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        Allie Jones loves her cosy cottage café in the picturesque village of Heatherlea. She has her independence, two grown-up children and two cute cats. Life is settled and she thinks she's happy.

        Author Chris Monroe has it all. Critical success, a luxurious London apartment, and the kind of jet-set lifestyle most people dream of having. But something's missing.

        When a family bereavement throws these two old friends together, they begin to question the true meaning of happiness.

        Love is in the air, but do Allie and Chris have room in their busy lives for more than a summer fling?
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        ‘Such a terrible loss, Mrs Burnley. I really am sorry.’

        Allie Jones nodded solemnly as the elderly woman dabbed at her eyes with a tissue.

        ‘She was a good friend… all these years.’ Judith Burnley’s watery eyes burned into Allie’s. ‘Since school you know? Even though she was a few years older than me, we were still so close.’

        ‘I can’t imagine how you must be feeling.’

        ‘Dreadful. Dreadful.’ Mrs Burnley’s emphasis caused a tiny bead of saliva to land on her chin. ‘I still can’t believe she’s gone. Although it was a lovely service.’

        ‘Oh good. I would have gone myself but I had to be here to get everything ready.’

        ‘Of course you did. Her son said some very nice things about her. He’s a good lad that Chris Monroe.’

        ‘Yes, indeed.’

        Allie chewed her bottom lip, wondering how long she was supposed to stand with the older woman. After all, what length of time did social etiquette demand? Plus, she really didn’t want to discuss Chris right now and had been trying not to think about him too much.

        ‘I hope someone says positive things about me at my funeral. At my age, I probably don’t have much time left…’

        Time!

        The word made Allie think about the miniature quiches in the oven. She needed to rescue them. Five more minutes would mean perfect pastry but any longer and they’d be ruined.

        ‘I’m sorry, but I need to get back to the kitchen. I have a thousand things to do before everyone arrives.’

        Mrs Burnley’s grey eyebrows shot up her heavily powdered forehead.

        ‘I have quiches in the oven that will burn,’ Allie added, in case the urgency of the situation was in any doubt. She placed a hand on the older woman’s arm. ‘Again, I’m sorry.’

        Mrs Burnley seemed placated. She gave a sharp sniff then headed across the café to a group of women standing near the log burner. Their uniform of black skirts and jackets paired with flesh-coloured tights, made Allie think of a nature documentary she’d once seen about crows, especially as they took it in turns to cast inquisitive glances around the café.

        Allie picked up two used cups from a table near the counter then went through to the kitchen. The quiches should have been ready before the funeral party started arriving. She was sure the service had been scheduled for eleven o’clock and hadn’t expected anyone to turn up at the café until around noon. But the group of women had arrived promptly at eleven thirty-five, so Allie guessed they had left the small village church as soon as the final hymn had been sung.

        Poor Chris!

        Allie hadn’t seen Chris Monroe in years. After he’d left the village, he rarely returned. Allie thought she had an idea why, having known his mother – the rather harsh Mrs Monroe – since she was a child, but there could be other reasons she knew nothing about. Whenever she’d asked Mrs Monroe how Chris was getting on, her stock response had been ‘he’s travelling with his writing’ and that was as much as Allie had known. Until a week ago, when she’d received a phone call out of the blue, from Chris himself.

        The call had been polite and brief, not allowing for more detailed pleasantries or a potted history. In fact, if Allie was being honest, Chris had been a bit rude and rather cold. But business was business and she wasn’t going to turn down a job. Besides, where else would they have held the wake? At one of the village pubs? Allie knew that Mrs Monroe would never have been happy with that. The old woman had seen the local pubs as dens of iniquity and would, no doubt, have turned in her new grave had her son chosen to hold her wake surrounded by locals enjoying a lunchtime pint.

        Allie shivered. All this thinking about graves and funerals summoned her own dark clouds to the horizon and the old sadness tugged at her heart. She didn’t have time for this today, so she’d have to pin her knickers to her vest and get on with things.

        She opened the oven door and the comforting aromas of grilled cheese and caramelised onion greeted her. Just in time! She removed the trays from the oven then set them on the worktop to cool.

        ‘Hey, Mum!’

        Allie turned to find Jordan had joined her in the kitchen.

        ‘Oh thank goodness! I thought you’d forgotten you were working this morning.’

        He shook his head and his floppy fringe fell over his left eye.

        ‘Of course not. Would I let you down?’ He gave her a cheeky grin then pulled an apron from a drawer and hooped it over his head. Allie knew she could tell her son that he had let her down in the past, and that, yes, he did sometimes oversleep and forget about his Saturday morning shifts at the café too, but she didn’t. He was here now and that was what mattered.

        ‘Where do you want me?’

        ‘You oversee things out front. I’ll get everything finished up in here then come and help you. Just keep the tea and coffee going.’

        Jordan paused then rubbed the back of his neck as he inhaled deeply, a sign that he was worrying about something.

        ‘What is it, love?’

        ‘Mum… Are you, uh, OK?’

        ‘Why, Jordan?’

        He met her eyes and she watched as he chewed his lower lip.

        ‘Well, you know, with this being a wake.’

        Allie nodded. ‘Honestly, I’m fine. This isn’t the first wake we’ve done since your dad…’ She swallowed the end of her sentence.

        ‘Well I’m here for you.’

        ‘I know and I’m here for you too. I love you, Jordan.’

        He smiled. ‘I know.’

        ‘Now go and make some hot beverages.’

        ‘Yes ma’am!’

        He gave her a mock salute then disappeared.

        Allie knew why he was concerned about her and she worried about him for the same reason. Funerals always reminded them of Roger’s and although she had been strong in front of her children at the time, it had been truly awful.

        She turned her attention back to the quiches and removed them from the trays, then deposited them onto foil serving platters before adding sprigs of decorative parsley. The pastry was light and crisp and the cheese on top had a rich golden hue. She might have got some things wrong in her life but she did know how to bake, and opening the café had been, perhaps, the best decision she’d ever made. Of course, it had been a lifelong ambition too, one she’d harboured since her days at secondary school when she’d excelled at food technology. She’d always enjoyed baking with her mother as a child and an enthusiastic cookery teacher had encouraged her to consider baking as a career.

        However, she’d fallen in love after while sitting her A Levels and an unexpected pregnancy had led her to sideline her ambitions. She’d still baked regularly and taken cakes and savoury delights to birthday parties, village fetes and church celebrations, but thought her café dreams would never be realised. Some things brought out a wave of yearning in her, like occasional trips to Bath when they’d visit the delightful tearooms for refreshments, but she’d told herself she was lucky to be a wife and mother and tucked her old ambitions firmly away.

        Until her life had changed dramatically and she’d had to make some big decisions.

