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To Jane Dodds, who inspired this story.


Chapter One

Wednesday, 26 November

Liberty was ready for this.

Every year she wondered who delivered them, who sent them, and why. Well, this time she would find out. 

The cottage was quiet. Outside, the night was a dark blanket tucked around the woods, and she pictured the wildlife curled up asleep. Although she usually left the porch light on, today she hadn’t. Deliberately. 

Liberty shivered and pulled her quilt tighter around her, wishing she could read a book to keep busy, but she didn’t want the light to betray her. So she sat in the dark, waiting. Her eyelids were heavy. If it weren’t for the mystery person who visited once a year on this day and always before dawn, she would still be in bed. She picked a loose thread off the leg of her blue pyjamas. Perhaps they weren’t coming this year, she thought, as the minutes stretched on. Perhaps she’d wasted her time getting up ridiculously early. The clock in the hall ticked a lullaby rhythm and she leaned her head against the window frame …

She’d almost nodded off when the throaty purr of an engine made her eyes snap open. She sat up and spotted headlights coming towards her. Whoever it was cut their engine, the crafty devil. No wonder Charlie, her ever alert Labrador, hadn’t heard them in past years. He barked if he sensed a squirrel a hundred yards away, but right now he remained asleep in the kitchen. 

Wide awake, Liberty watched as the small van dipped its lights and rolled silently towards the cottage. She strained to see the driver, but they were only a dark silhouette. She couldn’t even tell if it was a man or a woman. They got out, bouquet in hand, and approached the cottage. Her heart jumped in anticipation of the beautiful gift – and of finally clearing up the mystery. 

Liberty opened the window. ‘Thank you for the flowers!’ she called cheerily. ‘I just wondered who –’

The figure jumped, dropped the bouquet and ran. 

‘– sent them,’ Liberty finished under her breath. Okay, that wasn’t the reaction she’d expected. 

She hesitated. She couldn’t very well chase after them – could she? She looked down at her pyjamas and dressing-gown. She wasn’t exactly dressed for it, and she didn’t know who that person was. 

But the sound of their van starting helped her come to a swift decision. If she did nothing, they’d get away and she’d never know who was behind this. She couldn’t let that happen. She was so close to getting an answer, she refused to give up now. 

She raced to the front door, adrenalin pumping. The noise woke Charlie, who barked and came galloping into the hall. By the time she got outside, the van was already skidding away. Cursing, she grabbed her keys. Charlie followed, and it was easier to let him jump into the car too. She thanked her lucky stars that her beaten-up old Citroën 2CV started first time, and excitement mingled with nerves. She’d never done anything like this before. 

‘Who is it, Charlie?’ she asked, as she yanked the gear stick into first and drove after the van. ‘And why on earth did they run away?’

She wasn’t sure why it made her so angry. Perhaps because she’d been close to seeing their face. ‘I just want to know who’s sending me the damn flowers! Is that too much to ask?’

Charlie blinked nervously as she careered round the bend. She knew the country lanes like the back of her hand, but she didn’t normally drive so fast. In fact, since her friend Carys’s accident six months ago she was more careful than ever. The van swung out onto the main road and shot away, but Liberty was catching up. She put her foot down, trying to keep up. The road was deserted, thankfully. 

‘It’s a florist’s van,’ she mused, squinting to read the name, ‘but it’s definitely not Natasha, is it?’

Charlie whined. 

‘It’s okay, Charlie. Don’t worry.’ She gave him a quick pat, then returned her attention to the road ahead. She gripped the steering wheel, determined not to let the van out of her sight. The mystery person was driving at lunatic speed. Liberty’s heart was going nineteen to the dozen and she tried not to think about the risks of skidding or her brakes failing and the car spinning out of control. In all those American television programmes she’d watched as a girl, car chases had seemed exciting, but in fact speed made her queasy with fear. 

Finally, they reached town and the van pulled up behind a flower shop. The driver – a woman – shot Liberty a glance before scooting inside the building. Liberty screeched to a halt, then jumped out and ran after her, shouting, ‘Stop! Wait!’ 

Charlie bounded with her, barking his support. When the woman tried to shut the door, Liberty stuck her foot out to block it. Pain shot through her as the woman tried again to push it closed. 

‘Okay, I’m scared now,’ said the woman. ‘Why did you follow me all this way?’

Liberty fought to get her breath back. Seriously, if she didn’t have a black toenail after this she’d be very surprised. Still, she kept her foot firmly wedged in place. She was determined to get answers to the questions she’d been storing up for years. ‘Why did you drive like a maniac? I hope you don’t break the speed limit like that every day.’ 

Guilt shaded the woman’s blue eyes. ‘Of course not. I was trying to get away because you’re not supposed to know who sent your flowers.’

Charlie was still barking at her side. Liberty shushed him, then turned back to the woman. ‘Why not?’ 

She remained tight-lipped. 

Liberty went on, ‘I just want to know who they’re from. It’s my birthday today and they’ve been coming every year since I was eighteen, but there’s never a card or a name, and you wouldn’t believe how many hours I’ve spent trying to work out who they’re from, but I still have no clue and – and anything you can tell me, no matter how small, well, I’d like to know. I’d really like to know.’ She paused to catch her breath, then added, ‘Please?’ 

The woman bit her lip, and pushed a hand through her fringe. ‘Fine,’ she said, with a sigh. ‘Come in. But not the dog.’

Liberty hesitated. She didn’t have Charlie’s lead with her to tie him up, but she was afraid that if she went back to the car the florist might change her mind and close the door. ‘Sit,’ she told him. He obeyed. Improvising, she yanked the belt out of her dressing-gown and used it to attach him to the drainpipe. It wasn’t ideal, but he was a well-behaved dog – most of the time. ‘Now stay there, okay? Good boy.’

