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        I love you,

        Today, tomorrow, always.

        x

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Author's Note

      

      
        Get a FREE Victoria Turnbull Novel

      

    

    
      
        
          Part I

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

      
        
          Part II

        

        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

      
        
          Part III

        

        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

        

      

      
        
          Part IV

        

        
          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

        

      

      
        
          Part V

        

        
          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          
            Chapter 49

          

          
            Chapter 50

          

          
            Chapter 51

          

          
            Chapter 52

          

          
            Chapter 53

          

          
            Chapter 54

          

          
            Chapter 55

          

          
            Chapter 56

          

          
            Chapter 57

          

          
            Chapter 58

          

          
            Chapter 59

          

        

      

    

    
      
        A word from the Author

      

      
        Book Club Questions

      

      
        About Isabella Wiles

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Resources

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author's Note

          

        

      

    

    
      My stories include many themes, some beautiful, some painful and ugly. My intention is never to sensationalise trauma—many of us have wounds—but rather, through the safe medium of storytelling, give them air, so that our collective societal stitches may heal.

      This particular story includes themes around infertility, abortion, premature birth and miscarriage, with some graphic scenes. At the back of the book you’ll find contact details for organisations that can offer support, if you’re at all worried your own stitches may tear open.

      Also, international readers may notice some spellings or meanings of words may differ from their own everyday use of the English language; this novel is written using British English (interspersed with some Kiwi and Geordie slang) which befits both the setting and the characters of this story.

      Please do share your comments and feedback on my Facebook Page, follow me on Instagram and TikTok, and ensure you sign up to my newsletter to be the first to hear about new releases. Your encouragement inspires me to keep writing. I have lots more stories in me which I can’t wait to share.

      Much love,

      Izzy x

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Get a FREE Victoria Turnbull Novel

          

        

      

    

    
      For a limited time, to celebrate the launch of The Three Great Loves of Victoria Turnbull series, you can get an exclusive free copy of the series prequel novella A Life Unstarted.

      

      
        
        Claim your free copy at www.isabellawiles.com

      

      

      A chance at a new life, a past that refuses to stay buried, and a dangerous encounter that threatens it all.

      Victoria is excited to get her new life started, but paradise quickly turns to hell during a weekend trip to Istanbul. Forced to confront her inner demons, she must find a way to save her friend and herself before it's too late, in this fast-paced origin story.

      

      
        
        Claim your free copy at www.isabellawiles.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part I

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          VICTORIA

        

      

    

    
      Tuesday 30th December 2003

      Every muscle in my body shakes but sucking in a lung-filling breath, and rather than giving into the weaknesses of my frame, I deepen my Goddess pose.

      “That’s it ladies. Breathe in your power,” the yoga teacher encourages before dragging in an audible breath through flared nostrils. She changes position and we all follow her lead, straightening our outstretched legs and reaching our hands up to the corners of the ceiling. “Now feel your Stars twinkling bright, and on your next out breath, return to your Goddesses. Feel your inner power.”

      I straighten my arms and legs into a four-point Star pose, lengthening my muscles before—on my next breath—returning to my Goddess stance, bending my knees into a deep plié once again, and opening my arms from my chest, my fingers splayed. A mix of tension and power rushes through my thighs. My muscles still shaking, I remind myself: It’s only fear and weakness leaving my body. I’m in control and I am strong.

      Out of my peripheral vision I spy Vanessa, who’s given up on the pose and is shaking out her arms and legs. With a free hand she sweeps away a tendril of red hair which has broken free from her ponytail, before she sinks down to her mat and curls up in Child’s pose.

      We catch each other’s eye and smile, before I close my eyes, returning my focus inwards as I blow out another long breath through pursed lips.

      I will not lose focus. I am strong. I am my own Goddess, I say to myself over and over.

      

      “See you tomorrow,” Nessa says as we roll up our mats at the end of class.

      “Tomorrow?” I ask, faking innocence.

      “Durr. Don’t pretend you don’t know. New Year’s Eve, round mine. You’re the only one who hasn’t confirmed. But you have to be there.”

      “Why? What difference would it make if I skipped this one?”

      “Are you friggin’ kidding me? You’re becoming a recluse, Tor. Working far too hard. Let your hair down for once. What is it the proverb says? All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy?”

      “Maybe I enjoy being dull,” I fire back at her.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Tor, you’re normally the life and soul of every party. You’ve missed so many this past year; make an exception for this one.”

      Seven years ago, when I moved back to the town I was born and raised, I used to go swimming with Nessa and my other girlfriends twice a week, and every other spare minute was spent hanging out in The Red Lion, or drinking down on Newcastle’s vibrant quayside, our partners in tow. Most weekends, and sometimes more nights in the week than not, we’d be there, drinking, watching whatever match was playing, and taking the mickey out of each other. It was our religion, but these days everyone’s lives have moved on. My high-powered job, Nessa’s energy zapping but cute-as eleven-month-old twins consume all of her spare time, and all the other girls’ lives are equally busy. So when everyone does come together now, it’s usually for an event. A birthday, a christening, a formal dinner party, and there are only so many do’s I want to attend on my own.

      I’m not ashamed or unhappy at the way my life has turned out––far from it––but it’s exhausting having to muster the extra energy to confidently walk into a room alone, before having to explain to someone new, the reasons why.

      Nessa places an arm around my shoulder as we make our way outside. “It wouldn’t be a New Year’s Eve party if you weren’t there. You started the tradition, remember? You and Craig. Your New Year’s Eve parties were legendary.”

      “Different times.” I shrug. My breath forming clouds of condensation in the freezing air outside.

      “I’m not taking no for an answer, Tor.” She glances sideways at me.

      “Alright then. Let’s say I do come. What am I meant to do when you lot all lock lips with your better halves at midnight? Stare at the ceiling? Err, no thank you. I plan to snuggle up with a nice cup of hot chocolate and see the New Year in with Jools Holland’s Hootenanny on BBC2.”

      She shakes her head, smiling. “Have you heard yourself? BBC2?!” Her eyes dance with laughter. “Do you know how hard it was to find a babysitter? And Anth’s spent hours putting together a playlist. When was the last time we had a proper lairy bash?”

      I was over the moon when, this past summer, Nessa and her husband Anth asked if I would be godmother to their two loveable monsters, as she likes to call them; the arrival of her instant family, though, has made even our weekly trips to yoga a logistical nightmare.

      “I’m not planning to ship the kids off and go to all this hassle to not have the whole gang there… including you. Now everyone’s settled down—” She catches her words and winces.