        Allie shook the sadness away; she couldn’t afford to think about all that right now. She had to focus on the positives. She’d had another good spring, and early summer was looking good so far – in part because the medieval Surrey village of Heatherlea was a tourist attraction, which meant plenty of business for the café—and she was seeing some pleasing profits. Her situation was looking better by the minute and she was hoping that August would bring plenty of customers. She had her own business, two wonderful grown-up children, two funny cats and her grief was not as sharp as it once was.

        She crossed her fingers instinctively as superstition shrouded her. The future looked bright but she’d never take anything for granted. Everything could change within minutes.

        She lifted two of the serving platters of quiches and turned round to take them through to the café, then let out a screech as she hit a wall of chest. Quiches and parsley went flying into the air and the platters crashed to the floor. Allie was only saved from face planting into cheesy pastry by two strong hands that caught her, just in time.
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        ‘Allie, I’m so sorry!’

        She shook her head and a chunk of quiche dropped onto her shoulder then bounced off and landed on the tiles.

        ‘Chris?’

        ‘Yes.’

        His dark eyes roamed her face, familiar yet different. Older. Wiser.

        ‘What on earth were you doing sneaking around like that?’

        She realised that he was still supporting her, so she took a step backwards and slipped out of his grasp.

        He looked at his hands, as if surprised that they’d been wedged under her armpits, then back at her face.

        ‘The um… the young man out front told me you were in here and I came to check that everything was OK.’

        ‘Yes, everything’s fine. Well, it was fine until you just…’ She swallowed the rest of her sentence, not wanting to accuse him of quiche destruction on what must be a very difficult day. Then she realised he was staring hard at her. Heat rushed into her cheeks, so she broke eye contact and picked at a bit of onion that was stuck to the neckline of her good white blouse – the one she wore for funerals and wakes. ‘And that was my son, Jordan.’

        Chris ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair and sighed as if exhausted. His face was still handsome but he had tiny lines engraved around his eyes, suggesting that he frowned or squinted a lot. The last time Allie had seen him, his hair had been black as a raven’s wing, but that had been about ten years ago. And then she’d only seen him in passing. Apart from the recent phone call, she hadn’t spoken to him in over twenty years – not since her wedding reception. When she’d returned from her honeymoon in Tenby, Chris had already left Heatherlea, leaving no details for her or Roger to contact him. She’d tried to talk to her husband about it but he’d always found a way to avoid the conversation, as if the friendship they’d once had with Chris was something she’d imagined. And she hadn’t liked to keep pushing, because even Chris’s name seemed to irritate Roger and she’d hated to upset him. His moods had been so unpredictable.

        ‘Again, I am sorry. I’m running a bit later than expected because I went to the cemetery, but then everything got a bit delayed because the vicar got his foot stuck in the freshly dug earth at the graveside and lost his shoe. It took three people to pull it out and by that time he’d stumbled and got his sock all wet and it was just…’ He rubbed his eyes. ‘Anyway, I came to say hello and it was so weird when I saw you stood there. You look exactly the same as you did at eighteen.’

        Allie laughed. ‘I doubt that.’ She swallowed her retort about a fatter bottom and thicker waistline. ‘But thank you. You don’t look that different either.’

        ‘Except for the rugged grooves on my face and the George Clooney hair, right?’

        ‘Mum!’ Jordan interrupted as he appeared in the doorway. ‘They’re all arriving.’

        ‘OK, I’ll be there in a moment.’ She scanned the floor with dismay; it was clear that none of the mini quiches she’d dropped were salvageable. Thankfully, she had two more foil platters on the work surface and another batch in the freezer that she could pop in the oven.

        ‘Is there anything I can do to help?’ Chris gestured at the quiche carnage.

        ‘No. Thank you. You have to be out there with the… uh… guests. I’ll sort this out.’

        ‘Thanks. Catch up later?’ He looked at her from under his dark lashes, as if suddenly shy.

        ‘Yes. Sure. That would be nice.’

        Chris left the kitchen and Allie located the dustpan and brush.

        As she started to sweep up the mess, she wondered at the way her heart was thumping behind her ribs. Had Chris really startled her that much, or was there something else about seeing him that had made her heart beat faster?
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        Allie stood behind the counter and surveyed the funeral party in her café. The crows had taken themselves to a table by the window and were tucking into sandwiches and fruitcake. She watched as Jordan approached them with the large stainless steel teapot, and filled each cup in turn. The elderly women were certainly making the most of Mrs Monroe’s wake and Mrs Burnley had a big smile on her face, as if her sadness about her friend had already receded. But perhaps she was just reminiscing. It was better to try to remember the good times when you lost someone you cared about; Allie knew that better than most. And she also knew that keeping busy was the best way to avoid dwelling on the past.

        She carried a tray of vanilla-frosted cupcakes around, offering them to people she knew and strangers alike, until the tray was empty and her face ached from maintaining a polite smile and repeating words of condolence.

        Every time Allie attended a funeral and a wake, she had to battle her own demons, but she suspected it was that way for most people. The grief of others was bound to remind you of your own. Although it was true, the old adage, that time did help with the healing process. The pain would never completely disappear, but it wasn’t quite as sharp, except for those odd occasions when it took her by surprise. But that was to be expected; she had lost her husband, after all, and when he was so young.

        She swallowed hard. Roger had been gone six years and she had kept going by putting one foot in front of the other. That was how it was done. Some days were harder than others and she couldn’t deny that she sometimes indulged in daydreams about what might have been had things worked out differently, but she had become quite adept at giving herself a firm shake and donning the good old stiff upper lip. Besides, her version of differently was more complicated than she cared to admit to herself.

        It wasn’t until after everyone had gone and she was filling the dishwasher that she realised she hadn’t seen Chris again.

        ‘Jordan?’

        Her son paused in covering sausage rolls with cling film. ‘Yeah?’

        ‘Did you see Mr Monroe at all?’

        ‘Why, Mum? Has he done a runner without paying you?’ He waggled his eyebrows at her.

        ‘No. Uh… I don’t think so anyway.’

        Chris had paid a deposit over the phone when he’d booked the café but she hadn’t seen him to take the balance. Although in circumstances like these, she often didn’t expect the rest on the actual day because people were generally too upset to think about money. Her daughter, Mandy, told her she was too soft and that she let people take advantage, but Allie saw it as part of what The Cosy Cottage Café represented for her and for the locals. It wasn’t all about the money and she could trust most people to pay her within a few days. Chris would likely do the same.

        ‘I just didn’t see him again after he… popped into the kitchen to say hello and I wondered if he was OK.’

        Jordan scrunched up his nose then flicked his head to clear his fringe out of his eyes. He had, thankfully, worn a clip in it for most of the day – to avoid adding his blond hairs to the food he was serving – but it seemed that he’d removed it since the café had emptied. Which meant the leftover sausage rolls would now have to be eaten by Allie, Jordan and the cats. Just in case.

        ‘He’s probably just upset, Mum. He has lost his mother. Perhaps he went out for some fresh air. I’m sure he’ll be back tomorrow.’