Inside, she looked around. They were in a back room, sparse, with a bench littered with leaves and the ends of stalks. Another doorway led to the main shop and Liberty could see shelves stacked with silver buckets of flowers. It was bigger and more spacious than her friend Natasha’s flower shop in Willowbrook. The air was cold, but the clouds of colourful flower heads were a warming sight. They were gorgeous. But, then, she should have guessed they would be. The flowers she received each year were always stunning: neon-coloured gerberas, her favourite flowers, interspersed with spikes of greenery and exotic blooms she couldn’t name but which looked as if they’d been plucked from a tropical jungle. Artful and elegant, they always made her heart lift.

She pulled off her slipper and rubbed her foot. ‘They don’t show how much that hurts in the movies.’

‘Perhaps because they’re not wearing slippers in them,’ said the woman, as her gaze swept over Liberty’s dressing-gown and fleece pyjamas. She had long hair, white-grey at the roots fading into ice blue at the tips. It looked stunning. ‘Sorry, but you scared me. And with your dog …’

‘That’s okay,’ said Liberty, and put her slipper back on. ‘This shop is gorgeous. Do you deliver my flowers every year?’

The woman nodded. 

‘Well, first, thank you. They’re always beautiful.’

‘You’re welcome.’ The florist’s gaze didn’t quite meet hers. 

‘Please tell me who they’re from.’

The woman’s mouth pinched. ‘I don’t know.’

‘There’s never a card. Is that deliberate?’

She nodded. ‘They’re to remain strictly anonymous. Those were the instructions I was given.’

Instructions? It all sounded so carefully planned. Calculated, even. ‘Why?’

The woman shrugged. Liberty decided to try a different tack. ‘Can you remember when you were given those instructions? Did someone come in personally?’

She threw Liberty a sidelong look, which suggested she shouldn’t reveal this information. ‘I inherited the order with the shop when I moved here ten years ago.’

So the person behind this had set it all up twelve years ago when she’d turned eighteen. ‘So, wait – they’ve paid in advance? Or do you send them a bill each year?’

‘That’s confidential. Listen, I’ve already told you more than I should. You’re not supposed to know who the sender is, okay?’

Sighing, Liberty couldn’t hide her disappointment. ‘I just really wanted to know.’

The woman’s expression softened. ‘I must admit, it is strange, and I’ve never known another order like it – except one-offs for Valentine’s Day. But perhaps the mystery is supposed to be part of the gift. It is quite exciting, don’t you think?’

‘I suppose,’ Liberty conceded. 

‘They’re expensive flowers, I’ll say that much. Whoever ordered them doesn’t skimp.’

‘And gerberas are my favourite,’ Liberty agreed. ‘They must have known that because you always include them.’

‘I’m sorry I can’t help you any more.’ The florist glanced at her watch. ‘Listen, I’ve got a list of deliveries to make, so if you don’t mind …’

‘There’s just one more thing,’ Liberty said quickly. ‘How long did they ask for this order to keep coming? I mean, it’s been twelve years already, and I’m thirty today. Is that – is that the end of it?’

The woman pressed her lips together. ‘No, it’s not. But that’s all I’m going to say.’

Liberty felt a rush of relief she hadn’t been expecting. ‘Right. Well, er, thanks. And I’m sorry if I scared you.’

Liberty pushed open the door to leave, relieved that Charlie was still patiently waiting where she’d left him. 

‘Enjoy your birthday,’ the florist called after her. 


Liberty drove home slowly and sensibly, mulling over the crumbs of information she’d gleaned from the florist. But she had more questions than she’d received answers to. What if she moved house? Would the flowers still reach her? And what if something happened to the sender? Was it just one person?

She turned off the main road and wound her way through the woods until she pulled up outside the cottage. The bouquet was on the porch where the florist had abandoned it. Liberty took the flowers inside and arranged them in a vase, then noticed the time. She was running late and her morning routine was completely out of the window, which was unsettling because Liberty loved her routine: she hadn’t walked the dog or had breakfast or even showered, and there wasn’t time to do all three. She compromised with a short walk (Charlie seemed so disappointed and confused when they turned back) and a super-quick shower (thank goodness for dry shampoo), then hurriedly made tea and toast with peanut butter and jam. No way was she missing out on that: she’d be growling at customers if she didn’t have breakfast. 

While she ate, she tried not to think about the day’s significance. Thirty was a milestone. It made her feel … She couldn’t put her finger on it. Unsettled? Adrift?

This time last year her best friend and housemate, Carys, had been waiting for her in the kitchen with a sparkling silver envelope. ‘Happy birthday, Lib!’ She’d looked so excited that Liberty had guessed the envelope contained a special gift. 

Even so, her jaw had dropped when she saw two train tickets for Paris. ‘I thought we’d have a long weekend. We can go sightseeing and do some Christmas shopping, if you like.’

‘That is such a lovely gift,’ she gasped. ‘Thank you, Car.’ Tears of joy had made Carys’s smiling face blur, and Liberty had hugged her. Then she remembered. ‘But I don’t have a passport!’

Carys handed her an application form and winked. ‘So get one.’ She’d thought of everything. 

But Carys wasn’t there now. She’d been in a coma since the car accident six months ago when an idiot who’d been driving way over the speed limit had hit her car head-on.

Liberty had known her birthday would be difficult without Carys, she’d prepared for it, but the house was quiet, and there was no gift waiting for her on the kitchen table. 

She shook off the thought and began to make a list of who could have sent the flowers, just as she’d done dozens of times before. ‘It can’t be a secret admirer because I’ve been single over a year now,’ she said out loud, ‘which has been plenty of time to make a move. Unless they’re too shy …’

Charlie glanced up, then carried on eating his own breakfast. 

‘And it can’t be Carys.’ Her best friend had always sworn it wasn’t her and now it simply wasn’t possible. ‘Which leaves … just about anyone else I’ve ever met, and an infinite number of reasons why.’ She put her pen down, frustrated. For Heaven’s sake, who could it be? 

