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      Olivia skidded into a rut and stalled. Even with headlights blazing and wipers at full pelt, she couldn’t see a bat in the blizzard. It was beyond terrifying. Was this even a road?

      Heart jumping, she started the engine and shunted out of the pothole. According to the sat-nav she should be on top of the village. But the world was a white swirl of nothing.

      Then eyes! Bright eyes looming through the snow. Staring right at her. She jammed on the brakes. Someone whistled and a dog lolloped past. Jesus! She’d nearly run it over. An old man appeared and grabbed its collar, yanking it back as he pointed an angry finger in her direction.

      How was it her fault? His dog had run in front of her car, scaring her out of her wits. She jabbed at the button for the window.

      “Your crazy dog has a death wish!”

      “Takes one to know one. Driving in this lot? In a fancy car like that?”

      He kept on trudging through the snow. Was he joking?

      “Excuse me, could you wait a minute? I’m trying to get to Willow Cottage.”

      The man turned back and adjusted the peak of his flat cap. “You sure?”

      “What do you mean? This is the way to Havenwood Village?”

      He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Cottage is down that way. If you fall in the beck, you’ve gone too far. Probably freeze to death before you drown.”

      Her stomach churned. “What’s a beck?”

      “Where did you say you were from?” He said this like he meant which planet. “It’s a stream on a quiet day. Bit uppity at the minute with all this weather. Best be careful.”

      “I didn’t know there’d be water.”

      “Always water where there’s willows.”

      She’d never given much thought to the name of the cottage. She just wanted to get there in one piece.

      “Is it far?”

      Whatever he meant to say was lost on the wind as his feet slipped from under him. She dashed out to help him, cursing her spiky boots which threatened to bring her down on top of him. As he clasped her arm to heave himself up, she recoiled from the stench of wet dog. The thing was huge. Did it have to sit there panting like that?

      “Are you alright?” she asked.

      The old man grunted a cursory thank-you as he patted the snow off his overcoat. “Nothing broken.”

      “Can I take you somewhere?”

      “I can walk quicker.”

      He let go of her, gruff rather than grateful. After a few tentative steps, he turned back, a fraction more amenable.

      “Pub along by serves good roast dinners. You won’t taste better for many a mile. Get in the warm if I were you. Wait it out.”

      “No thanks. I need to push on.”

      “Suit yourself. Be seeing you soon enough, no doubt.”

      What did he mean by that? There was no way she’d wimp out when she’d come this far. But he was already out of sight, swallowed up by the blizzard that made everything look so alien.

      She gritted her teeth and set off again. The wheels screeched and spun, snow churning onto the windscreen as the car lurched forwards. How could an old man walk faster than she could drive? Damn sporty car! The tiniest touch of gas and the back end slewed across the bumpy road. Anything coming the other way and she’d be roadkill herself, never mind the dog.

      The lane veered sharply to the left. She made the turn, hunched over the wheel, wary of the uppity stream he’d warned her about. She hated water. Couldn’t even swim. What had possessed her to bid for a cottage near a beck?

      She inched past an abandoned church, its ancient spire stark against the blackened sky. Then houses, thank God! Squat little cottages, huddled around a green shrouded in snow. It might be pretty on a summer’s day, if you liked that sort of thing. She didn’t fancy living in any of them. They all had rustic plaques with obscure names. Hadn’t they heard of street numbers? Which one might be Willow Cottage? There was nothing that looked like a willow tree.

      Her phone sliced through the silence. Reluctantly, she tapped the screen on her dashboard.

      “Olivia, I’m outside your flat and I’m freezing to death,” Beth said. “I hope you didn’t go running in this weather? I brought bacon rolls.”

      Her stomach growled at the thought of hot bacon. She’d done without breakfast in her rush to get away. She squeezed the brakes and slid to an untidy stop. How could she admit being lost in the middle of nowhere without sounding like an airhead?

      “I didn’t go for a run,” she said. “I moved out.”

      “Since when? I only spoke to you yesterday.”