      It’s not often anyone drops the faux pas these days, my single status of two years having been firmly established in our social group. While everyone else’s lives have gracefully transitioned into marriage, kids, bigger mortgages—including my own ex-husband, who I’ve heard on the grapevine has re-married and started his own family on the other side of the world, in Asia—I have made peace with my singledom. I have everything I want: a fulfilling career, money in the bank, a nice house, a great group of friends, and I’m happy being Aunty Tor to all of their babies.

      “Sorry.” Nessa tries to recover the situation. “You know what I mean. It’s just much harder for some of us to have a night off these days. I mean, when was the last time we were all in the same room—kid free? Everyone’s planning to let their hair down and it won’t be the same if you’re not there.”

      Vanessa is one of my oldest friends. We’ve been mates since secondary school. I may not want to go to her party, but I would do anything for her.

      “Okay. You win.” I exhale.

      She claps her hands like a seal, and squeaks.

      “Do you need me to help set up, or cook anything?” I ask.

      “Nope. Just bring yourself and whatever you want to drink. Anth’s roped in a guy from his work to help set up the fireworks, and Becca and I are on food. Just rock up anytime between seven-thirty and eight o’clock.”

      Rebecca is another close friend of ours, and for the past seven years, since I moved back to the UK from New Zealand, the four of us: Nessa, Becca, my cousin Julie, and I have supported each other through marriage, pregnancies, births and, in my case—divorce. I’m not sure how I would have survived The Divorce Years without the support of my girls and a permanently stocked wine fridge.

      “You never know,” Nessa winks, “this could be the night you finally meet your Mister Right.”

      “Not likely. Not if it’s just our crowd.” I sigh, then catch a glimpse of her impish grin out of the corner of my eye. “How big is this party, Ness?”

      She shrugs, her lips pressed together into two thin lines.

      “Whatever.” I shake my head. “But you know I’m never giving up my hard-won independence again.”

      Having spent the entirety of my twenties rolling unintentionally from one committed relationship to the next, finding myself suddenly single in my thirties was not part of my original life plan. But being on my own does have its advantages. My telly isn’t tuned to any sporting channels. I never have to rinse the washbasin of crusty shaving foam and stubble before I clean my teeth. Never once have I had to put the toilet seat down, and, best of all… I only shave my legs on special occasions.

      I may be considered unlucky in love, but I’m grateful that I have known love––twice. Even if neither were destined to be forever.

      My first serious relationship was with Chris, and that relationship took me all around the world, fuelled by our insatiable passion. Eventually after two years together, I left him in his native New Zealand and came back to the North-East, when I realised that our relationship could not survive on passion alone.

      I met Craig shortly after, and thought he was the one. We married four years later, but no one could have predicted him walking out of our marriage less than nine months later, ironically, chasing a different life on the other side of the world.

      I’ve not been completely celibate since my divorce, but my dating disasters have only confirmed my desire to remain permanently unattached. There was the ‘have your cake and eat it smug-married’, who lied about his marital status until his angry wife confronted me in the middle of Tesco. After that showdown, I now do my weekly shop in a different supermarket.

      Then there was the ‘slightly past-it singer-songwriter’. No doubt talented, I initially found his creativity alluring, but soon realised our fling, along with his refusal to accept his failed chart success and advancing age, were symptoms of his own mid-life crisis.

      There have been plenty of ‘city boys’. Stunningly handsome men with jawlines as sharp as their pin-striped suits. Their lives filled with the trinkets of material success: fancy apartments, flashy cars, and wallets overflowing with plenty of cash to flash. But, as befits their one-dimensional image, I was using them as much as they were using me. Once I’d had my fill I always lost interest in continuing as their trophy girlfriend who looked good on their arm at their swanky corporate do's or polo-club balls.

      Nope, I may not have kept my legs crossed these past two years, but my heart has—and will remain—most definitely closed.

      

      Nessa and I say our goodbyes and fifteen minutes later I pull up outside my five-bed Victorian villa in the centre of town.

      At least I got to keep the house in the divorce, and I've thrown everything I have into remodelling it to my own taste.

      Slamming the car door, I spot my trusty companion sitting in the lounge window, patiently waiting for my return. I’m only two steps inside the house when Leo wraps himself around my legs and purrs loudly.

      “Aww, I’m so sorry to have left you for all of…” I check my watch, “… an hour and a half.” I pick him up and tickle him under his jet-black chin as he rubs and strokes his head against my palm. “At least I can always rely on you for cuddles, ya big old softy. Although I’m sure if I stopped feeding you, you’d soon scarper. Just like every penis-possessing male-member of the human race before you.”

      Jesus, listen to me. Talking to my cat.

      I set Leo back down, head to the kitchen and flick on the kettle. Looking around my beautiful home, all remnants of my life before erased: the walls, now repainted in soft hues by Farrow and Ball, are filled with pictures of me with my friends and their children. This may not be the life I’d envisioned for myself when I was in my twenties, a full unchartered life story laid out in front of me, but now I’m more pragmatic. I have everything I want—and I’m happy.

      “Well Leo,” I say to the cat. “If I’m going out-out tomorrow, that only means one thing… I’d best shave my legs.”
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            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The following day I follow my usual routine. A green juice for breakfast, followed by twenty minutes stretching on my yoga mat.

      Although as an ex-dancer I’ve tried yoga in the past, it’s only since my divorce that I’ve really gotten into it. I used to prefer swimming to stay in shape, and still do go to the pool every now and then, but I’ve found the meditative part of yoga so beneficial these past few years. Plus, even if I’m too busy to get to a class, I can always make time for half an hour on my mat at home.

      Once I’ve finished and my body feels supple and strong, I take a shower. Even though I’m technically on leave until next week, as I’ve got a whole day ahead of me before Nessa’s party tonight I decide to nip into the office for a few hours. There’ll be nobody else in and it means I can get ahead on the large tender that needs to be submitted immediately after the holidays.

      

      Five hours after I left for the office I arrive home, and after feeding myself and the cat I realise I can’t put this damn party off any longer. Opening the wine fridge, I pull out a nice bottle of Chardonnay that I’d been saving for a special occasion.

      “Don’t judge me.” Leo’s bright yellow beady eyes stare back at me. “If I have to go, I intend to rock up the right side of merry.”

      Turning my back on the cat, I pop the cork and take a swig directly from the bottle.
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        * * *

      

      As predicted, a few hours later I’m the awkward singleton in a house full of couples. Worse still, their house is rammed to the rafters with strangers. Lots of people––I assume––from Anth’s work, old uni friends, or couples they’ve met since having their kids. I loiter on the outside of conversation after conversation. Forcing myself to laugh as I try to fit in. I float between the various rooms where couples stand, their arms around each other’s backs. Eventually I make my way through to the lounge, which has been converted into a makeshift nightclub. The room is completely dark except for the retro eighties disco lights that whirr and pierce the space with flashes of strobe colours.