        ‘Yes. I’m sure you’re right.’

        Allie closed the dishwasher then switched it on and went to the sink to wash her hands. She gazed out of the latticed kitchen window at the pergola she’d had built in the spring, where the fragrant pink flowers of the climbing honeysuckle now bloomed in abundance. As well as being good at baking, she’d discovered that she had green fingers, and everything she’d planted within the café garden was thriving. There was a definite satisfaction to be found in gardening and enjoying the fruits of that pastime.

        She went through to the café and made a mug of tea, then took it over to the comfy leather sofa in the corner by the window. She put the mug on the small wooden table then slumped onto the sofa and smiled as it squished up around her. It was an old one that she’d found in a charity shop and it was exactly what she’d imagined having in her own café. Behind it, and on the opposite wall, were shelves full of books all genres. Her regulars often brought in books they’d read and donated them to her shelves then took ones that they wanted to read. On quieter days, and sometimes after closing, Allie liked to curl up on the sofa with a warm drink and a book and to lose herself in another world.

        The café was, in her eyes, perfect. Inside and out. The exterior was chocolate-box pretty with a thatched roof and shuttered windows. Roses climbed around the door and ivy climbed the walls. A café sign in the shape of a teapot hung from the side of the building. She had sown wildflower seeds for the bees and butterflies in pots and raised beds, and as it was summer, everything in the garden was in full bloom. She’d even managed to find some colourful milk-urn planters that she’d filled with trailing nasturtiums and their bright orange, red and gold flowers made her heart lift every time she saw them.

        Inside, she’d had the two front rooms of the cottage converted into one big room, with the counter in the far right corner from the door and the café kitchen behind that. Allie had gone for the shabby-chic look, using reclaimed wood and second-hand furniture that she found online and in antique shops, and tables in a variety of colours and shapes took up most of the floor space. She often wondered if it was a reaction to the life she’d shared with Roger, when everything from their house to their carpets to their towels had to be brand new, spick and span. After he had died, Allie had gone out of her way to find the perfect old cottage to convert into a café, as well as searching for the loveliest second-hand furniture, fixtures and fittings. Roger had wanted everything in his home to tell people how successful he was and how well he was doing. And for a while, Allie had gone along with that, but when she’d lost the first flush of youth and Roger had expressed his disappointment with that, Allie had been devastated. So yes, perhaps her rebellion against all things new was deliberate.

        A large log burner was centred on the back wall, directly opposite the front door. It wasn’t currently lit but had logs piled up inside it with sprigs of dried lavender and rosemary tucked in around them. On cold winter days, the log burner kept the café warm and the table nearest to it was very popular.

        The ceiling was white with exposed wooden beams that gave the café the cosy cottage atmosphere Allie had envisioned. She’d hung salvaged 1920s raspberry glass pendant lights from between the beams and they created a relaxing ambience in the darker afternoons that came with autumn and winter.

        As she sipped her tea, the strains of being on her feet all day slipped away, and her thoughts strayed once more to Chris. It wasn’t the money she was worried about, and she had no doubts that he would pay his bill. She just really wanted to see him again. He was one of her oldest friends and she’d like to catch up and find out how he’d been all these years. Everyone of her own age in the village seemed to be married or remarried, and lots of her old school friends had moved away a long time ago.

        At one point Allie, Roger and Chris had been inseparable. A wave of nostalgia washed over her and she shuddered with surprise. Chris’s return to Heatherlea was having quite an impact on her.

        She did have some good friends in the village now; they just weren’t ones she’d grown up with. So it would be nice if she got the chance to chat to Chris about old times. And there was nothing wrong in wanting to do that with an old friend now, was there?
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        Allie peered at the red digital display of the clock on the bedside table and groaned. It was six o’clock but her room was still quite dark and that never inspired her to get out of bed.

        She rolled over and was greeted by a terrible stench.

        ‘Eurgh!’ She reached out and her hand met soft warm fur. ‘Is that you, Ebony?’

        The cat purred in response.

        ‘Where’s your sister?’

        As if summoned, silver grey Luna pushed open Allie’s bedroom door and entered, bringing a warm glow from the hallway. Jordan must have forgotten to turn the light off again before he went to sleep.

        Allie sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. The double bed that she usually shared with a cat. While Luna was quite an independent feline, preferring to spend her nights going in and out of the cat flap on the backdoor, Ebony liked to spend her nights cuddled up to her mistress. Although Allie had originally tried to discourage the cat from sleeping with her, she now welcomed the presence of another living being at night. It could get lonely and Ebony offered the sweet, unassuming company that Allie appreciated.

        Luna let out a meow then began circling Allie’s legs.

        ‘I know, I know. Time for some breakfast.’

        Both cats shot out of the bedroom door and Allie followed them, pulling on her dressing gown as she descended the stairs.

        After she bought the cottage, she’d had a ground-floor extension built at the rear. The building maintained its original façade but out back was an L shape, with her kitchen and lounge overlooking the back garden. When she’d had the property renovated, turning the ground floor into The Cosy Cottage Café, she’d kept the first floor as it was, with three bedrooms. Two of the bedrooms were small but the master bedroom was an adequate double. The bathroom, however, was the size of a phone box with just a shower, sink and toilet, and Allie did sometimes miss soaking in a bubble bath. But she couldn’t deny that it was cosy and she was perfectly comfortable there.

        The cottage offered the security she’d craved following the loss of her husband, and Allie, Jordan and the cats managed just fine. She did miss Mandy, who had moved away to attend university just before Roger died, and only ever returned for a few days at a time. However, she understood that her daughter was following her dream career in publishing and that she had to be at the heart of it all in London. Besides, Allie knew that Mandy had struggled terribly with the loss of her father, and that coming back to Heatherlea was painful for her. So she kept a room ready for Mandy, in case she ever wanted to come home, but she suspected that her daughter never would, at least not on a permanent basis.

        Allie switched the kettle on then poured cat kibble into two bowls under the breakfast bar. As the cats crunched contentedly, she made herself a mug of tea and drank it gazing out of the long windows that overlooked her lush green garden and the fields beyond, watching as the sky changed from indigo to rose. The old saying red sky at morning, shepherd’s warning… popped into her mind. She really hoped it wouldn’t rain today because she had washing to peg on the line, including the tablecloths from the wake yesterday, and she wanted to try to get out for a walk. It was all very well owning a café and being able to bake delicious delights for her customers, but Allie sometimes enjoyed a few too many of those delights herself, from leftover cupcakes with rich fondant icing to buttery croissants that melted in the mouth, to tasty savoury quiches. So she tried to walk every day to keep the wobbles at bay.

