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			Retreat to the Lakeside Cottage

			 

			Welcome to the Lakeside Cottage

			 A place to write, where inspiration awaits. . .

			 

			Five authors have gathered at the idyllic Lakeside Cottage for a retreat, with the promise of peace and dedicated writing time. At least, that’s the idea . . .

			 

			Retreat organiser Rula is there to edit, surrounded by like-minded souls. An interloper, especially one with whom she has a past, was certainly not part of her plan.

			 

			Eve has a bad case of writer’s block, despite numerous bestsellers under her belt. Can she find new inspiration? Or will she get drawn into the dramas that unfold around her?

			 

			Alice has a deadline looming but is seemingly more interested in anything but writing. And where does she keep disappearing to?

			 

			Daphne is an experienced self-published author, but might she be more unconventional in other ways too?

			 

			And then there’s Brontë, the complete novice. She’s a mere scribbler, not a ‘proper writer’ like these other women, and she feels totally out of her depth.

			 

			As the collective word count grows, and their personal stories interweave, each woman finds herself drawn in unexpected and life-changing directions.
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			my adorable writing companion

			April 2011–present

			xx

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			‘There is something delicious about writing the first words of a story. You never quite know where they’ll take you.’

			 

			beatrix potter (1866–1943)

			
			

		

	
		
			 Chapter One

			Monday 18 March 2024 
Midday

			Brontë

			I am not a writer. I’m more of a self-­confessed scribbler, if anything. And despite the obvious cliché regarding my name, I’m a secret scribbler, who has stashed sheaves of paper, filling my bottom drawer, for years. My mother would be delighted, if she knew. ‘I couldn’t pick a favourite between Charlotte or Emily, so Brontë saved me having to,’ has always been her answer when strangers ask about her unique choice of baby name. Not that I’ve created anything worth reading, just short stories and a few lines of poetry that entertain me. I’ve had nothing published, nor critiqued nor submitted to a competition. I haven’t publicly shared my work for a very long time. Not since I was eight years old, when my over-­zealous primary school teacher staple-­gunned my firework poem to a freshly papered display board in preparation for parents’ evening. So, even I’m wondering – what the hell am I doing here at a writers’ retreat?

			I stand before the white picket gate, clutching two grocery bags bulging with essentials, my wheelie case patiently awaiting my next move. Despite having driven for nearly three hours, with only a quick loo break at Knutsford services, I’m fighting the urge to bid a hasty retreat back down the M6 towards home.

			I survey the quaint property before me: Lakeside Cottage,  complete with a thatched roof, a cobble-­stoned path edged by swaying grasses and bare twiggy plants synonymous with mid-­March. It’s possibly the oldest, most chocolate-­boxy place I have ever seen. Unfortunately, though, unlike the National Trust properties I sometimes visit with my boyfriend, I bet there are no humongous fresh-­cream scones on offer. Though it’s always possible there might be an obligatory gift shop filled with branded stationery and tea towels. I love stationery. I can be easily side-­tracked by a small display of pens, fancy paper, sticky notes, erasers or paperclips. I’m not fussy; it all fuels my addiction. I’ve bought a new notebook to accompany me on this . . . Focus, Brontë.

			What I do know is that inside Lakeside Cottage are numerous writers. I’m assuming four, as I’m filling one of five available places, who are probably well-­acquainted and sure to be human word processors, all typing quicker than my brain can think. It may be only midday, but I bet they’ve probably written ten thousand words already!

			And then there’s me. Filling the final vacancy, lovingly booked and paid for by Dan, my boyfriend, as a well-­intentioned, surprise birthday gift, and perfectly timed for my Easter break. Not that I’m a teacher, but us teaching assistants are run ragged too.

			I already know Dan is a keeper. He puts time and effort into everything he does – surprises such as this one are typical of him.

			Right, I can’t stand here all ­day.

			Undoing the gate’s latch, I go to drag my wheelie case and shopping bags through in one swift stride. But the gate springs back, buggering up my elegant entrance as a wannabe writer for the next five days. From inside the cottage, I must look a right muppet, struggling with the garden gate.

			I do battle and the gate latch eventually gives a satisfying ‘click’, much like a stroppy Year 6 child with a bad case of last-­word syndrome. I tuck a stray strand of lank blonde hair behind  my right ear, thinking I should have made time for a quick trim at the hairdresser’s before setting off but spare time for such things is rare.

			I gingerly make my way along the path. I don’t feel like a writer, whatever that entails. And given my faded jeans and fleece hoodie combo, I certainly don’t look like one. Unlike Cora Constantino, our local author back home, who never fails to attend our monthly book club. I bet she’s never made anything but a flawless entrance wherever she goes. Her turtle-­neck cashmere and slacks outfits are timeless. Especially when accessorised with her jangly earrings and ginormous necklaces.

			I’m trying not to fret about Dan potentially having wasted his hard-­earned cash on this gift. Other partners settle on purchasing a spa day voucher or a nice pair of gold earrings, but not my Dan. He actually listens and makes a mental note when I witter on. Often I’m repeating things Cora Constantino has said, as she knows all the authors our book club has ever read. Not that I actually read each designated book; I don’t. The chosen genre each month doesn’t always appeal, the international prize winners are a bit beyond me, or maybe I’m simply short of time. I tend to rock up for the social chat, the wine, and claim my seat next to Cora. I’m hoping that her writerly talents rub off on me somehow. I’ve mentioned my secret scribblings to Cora, without seeking any favours; I’m doing it purely for my own pleasure, you see. I’m no closer in admitting it to others, but then people rarely ask about life outside of school. They’d never dream of me attending a five-­day writing retreat in the heart of Cumbria. But Dan did; he’s that lovely.

