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To Dad,

You were the inspiration behind this one.

Thank you x





Chapter 1

As I set off on the long journey south on the first of September, I willed myself not to look back. Highfell Hall, set in the stunning Yorkshire countryside, was now consigned to my past and, for the first time in over a decade, the course of my life was set to dramatically change.

For reasons beyond my control, my entire world had altered during the last eighteen months and consequently decisions had to be made, and now was the moment to fully embrace them. The future resembled nothing like the one I had for so long assumed was ahead of me but, even though the prospect was daunting, I had no choice but to face it. As I had recently turned thirty I supposed the beginning of a new decade was an appropriate time for a fresh start… at least I hoped it was.

I cleared my throat, swallowed over the lump lodged there and resolutely looked ahead. In less than a minute I would leave the sweeping drive and reach the road, and the hall, where I had so happily worked as an events organiser, would be far behind me. In terms of distance at least. I would always carry a piece of it in my heart along with my treasured memories of the parties, weddings, balls and many other celebrations I had been a part of.

Despite my determination, my gaze flicked to the rear-view mirror, and I caught a brief glimpse of my former home, sitting statuesque and securely planted in the sunshine-filled early September landscape. Tears began to sting my eyes, and just at that moment, my mobile rang out and made me jump.

‘Rafe,’ I said, as his name lit up the screen and I connected the call via Bluetooth. ‘Rafe,’ I said again. ‘Hi.’

‘Skylar, darling,’ he responded, his deep and reassuring voice filling the car. ‘I know I said I wouldn’t call, but I was worried about you and just wanted to check you’re up to the journey. My offer to send someone along to drive you to Norfolk still stands.’

‘No need,’ I told the kind and thoughtful man who was my father but whom I had never called Dad. ‘I’m on my way. But thank you.’

‘You’ve set off already?’

‘Just a couple of minutes ago.’

My eyes returned to the view behind me, but the hall had passed out of sight and perhaps it was no bad thing I hadn’t watched it disappear.

‘Any idea what time we can expect you?’

By ‘we’ he meant himself and his two much-loved cats, Socrates and Plato.

‘According to the satnav,’ I surmised as I checked the screen, ‘sometime around midday, but I’m planning to stop for something to eat along the way. I couldn’t face breakfast, so it will probably be nearer half one or even just after when I do finally land. Will that be all right?’

‘Yes, absolutely,’ he confirmed. ‘Perfect in fact because by then everything will be unloaded and the movers will have long gone. You’ll be able to walk in and relax.’

‘I’m not sure I can remember how,’ I tried to joke, but he knew there was truth in what I said and his next words proved it.

‘Which confirms exactly why we’re embarking on this exciting adventure, doesn’t it?’

It was a comfort to hear him say that he still thought it was going to be an adventure. There had been times since I’d taken up his offer to move in with him while I decided what I was going to do next with my life that I had succumbed to some serious doubts that I was doing the right thing, so at least one of us was certain it was going to turn out well.

Rafe had always been in my life, but we’d never had what most people would consider a conventional father–daughter relationship. He and my mum, Faye, hadn’t been a couple since their late teens and it was a chance meeting, years later at a party, that had resulted in the creation of me.

My father, who until just a few months ago had lived in the US, generally preferred the company of men and Mum favoured flying solo so she had raised me alone but kept in touch. Consequently, as I grew up, I had got to know Rafe through letters, emails and video calls and occasional visits when he was in the UK. Then, when I was old enough, I began to fly out during the summer to stay with him in the States. Even so, we hadn’t spent more than a couple of weeks together. Until now…

‘It does confirm that,’ I rather belatedly agreed as my thoughts returned to what he had said. ‘I could do with a break.’

‘I’m delighted to know that you’ve finally accepted that,’ he said, because I had taken some convincing. ‘And even happier that I’m able to offer you the opportunity to move in with me and take one! Are you looking forward to seeing the house?’

‘Given the minute detail of the video tour you gave me during your last viewing, I feel like I already have,’ I smiled. ‘The former owners must have had the patience of a saint to let you do that while they were trying to pack.’

‘Such a lovely couple,’ he said wistfully. ‘Had it not been for their still growing family, I’m certain they wouldn’t have even considered selling up.’

‘Which would have been unfortunate for us.’