        Chris certainly hadn’t looked like he had any extra pounds to spare, even though he must be forty-four now, at two years older than Allie. In fact, he looked pretty good with his salt-and-pepper hair and lean jaw, as if time had improved him like a fine wine. And his chocolate-brown eyes were still gorgeous. She recalled how they used to twinkle mischievously, suggesting that he knew far more about what she was thinking than she could ever imagine. But that had been before everything had changed.

        ‘Mum!’ Allie jumped and spilt tea down her fluffy dressing gown. ‘Where are the frosted flakes?’

        ‘When did you get up, Jordan?’

        ‘Just now.’

        ‘But it’s not even seven o’clock yet.’ He wasn’t an early riser, even as a child at Christmas time when Allie had been up hours before him and Mandy, waiting for them to wake up and open their presents. And waiting for Roger to wake up, of course, because Christmas Eve often saw him enjoying a few drinks at the pub then not wanting to rise too early the following day.

        ‘My rumbling stomach woke me.’

        ‘Oh.’ Allie grabbed a tea towel and tried to use it to mop some of the tea from her front. ‘Didn’t you eat enough yesterday?’

        He shrugged.

        ‘Maybe not. Anyway, what’s got you gazing into the distance?’

        ‘What?’

        He produced a box of cereal from the cupboard then shook it.

        ‘Your face was all dreamy like you were thinking about what you’d do with a lottery win.’

        ‘Was it?’ Allie shook her head then pointed at the fridge where a magnetic notepad held the weekly shopping list. ‘Write frosted flakes on there.’

        He nodded then peered into the cereal box. ‘Not sure these bran flakes are still good. They look a bit grey.’

        ‘Toast?’

        ‘Please.’

        Allie opened the bread bin and pulled out a wholemeal loaf then popped a few slices into the toaster. Thank goodness Jordan thought she was daydreaming about the lottery. If he knew the truth, she suspected he’d be horrified. Allie was way past the stage where she fantasised about handsome men and way past the stage where she could imagine being with anyone again.

        Besides, Chris was just an old friend and she doubted he’d be hanging around in Heatherlea for long. So she’d have to make sure she didn’t allow her fantasies to get too carried away.
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        ‘Ooh! What’s happened to you?’ Camilla Dix leaned on the counter and stared hard.

        Heat rushed into Allie’s cheeks at the sudden scrutiny.

        ‘What do you mean?’

        ‘Well,’ Camilla narrowed her eyes, ‘you look different.’

        ‘Do I?’ Allie turned to the counter behind her and picked up a plate laden with sandwiches.

        She pretended to arrange the triangular slices of bread for a moment, so her colour would have time to fade. When she turned back to her friend, Camilla had her hands on her hips and was chewing her bottom lip. ‘I know what it is!’

        ‘Oh?’ Allie came from behind the counter and carried the plate of sandwiches to the table in front of the log burner. She put it down then busied herself setting four places with cutlery and wine glasses.

        Camilla clapped her hands. ‘You’re wearing makeup!’

        Allie frowned. ‘So? I always wear makeup.’

        ‘No you don’t.’

        ‘I do, just not much.’

        ‘It’s the mascara and flicky eyeliner.’ Camilla gestured with her hands in a manner that suggested Allie had wings either side of her nose.

        Allie shrugged. ‘Just trying something new.’

        ‘It looks nice.’

        ‘Thanks.’

        The door to the café opened and two women entered.

        ‘Hello!’ Camilla’s younger sister, Dawn Dix-Beaumont crossed to Allie and hugged her then did the same to Camilla. ‘Feels like a year since we last got together. It has been such a long week.’ She pulled out a chair and sat down.

        ‘Allie, it smells incredible in here. Have you made lemon drizzle cake?’ Honey Blackwell sniffed the air dramatically and Allie smiled. Honey was currently enthused about an amateur dramatics class that she was taking and everything she did was exaggerated, as if to show how good she was at acting.

        ‘I know it’s your favourite, Honey.’ Allie said. ‘I’ll just get the wine.’

        She went through to the kitchen and got two bottles of white from the wine cooler. When she returned to the café, she paused for a moment by the counter and smiled. Six years ago, her life was very different; she had a husband and two children and lived in what was then a new-build on the other side of the village. Her daily routine had involved household chores and a certain amount of daytime TV. She’d been plodding along, even though she’d sensed that something wasn’t quite right, possibly that something was missing. Of course, her daughter had gone off to university, leaving her with the beginnings of empty-nest syndrome. But at least she’d still had Jordan at home – leaving his dirty socks lying around, as well as plenty of dirty dishes in the sink and muddy shoes in the hallway.

        Then everything had changed.

        She’d lost Roger, twice in one day. Out of the blue. Well, she’d told herself it had been out of the blue but she sometimes suspected that she’d known more than she’d cared to admit to herself. The accident had been fast and fatal, tearing Roger from his family forever. Allie had been left to pick up the pieces.

        And now…

        She’d used his significant life insurance to invest in a fresh start. It had been hard at first, because she’d found that she didn’t want to touch the money, almost as if it was tainted. But necessity had driven her to see a financial adviser and to consider her future, as well as that of her children.

        She had never really liked the new-build, preferring the quirks and idiosyncrasies of older cottages, as well as having her view of it distorted by Roger’s obsession with everything new – including women, it later emerged – so selling the family home hadn’t been that hard. Then she’d put an offer in on the rather run-down cottage and with the help of a good local builder, had transformed it into The Cosy Cottage Café. The necessary food hygiene qualifications had been acquired while the building work was being done, and Allie had worked hard to bring everything together.

        With the passing of time, had come new friendships. The raven-haired, green-eyed sisters Camilla and Dawn had always lived in the village, but with them being younger than Allie, at seven and nine years respectively, she’d only ever known them to say hello to in passing. Then one day they’d come into the café together on a quiet day, and Allie had ended up joining them for a coffee. And that had been that. As for hippy Honey, as Allie affectionately thought of her sweet-natured friend, the twenty-six year old artist had inherited her aunt’s cottage in Heatherlea two years ago, and soon settled into a routine as one of their group. With her light-brown eyes and green and blue hair that made Allie think of a mermaid, she always brought a smile to Allie’s face. She was only two years older than Mandy, but very different to Allie’s serious daughter, and Allie sometimes wondered if the young women would get on should they meet.

        She suspected that Mandy’s grief had affected her deeply and added to her serious nature, but also knew that growing up with a father like Roger would have had an impact upon her. He had loved his children and provided for them, but he’d been so stern and such a perfectionist, and it had been hard to live up to what he’d expected from his family. Allie knew she could have made the move to leave him when Mandy and Jordan were younger but she hadn’t been able to bring herself to do it. Roger’s parents had both died when he was at university – his mother first then his father two years later – so she’d worried about him being alone. Her own parents had always been so happy and united, and Allie believed in marriage and commitment. As soon as she’d known she was carrying Mandy, she’d felt that she had only one course open to her: marriage to Roger, and he had agreed wholeheartedly. She didn’t want her parents to see her as a failure, as being incapable of finding the love they shared. Even though she knew they’d never express it outwardly, the idea that they might think it made her sad, especially as she felt she’d let them down by not going on to higher education as she’d planned. She hadn’t wanted to fail at that, then at her marriage. So she’d stuck with Roger in spite of her misgivings.