She carried her cup and plate to the sink. And why were they doing this? Did the sender think she needed cheering up? Did they pity her? She scrubbed her plate harder than was necessary. Oh, God, she hated the thought that someone felt sorry for her. No, it couldn’t be that. ‘Oh, dammit! Why won’t they just say who they are, and put me out of my misery?’

She slotted the plate into the drainer and looked out of the window at the back garden. She’d really hoped this would be the day when the sender finally revealed themselves. It was a big birthday, after all. She’d hoped they’d come forward, maybe deliver the bouquet personally this time. 

And she’d hoped it would be a man. 

A secret admirer, someone who’d known her a long time but kept their distance for some mysterious reason, yet now couldn’t hold back any longer and simply had to admit the feelings he’d been harbouring for her. Someone handsome, kind.

Oh, Liberty. She’d been foolish to imagine an admirer waiting in the wings. It had been bound to end in disappointment. 

Charlie trotted over to her. She reached down to fuss him and steal a quick cuddle. The Labrador nuzzled close, as if sensing her disappointment. A glance at her watch told her she had to leave for work so she got up. As she passed the bouquet, she touched the petals of a golden gerbera. They were as soft as the green velvet dress she was wearing.

‘But they are beautiful,’ she said softly, ‘so thank you, whoever you are.’

Perhaps you could simply enjoy them, her mum had once suggested, years ago when Liberty was fretting over who the sender could be. She closed her eyes and tried to do that now, savouring the feeling of having been singled out, trying to appreciate the thought behind the gift and the attention that had been paid to selecting her favourite flowers. Someone cares about me, she thought, and warmth filled her. This is what I need to hold on to. This feeling of being … cherished. Someone’s focus. It doesn’t matter who sent them in the end. I’m lucky to receive them. 

Despite the disruption to her morning routine, Liberty arrived at work on time and her spirits lifted, as they did every morning, when she pushed open the door of the Button Hole. It was almost a year now since she’d left her old job in a department store and she adored working here. Outside, the late November sky might be grey and the light weak, but Evie’s patchwork and quilting shop was a bright star in the high street, an Aladdin’s cave of colourful fabrics and sewing materials. Here, among the giant cotton reels and buttons that hung from the ceiling, and the display quilts that decorated the walls, Liberty felt perfectly at home. When she gazed around she saw infinite possibilities for exciting new designs. And in the back room those designs became real: bespoke quilts made for their online customers all over the world. This shop was her happy place. 

Her boss, Evie, was leaning on the counter chatting to Natasha, who owned the florist’s across the road. Both greeted Liberty with bright smiles and hugs – although it wasn’t easy to hug Natasha now she was eight months’ pregnant. 

‘How are you feeling?’ Liberty asked. 

Natasha was petite, and her bump was neat but big beneath her flowery tea-dress. ‘Like I’m being kicked about. I’m sure this baby’s going to be a gymnast. I swear it keeps doing forward rolls and stretches.’ She tucked her blonde hair behind one ear.

‘How long until your due date?’

‘Four weeks. Luc’s getting overprotective and keeps telling me to stop work and put my feet up, but there’s so much to do in the shop that I need to carry on for another couple of weeks. I’ve packed my hospital bag, though, just in case. And Evie’s on standby to look after Lottie when I go into labour.’

Evie nodded. 

‘Sounds like you’ve got everything organised,’ said Liberty.

Natasha’s cheeks glowed pink, but she was moving slowly now, and Liberty wondered if her pregnancy was wearing her out more than she was letting on. Or perhaps it was just tiring to work full time as well as look after an active toddler.

‘Happy birthday, Lib!’ Evie thrust a gift into her hands. It was wrapped in a square of cotton material and tied with an orange ribbon. 

‘Thanks, Evie. Gorgeous fabric,’ Liberty murmured, as she untied the bow. 

‘I know you don’t normally read thrillers, but trust me, this one’s brilliant.’

Liberty turned the hardback over and skimmed the blurb.

‘What do you normally read?’ Natasha asked. 

‘Small-town romance,’ said Liberty. ‘I love them. And cowboy heroes. The kind who look mean and hard but have a hidden soft centre.’

‘The ones who seem like they can’t be tamed?’ Natasha’s blue eyes gleamed. 

‘Exactly,’ said Liberty.

‘I like those too.’

Natasha gave her a pair of pyjamas in beautiful brushed cotton, downy soft and patterned with cotton reels. ‘They’re beautiful, Nat. Thanks.’ 

‘I know you like a quiet night in quilting and watching a good film. These should be perfect.’ 

‘Yes, I’ll wear them lots.’ She smiled. 

But as she spoke, an uncomfortable feeling crept over her. She told herself it was about missing Carys, but it wouldn’t be dismissed. It niggled insistently. Her friends’ gifts were thoughtful and showed how well they knew her – but was this how she’d expected her life to be at thirty? Pyjamas, cosy nights in, and heroes who existed only in her imagination? 

‘Right. I’d better get back,’ said Natasha. ‘I’m changing the window display today. Going for something nice and Christmassy. See you both soon!’

‘We need to think about a new window display too,’ said Evie, when she’d gone. She pulled her long plait forwards and twisted the end around her fingers as she eyed the window thoughtfully. ‘It’s the first of December on Monday.’

Liberty tucked her gifts behind the counter. ‘Last year’s display was eye-catching.’ When she’d started work there last December the window had been filled with giant baubles and fabric-covered gifts. 

‘It was, but this year I’d like to give people ideas for small projects they can make to give as presents. Customers are always telling me how much satisfaction they get from making gifts.’

Liberty gave this some thought. ‘How about starter kits for cushions? We could include instructions, squares of fabric and matching thread. And I could make up a few finished cushions for the window display so they can see how they’ll look in different colourways.’

Evie’s eyes lit up. ‘That’s a great idea. They can either buy the kit and make it, or give it away to someone who enjoys crafting.’

They set to work, choosing which fabrics to use, and cutting out squares. 

‘Did you get another mystery bouquet, then?’ asked Evie, as she sliced through the fabric. 