‘It certainly would,’ he agreed. ‘Houses in Nightingale Square rarely come up for sale so we were lucky to secure it, and being so close to Dad is going to be wonderful.’

‘It certainly is,’ I agreed, feeling warmed that he had included me when he was the one who had done all the securing.

Rafe’s father, Grandad George, was a resident in a care home situated not all that far from the square in the centre of Norwich and I knew that had been the determining factor in the decision to make an extremely generous offer on the four bedroomed, detached house. Well, that and the fact that the area was so idyllic and had a thriving community garden.

Now he had permanently returned to the UK, Rafe was determined to throw himself into local life. I, on the other hand, having lived literally miles from neighbours and shops for a decade, had an inkling that I was going to find the transition trickier to negotiate than my gregarious father, and that was why I’d hedged whenever my long-term future came up in conversation.

‘And I’m certain that as soon as we’re unpacked, the words will start to flow again,’ he continued, sounding hopeful. ‘With an increasingly looming first draft deadline, they certainly need to.’

He was an award-winning, bestselling and critically acclaimed crime writer who had never experienced writer’s block before. His books were all set in the US but since he’d moved, he hadn’t been able to locate his muse and feared it had opted to stay on the other side of the Atlantic without him.

‘You haven’t made any headway at all then?’ I ventured to ask.

‘Frustratingly not. But don’t tell my agent that. He’s already having a minor meltdown. The problem is, I’ve got this idea for a new book—’

‘Would this be the allure of the shiny new idea when your current plot isn’t behaving?’ I interrupted him.

‘Huh,’ he harrumphed. ‘I should never have given you that insight into the writing life, should I?’

‘You should not,’ I laughed. ‘Especially now we’re going to be living together. I’ll be on your case morning, noon and night until I’ve found another job to keep me occupied.’

‘There’s no rush to do that,’ he reminded me.

‘I know.’

‘But none the more for that,’ he continued with a laugh, ‘don’t start nagging and make me regret stepping in and offering you a home when your mother unexpectedly sold up! Have you heard from Faye, by the way?’

Mum, or Flighty Faye as Rafe called her, had very recently returned to Goa. She’d had a lifelong love affair with the area and had decided that it was time she moved there for good. I hadn’t taken her chatter about it all seriously – she always seemed to have some far-fetched idea brewing – but when she called to say that she’d sold the house and was off, I had no choice but to take note. She was now running a beachside bar with a friend and working part-time in a yoga retreat with no plans to ever return.

Selfishly, at the time, I felt her decision couldn’t have come at a worse moment for me because I had planned to move in with her once my time at Highfell came to end. But it had turned out all right because Rafe had kindly come to my rescue. He was by far the steadier and safer parental option, so it was bound to be for the best.

‘Not since she emailed to update me about landing the yoga job,’ I told him.

‘Um,’ he said. ‘Me neither. I’m not sure if that’s a good or bad thing.’

‘With everything else I’ve got going on,’ I said wryly, ‘I’m considering her silence as golden.’

Rafe chuckled at that. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘You’re right. I’ll do the same. Now, I’d better let you get back to your journey.’

‘Okay. I’m just about to join the road through the valley.’ The hall nestled among the hills was a fair way behind me now. ‘Send positive thoughts for a straightforward trip with no hold ups, will you?’

‘That sounds more like Faye’s territory, but I’ll see what I can manifest for you, my darling,’ he said. ‘See you later.’

‘Yes,’ I swallowed. ‘I’ll see you this afternoon.’



Clearly, our manifesting skills needed some refining because I had to endure the journey from hell. Not only were there long tailbacks as a result of a three-car crash and a broken-down lorry, but I was also acutely aware that it had been quite some time since I’d driven in such heavy and fast-moving traffic and that did nothing to settle my already present nerves.

When I did eventually stop at a service station for something to eat, I could barely swallow the sandwich I had picked out, and the coffee I’d opted for made me feel jittery rather than soothed. Having messaged Rafe with an amended arrival time, I set off again, secretly wishing that I’d taken up his luxurious offer of sending someone to collect me and my car and drive us south.

The unexpected hold-ups meant it was almost three o’clock when I finally reached the road I needed and then pulled into Nightingale Square. The house was the first on the left as you turned onto the one-way street that looped around the central green. There were seven houses set around it in total. All detached, some were larger than others, and even though they had what looked like generous plots, I couldn’t help thinking how close together they all seemed.