        But times had changed. Allie didn’t know how she’d manage without her Tuesday evenings at the café. They were her weekly highlight. She’d shut up shop at five-thirty, then Camilla, Dawn and Honey would arrive and they’d put the world to rights over wine, sandwiches, savoury pastries and cake. And often more wine. They could have gone through to her personal kitchen and lounge, but the café was so cosy, especially on chilly autumnal evenings, that they had automatically gathered around the log burner instead.

        ‘What do you think?’ Camilla asked loudly, dragging Allie back to the present, and all three turned to look at her.

        ‘Ooh, suits you!’ Honey said. ‘Very pretty.’

        Dawn nodded.

        ‘I like it. What’s the occasion?’

        Allie took the wine to the table and opened a bottle then filled their glasses in turn.

        ‘There’s no occasion, I just wanted to try wearing my makeup differently.’

        When all glasses were filled, Allie sat down next to Camilla then raised her wine.

        ‘To Tuesday evenings!’

        Her friends raised their glasses and clinked them against Allie’s.

        Suddenly, Dawn coughed and spat a mouthful of wine back into her glass.

        ‘God what’s wrong?’ Allie asked. ‘Don’t you like it?’

        Dawn shook her head.

        ‘You want red?’ Camilla asked.

        Dawn shook her head again then her face crumpled.

        ‘Oh, sweetheart.’ Allie got up and went round the table to hug her friend. ‘It’s OK if you don’t like it. Not everyone’s a fan of Pinot Grigio.’

        Dawn waved a hand.

        ‘It’s not that. I do like the wine and I wish I could drink it but I can’t…’ A tear trickled down her face, so Allie rubbed her back in the same way she used to do the children’s when they had fallen over and hurt themselves.

        Camilla shook her head and mouthed no idea at Allie and Honey.

        When Dawn finally stopped sobbing, Allie smoothed her friend’s dark hair back from her forehead and handed her a tissue.

        ‘You want to talk about it? Then we’re here. You don’t? At least get some food into you. You’re probably just exhausted running round after two kids and a husband. I know what it’s like; I’ve been there remember.’

        Camilla shuddered.

        ‘Can’t think of anything worse.’ Then she held up her hands. ‘Not that I don’t adore my niece and nephew but it’s a lot to deal with on a daily basis. I’m full of admiration for you, little sister.’

        ‘It’s not that either. I am tired, yes, but it’s something else.’

        Allie looked around the table at her friends then gave Dawn another hug.

        ‘Ah… I think I know.’

        ‘You do?’

        ‘Well I don’t think you’re crying because you’ve got a water infection and are on antibiotics and can’t drink alcohol. So are you⁠—’

        ‘Yes.’ Dawn sniffed. ‘Somehow, in spite of using bloody condoms and being on the pill, we’ve managed to get pregnant again. Just when I was starting to feel normal. When I’ve finally got James sleeping through at night.’ She blew her nose loudly.

        Camilla took a gulp of wine then raised her glass.

        ‘I guess here’s where we say congratulations.’

        ‘You just said you couldn’t imagine anything worse than having children.’ Dawn scrunched the tissue up as she stared at her sister.

        ‘Yes but you’re a great mum and one more won’t make a massive difference will it?’

        ‘I guess not. I hope not.’

        ‘And we’ll all be here for you,’ Allie added.

        ‘Sorry am I intruding?’

        Allie turned to see Chris standing in the doorway. She hadn’t even heard him come in. Her heart skipped as she took in his faded jeans, navy hoodie and scuffed brown boots. The shadow of stubble on his chin matched his hair colour and somehow his eyes seemed darker than yesterday.

        ‘No!’ She released Dawn then smoothed her hair. ‘Not at all.’

        ‘Hi.’ Chris waved at the other women then came closer. ‘I need to pay for the wake. I meant to do it yesterday but the day got away from me, then I had a few things to deal with this morning and before I knew it…’ He held out his hands.

        ‘Better late than never,’ Allie said, offering what she hoped was a warm smile.

        They crossed to the counter and she went behind it to locate the bill.

        ‘Here you are.’ She waited as he perused it. ‘Is it OK? No nasty surprises?’ Behind him, Camilla was grinning at her and Honey was making heart signs with her thumbs and forefingers. None of them had attended the funeral, as they hadn’t known Mrs Monroe very well, and as far as Allie knew, they hadn’t met Chris before.

        ‘No problem at all. It’s very reasonable.’ He glanced behind him and Honey and Camilla quickly stopped what they were doing and feigned interest in their food. ‘I just… uh… I wondered if you might like to catch up sometime.’ He raised his eyebrows then pulled a credit card from his wallet and handed it to her.

        ‘Oh!’ She held the card for a minute then realised she was supposed to put it through the card machine. ‘If you’ll just input your pin, please.’

        Chris typed in four numbers and the machine beeped. ‘You can take your card back now.’ Allie handed him a receipt then put the transaction through the till.

        ‘So what do you think?’

        ‘About catching up?’ Her chest had tightened and her neck felt stiff and twitchy. This was ridiculous. He was an old friend asking her if she wanted to catch up, not if she wanted to jump into bed with him. But he was so handsome and Allie didn’t have much interaction with the opposite sex, except to serve them food and drink in the café and even then a lot of them were over sixty and accompanied by their wives.

        ‘Yes. We could go for a drink. Perhaps Friday? I would’ve suggested tomorrow but you’re probably busy.’

        Allie wasn’t busy but rational thought seemed to have deserted her. Besides, she realised that she needed some time to mentally prepare herself before ‘catching up’ with Chris.

        ‘Friday would be lovely. We could go to The Red Fox, if you like? They serve great bar meals.’

        ‘Brilliant. Shall I pick you up or meet you there?’

        Allie imagined Jordan’s reaction if she was collected by a man from their home. Her son might be twenty-three but he was still so young in some ways and she didn’t want to worry him. Better if he didn’t know too much about this. She was just going for a meal with an old friend, after all.

        ‘Meet me there? I’ll have to tidy up after closing anyway and sort out Jordan’s tea.’ Jordan was capable of making his own meals but she didn’t want to have to rush to get ready.

        ‘OK, no problem. See you there about seven-thirty then?’

        ‘Great.’

        Chris paused for moment as if wanting to say more, but he glanced at the three women again, then gave a small shake of his head. ‘Bye then, Allie.’

        ‘Bye.’

        ‘Bye ladies.’

        ‘Byeeee!’ they cooed.

        Allie watched as the door closed behind him then returned to her seat.

        ‘Who was that?’ Camilla demanded.

