kind of square at the centre – were a mixture of residential houses and industrial units, most of which seemed empty. There was a small strip of three shops, all boarded up. On one corner a sign, scoured rough by years of salt air, swung gently outside a pub that probably hadn’t opened its doors in this century. The only building obviously occupied was on the far side of the square to where she had parked, two anonymous double doors standing open, yellow light from within pouring out into the day’s cloying gloom.

The weather was now so grim that Luisa retrieved the flashlight Jo kept in the glove box before getting out. The door closed a little too hard, the sound echoing like a gunshot. It was cold, an icy winter wind cutting in from the shore to whistle through the silent streets. She crouched to look at the tyre, but it seemed fine. As she straightened up another gust of wind brought with it more icy drizzle and Luisa wished she had thought to change – she’d come out wearing a pair of light blue jeans and only her trusty padded gilet over an old blue wool sweater instead of a proper coat, which was ridiculous – why hadn’t she checked the forecast? If Luisa had been in the Defender there’d have been the old Barbour she kept in the back, but Jo’s leased Beemer was empty of anything that didn’t expressly need to be there.

It’s fine, Luisa told herself. You’re not staying long.

She walked the perimeter of the site first. It was far bigger than she’d been expecting – about the size of a football field, edged by a pavement on all sides that separated it from the road. The empty property had also been ringed by a mesh fence that was about as secure as a kid’s piggy bank. Gaps had appeared where the age-slackened panels had been pushed or blown inwards.

Inside, the pocked tarmac took up about half the area and was easy enough to navigate, but beyond it the ground was broken and uneven. It looked as if most of the rubble from the collapsed factory was still exactly where it had fallen. She wondered how long this piece of land had been this way – neglected and decaying with no one to care about it. She tried to look at it the way Reuben would have had he been standing beside her. He’d always had the ability to see the best in everything. This place, though – Luisa thought that even her ever-optimistic husband would have struggled to see a hopeful future here.

She had been right in what she’d told Owen the day before, Luisa realized. She wouldn’t know where to begin. For a start it seemed vast – far too big for her to easily get to grips with, especially not if she was starting out alone. It was an impossible challenge.

A blast of wind cut through her gilet and Luisa hopped from foot to foot to stave off the chill. You came, you saw, she told herself. Time to get back in the car and head home. You still need to finish Marianne’s notes.

Luisa made her way back across the blank space and squeezed her way out through the broken fence again. Her mood had dipped, leaving her feeling strangely depressed, although hadn’t this been exactly what she’d told herself to expect? What difference did it make? She’d already known she couldn’t take on this crazy project anyway.

Another gust of wind brought with it a sudden flurry of sleet that sliced against her cheeks, sharp enough to make her catch her breath. As she hurried back to the car the street seemed darker than before. Luisa caught sight of the back tyre and for a moment she thought she was seeing things – an optical illusion created by the deepening shadows. She dug the little torch out of her pocket and flicked it on, its bright white light illuminating the left rear wheel. She stopped in dismay. The tyre was as flat as a pancake.

Luisa swore under her breath while, as if to mock her predicament, another miserable blast of sleet swept at her down the abandoned street. As far as she could make out, she had only two choices: either she got on with it and patched the tyre straight away, or she sat in the car for who knew how long waiting for breakdown recovery. As if the situation wasn’t bad enough already, unless she left the BMW’s doors open to the elements (she could just imagine Jo’s face if she told her she’d done that) she was going to have to fix the tyre in torchlight because daylight seemed to have exited the situation completely. Luisa went to the car boot and opened it, the sound of sleet pelting the roof as she stood beneath its bare shelter for a moment, gathering herself.

A noise echoed to her from not far away, manic laughter, raised voices. Luisa turned to look across the wasteland and saw a gaggle of figures emerging from the open doors she’d noticed, silhouetted against the brightness of the light behind them. It sounded like a group of teenagers. They hustled along the street, loudly bemoaning the weather, jackets held above their heads, phone screens bobbing like beacons on a high tide. There came another sound, another echo – a larger figure closing the doors, cutting out that warm light. The whole square was in perpetual gloom now, apart from the spaceship glare emanating from Jo’s car.

The group of teens continued along the street, heading for an alley that took them out of the square and away. Soon she’d be entirely alone. Luisa hadn’t realized until that moment how significant that single sign of life, those lit and open doors, had been. Luisa pushed away from where she’d perched beneath the open boot. The sooner she got on with the task at hand, the better. Her jumper was already damp at the sleeves, her hands, feet and face were freezing, but her core was still warm. She just needed to keep moving. Luisa stuck the torch between her teeth and used both hands to lift the base of the boot out to reveal the jack and recovery kit hidden away beneath.

‘Are you all right?’