      Beth was more hurt than she’d expected. It was a relief they weren’t speaking face-to-face.

      “I only made up my mind this morning. Sorry I didn’t have time to tell you. It was a total whim.”

      “You don’t do whims, Olivia. What’s going on?”

      “I decided not to renew the lease on my flat. I have this lovely cottage, sitting empty. My accountant persuaded me ages ago it would be a good investment but I never did anything with it. It’s rent free so I’m moving in while I look for another job.”

      “Sounds very sudden.”

      “Turns out I’m suddenly broke.” She took a deep breath, unconvinced by her own breezy response. “I took my eye off the ball but it shouldn’t take long to get fixed up.”

      “I would’ve asked you to stay at mine.”

      Even on the phone, she could tell Beth was upset at being kept in the dark. But in truth, the last thing she’d wanted was to advertise what she was doing. It was all such an embarrassing come-down she’d been desperate to get it over with. She glued a smile to her face, hoping it would make her voice sound more up-beat.

      “Thanks for the offer. But I’ll be fine in my cottage. I’m almost on the doorstep,” she insisted, as much for her own benefit as for Beth’s. “Come at the weekend, when I’ve settled in. I’ll text you directions.”

      “Only if you promise to call me later and let me know you got there.”

      As Beth rang off, not entirely persuaded, Olivia was swamped by loneliness. There wasn’t a soul on the wretched excuse for a road. Snow had banked like a wave up the towering stone wall that loomed to one side. She crawled past a pair of rusted gates, jammed open by pallets of building supplies. The grand house, undignified and forlorn, was masked by a tower of scaffolding. Havenwood Hall, presumably. Not the most promising introduction.

      The next bend gave onto a red brick building, with lights like beacons in the gable end windows. A wooden sign creaked in the wind. The Havenwood Tavern. How very original! But the old man had mentioned hot food and she was ravenous.

      The car hit a crater with an ominous crunch. Heart sinking, she got out to inspect the damage. Marvellous! Now she had a puncture. She kicked the tyre in frustration and slipped. Her heel broke with a woeful crack. Her favourite boots ruined, on top of everything else.

      She hauled herself up by the wing mirror, half expecting it to snap off in her hand. Then she took a deep breath and limped inside to face her dismal future.
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      Nathan had eaten an epic roast beef dinner and was keen to get home while the lane was still passable. But Bob had mentioned some mad woman in a swanky car, hell-bent on driving to Willow Cottage. They didn’t get many strangers, especially in an unseasonable April blizzard. Odds-on she was going to need digging out.

      When the door creaked open, the dozen or so diners all turned to gawp at her. Her black jeans and quilted jacket were wet down one side. She must’ve fallen in the snow. She flicked her dark hair behind one ear as she limped over to the bar. A busted heel, by the looks of it. Not that surprising. Sexy boots like those weren’t made for snow.

      Rufus trotted over to give her a sniff. She snatched her hand away, looking terrified. Nathan grabbed the dog’s collar and scooted him back to Katie, doing her jigsaw on the rug by the roaring log fire.

      “Don’t mind him. He’s a sweetheart, just curious.”

      “We’ve already met. I think he wants me for lunch.”

      Rufus would prefer more meat on the bone. But skinny or not, those striking blue eyes looked near to tears, however determined she was not to show it. Conversation had dried up as everyone pretended not to listen.

      “You’re soaked,” he said. “Are you hurt?”

      “Only my pride.” Then she spotted Bob wiping glasses behind the bar. “Hello again,” she said, as if it wasn’t much of a pleasure. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine, love. It’s you needs looking after. Not sure I should let you into my bar, though, since you almost flattened my dog.”

      “I believe you invited me.”

      Nathan leaned against the back of his chair, weighing her up. What was that all about? Not finding Bob’s teasing funny, she stood like a deer caught in headlights, still trying not to cry. He’d never seen eyes that dark, almost purple.

      “This joker’s Bob Martin. I’m Nathan Swift.”