Liberty picked up the four-inch squares and stacked them neatly. ‘I did, and I got up early so I was there when it arrived.’ She told Evie about the chase. 

Her boss’s eyes widened. ‘You followed her all the way to town? Well I never …’

‘Why is that so hard to believe?’ 

She reached for another bolt of fabric and measured a four-inch strip. ‘I don’t know. I suppose I had you down as someone careful and sensible.’

In other words, dull, thought Liberty, for the second time that morning. ‘Well, it was all for nothing because she wouldn’t tell me who they were from.’

Evie’s mouth twisted in sympathy, then she brightened. ‘Perhaps that’s a good thing,’ she said, and her hazel eyes shone. ‘You know – the mystery of it. If you knew who they were from it wouldn’t be anywhere near as exciting.’

Liberty smiled. Evie always looked on the bright side, no matter what the situation. ‘It’s romantic, too – don’t you think?’ 

‘Definitely,’ said Evie. ‘I’d love to be sent flowers from a mysterious anonymous person.’

The shop bell jingled as their first customer arrived, and the morning passed quickly. At lunchtime, Liberty nipped out to the bakery next door to buy lunch. 

‘We’ve got some delicious new Christmas fillings if you want to try something different,’ said Marjorie. ‘Turkey and stuffing, smoked salmon and prawn, Brie and cranberry sauce?’

‘I’ll just stick with the usual, thanks.’ Liberty paid for the coronation chicken sandwich and vanilla slice.

Marjorie laughed. ‘I dread to think what will happen if you come in one day and we haven’t got it.’ 

Liberty was alarmed at the thought. ‘That won’t happen because you always keep one aside for me.’ 

‘True. You’re a creature of habit, Liberty, and a very easy customer!’ 

She took her paper bag with a smile, but as she left the bakery Marjorie’s words played on her mind. They reminded her of something her ex had said when he’d broken up with her last year: You’re too set in your ways. She and Carys had laughed it off because he’d dumped her for a party girl, who had ditched him two weeks later, but now she asked herself if he had been right. Was she stuck in a rut?

Her routine was the same every day: she got up, walked Charlie in the forest, and drove to work. She helped customers in the shop, and ran sewing workshops. Then she went home, and spent her evenings working on her own quilts. All this used to be more fun with Carys for company, of course – they’d shared Damselfly Cottage for five years before the accident – but even now she couldn’t imagine an evening without sewing. Her online name was Liberty Homebird, and for good reason. People loved the pictures she posted of her sewing projects with the log fire burning in the background. They said her cosy cottage looked dreamy, a world away from their city lives. But had she allowed her life to get too cosy?

Things had changed so much since Carys’s accident. Problems that used to seem small had doubled in size now she had to face them alone. She’d never been a risk-taker, but now she was cautious in the extreme, and the thought of socialising with strangers made her break out in a sweat. And although she visited her just once a week, Carys was constantly at the back of her mind. What if she died in the night? What if she never woke up? What if she woke up but wasn’t Carys any more? The gnawing questions were exhausting, and Liberty found comfort from the uncertainty in her quiet, familiar routine.

But thinking of her friend in a coma made her wonder: what if today was her last?

Back at the shop they had a sudden rush of customers, but Evie and Liberty had a system that worked well when this happened: one cut the fabric, while the other rang it through the till and took payment. That way they got through a queue of people in no time. When the last customer left, they began to put away all the rolls of fabric. 

‘So what are you doing tonight?’ asked Evie, as she pushed a bolt of fabric back into place. She had to stand on tiptoe to reach the high shelf. 

Liberty rolled up the remaining bolts left on the counter and stacked them one on top of the other. ‘Oh just the usual. A quiet night in sewing. I’ve almost finished a Maple Leaf quilt.’

‘Maple Leaf? Isn’t that a bit traditional for you?’

Liberty smiled. Evie was right. Her quilts were always modern with bold blocks of colour against a plain background. ‘I designed my own take on it with stylised leaves rather than lifelike ones. And I used those new woodland fabrics.’ She pointed to the far corner of the shop.

‘Ooh – nice! Which colours?’ 

‘Orange, red, purple and brown.’

‘Autumnal,’ Evie said approvingly. ‘I’d love to see it.’

‘I’ll bring it in when it’s finished.’ She hoped to finish and photograph it while the leaves of the oak trees were still clinging on. She always shot her quilts against the backdrop of the forest behind her cottage then posted the pictures on social media. This one would look gorgeous against the caramel tones of late autumn. 

Evie’s brow pulled a little as she returned to the till. ‘But aren’t you going out tonight to celebrate your birthday?’ 

Liberty picked up four bolts of fabric. ‘I’m seeing Carys’s mum and dad at the weekend. They’ve invited me round for tea,’ she mumbled, and hurried away. She began to slot the fabrics back into place, tidying the shelves as she went, tucking in loose ends. 

Evie frowned. ‘But it’s your thirtieth! You’ve got to celebrate it.’

‘You know me. I’m not a party person. And without Carys …’ It felt wrong to celebrate when her best friend was in a coma. They had had big plans for their thirtieth birthdays. After the success of their weekend in Paris last year, Carys had come up with the idea of a backpacking holiday around Europe – by train because Liberty couldn’t fly – and they’d been saving up, excited at the prospect of visiting so many countries. 

But Liberty’s savings were gone now: she’d had to use them to keep up with all the bills for the cottage. Living alone meant her finances were stretched. She pushed the last bolt of fabric into place and realised her boss was watching her. 

Evie’s hazel eyes were warm with understanding. ‘It doesn’t have to be a party. How about something low key – a meal at the pub, maybe?’

‘It’s fine. I don’t want to make a fuss.’

‘Since when is celebrating with your friends a fuss? It’ll be fun. Come on, Lib!’ 

She bit her lip. It was tempting …

‘I’ll take that as a yes.’ Evie reached into her pocket for her phone. ‘Right. I’ll organise it. I’ll invite Jake and Natasha. Luc will probably have to stay with Lottie. I can’t believe you were going to let this go by without celebrating. You always look after everyone around you, but what about you?’ 