			My pace slows as the front door nears; I spy its tiny, bevelled window and accompanying bell chain, which I assume is functional and not just decoration. I pause. I’ve had niggling doubts all the way here. Ever since my birthday, if I’m honest, and I was sick with nerves kissing Dan goodbye on our doorstep. And  at our local Sainsbury’s, collecting essential supplies. Cora had strongly advised that I purchase enough wine for my week, plus one extra emergency bottle and lots of party nibbles – resulting in two ‘bags for life’.

			I’m scared stiff; my scribbling can’t possibly compare to the fully-­fledged books written by proper writers . . . professional authors. Who the hell am I kidding?

			It’s fast approaching midday. If I leave now, I could be home, curled up on our sofa with a large consolation coffee, by the time Dan gets back from work. Though I’ll probably ruin his Monday night football and planned curry night, if I do. You mentally prepare for a home-­alone situation, only to find your significant other has trampled upon your plans by returning unexpectedly! Not that he’d complain, once I’d explained my worries. But I do enjoy my own peace-­time, when Dan and his guys head off on their golfing weekends. I buy a stash of dark chocolate, plan an indulgent bubble bath and an extended reading session.

			Damn it! How ungrateful will I appear if I turn around and dash home? He’ll give me ‘that look’, his serious but dead sexy under-­the-­brow look, saying, ‘Brontë, you didn’t give it a chance’ and he’ll be right. He’ll pretend it doesn’t matter, because he loves me, but it does. It matters to the tune of six hundred quid of Dan’s money – an amount not to be sniffed at. And it’s definitely non-­refundable, especially this late, as it would be impossible to find a paying replacement mere minutes before the expected time of arrival.

			This cobbled path feels endlessly long. I need to make the most of this week, otherwise I’ll have wasted my holiday time and Dan’s money. What would I say to a reluctant child in my class? Just try! I can’t possibly go home. Not yet. At least not before I knock on the tiny front door, introduce myself to Rula Pawlowski, the retreat organiser. Maybe I’ll decide once I’ve g ot that out of the way. Running away before then would most definitely count as me not trying at all.

			I quicken my stride, trundling my wheelie case, and knock loudly upon the painted door.

			‘Hello, Brontë – nice to meet you! I’m Rula,’ says the mature woman who greets me warmly, a floaty scarf artistically draped around her shoulders. Her overall appearance, hair and make-­up are admirably put together, in a way I never am, even on a night out. Her green eyes are piercing in colour, eerily cat-­like. ‘Do come in. Thankfully, I spotted you at the gate.’

			Oh, great! I instantly blush. A quick dash back along the M6 and a second comfort break at Knutsford service station feels suddenly necessary again, and rather more alluring than what’s ahead.

			Eve

			At the sound of Rula’s cheerful welcome, I look up from my reading book, straining my ears to listen to the conversation downstairs.

			‘Nice to meet you, Rula. I’m . . . oh yeah, you obviously know already . . . Brontë Leggett,’ says the newcomer. I can hear the tremor in her voice. Brontë – how wonderful! Leggett? That’s a bit harsh. Her publisher probably insists on a nom de plume.

			‘Hello, Brontë. Yes, I’m the one who forwarded your young man the confirmation sheet – such a thoughtful gift,’ gushes Rula. ‘Anyway, welcome to Lakeside Cottage. I won’t do this as professionally as Josie, the housekeeper, who conducted my tour earlier, but still. Make yourself at home – that’s all that matters.’

			This Brontë must be our final housemate, arriving bang on time; I was a tad early. A habit borne of old-­fashioned manners, something I try to instil in my two young sons back home. Urgh,  back home – the very thought of them twangs at my heart strings. Tardiness is a pet hate, but arriving too early is none too polite either, going by a few comments Rula let slip about the other two authors when showing me to my room.

			‘I see you’ve been shopping too – you can’t beat a few extra supplies on a writing retreat!’ Rula’s spritely tone drifts up the staircase to my cosy position here on the landing. It’s not the first spot I’d choose for a comfy two-­seater sofa, but it somehow works, tucked in alongside a bookcase. I’ve never lived in a property with a landing as spacious as this. En route to dropping off my suitcase, I stopped for a quick browse of the titles, and then found myself returning and becoming absorbed in a little unplanned read. Naughty of me, really. I should have unpacked; my clothes will be creased to death. It’ll serve me right if I spend the entire week looking like a crumpled scarecrow. This stash of books could prove to be my undoing, if it distracts me from my writing this week.

			‘I didn’t know what the protocol was, but a lady from my book club in Tamworth explained it might be advisable,’ says Brontë, sounding a little relieved.

			‘You can’t live that far from me – I’m from Lichfield. I should have realised when confirming your place – we could have organised a carshare and gone halves on petrol.’ I hear the distinct clink of wine bottles and grocery bags being lowered upon the hallway’s polished floorboards. ‘There can never be too much wine or too many words flowing on a week such as this,’ says our host.

			Typical Rula, ruling the roost and talking wine from the word go! Though I suppose she has every right to, given that she’s organised this week single-­handed. We go back a long way, do me and Rula. You frequently cross paths with the same authors in this industry, I find. At conferences, one-­off masterclasses, book events and literary festivals – the merry-­go-­round of faces come and go; some you make friends with and others you never  forget! I’d term us ‘author friends’, similar in some ways but very different in our manners. And it’s invaluable knowing someone at the same stage in their publishing career. She gets my writing gripes and I understand hers, without the need to backtrack over the nitty-­gritty each time we see each other.