      She cleared her throat, pulling herself together. “Olivia Wilding.”

      She let him shake hands. She was freezing.

      “Can I get you a drink?”

      “Hot coffee would be lovely. Thank you.”

      “Have it on the house,” Bob said. “Sorry for joshing with you, love. I’ll get you a bite to go with it.”

      Bob disappeared to the kitchen and the hum of conversation started again. Nathan pulled out a chair and invited her to sit down. There were things he needed to know. He had a bad feeling about her.

      “Bob said you were having bother with your car?”

      “It got worse. Flat tyre.”

      “Need help to fix it?”

      “No intentions of trying in this weather. Thanks anyway. Could you point me in the direction of the ladies room?”

      She came back without her wet jacket. Her sweater skimmed rounded breasts at odds with the skinniness of the rest of her. Boob job, maybe? But no point wandering off in that direction until he found out what she was up to. She had trouble written all over her.

      “You picked a bad day to come visiting,” he said, over-casual even to his own ears.

      “What makes you think I’m visiting? I’m moving into Willow Cottage today.”

      She had to be joking. The cottage had stood empty for ages. If the place had been fixed up for renting, he’d have heard. He hated the thought of a neighbour intruding on his space.

      “Check the place over before you signed on the bottom line?”

      “It can’t have changed that much since I bought it. How far is it, anyway?”

      “You’re saying you bought it and you don’t even know where it is?”

      Her scowl took on a haughty air. “How would that be your business?”

      He was squeezing the life out of Donna’s red pepper mill as resentment boiled in his gut. He put it back on the table, making a production of brushing the pepper dust onto the floor while he weighed up what to say next.

      “I live in Hazel Cottage, next door,” he told her. “I tried to buy Willow Cottage. But some moron with more money than sense paid way over the odds and outbid me.”

      “Who are you calling a moron?” she gasped. “I had excellent advice.”

      Not that excellent, it would seem. But was it down to him to tell her?

      Then Donna appeared with a tray, all blonde domestic goddess swamped in a butcher’s apron. The two women sized each other up. Donna cracked first, but kindly. She wouldn’t know how to be anything else.

      “The old man said you needed hot food. Get this down you.”

      Olivia looked daggers at the heaped plate. Probably never seen a roast dinner in her life. Her type existed on diet pills and vegan smoothies. Donna hovered to oversee operations. She didn’t like her cooking going to waste.

      To his surprise, Olivia caved and plucked cutlery from the tin on the table. By the way she got stuck in, she was clearly famished. How long had she been on the road? And why had she pitched up unannounced? The cottage had been sold months ago.

      She was running away from something. He’d put money on it. He knew all about running away. But he was settled now. And the last thing he needed was a neighbour disturbing his hard won peace.

      Donna was loitering, fiddling with the tulips in the little red vase, impatient to be brought up to speed.

      “Olivia bought Willow Cottage.”

      “Good luck with that!”

      Olivia laid down her knife and fork. He wondered if she did everything so precisely.

      “Maybe you could both do the neighbourly thing and help me move my stuff?”

      “You can’t mean today?” Donna scoffed. “The state of it!”

      “It can’t be that bad.”

      “The place needs gutting,” he told her. There was no way to soften the blow. “The roof’s a wreck. It isn’t safe.”

      “But I saw the pictures in the auction catalogue.”

      “Years out of date. Most people view in person before they put in a bid.”

      She crumpled in the chair as the fight seeped out of her. On balance, he preferred the feisty version, even if she’d seemed capable of scratching his eyes out. He had to lean forward to hear what she said next.

      “I have to move in,” she insisted. “I’ve got nowhere else to go.”
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      How had she ended up here? It was beyond embarrassing, dumping herself on these people. She’d have to go to Beth’s with her tail between her legs.

      Donna appeared with a breakfast tray, cheery in a striped dress and scarlet tights. She unloaded a plate of eggs, a carafe of coffee and two cups. Then she sat down opposite, ready to chat. It was unbearable.

      “I know I’m being a nosy cow. But are you in some sort of trouble?”