      Someone’s raided their attic, I think to myself.

      Glancing around, every surface is covered with indeterminate human shapes. Intertwined couples, making out as if their lives depended on it, their arms and legs illuminated every so often by the whirring red, white, and green lights that spin around the room.

      God, this feels like a bad college party. I groan internally, scooching my arse onto the sofa next to an amorous couple, their faces glued to each other like something out of the film Alien.

      Sitting on my lonesome, I steadily drink my way through my second bottle of wine of the evening. Couples come and go, and in front of me a few brave females attempt to draw their partners onto the makeshift dance floor, a glitter ball having been hung from the ceiling light. When their partners ignore them, they tumble back laughing and giggling to the edges of the room.

      I check my watch. Only ten-thirty.

      Bloody hell, I’ve got at least another hour and a half of this torture before I can make a polite exit.

      I close my eyes and allow the music to vibrate through my solar plexus. Instinctively my body begins to move. My chin bobbing in time to the beat, my arms lifting off my lap, my hands circling along with the accents in the melody.

      The previous track finishes and The Darkness’s "I Believe in a Thing Called Love" comes on. Without thinking, I down the last of my wine and stand up.

      I don’t give a shit who might be watching me as I dance and twirl in the middle of Nessa’s lounge. The music is my unconscious guide as I move my hips in time to the beat. Wrapping my arms around my torso, I hug myself, throwing my head back, my fingers at my throat, before I thread them through my hair.

      For the first time this evening I begin to relax into my own skin.

      The beat changes and so do my steps. My feet stepping forwards and backwards in time to the Latin rhythms. My left hand on my stomach, my other raised in the air as if I’m being partnered. I tap out a staccato rhythm before mimicking a kiss kiss, as instructed by Holly Valance’s lyrics.

      Spinning in a full three-sixty, I open my eyes to ’spot’ against a fixed point on the wall opposite—the ballet training of my youth embedded in my muscle memory. I whip my head around, returning my gaze to the same focus point on the wall which is meant to stop me getting dizzy; however, no amount of dance training can compensate for the two bottles of wine I’ve consumed, and I lose my balance. Stumbling in the direction of the sofa, my arms flailing, I topple over.

      Expecting to fall into an undignified heap on the floor, or worse still, land on top of a smooching couple, instead I feel two strong arms reach out from the sofa and catch me.

      Cradling me like a baby in his lap, I look up, wanting to know whose brawny muscles have saved my dignity.

      My gaze is returned by two amused hazel brown eyes flecked with speckles of grey, and a wide smile pulled taut by the cutest dimples.

      “Well, hello,” the beaming stranger says.

      “Err hi,” I say, planting my feet back on the floor and making to stand up.

      “No don’t go,” he urges. “You were just getting comfortable.”

      “Trust me, my intention was not to land in someone’s boyfriend’s lap.”

      “It’s a good job my lap only belongs to me then, isn’t it?”

      “What?” I turn back and look at him. “You’re single? Came on your own?”

      Only saddos or winos come to a house party alone, I think to myself, before wondering which category I fall into. Probably a wino.

      “Yup. All on my Jack Jones. The saddo in the corner, trying to stay out of everyone’s way.”

      So he’s already labelled himself a saddo.

      “That was until a beautiful girl landed in my lap,” he adds.

      Even though he’s having to shout over the blare of the stereo, I feel the warm tentacles of a flush creep up my neck. There’s something about his unpretentious honesty that dissipates my need to clamber off his knees. Instead, I hold out my hand for a handshake. “Victoria, but most of my friends call me Vicky, or Tor.”

      He wraps my slender fingers in his man paw. “Gavin, but most of my friends call me Gav.”

      “Nice to meet you Gav. How come I’ve never seen you before?”

      “It’s a bit of a long story.”

      “Well we’ve got all night,” I exclaim, playfully slapping his upper arm. "Where are you from?"

      “North Wales. Bangor, to be precise.”

      “Really? You don’t have an accent.”

      “Chi yw'r fenyw harddaf a welais erioed,” he replies in Welsh, making me laugh. I have absolutely no idea what it means.

      “It’s South Walians who have the distinctive accent you mainly hear on the telly,” he continues. “Most North Walians tend to sound we come from Cheshire or middle England when we’re not speaking our mother tongue.”

      “So how does a lad from North Wales end up at a New Year’s Eve party in the North East? Hmmm…” I drum my fingers against my chin. “Did you move for love, or money, I wonder?”

      “Neither.” He narrows his eyes, their pupils twinkling.

      “Oh?”

      I watch as he sucks in a breath, his broad chest expanding underneath his light blue Tommy Hilfiger T-shirt. “Like I said, it’s a bit of a long story,” he says, turning his gaze away from me and reaching down to pick up a half-drunk bottle of Bud.

      “Well, like I said, we’ve got all night!” I slap him exaggeratedly for a second time.

      Coughing and spluttering, my mistimed slap causing him to choke, he squeezes my knee. “And if I say I don’t divulge my secrets to perfect strangers, no matter how beautiful they are, I suppose you’re just gonna keep on slapping me until I give in.”

      “You know me too well already,” I tease.

      “I’ve just started working with Anth,” he offers as a conversation starter.

      “Ahh, so it was the job that brought you north.”

      “Not quite. I was looking for a fresh start.” He rolls his bottle between his palms. “I’m not long divorced.”

      “Me too!” I slap him a third time and this time he turns and looks at me.

      For a moment we hold each other’s gaze in a way I’ve not done with a man in a very long while, at least not since before things went sour with my Craig. A tiny flutter of long-forgotten butterflies dances in the pit of my stomach.

      “Who the hell let you go?” he says, suddenly serious.

      “That’s also a very long story,” I say, dipping my head, my mouth suddenly dry.

      “Well I think we’ve got all night.” He gently punches my upper arm, the corners of his mouth turning into a shy smile. “You want another drink?” he asks.

      I nod, and he disappears back into the kitchen for more booze.

      Flopping back onto the sofa, I cover my smiling mouth with my hands just as Nessa walks past and gives me an exaggerated wink.

      

      Over the next hour, Gav tells me about his first few weeks in his new role as Head of Digital and Content at the same software firm where Anth works.

      “What specifically does a Head of Digital and Content do?” I ask, intrigued.

      “Lots of things, but mainly make sure our end-to-end customer journey is available as a digital experience as well as offline.” When I look at him, my eyebrows drawn together, he laughs then continues. “Trust me, over the next decade, digital content is going to become a game changer in all forms of marketing. Right now I’m re-building the company’s website.”