The voice startled her so much she spat out the torch. It fell to the wet ground and rolled away from her, its light slicing crazy chiaroscuro patterns through the still-falling sleet. Whirling around, she saw a huge man standing a few feet away. He crouched to pick up the torch as it rolled towards him.

‘Sorry,’ he said, holding it out to her. ‘Didn’t mean to scare you.’

Luisa wished she could say he hadn’t, but that would be a lie. The street was too dark, too abandoned and here she was, alone, with a guy who could have been Jack Reacher’s older brother. He loomed at her, broad shoulders, thick dark hair cut short, nose that had obviously been broken at least once. She leaned back into the boot, surreptitiously gripping the handle of the jack.

The man’s attention was all for the car’s tyre.

‘Damn,’ he said. ‘Hell of a time to get a flat.’

‘It’s fine,’ she said, through teeth that were already beginning to chatter with the cold. ‘I’m going to patch it.’

He cast a glance her way as if unconvinced. Luisa flushed, annoyed. Right now she knew she looked like a damsel in distress but she had absolutely no intention of ever being one of those again.

‘I’d do it quickly, if I were you,’ said another, much younger voice that was so unexpected that Luisa jumped, ‘or you’ll die of hypothermia before you can drive that thing home. Who goes out in February without a coat?’

There was a girl lurking beside him, hidden by the shadows. Luisa could barely make her out – she was dressed all in black, with short dark hair. She might have been sixteen or thereabouts, Luisa couldn’t be sure, but her face was hard, her eyes sharp even in the gloom. She had her arms crossed, one hip jutting out in a defiant pose. She didn’t make Luisa feel any more comfortable than her companion – her father? – did.

‘Thanks for stopping,’ Luisa said, trying to keep her tone light, ‘but I’m fine. You two should go, get out of this awful weather. I’m just going to sort this out and head off myself.’

The girl took Luisa at her word and strode past the car in an easy, loping gait.

‘We can’t just leave you out here. Harper, wait,’ said the man. When the girl stopped, he pulled a set of keys from his pocket and held them out to her. ‘Take the lady inside. Make her a coffee and put the heater on while I sort out the tyre.’

The girl looked aghast. ‘What?’

‘Oh no,’ Luisa said, ‘really, that’s not necessary.’

The man gave her a patient look that annoyed Luisa. He shook the keys, looking at Harper again. ‘Come on.’

‘I’ve got to get home,’ Harper said. ‘Max will need his tea.’

‘Half an hour, that’s all it’ll take.’

The girl folded her arms. ‘Yeah, right. Tell you what, Mr P, I’ll sort the tyre, you do the hosting thing, all right? Or we’ll all be here until midnight.’

‘Wait,’ Luisa said, cutting in, suspecting that they might have forgotten she was there. ‘You’re both very kind but really, I can manage.’

‘Yeah?’ Harper stepped off the kerb and into the light from the car’s interior. ‘Ever patched a tyre on a BMW X5 before?’

Luisa opened her mouth to say yes, of course she had, but that would have been another lie. She wanted to explain to this smart-ass kid that, as it happened, she’d changed and patched plenty of tyres in her life but this wasn’t her car. She’d never in a million years choose to own anything this fragile. But explaining that would probably make her seem even more pathetic than she did already, so in the end Luisa just shut her mouth again.

The girl smirked. ‘Thought not.’

‘Look,’ Luisa tried again, feeling her grip on the situation slipping away, ‘I’m really not—’

Harper leaned past her and lifted out the jack with one strong, smooth movement. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I won’t nick it. Won’t take it for a joy ride. Promise.’

‘Come on,’ said the cryptically named Mr P, palming his clutch of keys. ‘Harper’s a genius with cars and she’s right. She’ll do the job far quicker than me. Let her do her thing. You and me – let’s get out of this cold.’




Chapter Five

Cas glanced back at the woman behind him as he headed back to the gym. He’d half expected her to tell them both to get lost – she’d clearly been annoyed at him for butting in. It reminded him of the times he’d managed to wind Annika up, thinking he was being helpful when actually he was, quote, ‘treating me like one of your hopeless kids’.

He unlocked the peeling double doors for the second time that evening. An echo rang down the empty corridor beyond as Cas reached in to switch on the light, revealing stark white walls and a scuffed concrete floor in utilitarian grey. He headed along the hallway and turned right into the main room, which was similarly decorated except that this had an old parquet floor. Cas crossed to his small office at the far end and opened the door – this one he never locked – to barrel inside, flicking on the promised oil heater and pulling a brown plastic chair in front of it for her to sit on. Then he continued to the kettle-and-mug assembly on the small table in the corner. After a moment he realized her footsteps had stopped. He turned to look through the large picture window in the dividing wall to see that she was standing in the doorway of the gym, pausing to survey her surroundings.