        ‘Just an old friend.’ Allie took a sip of her wine.

        ‘He seems familiar.’

        ‘He’s an author. You’ve probably seen his picture on the back of a book cover or something. He’s in Heatherlea because his mother passed away and I catered the wake yesterday.’

        ‘Ahhhh.’ Camilla nodded.

        ‘Anyway, how’re you feeling now, Dawn?’

        Dawn shook her head. ‘Never mind me, Allie Jones. Did I hear you agree to go out on a date?’

        ‘She did!’ Camilla said. ‘In all the time we’ve been friends, no men around. Not one. Then out of the blue, George Clooney’s double appears.’

        Allie laughed. ‘Hardly. He’s at least ten years younger.’

        ‘Even better!’ Dawn said, rubbing her hands together. ‘Now then, how about you tell us all about Mr Clooney-come-author?’ She picked up her wine glass and raised it to her lips then slammed it back down on the table again. ‘Dammit!’

        ‘I’ll get you some orange juice.’ Allie got up and went to the fridge behind the counter.

        ‘And when you sit back down you’re telling us everything.’ Camilla thumped the table.

        Allie knew she had no choice but to give her friends some background information. She’d never spoken about Chris because it was… complicated, and not the type of thing you randomly threw into conversation. It was almost as if she’d separated her life into two sections: before and after the café.

        Camilla topped up her glass. ‘I think you’re going to need this.’

        ‘I think you’re right,’ Allie said. She took a big swig of wine then swallowed it. ‘So, to begin at the beginning…’
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        The following three days passed in a blur of opening the café, baking, exchanging pleasantries with customers and cleaning up after closing. But when Friday morning arrived, Allie was a bag of nerves. Which was ridiculous really, seeing as how she wasn’t even going on a date, just meeting an old friend for a drink.

        At four-thirty, she was browsing cake recipes on her tablet, trying not to think about how she would feel being alone with Chris again, when the door to the café opened and Camilla sashayed in.

        ‘What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be working?’

        Camilla smiled. ‘It’s a beautifully sunny Friday afternoon, so I finished a bit early. I had a lunchtime appointment with a client in London then I deliberately kept the rest of the day free.’

        ‘Why? Are you going somewhere?’ Allie asked the question though she already had her suspicions about why Camilla might have come to see her.

        ‘Yes. I’m going to ensure that you’re ready for your date.’

        ‘Oh Camilla, it’s not a date! How many times?’ Allie sighed with exasperation. Her three friends had bombarded her with texts and social media messages about her so called ‘date’ since Tuesday. At first, it had amused her and she’d glanced at them then got on with what she was doing, but by this morning, it had started to add to her anxiety about the evening.

        Camilla placed her bag on the counter and shrugged out of her olive-green linen jacket. ‘Allie, we only want to see you happy.’

        ‘I am happy.’

        ‘You are… I guess… but we want to see you happier.’

        ‘Why do I need a man to be happier?’ Allie realised she’d raised her voice when the two women sat at the window table turned to look at her. She smiled at them. ‘You’re single, Camilla and I don’t see you looking for love.’

        Camilla shook her head. ‘I’m not looking for anything, darling. But I do have male friends.’

        ‘Your one night stands that Dawn’s always fretting about?’

        ‘Look, none of the men I see are unvetted and they’re all in the same boat as me; they don’t want a committed relationship and neither do I. So we, you know… enjoy each other’s company. And just because Dawnie is happily married, doesn’t mean I have to be.’

        Allie bit back her reply. Camilla had never been in a relationship that she knew of but she seemed at peace with that. And Allie could understand why she was happy with life being that way: Camilla was a freelance accountant, she had plenty of clients – including Allie – and when she wanted some male company, she had no shortage of admirers. It was just that the way Camilla hopped from one man to another seemed to be a rather lonely way of life. Didn’t she ever want to spend more than one night at a time with one of her friends? Allie didn’t think she could have lived quite so carefree. If that’s what it was, because she sometimes wondered if Camilla’s carefree attitude towards sex and men was hiding something deeper, some fear of being hurt, perhaps.

        ‘And neither do I.’ Allie closed the cover of her tablet and tucked it under the counter.

        ‘But you can have some fun, can’t you? And what’s-his-name⁠—’

        ‘Chris.’

        ‘Yes, Chris, is rather gorgeous!’

        Allie nodded. She had a feeling that the more she protested, the harder Camilla would dig her heels in.

        The café door opened and Jenny Talbot, the local beautician, strutted in.

        ‘Hi Jenny, thanks for coming.’ Camilla waved her over to the counter.

        ‘No problem at all. What’re we looking for today, ladies?’

        Allie straightened up and pushed the strands of hair that had fallen out of her bun behind her ears. Something about glamorous women made her feel a bit inadequate. Possibly because Roger had always pointed out that they looked much better than she did. Allie had felt that way around the delicate-featured Camilla during the early days of their friendship but Camilla had proved to be so down to earth and so funny, that Allie had soon been able to relax around her. But here was the very gorgeous and surgically enhanced Jenny, and Allie couldn’t help feeling a bit…

        Plain. Underdressed. And awkward.

        ‘Nothing for me, Jenny, thanks, but I want you to give Allie the works!’

        ‘What?’ Allie went cold all over. The only time she had any form of beauty treatment was when she’d received one of those gift vouchers for a day spa – which hadn’t happened since Mother’s Day 2013 – or when she was really desperate for a haircut. And come to think of it, she hadn’t had her hair done properly for well over a year. She made do with trimming it herself, usually with a nail scissors, over the bathroom sink. As for any other self-care, well, she might run a razor over the bottom half of her legs if it was hot out and she was wearing a skirt. Although the last time she’d done that in a hurry, she’d used a blunt razor and ended up with red-raw shins. Sometimes personal maintenance was more trouble than it was worth.

        Had she let herself go then? In another rebellion against Roger? A man who was no longer here to pass judgement on her looks.

        ‘The works, eh? Be my pleasure. Shall I go up and get everything ready?’ Jenny raised her rather large carpetbag in the air and Allie swallowed hard, imagining it contained a range of torture devices.

        ‘Yes, you carry on. I’ll help Allie close the café then make sure she finds her way up to you.’

        Jenny went past the counter and through the short corridor that led off the kitchen. Allie heard her clomping up the stairs in her shiny black platform boots.

        ‘Camilla, this is very kind of you but I don’t need any treatments.’

        Camilla came round the counter and released Allie’s hair from its bun, then lifted some strands to the light. ‘You have lovely hair, Allie, but it’s gone a bit brassy. You’ve been using those home dye kits from the pound shop again haven’t you?’

        Allie’s cheeks warmed. ‘Well they’re a bargain.’

        ‘They’re OK… but why not have your hair done properly? If anyone can sort out your colour, it’s Jenny. She’ll be able to have your tresses back to best in no time, I’m sure.’