      “Interesting,” I reply, before telling him about my role as a Director in an outsourced Marketing Agency.

      We share notes about our respective roles, which although different are both in marketing, and other than acknowledging that we’ve both been married previously, we avoid asking any detailed questions about each other’s relationship history.

      “What’s North Wales like?” I ask. “I’ve never been.”

      “Very much like that…” Gav gestures to the snow that continues to fall softly outside.

      It’s been snowing all day, the outside world covered in a heavy blanket of white.

      “I’m used to harsh winters, and love the mountains, which is partly why when I accepted the job in Newcastle I chose to buy a flat in the Derwent Valley. I’m much more a country boy than a city slicker.”

      “Me too. I don’t mind working in town, but I much prefer to live where there’s room to breathe.”

      “Another thing we have in common,” he says, clinking his bottle against the side of my wine glass.

      

      At a quarter to midnight, Nessa glides into the room balancing a platter of vol-au-vents above her head, and points at the stereo. “Can someone turn that off, please?”

      Someone dutifully complies, and Nessa reaches down and switches on the telly, tuning it to BBC1. A picture of Big Ben fills the screen.

      “Anyone need a top-up?” Anth bowls into the room carrying a six-pack of Fosters under one arm and a bottle of wine in the other.

      Those who need to, top up their drinks, as everyone crowds into the lounge to watch the clock tick closer to midnight. Gav stands next to me. He’s a good few inches taller than my five foot nine inches. We disguise our awkwardness by gripping our drinks with both hands, our heads bowed as if waiting for a priest to bless us.

      Fuck, what’s going to happen when the clock strikes twelve? Will he feel obliged to kiss me just because we’ve chatted for the last hour? Do I want him to kiss me? Do I want to kiss him?

      I don’t have much time to dwell on my insecurities as the crowd begins to count down: “Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven. Six.”

      Without looking at me, Gav slides his arm around my back and pulls me into him, and I allow myself to be held. His fingers move in tentative strokes back and forth over my hip bone, and unexpectedly my skin tingles at his touch.

      “Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Happy New Year!” the crowd around us cheer.

      Glasses are raised. Toasts are made, and instinctively Gav and I turn and look at each other as somewhere behind us, people release party poppers. Their loud bangs sending colourful paper ribbons shooting across the room like happy rainbows.

      “Happy New Year, Vicky,” he says softly before bending his face towards me. His lips landing a soft flutter of a kiss against mine.

      We remain nose to nose for a long moment. Our eyes closed, I hear him breathe me in, and instinctively I initiate another kiss. This time his lips are firmer and we turn our torsos towards each other as we kiss properly. It feels nice. Strong but tender.

      “Happy New Year, Gav,” I whisper when we eventually pull back.
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        * * *

      

      After everyone has clasped hands and muddled their way through the lyrics of “Auld Lang Syne”, Nessa and Anth usher everyone outside—no mean feat in the now full-on snowstorm—to watch the fireworks that Anth and Gav set up earlier. The frost and thaw of the past few weeks, on top of the large amount of alcohol I’ve consumed, makes my balance as useless as Bambi’s, skating on ice. I’m sliding all over the place, but Gav holds me up by my waist.

      After watching a pretty impressive display of colour and explosions, Gav sees us both safely back inside again, where we reclaim our space on the sofa.

      For the next few hours, time stands still as we chat some more. The party continuing on around us while we disappear into our own little bubble.

      He tells me he grew up in a quiet household, his parents having met later in life, he, their only child. He returns home to Wales every three months or so, to lay flowers on their graves.

      “Roses were my mother’s favourite. ‘I don’t care what colour you get as long as it’s roses’, Mam would always say to Tad.” He uses the Welsh word for dad. “And he never let her down. Remembered every birthday and anniversary, and before the flowers were past their best she would clip the head off one and add it to the bowl of pot pourri made from all the roses he’d ever given her.”

      “That’s lovely.”

      “It was. I still have their Villeroy and Boch crystal bowl of dried petals.”

      “Well maybe one day you’ll find someone special to add to the collection.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Perhaps. Life is full of surprises, don’t you think?” He holds my eye contact and my insides feel like marshmallow melting over a hot fire. The intensity of his stare unnerves me, so to break the tension I lean in and kiss him again.

      This time he responds more fervently, his tongue parting my lips and demanding we deepen our kiss; I willingly oblige.

      I have no idea how long we remain chatting and making out on the sofa, but at some point Nessa stops topping up everyone’s glasses and instead offers tea and coffee to the remaining partygoers; the crowd having thinned out a good few hours ago.

      “I think it’s time I made tracks,” I say after we’ve both accepted a tea from Nessa.

      “I’ll walk you home,” Gav volunteers.

      “You don’t have to.”

      “It’s no trouble. And,” he glances outside, “the storm isn’t showing any signs of letting up. I’d feel happier if I know you’ve got home safe.”

      After finishing our hot drinks, we say our goodbyes and leave together; ignoring Nessa’s raised eyebrows.

      Arm in arm, we slip and slide our way through the silent streets, the taxis long having been pulled off the roads for their own safety.

      We pass the occasional group of revellers who, like us, are returning home after celebrating the turn of the new year at some party or other, but it’s mostly just us and the silent flakes that fall softly from the sky. The world seems to have taken on a magical quality, every wall, garden, and chimney pot covered in a twinkling carpet of white.

      As we climb the hill towards the centre of town, the wind intensifies. Whipping the snow up into flurries that swirl around our feet. I place my gloved hands over my frozen ears.

      “Here.” Gav pulls off his beanie hat and passes it to me.

      “Are you sure? Are you not cold?”

      “I’m fine. Take it.”

      “Thanks.” I pull the wool hat over my head, feeling his warmth in the fibres, his heat transferring to me.

      We continue walking along the snow-covered streets, mostly in silence, until about twenty minutes later we arrive at my front door. As I slide my key into the lock, behind me Gav shuffles from foot to foot. Neither of us are sure how to end this brief, if heated, encounter.

      What I do know is there ain’t no way he’s coming in for a nightcap.

      After a very long and awkward pause, he’s the first to break the stalemate. “It was nice meeting you, Victoria. Happy New Year.”

      “You too, Gavin. Goodnight,” I say, not turning fully around to face him, instead holding my key in the lock and looking back over my shoulder at him.

      “Goodnight.” He takes a step back.

      We don’t kiss again and, as he didn’t push for another date, it seems he’s also happy to leave it there. It’s only after I’ve closed the front door that I realise I’m still wearing his beanie hat. Pulling it off, I roll my finger over the logo at the front.