			I picture what the newcomer will see as Rula gives her the tour, much like the one she gave me just thirty minutes ago. I’d imagined dark, pokey, cottagey-­styled rooms, claustrophobic beams and a lack of sunlight, but was pleasantly surprised by how spacious the property is, and how tastefully decorated in muted tones of mustard and gold. A wooden staircase takes pride of place, almost like a central spine running through the heart of the property. And there are numerous panelled doors, which appear to stand to attention, on either side. To the right is the lounge door and a dining room is directly opposite. I was pleased to discover that both living spaces have a leaded window overlooking what, come summer, must be a true cottage garden. In the lounge, the interior design is a rich burgundy with silver detailing, the traditional solid furniture, the inglenook hearth and the panoramic views across the neighbouring lake all compete for attention. Though, if the weather turns chilly, as is often the case in mid-­March, I’m sure I’ll be opting for a cosy spot before a roaring fire rather than the lakeside view.

			‘In here is the snug, as Josie called it earlier – a cosy reading room as such,’ continues Rula, as a door swiftly opens and closes. ‘Through there is the kitchen – not that any of us need concern ourselves with that particular room, given that we’re being spoilt by having a housekeeper for the entire week.’

			‘That’s a lovely thought,’ adds Brontë, still sounding nervous.

			‘There’s an hour until lunch. Shall I show you up to your bedroom so you can settle in and freshen up?’ says Rula, which makes sense. ‘Then you can explore the cottage once you’ve met the other ladies.’

			
			

			‘Is there a dress code?’ asks the newcomer tentatively. I look down at my scarlet jumpsuit, suddenly feeling conscious of my attire. Rula’s swathed in her trademark scarves, regardless of the season. I never thought to ask about this, but then I’ve never known any rules to be enforced or insisted upon during any previous writers’ retreat. Funny the questions a newbie can throw up.

			‘Not at all. Seriously, we’re here to chill, chew the cud and create, so to speak – hopefully the words will follow and flow. Here, let me grab those for you – unless you want your bottles to be chilled in the fridges?’ I hear more clanging of grocery bags.

			‘I think that would be best,’ says Brontë, before adding, ‘Warm wine – not the greatest treat.’

			‘Oh, we’ll take it as it comes around here, lovey. This way, follow me!’ Typical Rula. Plonk a glass in her hand and her sharp edges, quick tongue and sassiness invariably mellows. Well, by just a tad.

			I hear footsteps begin to climb the stairs.

			I’m up and out of my comfy seat, clutching the open book, quicker than a jack rabbit on an allotment. It’s not that I’m anti-­social. It’s just that I’ve been on enough retreats to know that saying hi to me will only further postpone the newcomer’s final leg to the vacant suite. If Rula and our new guest find me sitting here quietly reading, we’re sure to have at least five minutes of gushing as names and pleasantries are politely exchanged, which will then peter out into one of those damned lengthy pauses where we all try to think of something incredibly witty to say. And that never works; no one pulls it off seamlessly. Instead the introduction falls flat – Rula will want to be congenial but the newcomer will simply want to get to her room and unpack and freshen-­up before lunch. Which is exactly what I should have done, rather than getting snagged by this damned bookcase and its alluring contents.

			
			

			I make it to my bedroom door in time to hear Brontë say, ‘They don’t make staircases like this any more, do they?’ As I predicted, she’s politely filling the silence. I know human nature; I’ve studied it long enough to write about it, after all. I gently close my bedroom door, all but half an inch – it never hurts to see who the new voice belongs to: I squint through the gap.

			‘They certainly don’t. These stairs are wide enough to allow two people to easily pass, I’d say, though you won’t catch me doing so, as it guarantees bad luck, you know. I avoid such things, as I’m too superstitious for my own good,’ explains Rula, who looks out of breath as they alight the top stair.

			Brontë’s blonde hair is pulled into a loose ponytail, framing delicate freckled features. She has a tense smile and is dressed in jeans and a warm cream fleece. I don’t recognise her, I don’t think, but that means nothing in this industry. The number of times I’ve been caught out meeting folk in the flesh having had numerous conversations on-­line or via social media is embarrassing. Though I’d remember the name Brontë, if nothing else. I’ve never met a Brontë.

			‘Oh,’ says Brontë, taking in the size of the landing before turning around to view the corridor that leads to the rear bedrooms. ‘This is nice.’

			‘Bloody gorgeous, hey! I might nestle down on that couch with a good book if I hit a wall with my editing,’ says Rula, pointing towards my vacated spot.

			‘That’s an idea,’ says Brontë, her brow furrowing, as if she’s unsure of something.

			I should close my door and make a start on my unpacking, but an extra minute won’t hurt. I wouldn’t say I’m a nosey-­parker, but, clearly, I am. Maybe that’s the nature of the beast when you’re an author? People-­watching is my main hobby, though I’m not usually hidden behind a door. I’ll meet her properly at lunch, of course, and ask all the right questions; have a proper  conversation that flows rather than polite introductions. In fact, I’ll be meeting them all at lunch, as the other two were already here . . . Did Rula say Daphne and Alice earlier? I don’t think I know them either.

			‘And this room . . . is yours. I remembered your partner said it was your first retreat, so I wanted you to have something a little special,’ says Rula, entering the bedroom opposite. I’m assuming it’s much like my own, a gorgeous double with an en suite, tastefully decorated with solid traditional furniture and with views across an unspoilt landscape. ‘You like? If not, there’re four others going spare if you’d prefer another room.’