There wasn’t much for her to look at. The main room of the space Cas rented for the club was large, oblong and mostly empty. The focal point was the old boxing ring in the centre, raised a little so that it was possible to see the fraying edges of the foam, the way the top layer of rubber was coming away despite Cas’s best efforts at running repairs on the worst of it. He had called in an ancient favour to get it in the first place and it was the most expensive thing they had: there was no way he’d ever be able to replace it. There were various other bits of equipment dotted around too, items he had managed to scavenge. A few punchbags, a line of wire shelving that housed gloves, helmets and other protective gear, a few lockers for the kids. There were mats rolled up along one wall, giving off a decaying, rubbery scent that Cas barely noticed anymore.

He saw the woman’s gaze stray to the large banner that had been the first thing he’d put up once he’d finished painting the walls: RESPECT OTHERS AND YOU RESPECT YOURSELVES. It was a mantra he tried to live by and tried even harder to instil into the difficult almost-adults that washed up on this doorstep. By the time they reached him, though, it was often too late. They’d usually already been thrown out of everywhere else, sometimes including their own homes. The notion that there was anyone or anything in this world that deserved their respect, least of all themselves, was met with incomprehension, so his efforts had varying degrees of success.

Cas rubbed a hand over his eyes, the feeling of defeat that had been slowly growing in recent weeks arriving with a renewed wave of tiredness. He’d wanted this place to be a haven, a hope, a lifeboat, but his failures outweighed the victories and in two months’ time he wouldn’t even have the money to pay the meagre rent this place demanded.

The kettle was boiling as she joined him in the office.

‘It’s just instant, I’m afraid,’ he said.

She gave a wide, bright smile and for a split-second Cas thought another light had been switched on. He blinked, blindsided, as she said, ‘Anything, as long as it’s hot. Black, no sugar would be great.’

He passed her the mug, inexplicably awkward.

‘Thank you, you’re very kind,’ she said, as she took a seat and then after a pause added, ‘Mr… P?’

Cas took the other mug of coffee he’d made and stepped behind his desk to slide into his own chair. ‘That’s what the kids call me. It’s short for Pattanyús, which none of them can ever be bothered with. You can call me Cas, though.’

‘Cas,’ she repeated. ‘Is that short for something too?’

‘Casimir,’ Cas said, and then, before she could ask, ‘It’s Hungarian. And you are…?’

She smiled again, but he was prepared for it this time and it had almost no effect. ‘I’m Luisa. Luisa MacGregor.’ She looked back out into the gym. ‘What is this place?’

‘A club for budding boxers,’ Cas said. ‘At least, that’s what it aspires to be. Sometimes I think all I’m providing is crowd control.’

‘You’re a boxer.’ She said this as if it made perfect sense and was the answer to a question she’d already asked.

‘No. Well, a little, when I was younger. This place is only open for a couple of hours a few evenings in the week and for afternoon sessions at the weekend. It’s specifically an after-school club for teens. My actual job is as a Phys Ed teacher at the high school.’

This time the look she gave him was a surprised one tinged with something a little warmer. ‘This is a non-profit, then?’

He laughed at that. ‘You could say that. Money doesn’t really feature inside these walls, to be honest.’ He gestured to the chipped mug that held her cheap coffee. ‘In case that wasn’t already painfully obvious.’

Luisa McGregor smiled a little, sipping her coffee, but said nothing. Cas tried to figure her out but couldn’t.

‘Do you mind if I ask what you were doing out there?’ he asked.

She shifted a little in her seat. ‘I was looking at that empty plot of land. Someone’s given me the chance to take it on.’

Cas frowned. ‘Really? You’re – a developer?’ He couldn’t imagine why anyone would think it was worth building anything on that lot. It must have been dirt cheap, but still. There were plenty of other houses already unoccupied without anyone building new ones. Unless they were thinking of a tower block, but there was no market for luxury flats here.

‘No, I’m a secretary,’ she said.

‘Right,’ Cas said, none the wiser.

The woman sighed, biting her lip for a second. ‘I’m a secretary now, but I trained in landscape design,’ she explained. ‘Quite a few years ago, when I was a post-grad student, I had an idea for a charity. Well, it wasn’t just me, but…’ She trailed off and then shrugged. ‘We wanted to take parcels of unwanted land in struggling towns and turn them into places that people want to go.’

Cas looked at her. ‘You’re talking about gentrification.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘No, definitely not. It was about… urban renewal, I guess you’d call it. We wanted to make something for the people who already live in the area. It was about using a garden to establish a space that would involve and be for the existing community. We thought,’ she smiled wryly, as if at herself, ‘that growing plants could change lives.’

He was still trying to figure it out. ‘You want to build a garden? Out there?’

‘Not everyone has their own, do they?’

‘We’ve got a pretty good one right on our doorstep,’ he pointed
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