Liberty didn’t reply straight away. They both knew that normally Carys would have organised it. ‘I don’t want a fuss,’ she repeated.

‘Oh, Liberty,’ said Evie. She put her phone down and came over to hug her. ‘I know you miss Carys, but it’s important to keep living your life.’

Evie had lost her sister a few years ago. Liberty knew she understood. She nodded mutely, her throat suddenly tight.

The shop bell tinkled and a lady came in, clutching a piece of fabric. Evie greeted her brightly, then turned to Liberty and said quietly, ‘I’ve an idea. Why don’t you leave early and visit Carys this afternoon?’ 

Liberty’s spirits lifted. ‘Are you sure? Will you manage here?’ She glanced at the customer. 

‘Of course I will. Go! It’s your birthday.’

‘Hi, Carys!’ Liberty called, as she entered the hospital room. She hung her coat over the back of the chair and took her friend’s hand. ‘I know it’s not Sunday, but today’s special.’

Carys slept on, eyelashes resting on her cheeks. She looked so peaceful, which always made Liberty feel better. 

She launched into her usual patter, updating her friend on everything that had happened since her last visit. She told her about the meal with friends that Evie had spontaneously organised for that evening, and how she’d chased the florist. ‘I thought this was the year the sender was going to show themselves, Car. I’m so disappointed.’ 

Those damn flowers had really got her down this morning, and it wasn’t the sender’s fault: it was hers. She’d pinned her hopes on having a secret admirer, that he’d come forward and her life would move in a new direction. Before today’s disappointment she hadn’t realised how dissatisfied she felt with everything.

The hospital room remained silent, but she knew her friend so well she could imagine what her response would be: Never mind Mr Anonymous Flowers. Get yourself out there and find your Dream Guy.

But how? Liberty picked a thread off her sleeve and wound it around her finger distractedly. She wasn’t brave like Carys. She was even less brave without Carys by her side.

It was hard to keep up a one-way conversation, so after a while Liberty began to sing. She began as she always did with Carys’s favourite, ‘Your Song’, then worked her way through to Leonard Cohen’s ‘Hallelujah’. She was halfway through it when one of the nurses came to check Carys’s stats and see to her drip. 

‘Don’t mind me,’ she said, when Liberty paused. ‘You have a beautiful voice.’

‘Oh, I can’t, Jacqui. Not when people are listening.’

‘Why not? As I said, you have a great voice. Not like my husband. He thinks he’s Tom Jones, but he sounds more like a tom cat howling.’

Liberty smiled but stayed quiet. Carys was one of the few people who’d heard her sing, and that was how she intended to keep it. ‘Jacqui, can I ask you something?’ 

The nurse stopped. ‘Of course.’

‘Is Carys less likely to wake up now six months have gone by?’

Jacqui thought about this. ‘I’m not sure what the statistics are, but in my experience there’s no pattern. I’ve seen patients wake up years after.’

Liberty watched Carys’s chest lift and fall with each breath. The ticks and beeps of machines beat a steady rhythm. ‘But,’ she said slowly, ‘she could equally never wake up?’ 

The nurse nodded gravely and touched her arm. Liberty watched her slip out of the room. Until now she hadn’t allowed herself to think like this. Giving up hope would be like letting her best friend down. She’d promised herself she’d keep hoping and praying and visiting Carys for as long as it took. But today Evie’s words echoed in her mind: It’s important to keep living your life. 

Liberty and Carys had been best friends since primary school. Like sisters, even. They hadn’t needed anyone else. And since Carys’s accident – well, Liberty hadn’t felt much like socialising. So she’d put her own life on pause. But six months had gone by, and now she had to face it: what if Carys never woke up from the coma? 

And that was when she realised what had been niggling her all day. 

She was lonely. 

And because she’d turned thirty, which felt like a huge milestone, Liberty was afraid it would always be like this: just her and her dog and her quilts. 

At the moment, anyone observing her could set a watch by her daily routine. But today’s birthday had made her conscious of time ticking, and she saw now that she was stuck in a rut. If she carried on like this, she’d be hitting forty and still be alone. She never left Willowbrook except to visit Carys in hospital or occasionally to shop in town. She never met anyone new, apart from customers in the shop and they were mostly female. Liberty loved her cottage and she loved village life – but she hated being alone. 

She blinked hard and tried to ignore the plunging sensation. She missed Carys, she missed her mum. But she was a firm believer that the best way to make things better was to take control of the situation. So what was she going to do? Something had to change. The only question was what?

Back at her cottage, she scrolled through her Instagram feed. One of those inspirational quotes caught her eye: Open your mind to possibilities and suddenly they become realities.

She paused a moment then flicked past it. Another post came up showing an Advent calendar. The countdown to Christmas begins in five days! 

She shifted uncomfortably. If her birthday felt hard without Carys, how much harder would Christmas be? Everything felt more acute then: the lonely felt lonelier, the days were darker. And it was creeping up fast. In the woods outside the leaves had almost all fallen, the early-morning air was frosty when she walked Charlie, and decorations were gradually appearing in the village: a bare tree had been placed in the green, the pub landlord had strung lights above the door of the Dog and Partridge, and the shops were filled with Christmas cards. 

Liberty scrolled on, pausing to admire a beautiful quilt photographed against a snowy mountain background, then deliberately whizzed past pictures of cake and food because her tummy was already rumbling but dinner wasn’t booked until eight. An ad popped up for a dating app. She flicked straight past it. 

Then stopped and frowned. She wasn’t going to meet new people in the Dog and Partridge tonight, was she? She’d lived all her life in Willowbrook, she knew everyone here, and there were no single men that she liked in that way. But a dating app? That was for extroverts, for fun-lovers, for pretty girls with long hair and perfect manicures – not dull home birds like her.