      Well that wasn’t how I expected tonight to have gone.
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            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      I sleep through until the afternoon of New Year’s Day, only waking when Leo decides to sit on my chest and purr like a tractor, kneading the duvet like a loaf of bread.

      “Alright, alright. I’m getting up.” I sit up, sweep my hair out of my eyes and catch my reflection staring back at me. I don’t remember much from last night, but I’m surprised the mirror hasn’t cracked. I touch my cheek and stretch the skin on my forehead. My lips are still stained red, but the colour has bled all over the bottom half of my face. The rouge in my cheeks has long gone, and my complexion looks sallow and washed-out. My signature smokey eye make-up now looks like I’ve done ten rounds with Mike Tyson. I look like a panda. A hungover washed-out panda at that.

      Rubbing sleep and crusty mascara out of my eyes, I pull a sweatshirt over my PJs and head down into the kitchen to feed Leo.

      

      After a hot bacon sandwich, a hot mug of tea and an even hotter shower, I wrap up against the snow and ice, and walk back down the hill to Nessa’s. I’m sure she’d appreciate the help in clearing up, and even though it’s not my kitchen we congregate in anymore, it’s always been our tradition to get together the day after a big night out and dissect all the previous evening’s antics.

      I’m hardly through the front door before two chocolate-covered, toothless grins plastered across two pudgy, smiling faces squeal loudly when they see me arrive.

      My heart flips over inside my chest and I quickly throw my jacket onto the peg, my gloves and hat into a basket on the floor, and leave my snow boots by the door.

      Hunkering down onto bent knees, my arms wide, I encourage Nessa’s twins to crawl towards me. “And how’s my favourite rug rats?” I say, clapping my hands. They gurgle and babble their way into my arms.

      At eleven months old, Emily has begun taking a few tentative unaided steps, but Ethan, being slightly bigger, is still surfing around the edges of the furniture, dropping down onto all fours and crawling when he’s decided he’s had enough.

      Sweeping them both up, I nestle one on each hip and carry them through to the kitchen, where seated around Nessa’s trusty farmhouse table, slurping tea, is my other bestie Becca, and my cousin Julie. Nessa has her rubber-gloved hands in the sink, and the telly in the corner is showing this year’s New Year’s Day family film: Finding Nemo.

      ‘Oi oi,” Becca says. “We were just talking about you. Wondering if you’d have the balls to show your face today.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” I crumple my brow.

      “You’re a bit late.” Julie smiles. “We’ve been here for hours.”

      “I slept all day. Must have needed it. But I need to keep my cuddle quota up. I’ve missed these two.” I gently pinch Ethan and Emily’s legs, and they both squeal and kick their legs in delight. “What still needs doing?” I ask, looking around the pristine kitchen.

      “All done.” Nessa smiles at me, peeling off the yellow gloves and laying them over the side of the sink.

      I seat the children in their highchairs and, without being asked, flick the switch on the kettle and make everyone a fresh round of tea. Behind me, Nessa collects a packet of Hobnobs from a cupboard.

      “So come on then. Spill,” Becca urges.

      “Spill what?” I shrug.

      “Oh, you gotta be kidding me.” Becca rolls her eyes. “The last time I saw you, you were almost having sex with some stranger on the sofa.”

      Julie leans towards Emily’s highchair, the one closest to her, and places her hands over the little girl’s ears. “Ignore your Aunty Becca. She has no filter.” Ethan, meanwhile, has tuned out from our conversation, as if he already knows this is girl talk, and is instead mesmerised by the film.

      Passing round the fresh cups of tea, Nessa and I join the others at the table. With practised ease Nessa, chops a banana into bite size pieces, placing the chunks onto the high-chair trays in front of Ethan and Emily, who grasp them with podgy fingers and mush the fruit into their mouths.

      “I think that’s a slight exaggeration, Becks,” I reply.

      “Not from where I was sitting.” Julie pulls her lips into a wry smile.

      “Who was he?” Becca asks no one in particular. “Nobody seemed to know.”

      “He’s new to the area,” Nessa answers. “Not long started working with Anth. They call him Gav. Anth roped him in to help clear the drive and set up the fireworks yesterday afternoon. He wasn’t planning on staying for the actual party, but I persuaded him.”

      “I bet Tor’s pleased you did,” Becca says, while I take a slow, considered sip of my tea. I’m quite happy for them to continue their analysis of mine and Gav’s movements from the previous evening, as long as I don’t have to participate.

      “So what’s he like?” Julie asks, looking at Nessa for an answer, appreciating that I’m refusing to be drawn.

      “Nice. I think. He didn’t say much. Seemed like a gentle giant. He only moved here a few weeks ago. Doesn’t know anyone…”

      “Except our Tor,” Becca interjects with a wink in my direction.

      I ignore her and continue drinking my tea.

      “That’s why I persuaded him to stay on for the evening,” Nessa continues. “I got the impression parties are not usually his thing, and if I’d given him an out he’d have left long before the action started.”

      “Lucky for someone,” Julie says.

      “But what I want to know is what happened after you both left.” Becca wraps her hands around her cup, and glares at me.

      With three sets of eyeballs boring into me, I realise they’re not going to let me off the hook without an explanation.

      “Nothing.” I shrug. “He walked me home. We said goodnight, and that was that.”

      “Bollocks!” Becca exclaims and Julie covers Emily’s ears again, shaking her head.

      “What’s she like, Em.”

      Laughing, I add, “It’s the truth. Nothing happened other than we walked home in the freezing cold, then said goodnight on my doorstep. The end.”

      “But is it?” Julie asks. “Surely you’ve made plans to see each other?”

      “No,” I baulk, as if she’d just asked me to run through the snow naked. “It was a snog at a New Year’s Eve party. Nothing more.”

      “Shame.” Julie hits me with one of her psychotherapist stares. The kind where she’s all-knowing and wise while she waits for you to catch up. “It would be nice for you to meet someone new, Tor. Someone strong and kind. You deserve to find happiness.”

      “But I am happy. I have everything I want.”

      “Hmmm,” she muses. “I think if you were to let him slip through your fingers, without at least exploring if there might be something more there, you could be missing out on something really great.”

      “To be honest,” I continue. “I can’t really remember what he looks like.”

      Everyone draws in a sharp breath, and Nessa’s covers her cheeks with her hands as she shakes her head in disbelief.

      “That’s because you spent most of the evening glued to his face,” Becca says pragmatically and everyone laughs.