The sweeping valley views and wide-open landscape I was used to were a long way behind me and I had to blink hard to suppress the rush of tears which filled my eyes as I carefully pulled onto the drive and in front of the garage at the side of the house.

‘You’ve just endured a dreadful journey,’ I told myself. ‘So, you’re bound to feel out of sorts. You’ll feel completely different after a decent night’s sleep.’

The pep talk wasn’t helping, so I scooped my bag off the passenger seat and quickly climbed out of the car. My legs felt a little wobbly and I’d barely set foot on the path to the front door when it was opened from inside and a woman, looking back over her shoulder and laughing, stepped out.

‘Skylar!’ came Rafe’s unmistakable voice from behind her. ‘Here you are at last, my darling. I was beginning to get worried.’

The woman, who was wearing jeans and an oversized shirt, turned to beam at me and when she looked at Rafe again, I noticed she had a pencil tucked behind one ear.

‘He really was,’ she smiled, when she turned back to me. ‘But you’re here now. Safe and sound. I’m Lisa,’ she added and held out her hand which I went to shake but she pulled me in for an awkward hug. ‘You must be all in after that drive.’

‘Yes,’ I said, when she finally released me and looked at me intently. ‘It wasn’t the best.’

I was taken aback by her demonstrative welcome and wasn’t really in the right frame of mind to exchange pleasantries or take in any of the information she then started to bombard me with, despite acknowledging the difficult drive I’d just had. She told me the names of everyone who lived around the square along with the details of what they did in the community garden across the road.

‘I’m a writer, too,’ she excitedly finished up. ‘Just like your dad, but a rather different genre. And you know what, with your gorgeous green eyes and long chestnut hair, you could have the look of my next lead character, Skylar!’

‘No one too racy, please Lisa,’ Rafe laughed. ‘Skylar is my daughter, after all.’

‘Don’t worry,’ she quipped, making me feel even more self-conscious. ‘The names are always changed to protect the innocent!’

I wasn’t sure if that made me feel better or worse.

‘We’ve been comparing notes about writer’s block,’ Rafe explained when I didn’t say anything.

‘It’s going to be fantastic having someone literally across the road who I can talk to about the highs and lows of writing for a living,’ Lisa said as she pointed to the house where she and her family lived. ‘Your arrival, Rafe, is going to stop me bending my husband’s ear and that will make him very happy indeed!’

‘I’m delighted to hear it,’ he beamed.

‘Well, that’s fantastic,’ I said to them both when I realised it had been some time since I’d said anything. ‘Really great, but if you don’t mind—’

‘Oh love!’ Lisa gasped. ‘I’m so sorry. I literally popped over to say welcome to the square and as usual I’ve got carried away and chatted on for far too long. You must be dying for a cuppa. And a tour. Your dad said you’ve not even seen the place in person yet! I still can’t believe I missed spotting you when you came to view it Rafe, and Heather and Glen never said a thing…’ her many words trailed off. ‘I’m doing it again,’ she tutted. ‘I’ll leave you to it, but if you need anything, anything at all, just knock.’

‘Do you think they’re all like that?’ I asked, as we watched her walk away and then wave from her doorway before she disappeared inside.

‘I hope so,’ Rafe grinned. ‘The level of community spirit the vendors and agent kept talking about really sold this place to me. That is, after being so near to Dad, of course. Now come inside and I’ll show you around.’





Chapter 2

With the front door finally closed, I took a deep breath and felt my shoulders relax as some of the tension I’d carried with me on the journey, and during my rather intense welcome to the square, started to ebb away.

‘What do you think of the door?’ Rafe asked, as I put down my bag and slipped off my shoes. ‘The panels are original to the house, but the previous owners had them set into a new frame and door.’

The geometric shapes the stained-glass panels were made up of were both striking and colourful and added an authentic touch to the entrance of the house.

‘I think it’s beautiful,’ I told him. ‘And I love that the last residents did this, it shows how much they cared for the house. I hope the sun catches it at some point during the day. It will look even lovelier then.’

Rafe looked delighted with my response. ‘I couldn’t agree more,’ he smiled. ‘So, full tour first or a comfort break and a cuppa?’

As I looked around the hallway I was already somewhat familiar with because of the detailed virtual tour he had given me, I could feel a welcome surge of excitement starting to bubble up and wanted to forge ahead.