        It would be nice to have her hair lightened a bit. She had noticed that the blonde had turned more yellow after the last home colour and the old washing-up liquid trick hadn’t managed to strip the brassy tones away. Sitting in the sunshine with lemon juice on her hair hadn’t worked either. It had just led to a burnt scalp followed by weeks of peeling, as what looked like thick flakes of dandruff got stuck in her locks. It was not a good look for anyone, especially not for someone who served food for a living. So she kept her hair clipped back most of the time, hoping the dye would fade.

        ‘OK. I’ll agree to my hair being done. But nothing else.’

        Camilla lowered into a crouch.

        ‘What’re you doing?’

        ‘Checking your legs.’ Camilla grabbed the hem of one leg of Allie’s jeans and pulled it up then ran a finger over her shin. ‘Yikes!’

        ‘What is it?’

        ‘Yeti.’

        ‘No I’m not! It’s not that bad.’ Allie bent over and rolled down the leg of her jeans.

        ‘It really is, you know. When did you last shave? 2002?’

        Allie frowned at Camilla. ‘It doesn’t matter because no one is going to see my legs anyway. Besides, it’s acceptable now to be hairy.’

        ‘One flash of those babies and Chris will run a mile. Nope, sorry, you’re being waxed too.’

        ‘Oh, Camilla, Chris won’t be seeing my legs.’

        Camilla pouted and Allie sensed she was going to lose this battle. ‘Right. I’ll have my legs waxed and my hair done and that is it!’

        Camilla gave her a cheeky wink.

        ‘You know I love you.’

        Allie couldn’t help smiling, but as she took the money from her final customers of the day, then loaded the dishwasher, she had to admit to feeling uneasy. Because Camilla’s idea of Allie’s best, would probably differ significantly from her own.
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        ‘Ouch!’ Allie reached out to rub her top lip but Camilla grabbed her hand and stopped her.

        ‘Let it cool down.’

        ‘But it stings.’

        ‘Don’t be such a baby. You’ve had two kids so doesn’t that mean you can handle pain?’

        Camilla tutted but Jenny smiled.

        ‘It does hurt like hell but it’ll be worth it.’

        ‘Will it?’ Allie blinked hard to clear the tears. She couldn’t believe what Jenny and Camilla had done to her. And although Camilla hadn’t actually done anything physically to hurt her, she’d been there every step of the way, encouraging Jenny to do whatever it takes and to ignore Allie’s pleas, she’ll be grateful afterwards.

        Allie allowed Jenny to direct her from the bed where she’d lain as Jenny stripped her body of hair – except for her bikini line, she’d drawn the line at that. Now she was pushed down the stairs and onto a kitchen chair in the extension, as Jenny wrapped her in a black cape. Allie took a deep breath as Jenny raised her scissors; this was a good thing, but it made her nervous handing over so much power.

        Over the next fifteen minutes, she watched as brassy locks fell away to the regular snip snip of Jenny’s sharp scissors, then gratefully accepted a coffee from Camilla while Jenny mixed up a foul smelling paste in a small black bowl.

        ‘This will get rid of that brassy tone. It will be a bit lighter at first but I can always add in some foils in a week or two if you want some warmer tones.’

        Allie nodded then Jenny spread the paste onto her hair and scalp, impressed at how efficiently she worked. Jenny’s hair fell to her waist in several different shades of grey. The colour would have made Allie look ten years older but on the twenty-seven-year-old Jenny, it was trendy and chic. Allie wondered if it was real and if so, how much belonged to another woman, or man, who’d had it cut away to make some money. She’d recently read a magazine article about how there was money to be made in growing your hair then selling it. Allie wouldn’t fancy having someone else’s hair woven into her own; she didn’t even like touching her own hair once it had been cut, but she could understand how others wouldn’t mind. Especially if it made them look as glamorous as Jenny.

        ‘OK. We need to leave that for a bit, so you can relax. Oooh!’ Jenny stepped back and frowned.

        Allie watched her carefully; panic flooding her belly like a freezing cold drink.

        ‘Oh dear.’ Camilla grimaced.

        ‘Some ice will help. Probably just a bit of a reaction to the wax. Don’t worry!’ Jenny went to the freezer, located the ice cube tray then pressed a few cubes onto a piece of kitchen roll. ‘Here, hold this above your top lip.’

        ‘What’s happened?’ Allie asked, trying not to breathe too deeply as the smell of the bleach on her hair was making her throat ache.

        ‘Just a bit of swelling.’ Camilla waved a hand. ‘It’ll go down.’

        ‘How much swelling?’ Allie asked, pushing to her feet.

        Camilla stared at her feet, so Allie went into the downstairs cloakroom that led off the kitchen.

        ‘Argh!’ She stared at her reflection. Her hair was pasted to her head making her look like she was wearing a bald cap and the area above her top lip – which used to be quite flat – was now bulging like a magenta moustache. ‘I can’t go anywhere like this!’

        ‘Don’t worry. You have an hour or so yet,’ Jenny called from the kitchen. ‘It’s perfectly normal.’

        ‘Normal?’ Allie asked. ‘I look like I’ve done that stupid lip-enhancing challenge that Jordan got involved in a few years ago.’

        Camilla appeared in the doorway.

        ‘Oh, yeah. I remember that. His lip was swollen for about two weeks, wasn’t it?’

        Allie nodded.

        ‘He was in agony. I worried he’d end up with permanent nerve damage. And all to show off to his mates from college when one of them dared him to try for a trout pout.’

        ‘In all fairness, Allie, he’d had a few drinks.’

        ‘He’d have regretted it if the results had been permanent. Thankfully, it went down.’

        She prodded her own face tender face and winced.

        ‘Get the ice on it and give it time to work.’

        ‘I’m not going if it doesn’t.’

        ‘You can always wear a scarf.’ Camilla suggested.

        ‘What all night?’ Allie had images of speaking to Chris from behind her silk scarf printed with tiny cupcakes. ‘How will I eat and drink?’

        ‘You’ll manage.’ Camilla flashed her a guilty smile.

        ‘If this doesn’t go down, I will hold you personally responsible.’

        Camilla grabbed her hand. ‘Come and have a glass of wine and you’ll feel better about it.’

        ‘I doubt that but it certainly can’t get any worse.’
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        An hour later, Allie was ready. Well, almost. She stood in front of the full-length mirror in her bedroom and surveyed her makeover.

        ‘In all fairness, Jenny, you have worked miracles.’

        Jenny sat on the edge of the bed and crossed her endless legs. ‘A job well done, I believe.’

        ‘You’re gorgeous. Chris’ll be all over you.’

        Allie scowled at her friend.

        ‘Camilla, I do not want him to be all over me. Besides, although the swelling has gone down now, my lip is still very sore.’