      Playing for time, she glanced around the dining room. The glass and bleached wood extension should be at odds with the coaching-inn vibe of the old building. But it worked. Even the bunches of dried flowers on the beams and the eclectic collection of china added to the charm. In another life it was a space she’d appreciate.

      She was in no mood to unburden herself to a stranger but didn’t want to be rude when Donna had been so nice. She dialled down the crankiness as Donna poured the coffee.

      “It was kind of you to put me up. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      “I hope you slept well,” Donna said, friendly elbows on the table as she sipped her coffee. “You did me a favour trying out the room. I’m setting up a B&B in time for the opening of the hall.”

      Olivia felt pinned to the chair by Donna’s need for feedback. She recalled the scents of lavender and lemon. The restful Farrow & Ball colours and the pristine high-end bathroom. Crisp laundered sheets and a fluffy eiderdown quilt meant she’d slept better than she deserved. Donna had even left a box of home baked cookies.

      “Understated luxury and every home comfort. What more could anyone wish for?”

      “Maybe I’ll steal that for my advertising slogan. If I ever get round to it. I haven’t quite plucked up the courage.”

      “I loved the room. You should go for it.” She retrieved her handbag from under the table. “I need to settle my bill.”

      “You’re a guest!”

      Donna looked affronted and Olivia was taken aback. Had her years in cut-throat business left her too cynical to recognise a good turn?

      “I’m grateful for the offer but it’s way too generous. I should at least pay you for the meals. If I ate like this all the time, I’d be as big as a house.”

      She normally ran a few miles before breakfast. Now without a job and no fixed routine, she felt adrift. But she’d still cleared her plate.

      Before Donna could reply, they were disturbed by a boom of laughter. Nathan, her would-be neighbour, swept in.

      “Olivia? Still with us, I see?”

      He made a big show of kissing Donna on the cheek. Was that for her benefit? As if she’d be interested in who he kissed.

      She took in his dust-streaked parka and grimy toe-capped boots, so different from the dark jeans and shirt he’d worn the day before. A yellow beanie hat was jammed over his untidy fair hair. He was disturbingly tall.

      She dropped her eyes to her coffee. What was wrong with her? He was thoroughly disagreeable and it was obvious he didn’t like her much either. Maybe he and Donna had something going on.

      Bob was there too. And the cute little girl from yesterday. The slobbery dog sniffed around her feet. She moved her breakfast remnants out of its reach, wondering how quick she could get out of there.

      “Can you believe Katie’s school is closed due to the snow?” Nathan said to Donna. “Bloody teachers fancying a sneaky day off. I was wondering if you had anything much on today?”

      “You know I’ll always have her.”

      “Cheers! I’ve a site meeting this morning and some installation I was hoping to break the back of. I can be done by three?”

      “Donna, can we build a snowman? Daddy’s too busy.”

      “More fool Daddy! We’ll have a great time, when he goes off to do his man-stuff.”

      “You’re a star,” Nathan said. “I owe you big time.”

      “I’ll put it on your slate,” Donna quipped.

      But he’d already kissed Katie and swept out the door, very casual for someone who needed a favour. Did Donna always step in at short notice? Olivia hadn’t even realised Katie belonged to Nathan. Where was the child’s mother? Not that it was any of her business. But despite him being there only a few minutes, the room seemed empty without him.

      “In my day, I was a champion snowman-builder,” Bob said, a bit out of breath as Donna helped him off with his overcoat. “But my old bones need a lie down today.”

      “You old fool! I told you not to go out with that dog.”

      “Dog needed walking and I’m not in my coffin yet.”

      He shuffled off and Donna’s sigh hovered between irritation and concern. Had Bob mentioned his fall yesterday? It wasn’t up to Olivia to give him away but Donna would surely want to know.

      “Your dad looked pretty wiped out,” she hedged as Donna came back with milk for Katie. “I saw him out in the snow yesterday. He wasn’t too steady on his feet.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me. His arthritis is playing up something rotten. But he won’t be told. And he’s my father-in-law, not my dad.”