			‘Rula, this bedroom is beautiful,’ I hear her gasp.

			I must admit, this cottage does seem to be a find and a half for a writers’ retreat. It’s like a property plucked from the pages of Home and Gardens. I glance over my shoulder at my own bedroom, barely disturbed as yet – a pile of satin cushions have been arranged tastefully upon the double bed, and there are several wicker chairs plus a resplendent traditional-­looking dressing table and matching stool. Full marks to the owners for offering such quality and attention to detail.

			‘How come we’re in such a large cottage if there’s only five of us?’

			‘Well, that’s another story,’ says Rula, returning to the landing. ‘Confusion, confusion, my lovely. Just before your booking, an emergency of some sorts cropped up at our original cottage, which isn’t far away from here, but the owners fixed it by contacting the owner of this property. Apparently, they explained what we needed and, thankfully, between the two landlords, they sorted everything. I gather this property was available at short notice due to a cancellation. I suppose it is better having at least some rental as opposed to nothing. Especially in March. And we won’t be dirtying it all, not with five of us. Plus, we also secured a housekeeper with this property to organise our food  and whatnots, whereas the other place had us hosting ourselves. So, win, win! Here we won’t have to think about the basics of life, if you get my drift – family, kids, teenagers, partners, pets, grocery shopping, cooking, washing up – poof – all gone! Forgotten for five glorious days! Now, I’ll leave you to unpack. Lunch is at one p.m. I’ve asked for it to be served warm, buffet style, from the kitchen, so simply follow the aroma from the hallway. I’ll introduce you to the other writers then.’

			‘I’m not a writer – I’ve hardly . . .’ Brontë begins to explain from the bedroom doorway, but Rula cuts her short.

			‘You are while you’re here, regardless of your previous experi­ence,’ says Rula, playfully wagging her index finger at her.

			With that Rula quickly departs, closing the bedroom door and descending the staircase. I’m left peering through a tiny gap at the closed panelled door across the landing – my luggage untouched beside my bed.

		

	
		
			 Chapter Two

			Josie

			I step back from the kitchen table, worried I’ve left a dish warming in the Aga or forgotten something, scanning the arrangement of plates, serving spoons, pretty paper napkins and condiments. My heart sings at the sight of wholesome food, freshly prepared and ready to serve. I do hope they’re hungry.

			I’m in my element looking after five ladies for a few days. This is the perfect farmhouse-­cum-­cottage kitchen, with its red-­tiled floor, adjoining scullery with handy food stores and a utility room neatly arranged further along the corridor. Not to mention all the mod cons, as well as a traditional scrubbed table and a faithful old Aga. What I wouldn’t give to enjoy a kitchen like this every day. However, my tiny cottage, nearer the village, is enough for the likes of me. I’m tempted to replace my back kitchen door with a split opening, stable-­door one like they have here, though. Must be handy during the warmer months, if not on a bleak day in the middle of March like today.

			I swiftly grab a selection of clean cutlery from the drawer and arrange it in a serviette-­lined basket. It’s the little things in life that matter, I think. Some folk rarely notice, but I do. I begin to titivate the table arrangements, ensuring all the hot dishes are accessible without the need to handle or lift anything. God forbid someone seriously burns themselves – with this lot it might end up in a book!

			I was thrilled when Mrs Campbell phoned, saying she had a little favour to ask of me. I honestly thought she and Ned, the  owners of this place, were about to request a fly-­by-­night visit to the cottage, purely for a maintenance inspection. Which wouldn’t have been a problem, as I always keep the cottage in tip-­top order, ready and waiting for new guests; last-­minute bookings are more frequent than you’d think.

			Secretly, I love those phone calls – they take me away from my typical daily routine. They’re like unexpected sunshine when the forecast predicted rain all day. As I’ve so often told Mrs Campbell, I’m always free to nip along the lane, key in hand, ready to unlock, spruce up, and restock the complimentary food hampers in preparation. She needn’t worry, whatever the hour. The shortest notice I’ve ever managed was with twenty-­five minutes to spare before their arrival, and boy were the family grateful, given it would have been a ruined bank holiday otherwise. I’ve never let the Campbells down so far, and I’m not about to start with this particular group – a writers’ retreat, I believe. Apparently that’s a thing nowadays. Their original booking at Warne Cottage, at the other end of the village, fell through due to an emergency with a leaky gas pipe, forcing the owners to cancel all immediate bookings and then scramble to help their guests find alternative accommodation. Hence Lakeside Cottage. Though I can’t imagine how they’ve worked the finances – this cottage has nine bedrooms, happily accommodating sixteen adults, unlike Warne Cottage, which has just six bedrooms. And to think I’m actually going to earn a small wage for the inconvenience to my week. Inconvenience? Who’s Mrs Campbell kidding? I’d have been happy to do this kitchen justice any time, even without the offer of a working wage. Breakfast, lunch and evening meal, with the option of a freshly baked cake for mid-­afternoon – that’s hardly difficult, now, is it?

			The table spread is perfect, just perfect. And bang on one o’clock too! I’m a little nervous at the thought of calling them. It’s not as if we have a dinner gong, which maybe I should suggest to the Campbells. I’m not really one for hollering, but if needs must . . .

			
			

			I open the kitchen door, about to yodel, but there are already three ladies milling around in the hallway, quietly talking, as if awkwardly awaiting my call. I’m relieved. ‘Lunch is ready, ladies,’ I say, rather meekly. I’ve no idea of their names, which flusters me a little. I probably should have introduced myself before inviting them through, but I don’t like to encroach.