She blew out a breath, then whistled for Charlie. He poked his head up, instantly alert at the signal for exercise. ‘Come on, boy. Let’s go for a walk.’ An idea was taking shape and she had some thinking to do.

The Dog and Partridge wasn’t busy – it was Wednesday evening, after all – so they had no trouble getting a table for the four of them. 

When the food arrived, they raised their glasses in a toast for Liberty’s birthday. 

‘How do you feel about turning thirty?’ asked Evie. Liberty knew her boss would be celebrating her own thirtieth soon. 

‘Erm …’ Truth be told, she wasn’t feeling good about this birthday and the sharp awareness it had brought of time passing and doors closing. It wasn’t logical. There were still a million opportunities if she chose to take them. But until now she hadn’t. ‘… I’d thought my life would be different by now.’

‘Different how?’ asked Evie. 

‘Well, Carys and I had talked about travelling around Europe, but that’s not happening. And also …’ she bit her lip ‘… I suppose I thought by now I would have met someone and settled down. But did you know it’s been thirteen months since my last date?’

Jake, Evie’s boyfriend, put down his pint and said thoughtfully, ‘It’s not easy to meet new people here in Willowbrook.’

His quiet observation reminded her that he’d moved to the village only a year ago and still saw the place through objective eyes. But he wasn’t the surly loner he’d been back then. Meeting Evie had transformed him and he was definitely part of their close-knit community now. 

‘It isn’t,’ she agreed. She saw the same people on her way to work every day, she’d dated the only three men she found even mildly attractive, and her most recent relationship with Rob the plumber had ended badly, which made things awkward when she bumped into him. (And when she needed a plumber.) ‘But I’ve also been guilty of taking things for granted, living life as if I had all the time in the world, putting things off and being … safe.’ Staying in and sewing was the easy option, she saw that now.

‘Safe? What do you mean?’ asked Natasha.

‘Too predictable. I’m stuck in a rut.’

‘You think so?’ asked Evie, with concern. 

‘I love my job and I love living here, but – I can’t help feeling there must be more.’ She squeezed the stem of her prosecco glass. The question was, did she have the courage to put into action the idea she’d come up with earlier?

‘Maybe you could go travelling by yourself,’ suggested Natasha.

‘I’m not that brave.’ The thought of backpacking alone was terrifying. And flying? No way. Not after the last time. But wasn’t that exactly the problem? She never did anything scary. Her life was all about the familiar and routine. ‘The most exciting thing I’ve done all year was to chase after the florist’s van this morning.’

‘I heard about that.’ Jake chuckled. ‘A high-speed chase in pyjamas and slippers. Did you find out who the flowers were from?’

She shook her head. ‘I was so disappointed. But it helped me come to a decision.’

‘Ooh, exciting!’ said Evie. ‘What is it?’

Liberty hesitated. Once she’d said it out loud, she’d have to see it through. ‘Well,’ she began tentatively, ‘what happened to Carys made me realise that we don’t know what’s round the corner, right? And if something were to happen to me tomorrow I don’t want to have any regrets. So …’ she took a deep breath ‘… I’m going to spend the month of December being brave.’

‘You’re going to join the SAS?’ joked Evie. ‘Become a stuntwoman?’

Liberty shook her head. ‘Not that brave – just a little bit braver than normal. From the first of December until the end of the year I’m going to say yes to everything. Every opportunity, every invitation, I’ll accept. Every difficult dilemma, I won’t let myself go for the easy option. I’ll do the opposite instead. And every day I’ll do at least one thing that takes me out of my comfort zone.’

‘Why?’ Natasha looked thoroughly perplexed. 

‘Because that way I’ll have to try new things and hopefully meet new people.’ If she carried on like this following the same routine each day and living this quiet life, nothing would change and in another thirty years she’d still be sitting by the fire each evening, sewing. ‘I want to know if my life could be different. If I could be different.’

Truth be told, she was terrified at the prospect of this challenge, but she kept that thought to herself.

‘Go, you!’ said Evie. ‘That’s a great idea.’

They chinked glasses in celebration. 

‘You know December has thirty-one days?’ said Jake. ‘It’s a long month.’

‘Yeah, with Christmas in there, too,’ said Natasha. ‘That might complicate things.’

‘You should have picked February,’ said Evie. ‘Much shorter.’

‘I can do it,’ said Liberty. She was determined. ‘And they don’t all have to be big things. I might, for example, not have turkey for Christmas dinner, but eat something else instead.’

‘Aren’t you going to Carys’s family for Christmas?’ asked Natasha. ‘So you’ll have to eat whatever her mother makes, won’t you?’

‘It was just an example.’ She laughed. ‘But each day I’ll say yes to one new thing. And the reason I’ve told you all tonight is so you can hold me to account. I have to see it through now.’

Evie twisted a strand of her hair around her fingers. ‘Do you have any challenges planned or are you going to take it one day at a time?’

‘I already had one idea,’ Liberty said cautiously. She wondered what her friends would think of it. ‘I might take in a lodger.’

‘You’ll rent out Carys’s room?’ asked Evie.

She nodded, ignoring the lump in her throat. ‘I’m finding it hard to pay all the bills without her rent. I feel bad, though.’ She dipped her head. ‘It’s like I’m giving up on her. What if she wakes up and wants to come home?’

A short silence followed and Evie sent her a look of sympathy. Natasha seemed thoughtful.

‘You could rent the room on a monthly basis,’ said Jake. ‘That way if she does wake up, she can have it back quickly.’

‘Yes,’ Liberty said. ‘I’m planning to advertise, but I’m not sure how to go about it. I can’t let any old stranger move in with me. What if they’re a secret axe murderer?’ She winked, but she was only half joking.

‘I might have an idea,’ said Natasha, reaching for her coat and bag. ‘I need to go now, I’m expecting an early delivery tomorrow morning, but I’ll check with Luc, then talk to you about it.’

‘Okay,’ said Liberty, feeling brighter. 