      “Oh, you’re married? I thought you and Nathan were a couple.”

      “Don’t read too much into that kiss,” Donna scoffed.

      “He barely gave me the time of day.” Why had she said that? It sounded like she minded.

      “He’s miffed about your cottage. He’ll come round when he’s good and ready.”

      “Sounds as if you know him well?”

      “He’s on his own, so I mind Katie sometimes. We’re friends but nothing else is on the cards. My husband isn’t the issue.” Donna’s expression was a fraction strained as she doled out more coffee. “Tom was killed in Afghanistan.”

      “I’m so sorry for prying.”

      “It should never have happened. He was a cook, for God’s sake. Not even in the front line.” Donna swept her bouncy hair off her face and sipped her coffee. “Bob and I are kind of stuck with each other now. I’m sure he resents me inheriting half his pub but we skirt around the subject. What about you, anyway? Is there a significant other?”

      “Not anymore.”

      “Is that what brought you here in the middle of a blizzard?”

      “I may have burned a few bridges.” She didn’t want to say any more.

      While the dog amused itself under the table with a disgusting rubber ball, Katie climbed onto Donna’s lap. They were clearly fond of each other.

      “You look a little alike.”

      Donna smiled, wistfully perhaps, as she replaced the sparkly clip in Katie’s blonde hair. Maybe she regretted there was nothing going on with Nathan. Was it sexist to wonder if Nathan had braided Katie’s hair himself? Nathan again. He kept sneaking unbidden into her thoughts.

      “How about helping Katie and me build that snowman?” Donna suggested.

      “I doubt I’ll have time. I’ll be leaving once I’ve seen the cottage and my wheel’s been changed. There’s a friend I can stay with.”

      “You can afford to have fun for half an hour,” Donna insisted. “We’ll go with you to the cottage. It won’t seem so bad if you have company.”

      It was the last thing she wanted. Who needed a witness to their utmost humiliation? But Donna was going out of her way to be helpful, if a little relentless.

      “Do you have any sensible clothes?”

      “I doubt it.”

      She was wearing the same outfit she’d arrived in, apart from different boots, an older version of the pair she’d wrecked. Most of her wardrobe was office based and her sporty loungewear would faint at the sight of a snowman.

      Before she knew it, she was kitted out in borrowed wellington boots and a waxed coat with a hood, a couple of sizes too big. She’d never owned either in her life. But she had to hand it to Donna. It was a relief to be outside in the fresh air and it was a joy to see Katie so thrilled with the lopsided snowman.

      Her good mood didn’t last. When they set off for the cottage after a sandwich lunch, her sense of dread turned the short walk into an Arctic trek.

      “No wonder this lane did for my tyre. Does nobody complain about these potholes?”

      “Who would we complain to, exactly? It isn’t a public road.”

      One more thing to convince her she’d hate country living. What on earth had she been thinking?

      They came upon Nathan’s cottage first. Its smart tones of cream and grey were almost bearable. But the squat little cottage next door was indescribably awful. Its haphazard slate roof seemed to be squashing it into the mud. The peeling blue door had a narrow sash window on either side, with three smaller windows above. The flaking black varnish was stark against the cheerless mossy stone.

      Reluctant to go in, she fumbled with the key and dropped it in the snow.

      “Here, let me. It isn’t a horror movie.”

      “It’s worse!”

      As Donna worked the key into the rusty lock, she couldn’t shake the sudden image of her father. He’d been a caretaker with a house provided. When they closed the school, the family had nowhere to go. At the mercy of casual jobs and unscrupulous landlords, the humiliation had killed him before he was 60 and her mother not long after. Since then, she’d vowed she’d never go back to living in shitholes. Yet thanks to her own stupidity, here she was.

      The front door creaked open. Donna squeezed her arm, more kind than she could cope with.

      “Are you alright?”

      She blinked back her tears. “I made myself homeless for this. I never intended to live here. It was meant to be an investment, to do up as a holiday let.”