			Earlier, meeting Rula and giving her the guided tour, I’d felt quite dowdy in my tweed skirt and polycotton jumper. Those feelings come rushing back as I look at these three newcomers in their modern attire, unlike me with my traditional but well-­worn wardrobe. Rula is nowhere to be seen.

			‘Thank you, lunch smells gorgeous!’ says lady number one, an attractive woman in her early forties in a figure-­hugging, off-­the-­shoulder, red jumpsuit.

			‘Perfect timing,’ says lady number two, in a floaty black tunic top, sporting funky cropped grey hair.

			‘You are good – I’m starving,’ says lady number three. She’s wearing gigantic, caterpillar-­shaped furry slippers – I’m surprised she doesn’t trip over them.

			‘You’re welcome, ladies. I’m Josie Adams,’ I say, plucking up my courage and beckoning them forward. ‘I’m with you for the entire week, coming and going as needs be. Please come through to the kitchen before it gets cold.’

			I savour the ‘ooohs and ahhhs’ as the three authors circle the table, admiring my handiwork of the last two hours. I realise that not everyone cooks nowadays, but this sort of thing comes easily to me: a few simple dishes, fresh ingredients and time – voilà! That said, I’m baffled how these women come up with the perfect line of description or work out complicated plots, so maybe it’s each to their own.

			‘Oooh, is lunch ready?’ calls a sprightly voice, causing us all to turn towards the doorway. ‘All settling in nicely, are we, ladies?’

			
			

			There’s a chorus of ‘oh, yes’, ‘lovely, thank you’ and ‘smashing accommodation, Rula’.

			‘Please, help yourselves,’ I say, pointing to each dish in turn. ‘There’s hot chicken noodle soup, jacket potatoes, oven chips, mixed salad – without the onion. I’ve chopped and popped that into the small dish at the end. In the serving dishes there’s a vegetarian lasagne and a chicken-­and-­bacon pie with a crumble crust topping, instead of pastry. Dessert isn’t quite ready, but will be in fifteen minutes – an apple pie with double cream or vanilla ice cream.’

			‘Wow! Looks like we’re eating like queens this week, ladies,’ says woman number one, excitedly.

			‘Always the best for us, ladies,’ pipes up Rula, making her way towards the pile of stacked dinner plates. ‘You all know I love my food!’

			A giggle ripples through the group as Rula launches in, slicing my crumble-­topped pie. I stand back and watch with satisfaction the enthusiasm with which they collect their plates and cutlery.

			‘Josie, we should introduce ourselves. I feel a little rude helping myself without saying?’ says lady number three, her caterpillar slippers staring up at me, all googly-­eyed.

			‘That would be most helpful, Alice. Thank you for suggesting it,’ says Rula, dolloping chicken and bacon pie on to her plate. ‘Josie knows me, having given me the tour earlier, but please continue.’

			Alice blushes before gesturing towards lady number two, the one in in the floaty tunic, to start the introductions.

			‘I’m Daphne,’ she says, pushing her tunic sleeves up her forearms before collecting a plate from the pile.

			I smile, committing her name to memory. Daphne: funky hairstyle, probably in her late thirties, which suggests her grey hair colour is potentially by choice, not Mother Nature.

			‘I’m Alice. I’m always up for seconds, if there’s any going begging.’

			‘Hi Alice,’ I whisper, committing her caterpillar slippers, manners and hunger to my mental list. About early thirties, given her  fresh complexion. ‘That’s good to hear – I simply can’t abide throwing food away.’

			‘Eve. I can see I’ll be going home half a stone heavier than when I arrived,’ jests lady number one, her deep brown eyes sparkling with life.

			‘Oh, please. Such things don’t matter in life,’ I say, batting away her remark, before quickly adding, ‘as long as you’ve enjoyed yourself, that is!’

			‘Ooh, I’ll enjoy myself – there’s no fear of that, Josie,’ replies Eve, helping herself to the lasagne.

			It’s lovely to see a group of women circling the table, happily choosing decent portions of wholesome foods and filling their plates. Worst-­case scenario would have been a group where all of them were picking itsy-­bitsy bites and eating like delicate birds. I’m definitely a feeder, when I get the chance. If my life had been a little different, I’m sure my own family would’ve been endlessly indulged and soothed with cupboard love.

			‘I’ll go through, shall I?’ says Rula, indicating towards the dining room, which I’ve brightened with a vase of fresh blooms from our local florist.

			‘Is there one missing?’ I say, suddenly aware that only four women are present. A single plate and set of cutlery remain untouched on the tablecloth.

			Rula, concerned, quickly recces the gathered group. ‘Yes, Brontë. Where is she?’

			‘Shall I nip up?’ I say, not wanting for their food to go cold in the meantime. ‘It won’t be any trouble.’

			‘Would you?’ says Rula, instantly relieved. ‘She’s in the pretty pink bedroom at the front.’

			‘Sure. I’ll go and tap on her door.’ I don’t hesitate to help, I never do – I invariably help out where I can and, generally, do my best to fit in. Not that it always goes in my favour, but, still, even at fifty-­five, you have to keep trying in life, don’t you? I  leave them milling around the buffet, some already making their way to the dining room, and head up the staircase.

			I swear these creaky stairs are worse now than in the summer months. They always make me wonder how many people have lived here over the years, running up and down this staircase every day of their lives, stairs squeaking each time. I’ve no actual proof of the cottage’s age – a best guess would be two hundred years old, give or take. Such history hidden within these walls, if only they could talk.