      I shake my head, amused. “Honestly girls, let it go. It was nothing. Now come on, what else did I miss last night?”
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        * * *

      

      The following morning I’m upside down in my living room, holding a headstand on my yoga mat, when I hear my phone beep. Ignoring it, I continue my flow, until I’m ready to reengage with the world. Twenty minutes later, dabbing my neck with a towel whilst feeling suitably zen, I pick up my phone and read:

      
        
          
            
              
        Do you want to meet up for a coffee? You could give me my beanie back? Or if you don’t want to that’s okay as well. Gav

      

      

      

      

      

      Staring at the screen, I walk through to the kitchen and fill a glass with water.

      How the hell did he get my number? I reckon Nessa or Julie might have had something to do with that. Or did I give it to him? I honestly can’t remember.

      But the bigger question is…should I go? Meet him for coffee?

      I think not. I’m not looking for a relationship. Granted, it was a nice night and I enjoyed his company, but apart from anything else, it’s too close to home. He works with Anth, lives locally, has no other friends; if things went sour it could get really messy, really quick.

      Post-divorce, all my dalliances with the opposite sex have purposefully been with men away from my hometown. Much easier to keep them at arm’s length and away from my neat and tidy domesticity.

      But what if I were to bump into him again? Either at Nessa’s, or if he rocks up at the The Red Lion, and I don’t recognise him. Surely that would be more embarrassing. We did get pretty hot and heavy on that sofa, and maybe that did mean something to him. Perhaps it would be better to meet for a quick drink, keep things casual, and make sure he understands that what happened at New Year doesn’t mean I have any desire to take things further—at least emotionally.

      But there’s also something endearing in the way he’s worded his message. ‘Or if you don’t want to that’s okay as well’. It’s as if he’s expecting an instant rejection, or he’s giving me an out, or possibly he lacks confidence with the opposite sex, at least in the nuances of dating. I get the sense he’s not a player and flirting isn’t something he’s had lots of practise with. There is, of course, the possibility he just wants his hat back.

      I suck in a deep breath.

      I suppose there’s only one way to find out.

      I punch out a quick text:

      
        
          
            
              
        Okay. But rather than coffee how about an early evening drink. We could head ‘doon the toon’. Tomorrow night? V x

      

      

      

      

      

      Before I hit send, I remove the kiss and change the V to Victoria. Best keep things formal. Don’t want him thinking this is more than it is. Just an opportunity to say, “Thank you for walking me home,” and a chance to return his hat. Meeting in a crowded bar, ironically, feels less intimate than a quiet coffee shop and rather than go anywhere local, down in Newcastle we’ll be well away from prying eyes and wagging tongues.

      
        
          
            
              
        Great. I’ll pick you up at 7

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Looking forward to it. Gav x

      

      

      

      

      

      I let go of the breath I was holding before I spot the ‘x’ at the end of his last message.

      Shit! He does think this is a date.

      I hold my thumb over my phone, preparing to punch out an immediate reply and stipulate, for the record, that this is just two people meeting for casual drinks. But he’ll find out soon enough.
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            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      The following evening at seven o’clock on the dot, Gav pulls up outside my house in a black Ford Mondeo. He gets out of the car and begins to make his way around the back of it, but before he has a chance to hold the passenger door open for me, I rush down the path and open it myself. Hopping in, I leave him standing listlessly on the footpath. He double taps the roof of the car before returning to the driver’s side.

      “Right,” he says, his back stiffening, as he climbs back inside.

      “Hi,” I say, as we both buckle up. “You good?”

      He doesn’t say anything, but nods tentatively, the tips of his ears turning pink.

      “Before I forget,” I say, adding extra cheer to my voice as I pass him his beanie hat. Hopefully my confidence can compensate for his obvious nerves. “Thanks for this. I think my ears would have fallen off without it.”

      “No problem.”

      He starts the car but doesn’t put it into gear.

      “I have a confession.” He turns to look at me, and for the first time sober I see his face full on.

      My first thought is that through my previous wine fog I don’t remember him being so good looking. His hair is blond—yes blond; I’ve never normally gone for blond dudes before, and although his hair is the colour of yellow straw now, it has the look of having been bleach white when he was a kid. He smiles, and I find myself unconsciously smiling in return. His soft hazel eyes crinkle in the corners, and although his frame fills the seat, he doesn’t dominate it. Almost as if he’s apologetic for his size. Everything about this guy oozes soft but strong. Indeed, as Nessa described, a gentle giant.

      He coughs into his closed fist. “I feel embarrassed saying this, but I haven’t a clue where’s good for a drink.”

      “Of course. How would you?” I reply breezily, consciously wanting to put him at ease. It’s not his fault he doesn’t know the area. “Head to Osbourne Road in Jesmond. That way we can stick to the main roads. Don’t want us getting stuck in the snow in any side streets. We can decide which bar once we get there.”

      He still doesn’t move the car, slowly closing and opening his eyes.

      Realising he doesn’t know where I’m talking about, but is clearly embarrassed to ask again, I pat the back of his hand. “Newcastle. Head to Newcastle and I’ll direct us from there.”

      

      Twenty minutes later, we park up on the street and head into the nearest bar, which is rammed to the rafters. Being the smarter side of town, most people are wearing suits or slacks with a blazer, and I spot Gav look down at his perfectly acceptable jeans, T-shirt and casual jacket; his wide eyes and nipped lips give away his obvious concern that he doesn’t fit in.

      I link my arm through his and lead him towards the bar. “Let me get the first round. As a thank you for walking me home the other night, and for lending me your hat. What’s your poison?”

      He exhales, clearly grateful for some guidance in this alien space. Nessa was right, he’s obviously not the partying kind.

      “Just a Diet Coke, please.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want a pint?”

      “No,” he says without hesitation. “Not when I’m driving.”

      “Not even a half?”

      “No.” He shakes his head, his jaw set. “Or should I say, no thank you.”

      I think back to Craig’s brother Rob, who was tragically killed by a drunk driver. A life cut short by someone else’s irresponsibility.

      “Well I admire your morals. I wish more people were like you, instead of taking their own and other people’s lives into their hands. A Diet Coke it is.”

      I order our drinks, and he carries them to a quiet-ish corner of the bar, plonking them on an empty standing table.

      Leaning against its top, I take a sip of my vodka and Coke. But rather than meet my gaze, Gav’s eyes dart from corner to corner, like a trapped animal looking for an escape route.

      I don’t get it: he initiated this post-snog meet-up, but now that he’s here, it feels like he can’t wait to get away.

      Is it me?

      “Gav, can I ask you a question?”

      “Uh?” he says, focusing on me for the first time since we arrived.

      “When was the last time you went out for a drink? With a woman?” I add.