      “So what happened?”

      “I screwed up.”

      Donna raised an eyebrow. But she’d rather die than divulge any more.

      “May as well have a proper look, now we’re here,” Donna encouraged.

      It was beyond depressing. The shabby parlour was dominated by a hideous fireplace. The kitchen had only a basic cooker and a smattering of cupboards. There was no suggestion of heating.

      “The smell is unspeakable. Do you know how long it’s been empty?”

      “Must be a couple of years,” Donna said, flicking cobwebs off a rusty tap. “I think the village gave up wondering who’d bought it, when nobody came to check it out.”

      Another reminder of how rash she’d been to hand over actual money. She braced herself to go up the staircase leading directly from the kitchen. The upstairs ceilings were all speckled with stinking black mould. The spartan bathroom didn’t bear thinking about.

      As Katie splashed in a puddle on the split linoleum floor, Donna grabbed her hand. Without thinking, Olivia took the other one and Katie swung happily between them. The child’s warmth was a tiny comfort amidst the gloom.

      “Couldn’t you go ahead with your plan to do it up?”

      “I can’t afford it. I was expecting some money that didn’t come through. And I don’t have a job at the moment so I’ll need my savings to live on.”

      Mortified, she looked away. What was it about Donna, getting her to open up like that? She rubbed a knuckle over the dirty glass. The snow-covered land sloped down to a weeping willow and presumably, the infamous beck. Was it only yesterday Bob had joked about falling in?

      “Maybe you should talk to Nathan,” Donna suggested. “He did a great job of renovating his own cottage and he designed the pub extension. Even Bob’s thrilled with it.”

      “We are talking about the same person? The labourer who looks like a surfer hanging around for summer?”

      “He’d love that!” Donna chuckled. “He’s actually a master craftsman carpenter. He’s working over at the hall just now, restoring all the mouldings and architraves.”

      Donna was so glowing about him, they had to be more than casual friends. She didn’t get it herself. But then again, her judgement of men was currently shot to pieces.

      “Why would Nathan help me when he thinks I stole the place from under him?”

      “Don’t write him off before you’ve asked him.”

      She didn’t want to keep talking about Nathan. Luckily her phone buzzed to tell her the recovery truck was on its way. When they’d fitted her spare wheel, she longed to drive off and never look back. But she had to collect her overnight bag from the pub. Donna was wiping glasses behind the bar, immaculate once again, as if she’d never been outside. Katie was by the fire with the dog.

      “Everything sorted?”

      “I have to get the spare wheel mended and the tracking checked. There’s a garage on the way to Beth’s.”

      “Are you sure there’ll be space for you at your friend’s? I know I’m being pushy but there’s a room for you here, if you need it?”

      It was the last thing she wanted. “I’m grateful you came to my rescue but I can’t impose on you any longer.”

      Donna reached up to put a clean glass on the rack. “You’re not imposing. If I’m honest, I’ve enjoyed the company. We can agree rent, if it makes you feel better. Just tell me you’re not on the run from the police?”

      “No, nothing like that.”

      “You said you loved the room. You could have it for as long as you like.”

      Donna was so direct it was disconcerting. But she did need a breathing space while she figured out what to do next. Would it matter which bed she slept in?

      “You’ll let me pay the going rate?”

      “I might hike the price up, seeing as you’re desperate. Is your stuff coming later?”

      “It’s all in my car.”

      “Should be easy for Katie and me to help you bring it inside.”

      It must’ve been obvious she’d left in a hurry. She’d tossed most things into the car, still on their cedar hangers. But Donna was tactful and didn’t comment. It took no time to fill the scented drawers and the cavernous French armoire.

      Katie took a fancy to her Swarovski crystal evening shoes, playing Cinderella as she clopped around the room. But what did it matter if they got trashed? She’d never be able to wear them again without reliving the disaster of Friday night.

      She’d trashed more than a pair of shoes. Her whole life was now crammed into a single rented room. What the hell had she done?
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