			I reach the landing, which is always bathed in sunlight at this time of day, just as the bedroom door opens and a fresh-­faced young woman appears. She gives a start of surprise at the sight of me.

			‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you jump,’ I say, ‘Lunch is being served downstairs. They thought you’d forgotten the time or been distracted with your work.’

			‘Thank you. Sorry to be a nuisance, but I was just . . . I mean . . . sorry – I have no idea what I’m even doing . . .’ She stammers her way towards silence, then fat tears start to cascade down each cheek.

			‘Are you OK?’

			‘Sorry,’ she mouths, her hands covering her face.

			‘Oh, sweetheart. Don’t worry . . . it’s only me here. Come now.’ I guide her towards the sofa a few steps away. ‘Here, sit down. Take a minute.’

			She does as I ask, while I pop to the main bathroom for some toilet roll. ‘Here, hardly glamorous, but it does the job,’ I say, offering her two squares of perforated pink Andrex.

			‘Thank you.’ She gives a weak smile while dabbing her face. ‘Sorry. I’m a little overwhelmed by it all. You’re all such established authors and here’s me rocking up and not sure if I should stay the night, let alone the entire five days.’

			‘Oh, you’re quite mistaken, my dear. Me? I’m Josie, the  housekeeper. The author ladies are downstairs dishing up their lunches. I’m no author, believe me. I’ll be doing the cooking and the clearing up.’

			She gives a watery smile at her mistake. ‘I thought you were one of them.’

			‘No. I’m as creative as a cabbage, me.’ I smile as she chuckles. ‘That’s better. I don’t like to see folk upset.’

			‘I’ve made a right plonker of myself, haven’t I? Dan, that’s my partner, would be laughing his socks off if he saw the state of me. He’d be saying, “Brontë – what are you like?” and I’d probably be agreeing with him. Look at me! All snot and tears and I haven’t even managed to attend lunch.’

			‘It’s a pretty decent lunch too, though I say so myself.’

			‘Is it?’ Brontë asks, taking a deep breath and looking much calmer.

			I quickly list the dishes, before adding that there’s apple pie for dessert. ‘Now, who can resist that, with double cream or ice-­cream?’ I say, eyeing her carefully, feeling we’re nearing the end of her wobbly moment.

			‘Not me, that’s for certain,’ says Brontë, giving her eyes a final dab and smiling more brightly.

			‘That’s better. Shall we?’ I say, pushing myself up to standing.

			‘Thank you, Josie – this is my first retreat and I’m not sure what to expect . . .’

			‘Me neither, but at least I get to hide away in the back kitchen. They seem a lovely bunch . . . Rula, Eve, Daphne and Alice.’ I count each name upon my fingers, as Brontë stands up. I turn to walk and she instinctively follows. ‘You’ll be fine, and, if not, come and have a cuppa in the kitchen with me.’

			‘Thank you, Josie.’

			‘Say nothing of it, lovey – quick now, before it gets cold.’ I take joy from the creaky staircase once more as we head downstairs to join the others.

		

	
		
			 Chapter Three

			Eve

			‘This is impressive, Rula,’ I say, looking around the sixteen-­seater dining table, which I’d swear is solid oak. A huge vase of white lilies graces the centre. We cluster at one end, because anything else would’ve been weird given our small party of five. Rula sits at the head of the table, her backdrop the lattice-­leaded window overlooking the cottage’s front garden. The garden remains bare and somewhat dormant, with fatting green buds awaiting the approaching spring.

			‘I reckon we’ve fallen on our feet,’ says Rula, tucking into her food. ‘I nearly had kittens when the owners of Warne Cottage called to say there was an issue – talk about an understatement. They redeemed themselves by organising this as an alternative, though. I couldn’t grumble, could I? And now we’re here . . . with more bedrooms than we actually need. Plus, it didn’t cost us a penny extra, so please don’t ask how that negotiation worked out. Getting much more for the same price – that’s a new one on me!’ As ever, Rula is being Rula – a bit self-­obsessed. I’ve known her long enough not to take offence; she’s got a good heart. Though, going by Alice’s bemused expression, I’m guessing she’s not quite got the hang of Rula yet.

			‘Here we are,’ announces Josie cheerily, coming into the dining room with our missing newcomer, who’s clutching her laden plate and cutlery. I cease forking butter on to my baked potato to greet her properly. Her blonde ponytail is freshly  retied at her nape but her startled gaze remains. She looks bloody petrified, poor thing.

			‘Thank you, Josie. Hi,’ she says softly, before settling into the seat beside mine. There’s a chorus of spontaneous greetings, and I notice Rula gives Josie a definite smile and nod as she’s departing.

			‘Brontë, good-­good. I thought you might have had your head in your writing and forgotten the time. This is Brontë, everyone,’ says Rula, sending a beaming smile along the table. I resume eating.

			This sets off a second, unexpected round of pleasantries from the group, catching me mid-­chew. I speed up my mouthful and manage, ‘Lovely to meet you.’

			‘Likewise,’ says Brontë, draping her napkin across her lap.

			‘Now we’re all here,’ says Rula, addressing the table, her cutlery resting either side of her unfinished plate, ‘can we each introduce ourselves properly? Names, writing accomplishments, and your reason for attending this week. Is that OK?’

			The group responds with a wave of nods.

			Rituals – so Rula. I appreciate the need for introductions, but boy do I bloody hate this part. Frankly, I’d prefer to wear a handwritten sticky-­labelled name badge positioned above my left boob and allow others to google me, should they wish. At the end of the day, I’m me. I’m no different to anyone else present – I’m certainly no better, though I suspect I might have a little less talent than most.