‘This challenge is so exciting,’ said Natasha. ‘I think it’s a great idea.’

Liberty smiled. She was determined to do this. She didn’t want to look back in ten years’ time and wonder what her life might have been like if she’d been braver. ‘There’s no going back now.’


Chapter Two

Say yes to everything. Be brave. It was a bold plan, but Liberty knew that for it to work she couldn’t just sit and wait for opportunities to come to her: she had to make them happen. Set herself challenges. With a tiny orange notebook open on her lap, she started a list. Apart from trying new sandwich fillings, what would take her out of her comfort zone? What did she want to achieve? Getting out more, meeting new people … She chewed her pencil. What would Carys tell her to start with? 

Dating. Without a doubt.

They used to go out together – to the cinema, restaurants or the pub. They used to double-date as well, or sometimes even go out as a threesome if one of them was temporarily single – but since the accident Liberty could count on one hand how many times she’d been out. She’d felt too guilty to have fun while her best friend was lying in hospital. But Liberty also knew Carys would be horrified at how quiet her life had become, how limited. She could hear her now: Lib, you need to get out and live. Thirty is so old!

Liberty smiled and reached for her phone. Maybe old was an exaggeration but today’s birthday had definitely focused her mind. She wanted a partner, a loving relationship, and – one day – a family. 

She knew what she had to do, although it was the most daunting of all the challenges she’d come up with so far. She was going to join a dating app.

Or maybe she’d just download the app and take a look.

No, she’d join. How scary could it be?

The problem was, Liberty hated putting herself out there and she wasn’t any good in social situations with strangers. Working at the Button Hole was fine because conversations revolved around sewing, and that was her passion, but anything outside her job was a different matter. Other people could recount funny stories and chatter away for hours, but not her. She just stammered and her mind went blank. 

The app popped open and she searched through her photos for a profile picture, but the only pictures she had were of her and Carys together. Finally, she managed to crop one so it showed just her. It wasn’t the best photo: her hair looked even redder than normal and her cheeks were flushed from the sun, but it would do, and she uploaded it. 

So what kind of man was she looking for? She picked a couple of loose threads off her top and wound them around her finger as she thought about this. She supposed her ideal man would enjoy the quiet life. He’d prefer to stay in watching films than go to nightclubs or wild parties. And he had to be an animal-lover, she thought, glancing at Charlie who was asleep in front of the fire. It would be nice if he was good-looking, but not so much that he was out of her league, and he had to be tall. At least as tall as her, and she was five foot ten. She didn’t have a preference for hair colour or physical stuff: it was the person inside who mattered. She’d never had much patience for fickle, unreliable sorts, but now she’d turned thirty she was even keener to find someone she could rely on. Someone steady and grounded, who was in it for the long haul. She filled in all the details, then decided that was enough for today and picked up her quilt. 

Shame she couldn’t find a quilting guy, she thought, as she stitched. He’d be her perfect man. Or even better – a quilting cowboy. 

Thursday, 27 November

Next morning Natasha popped into the Button Hole. The shop bell jingled as she came in and her white-blonde hair gleamed under the shop’s lighting. 

‘Hi, Nat,’ said Liberty. ‘Shall I put the kettle on?’ She stepped forward to pluck a tiny sprig of pine out of her friend’s hair. 

Natasha laughed. ‘I’ve been making Christmas wreaths all morning and that stuff gets everywhere. I can’t stay for coffee. I just popped in to talk to you about taking in a lodger. Are you still considering it?’

‘Yes – especially if it’s someone who’s recommended.’

Natasha smiled. ‘Luc has a French friend who’s coming to visit and needs a place to stay. We offered him our sofa, but he’s going to be here for a few weeks so he’s been looking into hotel rooms in town. But your place would suit him better. Living in the village will mean he’s closer, and we can see more of him – if he’s around, that is. I’m not sure what his plans are exactly.’

‘That sounds good,’ said Liberty, her brain automatically searching for problems. Don’t be so negative, she told herself sharply. Remember, from now on, life is about saying yes. 

‘The thing is, though – he’s arriving on Monday. It doesn’t leave you much time to get ready.’

‘Monday? How long for?’

‘I don’t know. I’m guessing he’ll go home for Christmas, but he hasn’t said. I can give you his email address if you like. Then you can contact him directly.’

‘Okay,’ Liberty said gingerly. ‘What else do you know about him?’

Natasha smiled. ‘He’s a motorcycle racer. Very successful.’

Liberty frowned. Why did she say that as if it was a good thing?

‘He and Luc go back donkey’s years. When they were very young they went to school together in Provence. Then Alex’s family moved to Paris. They didn’t see each other for a while – a bit like you and me, only Alex was a teenager when he left.’ Natasha had left Willowbrook when her parents died and she was sent to live with an elderly relative, but she’d moved back a few years ago and opened her flower shop. ‘But they’ve kept in touch over the years.’ Natasha smiled. ‘So you don’t need to worry. He’s not going to murder you in your sleep.’

Liberty nodded, even though this wasn’t as reassuring as Natasha might have thought. ‘I’ll email him and see what he says. If he agrees, this will count as my first challenge.’ She reached into her pocket and pulled out the orange notebook she’d bought especially to record her challenges. ‘It’s not every day you let a stranger come and live with you.’ Others might not regard it as a hugely daring thing, but for her it was an important step.

‘Think of the rent he’ll pay. And I met him at our wedding.’ Natasha winked. ‘He’s very easy on the eye.’

Saturday, 29 November

Liberty started clearing Carys’s room as soon as she got home from work on Saturday evening. She had brought home some cardboard boxes from the supermarket to pack up her friend’s possessions. 

‘They’ll still be here waiting for you,’ she murmured, as she stood in the middle of the room and wondered where to start. It still smelt of Carys, even though it had been six months since the accident. She sniffed the perfume bottle beside the bed and memories sprang up of their best times together: the films they’d watched, laughing until they cried; eating Carys’s homemade cookies; getting dressed up for a special meal; confiding in each other over broken hearts or new romances. Liberty blinked hard. The most difficult thing about Carys’s accident was that it had come out of the blue. They’d both believed those shared moments would go on for years to come.