      “Erm…” He pauses. “Honestly?”

      “Of course.”

      “Would it seem weird if I said—never?”

      I jerk my head back a smidgen.

      “I saw that.” He pulls his mouth into a lopsided smile. “See, I knew you’d think I was weird.”

      “No, not weird. I’m just curious how someone has managed to get to the ripe old age of…”

      “Thirty-five.”

      “Thirty-five,” I repeat, “without losing at least some of their life to the pub scene.”

      “It’s just never been my thing,” he says, meeting my eye contact. “If I’ve had to go out, it’s only ever been for a specific event. Someone’s birthday, a wedding, that sort of thing. I’m not a fan of crowds of any kind.”

      “Well I take my hat off to you. Most women my age complain that they’re bar widows, while they stay home and mind the kids. I suppose there’s no chance of that ever happening with you.” I laugh, still consciously trying to put him at ease.

      “I suppose not.” He laughs as well, and his whole face lights up.

      “So if this is not your usual thang, what is?”

      “Getting outdoors. I like being physical. Making things, fixing things, or just going for long walks. I used to have a dog, but my ex-wife got custody.”

      “Oh I am sorry. That must have been hard.” I place my hand on top of his and give it a little squeeze.

      “I’m sorry,” he replies, pinching the bridge of his nose. “It’s hard to talk about.”

      “Then let’s not. How are you with cats?” I take another sip of my drink.

      “Can’t stand them,” he says quickly, then realising it was a loaded question smacks his forehead with his hand. “Oh god, I’ve just put my foot in it haven’t I? As you can see, I’m not very good at seduction.”

      “Seduction?” I raise my eyebrows. “I thought we were just having a friendly chat.”

      “Yes. Yes,” he says quickly, taking a sip of his drink. Buying himself some time. “That’s what I meant.”

      It’s clear he’s out of his depth, but his inexperience and vulnerability make me warm to him.

      “Can I ask you another question?”

      He looks up.

      “Do you like spag bol? Only I made a vat of it this morning which hasn’t made it into the freezer yet. How would you like to get out of this place and come back to mine for a plate of home-cooked goodness?”

      His shoulders drop and he lets go of a long exhale. “That sounds marvellous.”

      “Come on. Let’s get out of here. And I won’t tell Leo that you hate him. But then he hates all men, so be warned.”

      “Don’t worry, all animals love me. I have that vibe.” He waggles his fingers in a spooky kind of way, as I finish my drink and gather up my things.
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        * * *

      

      To my surprise, Leo does not scratch Gav’s eyes out when I introduce them. Rather the opposite. And Leo is a first-class judge of character. He jumps onto Gav’s lap and purrs loudly, while I heat up the Bolognese and cook the pasta.

      "How long have you had him?” Gav asks.

      “About a year. He’s a rescue.” I don’t add it was because I was in such a dark place after Craig left, that Julie suggested I get a pet, to give me something other than myself to focus on. And she was right.

      “I did consider getting a dog, having grown up with dogs but cats are lower maintenance. And it wouldn’t be fair to leave a dog locked up all day.”

      “When I saw him strut his way into the cat sitter’s lounge,” I continue, “I knew he was the one for me; or I him, depending on how you look at it. The cat sitter was looking after a rescued litter on behalf of the RSPCA, but he wasn’t from the same litter as all the other kittens; a single cat, although still young, about nine months old, he meowed his arrival as if to say, ‘Hey you lesser beings, stop what you’re doing and look at me.’”

      “So you’re a diva, are you?” Gav says, giving the cat a tickle under his chin.

      Being so low in self-belief and self-confidence at the time, I liked the idea of bringing home a creature who had an abundance of what I lacked. Maybe he could teach me something.

      Very soon it became apparent he’d been mistreated, most likely by a man, as he’d snarl and spit his mistrust of any male that stepped across my threshold. I rather liked it. Leo, my own personal bodyguard who’d return any male guests’ attempts of affection with a sharp warning scratch; to see him happily settled in Gav’s lap is unusual to say the least.

      I put a plate of food on the table in front of Gav, and he sets Leo down on the floor.

      “Sorry buster, but you need to stay down there while we eat.” Gav looks back up at me, and smiles. “Thanks for this. You didn’t have to feed me.”

      “You’re right, I didn’t, but I felt bad for having taken you somewhere that made you feel so uncomfortable. And I’m so used to being on my own these days, and I know you haven’t made any friends up here yet, I thought it might be nice.”

      “Is that how you see us? Just friends?” He raises an eyebrow as he looks at me, his face tilted downwards. “I only ask, as I don’t remember ever kissing a friend the way we kissed the other night. In fact I don’t think I’ve ever kissed anyone like that.”

      I can’t help but smile. There’s no doubt that he’s not my usual type. All my relationships, and even the dalliances in the years following my divorce—which Becca has cheekily labelled the The Durex Years—were always with cocksure men. Blokes with silver tongues who had all the moves. I always knew their chat-up lines had been used a million times over, which is why, as I’ve gotten older, I’ve always taken everything that comes out of the mouth of a member of the opposite sex with a healthy pinch of salt. Whereas with Gav, it’s clear this is unusual territory for him… and therefore unrehearsed and genuine. There’s no front. He is who he is.

      “Tell me something.” I ignore his previous question. “If you don’t go to bars, and you’ve never kissed anyone…” I pause, taking my time twirling a forkful of spaghetti around in my spoon, “… like we kissed at New Year, how on earth did you end up married? Were you betrothed at birth?” I purposefully exaggerate my last comment, wanting to keep things light.

      “No, nothing like that.” He takes a sip from his drink. Another Diet Coke, taken from my fridge. “Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t just a passenger on a ride-along, but she made the first move. We met at work, otherwise I don’t think we’d have crossed paths.”

      “She didn’t drop into your lap then?” I tease.

      “No. Only one girl has ever landed in my lap.”

      He looks at me again with those intense eyes, and a sense of calm settles in my stomach.

      I smile and turn my attention back to my dinner.

      

      Once we finish eating he helps me clear the plates, and as he loads the dishwasher I fill the Krups with fresh coffee. Although I drink tea like it’s going out of fashion, on this occasion we share a freshly percolated pot of coffee, before he checks his watch.

      “Thank you for dinner, but I think I should be making tracks.” He reaches for my hand and we both look down at our interlaced fingers.

      I’m rooted to the spot. The sensation of his skin touching mine, meshing us together.

      Every other relationship I’ve ever had always started with a thunderbolt of desire that rushed through my core, whereas when Gav touches me a cloud of calmness descends over me. My heart rate literally slows down.