        Allie turned back to the mirror. Her skinny black jeans went well with the sheer grey thigh-length blouse Mandy had bought her for Christmas. Allie had never worn it; not wanting to ruin it after seeing the price tag her daughter had accidentally-on-purpose left attached. But tonight, seemed like a good time to give the blouse an airing. Underneath, she wore the matching grey camisole that clung to her curves and reached just below the hem of the blouse. The layering seemed to help disguise some of her lumps and bumps. She had teamed her outfit with a pair of silver-grey pumps.

        Jenny had done her makeup as natural looking as possible, except for smoky eyes that really brought out their blue, and her hair was now a shiny golden mane. When Jenny was cutting it, Allie had thought she was taking lots off, but in reality, she’d merely trimmed the ends and given it some layers. The colour made it appear gently sun kissed and made her think of beaches with palm trees and soft white sand.

        ‘Thank you so much, Jenny.’

        ‘My pleasure, Allie. Don’t leave it so long next time though. You’re an attractive woman and you should pamper yourself.’

        Camilla let Jenny out then returned to the bedroom, where Allie had now slumped onto the edge of the bed.

        ‘Hey what is it?’

        Allie shook her head, unable to speak as Camilla wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

        ‘Tell me.’

        ‘It’s just… you doing that for me. It’s so kind.’

        ‘You’re one of my best friends. Of course I’d do that for you. I’d do anything for you.’

        ‘Thank you.’ Allie smiled as Camilla squeezed her. ‘You know, some days I can’t believe this is me. That this is my life.’

        ‘Why, sweetie?’

        Allie met Camilla’s bright green eyes.

        ‘Well, I was married with two children. I thought I knew where my life was heading until six years ago.’

        ‘Things can change very quickly. None of us know what will happen in an hour let alone in six years.’

        ‘I know. Losing Roger so suddenly was such a shock.’

        ‘Of course it was.’

        ‘I thought he’d always be around.’

        Camilla nodded. ‘You were together a long time. And now, here’s Chris, back on the scene. But from what you told us the other day, he could have been in Roger’s place.’

        ‘Perhaps. But it never got that far between us. I mean, a few kisses hardly qualify as a promise of eternal commitment do they?’ Allie had told her friends about the way she’d been close to Roger and Chris growing up, and that at one point, it had seemed like she was closer to Chris. But in the end, life had taken an unexpected turn, and she’d ended up as Mrs Jones, not Mrs Monroe. Then Roger’s quirks had become exaggerated as he’d grown older and more disappointed with life and other people, and things that had initially drawn Allie to him were no longer so endearing.

        ‘Maybe it meant more to him than you know.’ Camilla stood up and took Allie’s hands then pulled her up.

        ‘Maybe. But I don’t think so.’

        ‘Well now you have the chance to find out, right?’

        Allie gave a brief smile then opened her wardrobe to locate her small black handbag.

        ‘I guess I do.’

        But after everything that had happened, she couldn’t help wondering if she even wanted to know, and if it would be too painful raking up the past.
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        Allie gave Camilla a quick hug then opened the car door. She could have walked the five minutes to the pub but Camilla had been worried the breeze would mess up Allie’s hair and insisted on driving her.

        ‘Have fun, won’t you?’ Camilla leaned over and squeezed Allie’s hand.

        ‘I hope so. I’m really nervous now.’

        ‘Don’t be. There’s nothing to worry about. But be careful.’

        ‘Careful? I’ve known this man most of my life. He’s hardly got serial killer potential.’

        Camilla laughed. ‘I didn't mean that kind of careful but you never know someone inside out. So just take care.’

        ‘I will.’

        ‘Oh!’ Camilla rummaged in her pocket. ‘Before you go, I have something for you.’

        ‘You do?’ Allie frowned.

        ‘This…’ Camilla held out a small square foil packet.

        ‘What’s that?’

        ‘Oh come on, Allie, don’t tell me you’ve never seen one before.’

        ‘A condom?’ Allie’s cheeks burned. ‘I don’t need that. I won’t be getting up to anything that requires protection tonight.’

        ‘Humour me. If you don’t take it and the moment arises, you’ll be disappointed you didn’t. Especially if he’s not carrying any.’

        Allie stared at the offending square of foil and thought about what it meant if she accepted it. But what if she didn’t and Camilla was right? She shook her head. There was no way she was sleeping with Chris, gorgeous as he might be. She hadn’t slept with a man since Roger – or before for that matter – and couldn’t quite imagine that kind of intimacy after so long. Yes, people on movies said it was like riding a bike and that you never forgot, but perhaps you did. Perhaps, for this woman on the brink of middle age, sex was a thing of the past.

        ‘Hey Mum.’

        ‘Shit, it’s Jordan!’

        Camilla snorted then threw the condom at Allie. It landed on her lap just as he stuck his head around the car door, so she quickly stuffed it into her bag.

        ‘Hi, love. Everything OK?’

        ‘Yeah. Just popping home for a shower then I’m off to see Max.’

        ‘Oh right?’ Allie willed the heat to recede from her cheeks but she was worried that he’d seen the condom. ‘What’re you two going to be doing this evening then?’ She’d been so flustered earlier with worrying about meeting up with Chris, that she couldn’t remember if Jordan had already told her. During her makeover, he’d been out on his bike, and he hadn’t returned before she left.

        ‘Oh, we, um… we’re going to be gaming.’ Was it her imagination or had Jordan’s cheeks darkened? But perhaps she was projecting her own discomfort onto her son.

        Pull yourself together…

        Jordan pushed his hair back from his sweaty forehead and frowned.

        ‘You look really nice, Mum.’

        ‘Do I?’ Allie sank into her seat.

        ‘Why are you all dressed up?’

        ‘We’re off to the pub.’ Camilla nodded. ‘Girls’ night out.’

        ‘Right. Well have fun. I’ll see you later.’ Jordan tapped the car roof then cycled away.

        ‘Camilla.’ Allie grimaced. ‘He could have seen that.’

        ‘I take it you didn’t tell him about your date then?’

        ‘It’s not a date⁠—’

        Camilla held up a hand. ‘Whatever. But if it’s not, why didn't you tell him you were meeting Chris?’

        ‘I just don’t want to worry him. He’s been through a lot, you know?’

        ‘We all lose loved ones, Allie. I know Jordan lost his dad but he is all grown up now. You can’t protect him from everything forever and surely it’s better to be honest. This is hardly a big village and he’ll soon hear about your da… evening out with Chris from someone.’

        ‘I’ll tell him later. That I met up with Chris for a meal just to catch up on old times.’

        ‘Probably best to be honest with him.’

        ‘Right, I’m off.’

        ‘Text me later. Unless you’re… you know, busy. And if that happens, don’t video call me whatever you do.’ Camilla giggled and Allie shut the car door with a bit more force than was necessary.

        Then she hooked her bag over her shoulder, crossed the road and entered the small garden of The Red Fox. Her heart was pounding, her palms were clammy and her stomach was full
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