She carefully wrapped up the photos of Carys’s parents and her little brothers, and a handful of cards her pupils at school had drawn for her. There were more beside her bed in hospital, dozens in fact, but the ones at home had been sent before the accident and weren’t get-well-soon cards, just heartfelt tokens of affection. Your the best teecher in the world! was printed beneath a stick lady with a brown face. Liberty’s eyes filled and she put the card away quickly. Carys had been a brilliant teacher. She cared about the children she taught, understood each pupil and nurtured their individual talents. 

Once the bedside table was empty, she folded the quilt on Carys’s bed. It had been a gift from Liberty on her sixteenth birthday. A Friendship Star design, she’d made it using the cheerful colours that Carys liked against a white background. It wasn’t as bright as the bold primary shades she used nowadays but it had her trademark modern touch. She hugged it, and laid it carefully in a box. Carys’s clothes were the hardest thing to fold away: shoes they’d bought together, dresses they used to share. It hadn’t felt right to borrow them so Liberty had left them untouched since the accident.

When she’d finished clearing the room, she stacked the boxes on top of the wardrobe and under the bed. It seemed more spacious now, ready to receive a guest. But was it too sparse? She wanted her lodger to feel welcome so she did a quick trail around the house collecting candles, lavender-stuffed hearts, and pine cones strung from white ribbon, which she hung from drawer handles and hooks around the room. When she’d finished she stood back and assessed it. Yes, much more inviting. All it needed now was clean bedding and a quilt to make it more homely: Liberty had a pile of those to choose from. She thought of the emails she’d exchanged with her lodger, Alex. He’d said he was planning to stay until Christmas. His messages were brief and to the point, and she wondered what he’d be like. At least she wouldn’t have to wait long to find out.

Monday, 1 December

‘I can’t believe how little you’ve changed.’ Luc smiled. ‘You still eat twice as much as everyone else.’

Alex tucked into a second helping of the cassoulet, hungry after a long day on the road. He’d arrived an hour ago, and was glad he’d arranged to stop at Luc and Natasha’s for a meal before going on to the place where he’d be lodging. ‘I burn it all off. And this is delicious. Even better than my mother’s. Did you make it, Natasha?’

She shook her head. ‘Luc did. He does most of the cooking – when he’s home, anyway.’

Alex stared at his friend, remembering the bachelor lifestyle he’d lived before he’d married Natasha. He was fairly certain Luc wouldn’t have been able to boil an egg four years ago. ‘Who would have thought you’d settle down like this, Duval? Nat, you’re a positive influence on my good friend here.’

‘Oh, he just decided to learn to cook one day. I can’t claim credit for that.’

Luc and Natasha shared a look. ‘You can,’ he said quietly. ‘I knew I had to prove to you that I could do commitment. That’s why I learned to cook.’

‘You changed in other ways, too. Learning to cook isn’t enough to convince a woman you’re dependable.’

‘True.’ Luc’s dark eyes softened as he gazed at his wife. ‘We were always meant to be together, and once we figured that out, everything else fell into place.’

Alex was amused that Luc still seemed slightly amazed at the way things had turned out, even though he’d been married for more than four years now. Memories rose in his mind of Luc and Natasha’s second wedding in Provence. It had been a shock to hear they’d been divorced, then fallen in love all over again. He’d felt privileged to be invited to the small, relaxed celebration at Château Duval when they’d remarried.

‘So what’s brought you here?’ asked Luc. ‘You said something about looking for a relative?’

‘That’s right. After Dad died, Mum asked me to sort through his affairs, and I found some letters.’ He sipped his water. Luc and Natasha waited for him to go on, but this wasn’t something he found easy to talk about. If he was honest, he was ashamed. ‘They were addressed to Dad and he’d kept them hidden. They were written thirty years ago, by a woman who wanted him to know she was having his baby. A girl.’

‘Wow,’ whispered Natasha. 

‘Your father was a dark horse.’

‘That’s one way of putting it,’ he said. ‘These letters had no address, no name, and they were simply signed M. The only clue where they were from was the envelopes, which were postmarked from here.’

‘Willowbrook?’ Natasha asked.

Alex waved his hand. ‘Not quite. The nearest town.’

‘Still, it’s a happy coincidence that your search has brought you here, near us,’ said Luc. He leaned back in his chair. ‘So you’re hoping to find the woman who sent the letters?’

‘Perhaps. Or the child. My half-sister.’

‘How will you do that? Without a name it won’t be easy.’

‘It’s not. I’ve started looking online. Now I’m going to investigate all the local birth records and see what I can find. Then, if I can get a lead, I’m hoping someone might remember something. That’s why I wanted to stay somewhere local … My half-sister would be about thirty years old with an absent father. Do you know anyone who fits that description?’

Luc and Natasha exchanged a look. ‘Well, Liberty’s mum was single, but her dad was around and died when she was small,’ said Natasha. ‘She’s the friend you’ll be lodging with. And she’s nothing like you – she’s got striking red hair. Her dad’s genes, she always says.’

Alex shook his head. ‘I don’t think it could be her. My father was dark-haired, like me.’

Natasha lifted a hand to her chin. ‘Hmm. I’ll let you know if I think of anyone else.’

‘Have you thought about hiring a private detective?’ asked Luc.

‘It’s a possibility.’ Alex felt uncomfortable hiding the real reason he’d come in person. He would tell Luc – later. He just wasn’t ready yet. ‘But it’s a delicate issue. I thought it would be better if I handled it myself.’ 

Natasha’s blonde hair glinted as she got up. ‘Do you two mind if I turn in for the night? I’m really tired.’ She touched her bump. ‘This one’s so big I feel ready to pop.’

‘Of course I don’t mind,’ said Alex. 

‘We’ll clear up here, chérie
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