			I get that it’s traditional on day one of retreats to list your previous accomplishments, your expectations, and to set authorly goals for the week, but if you’ve had a recent knock-­back, as I have, airing such details is daunting.

			‘I’ll go first – break the ice, so to speak,’ says Rula, which doesn’t surprise me. ‘Rula Pawlowski, but my pen name is Rula Montgomery. I’m a traditional published author, with an agent. I write contemporary women’s fiction about real, true-­life, sassy women. I’ve fifteen published books to my name and number sixteen is coming along nicely – I’m hoping to crack on with  editing this week. You know when you reach the point where you’ve read each joke fifty million times, so they’re no longer funny, and you doubt they ever were?’

			Another series of eager nods, before Brontë pipes up, ‘Sorry. Can I ask what traditional means?’

			‘Don’t apologise, lovey. Traditionally published through an established publishing company, with whom I have a signed contract, with an assigned editor and a whole posse of other bods to help craft my book and guide it towards publication. Believe me, my original manuscript would never sell if just plonked on a shelf. My agent is Gigi Kendall. I signed with her just over a year ago, so she takes care of the business end of things, allowing me to focus on the writing. She reckons I should have a swanky ­publication-­day soirée in August, when this title comes out, and I’m quite liking that idea – you should all come along for a night of razzamatazz!’ Rula gives Brontë a warm smile, as if checking she understands, before retrieving her cutlery and resuming her meal. ‘She knows of a prime location in St James, in London, which is proper fancy with elaborate staircases and exquisite chandeliers.’

			‘Thank you. I’m not “au fait” with the terminology,’ says Brontë, blushing a little.

			‘I’m Daphne Lovell from Telford. I publish under the pen name Daphne Da Costa, because my nearest coffee shop is literally my “other” office. I’m the opposite to Rula. I self-­publish my books, as they’re a hybrid mixture of romance, crime and thriller, so don’t sit so neatly into one genre category. Which means I’m the author, the copy editor, the marketing executive, the sales person, the proofreader – sometimes the artist and illustrator, if I can’t find what I’m looking for online. Oh, plus the delivery driver, when needs be. Five published books to date. And, no offence, but I probably wouldn’t thank anyone for a traditional publishing contract or an agent.’ Daphne rakes a hand through  her short stylish hair and nods in Brontë’s direction, as if checking she’s following.

			‘And this week, Daphne?’ asks Rula, between mouthfuls of food.

			‘Plotting and planning ideas, writing those initial bits and bobs – as much as I can cram into five days.’

			I make a mental note of Daphne’s details. She seems confident; I could learn a lot from her in the coming days. I quite like her snazzy hairdo, a bit croppy-­choppy, but daring with the colour. I bet it wouldn’t suit my face shape, though. My gaze drifts onwards to the next author, the one wearing giant caterpillar slippers.

			‘I’m Alice Liddell from Weston-­super-­Mare. No, not Lewis Carroll’s famous one. I recently had my debut novel published,’ says Alice, to a burst of applause from the rest of us. ‘No, please – you’re too kind. It was a total flop. It didn’t sell well. So, this week, I’m looking for some encouragement to ignite a spark of passion. My contract was for a two-­book deal, so I need to produce another idea. But I haven’t, not yet. I’m tempted to turn my hand to a different genre, maybe cosy crime or a thriller . . . YA perhaps . . . or something else. Though my contract is for historical romance, so my publishers might not be too happy. I’m playing with ideas – just thinking aloud.’

			I create a names list in my head. I’ve known Rula for years, and I recognise Alice’s name, but I’ve never come across her or Daphne before.

			‘Eve?’ prompts Rula from the head of the table.

			‘Do I have to? I hate this bit. So, apologies in advance for my cringefest moment. Anyway, I’m Eve. A wife, mother, sister and daughter from Oswestry and I write. Officially called Genevieve Garland from birth, so that’s my pen name, and published by . . .’

			‘I’ve read every one of your romcoms, twice!’ squeals Brontë, her cutlery clattering on her plate and her hands fluttering frantically before her face like a Victorian beauty about to faint.

			This is what I hate. Precisely this! Because, now, things will  change. Two seconds ago I was simply a woman sitting beside her, eating my lunch and trying not to spill food down my clean front, all the while hoping second helpings remained in the kitchen. Now Brontë’s realised that she’s read every word that I’ve ever had published and she probably remembers the heroes’ eye colours, plot twists and tantalising sex scenes better than I ever do. Which is understandable when you’ve hit nineteen international bestsellers, but, still, I’m me. Plain old Eve. Flailing about in this world, much the same as any other woman. A forty-­year-­old woman who spends each day shuffling the alphabet via her keyboard. So I don’t respond; I never know how to. I pick up the water jug and offer to pour for anyone who’s thirsty. A sure-­fire delay tactic to cover my own insecurities, but, there you go, that’s human nature. That’s me, Eve Garland.

			‘Eve’s not one for compliments. Are you, darling?’ says Rula, coming to my rescue.

			‘Sorry. I never dreamt that someone like you would be here . . . on something like this.’ Brontë is clearly trying to gauge how to proceed, given my embarrassment.

			‘Anyway, that’s me, and I’m here all week hoping that the words flow and that the author chats inspire me too,’ I say, eager to move on. ‘And yourself, Brontë?’

			‘Me? Phuh! Despite the name – nothing. I’m not an author; I’m a teaching assistant in a primary school, so I scribble down stories that fill my head throughout my working day. I’m completely out of my depth,’ says Brontë, looking around the table, apologetically.