      I’ve heard it said when you meet your soul mate, rather than feel giddy or lustful, a wave of familiarity washes through you. As if you’ve known them all your life even though you’ve only just met, and I have to acknowledge that’s how I feel about the man who’s standing in my kitchen holding my hand.

      He reaches down and tenderly lifts my chin. Bending slowly he places a soft kiss on my cheek. “You’re extraordinary, Victoria. I hope you know that.”

      “Call me Vicky, or Tor,” I whisper. “Victoria is my Sunday name. Or the name my mam uses when I’m in trouble.”

      “How about Angel? ‘Cause that’s what you are.”

      Both of us snigger.

      “See? I have no idea what I’m doing. That was my attempt at being romantic.”

      Despite what I may be feeling, every part of my logical brain is crystal clear: I do not have room in my life for this.

      “It was lovely. But look, Gav—”

      “Don’t,” he interrupts before I’m able to cool his intentions. “One thing you need to know about me,” he continues, “is I’m always one-hundred-percent sincere. If I don’t mean it, I don’t say it. And what I say, I mean.”

      “Likewise,” I reply, my giggles dissolving in the sincerity I see when I meet his gaze.

      Shit! If I don’t shut this down now, I’m in big trouble.

      There’s something about this guy that’s totally discombobulating. I know complicating my life with another relationship is not what I want, yet I feel so good when I’m around him. It’s like I’m more of myself, and being that woman is what I do want.

      “Look, Gav.” I pull my fingers away from his. “I need to be clear. I really don’t have space in my life for anything complicated, okay?”

      “I know,” he says, his tone light, giving the impression he knows something I don’t. “Like I said, it’s time I made tracks.”

      I walk him to the front door.

      “Okay then,” he says as we smile once more and I softly close the door behind him, before collapsing back against it.

      Bugger, bugger, bugger, I say to myself as I slide to the floor.

      I’m in deep shit and I know it.
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            Chapter 5

          

          GAVIN

        

      

    

    
      There’s a reason Gavin Williams has always avoided living in the city. He never bought into the idea that their streets were paved with gold. Rather the opposite. He’s always found densely urban areas overpriced, overcrowded, and lacking in nature, going against the natural rhythm of life. Why anyone would voluntarily choose that lifestyle is beyond him.

      After their first non-date got off to such a disastrous start, and even after an easy intimate dinner she had tried to give him the brush-off, he was beyond relieved when Vicky agreed to a second non-date in a quiet and homely country pub, complete with roaring fire and resident gun dog stretched out in front of it.

      Whilst tucking into roast beef with all the trimmings, the conversation—not for the first time—had flowed effortlessly, and, for Gavin at least, what had started as an out-of-character lustful urge that had overtaken his senses on New Year’s Eve, in the glow of the pub fire and under the umbrella of their easy rapport was rapidly deepening into a serious attraction to this woman. He appreciates that she’s fighting her own internal battle to remain unattached, for what reason he has no idea; he only hopes if they spend more time together he can gently soften that hard outer shell.

      Today she’s accepted a further invitation for another winter walk. This time she’s taken him ‘along the line’, which he soon learned is the name the locals give to the now disused railway that cuts through the Derwent valley, joining the once industrial hubbub of Consett to the gateway city of Newcastle. Following the demise of the Consett steel works in the 1980s, the rails were eventually lifted, and the once industrial artery is now a popular trail for dog walkers and cyclists.

      They joined the line at a disused station, its platform suspended eerily above the non-existent tracks, as if waiting for a ghost train that will never come, and walked east, under silent railway arches and over a viaduct that bridged a deep drop in the valley.

      Gavin turns to admire the view, the snake of an ancient Roman road curling its way over the crest of the hill on the opposite side of the valley, an even earlier artery that once linked the barracks at York to the main fortress in Edinburgh.

      “It’s no Snowdon, but I’ve gotta admit it’s still pretty stunning.” He uses his hand to shade his eyes against the watery winter sun.

      “Everyone says it’s like living in Narnia up here. Snows all bloody year—which is partly true, but I love it.” Vicky opens her mouth and catches a loose flake of snow on her tongue. Gav has to use all his self-control to stop himself pouncing on her, dipping her back and kissing the hell out of her.

      What the hell is she doing to me? He thinks to himself. He’s never been that forward with anyone–ever.

      
      The sun is setting as they arrive back on Vicky’s doorstep and just as on their previous non-dates, both of them shuffle uneasily from foot to foot, unsure how to end the encounter.

      Gav, hands thrust deep into his pockets, shoulders rolled forward, eyes locked onto Vicky’s face, tries desperately to convey his true feelings and judge whether she might reciprocate if he were to make a move.

      But Vicky, feeling the intensity of his stare, turns her face away and looks down.

      Gavin coughs into his closed fist. “Okay then. Thanks for the walk. See you soon?” he asks.

      “Sure.” Vicky shrugs. “I’ve got nothing on tomorrow. Fancy another walk?”

      “Great,” he replies. “See you tomorrow.” Gav turns and heads back down the garden path, his heart lifting inside his chest.

      On some level she must like me. But if I don’t make a move soon, he thinks to himself, I’ll end up in the friend-zone. And he definitely doesn’t want to only be friends with Vicky.

      He may not have known her long, but he can’t stop thinking about her. He loves the way she unconsciously bites her bottom lip when she’s concentrating really hard. Or how her blonde hair glistens in the weak winter sun. Or how she has the most ridiculous sneeze. She doesn’t sneeze like a normal person. Her sneezes come in quick succession, multiple times over, building into a loud crescendo. Always ending in a very loud ATCHOOOOOO… leaving her looking dazed and ushering a quick apology, as if she can’t quite believe her body’s just made such a sound. It’s endearing.

      He can’t remember the last time, if ever, he met a woman who has him equally intrigued by their very essence, whilst also sending him to bed holding his dick in his hand.

      
      The next day the air bites as Vicky leads Gav up the steep path and through a carpet of pine needles. The frozen leaves crunch under their feet. They reach the top of the small knoll and Gav’s heart skips a beat when the trees clear and reveal the vista beyond. The cold air burns at the back of his throat as he drinks in the view. A lone red kite swoops and hovers overhead. Its long, speckled wingtips spread out like fingers as it catches a thermal and flies away.

      In front of them, nothing moves. The water of the Derwent Reservoir as still as a millpond, the afternoon light glistening off its surface as the sun dips low in the west. It’ll be dark in a few hours, when the last rays slide behind the upper moors of Blanchland. A rural medieval village perched on the edge of the moors and named during the era when French was the official language of the UK

      “You should see it in late summer.” Vicky breaks the silence. “A carpet
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