			‘You’re at the beginning of your journey, Brontë – we’ve all been there,’ says Daphne, encouragingly.

			‘This week could make a big difference, then,’ says Alice, before adding, ‘I learnt so much at my first retreat.’

			‘I told you earlier, you’re a writer while you’re here, lovey,’ adds Rula. ‘Let’s hope the words flow for you this week.’

			Brontë nods in response.

			
			

			I nod along too, happy that the other women collected my fallen baton and ran with it. My books might have been bestsellers, but it doesn’t mean that I’ve ever got used to it. If anything, my self-­belief is at an all-­time low! I’m no further forward than Brontë. While I’m avoiding using the term writer’s block, my fear of failure is certainly blocking something deep within.

			‘I might pin my writing goal to the fridge door, if no one objects,’ announces Daphne, glancing around the group. ‘It helps me to focus.’

			‘I like that idea. I might join you,’ adds Alice, her eyes lighting up with excitement. ‘Shall we all do that?’

			‘We could do – it might kick-­start my editing,’ says Rula, glancing at me. I don’t answer, only smile.

			‘Sure. A Post-­it Note – Sellotaped to be sure – works for me,’ explains Daphne, fishing a pile of colourful sticky notes from her handbag, much to Alice’s delight. ‘Here, take one and pass along.’

			I reluctantly peel a blue note from the top, passing the rest to Brontë. My muse remains battered and bruised, so I’m not sure about this. It could have a negative effect, which isn’t what I need. My brain clocks the colour of each author’s note: Daphne orange, Alice yellow, Rula pink, Brontë green and me pale blue.

			‘Ladies, now that we each know a little more about our writing companions, can I outline the daily routine?’ asks Rula, pushing her empty plate aside. No one objects, so she continues. ‘Josie is providing meals at set times throughout our stay. There’s a cold buffet-­style breakfast from seven each morning, and hot food will be cooked to order from eight o’clock. Lunch, much like this, is at one o’clock each day, and, come four o’clock, there will be an afternoon tea, with a freshly baked cake or scones. Six o’clock is officially being called wine o’clock, when I suggest we all take a little breather for twenty minutes and come together for some reflective time to chat book ideas, progress and plotting . . . or anything that we’re quietly battling with.  Then we can separate and return to work until half seven-­ish when a two-­course dinner will be served here in the dining room. Now, meal times are set, but nothing else is. It is entirely up to you whether you show up for food, but given that it’s included within the price, which you’ve already forked out, you might as well eat! Some of you might choose to nip to the local pub for a change of routine, but, if so, could you let someone know so Josie doesn’t come looking for you? That’s not a knock at you, Brontë – but I think you’ll all agree, if you’re out of the cottage for half a day, please do say, in case there’s a fire or emergency. I nearly forgot: coffee, tea, fruit juice is all free-­flowing – kettle and whatnots are all labelled on the kitchen counter or in the fridge. Make your own or do a complete tea round by making a trayful, as you wish – no one will take offence.’

			We each nod in agreement. Though I can’t deny I’m panicking, having heard how much food will be provided. I’ve got no will power when it comes to both eating and taking breaks. Earlier, I thought half a stone in five days quite likely, but it could be as much as a stone if I add alcohol to the mix. I haven’t attended a retreat for a couple of years so had forgotten the self-­imposed rewards for each writing day: food, cake and vino! I might have to compensate with a few walks here and there. Hmm, might? Maybe it should be compulsory.

			‘Your time is your own, so do as you wish. There’re plenty of spare keys on the side table in the hallway, alongside the guestbook. Josie says the village of Hawkshead is filled with lovely quaint shops and cosy cafés, with a gorgeous church overlooking the main street and, most importantly, there’s a Co-­op, should we run out of wine. Which I doubt we shall, given that we’ve each brought enough supplies to drown an army corps. Brontë, I popped your bottles inside the fridge for chilling.’

			‘Thank you,’ whispers Brontë, shyly carrying on with her meal amidst the information drop.

			
			

			‘Fantastic. Are there allocated writing desks, or is everyone sticking to their bedrooms?’ asks Daphne.

			‘I’ll happily mill around and find a writing spot down here,’ I say, looking around the large table. ‘Though I’ll pack away each day before lunch and dinner are served.’

			‘Me too,’ says Alice, ‘Though I found a nice cosy room next door with a couple of squishy sofas.’

			‘That’s “the snug”,’ says Rula, miming invisible quotation marks mid-­air. ‘A bolt-­hole, as such, that guarantees peace, if you can work with your laptop propped across your knees. Personally, I never can – it always gives me neckache.’

			‘I can’t either, but I might nip in for a quiet read and a coffee,’ says Daphne. ‘Though I noticed there’s a record player directly opposite the doorway, underneath the staircase. Are we using that?’

			‘It’s like everything on these retreats – consideration towards others is all I ask,’ says Rula, playing mother hen.

			I smile politely, noting that everyone else does likewise. I hope our convivial manners remain in place for the duration of our stay. Love women as I do, we can sometimes be less than supportive of one another. Quite simply, that green-­eyed monster tends to rear its ugly head. We might start off hunky-­dory, all-­girls-­together, sisters doing it for ourselves and all that sisterhood shebang, but, sadly, life has shown me how quickly those sisterly bonds are broken, trampled upon and kicked to the curb during the course of a week’s writing retreat. I’ve enough to worry about with my writing dilemma.

			Bang on cue, I hear the tinkering of glasses as Josie appears in the doorway carrying a tray of five crystal glasses. I smile
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