‘I tell you what,’ I suggested. ‘Why don’t you make us a brew while I freshen up, and I’ll drink it as you show me around?’

‘Sure?’

‘Completely,’ I nodded. ‘I don’t want to wait another minute.’

I didn’t venture further than the downstairs cloakroom and waited in the hall, again admiring the detailing on the door and the ornately tiled floor, until Rafe returned with tea for both of us.

‘Is that all right?’ he asked as he handed me a mug. ‘I’m never sure if I make it strong enough for you, what with you being used to a Yorkshire blend.’

‘It’s perfect,’ I told him as I gratefully took the first comforting sip. ‘Thank you. Now,’ I smiled, inclining my head to the right, ‘I’m guessing this door is closed because the boys are in there?’

‘They are,’ Rafe confirmed. ‘I was going to hold off letting them out of their crate until you arrived so you could look at both sitting rooms and decide which you’d prefer, but with the time drawing on they were getting a bit antsy, so I thought it best to give them some space. I hope you don’t mind?’

‘Of course not,’ I told him. ‘We’ll look in there last, shall we?’

As my father and I had never spent much time together we’d agreed to have our own sitting rooms. They would afford us some privacy as we got used to living under the same roof. It might prove to be unnecessary, but I was grateful for the option of a domestic breakout space.

‘Yes, that’s a good idea. I’m hoping to introduce them to the house slowly. They’d only just got used to the rental after the trauma of their trip here from the States…’

‘I’m sure they’ll adjust just fine,’ I said, because he looked worried. ‘They’ll probably settle in sooner than me.’

‘Do you think you might have trouble settling in?’ He frowned and I instantly regretted what I’d said. I did think it was going to take me a while, but I really didn’t want to add to his concerns.

‘Of course not,’ I backtracked. ‘I was just saying that to try and make you feel better about the cats.’

‘That’s all right then,’ he said, clinking his mug against mine. ‘Drink a bit more and then we’ll make a start.’

The room to the right of the front door, where Rafe was acclimatising the cats, had previously been used as a family sitting room and had originally functioned as a dining room when the house was built. I knew this from the detailed video tour he’d treated me to. The room to the left was smaller, but with the same style of bay window to the front and the original fireplace with a not unattractive faux fire insert. There were deep wooden fitted shelves either side of the chimney breast with practical cupboards underneath.

Rafe had asked the movers to deposit my much-loved William Morris fabric covered sofa and armchair in there and I couldn’t help thinking they looked like they had been made for the space. I thought my books, which had been briefly kept in storage with most of my other things as well as everything Rafe had shipped from the US, would look right on the shelves, too.

‘This room was the kid’s playroom,’ Rafe explained. ‘The chap who surveyed the property said the chimney could quite easily be reinstated.’

‘But why would you want to?’ I shrugged, as he flicked a switch next to the fireplace and the flames leapt into life. ‘I think it looks lovely as it is. Real fires are beautiful of course, but do you really want the trouble of cleaning, laying and tending it? And in a room of this size, it’s most likely unnecessary, so would rarely be lit.’

‘Um,’ he said. ‘I hadn’t really thought about that aspect of it. I suppose it would be a lot of work for an occasional real fire.’

‘And with this, you can have the look of the fire without the hassle.’

‘You’re right,’ he agreed. ‘We’ll leave it as it is.’

‘And I’d like to take this room,’ I said, looking around. ‘If that’s all right with you?’

‘You aren’t just saying that because your furniture is already in here, are you?’ he asked. ‘It’s smaller than the old dining room.’

‘I don’t mind the size. In fact, I like it. It feels cosy, and don’t you think the furniture looks like it’s meant to be here?’

He cocked his head and took the space in further.

‘Actually, it does look right. As if it’s been in here for ever,’ he nodded. ‘But don’t completely make up your mind until you’ve seen the other room later.’

‘All right,’ I said, but in truth I was already sold on the snug little space.

‘Kitchen next,’ Rafe said and led the way back through the hall which had storage built in under the stairs and the cloakroom I’d already visited. ‘The kitchen and dining area is part original and part extension.’

‘Oh wow,’ I gasped as I stepped into the room. ‘This looked impressive when you showed me on your phone, but it’s even lovelier in real life and it fits the house perfectly. What a sympathetic addition.’

‘I’m so pleased you think so,’ Rafe said as he also looked around. The extension was light and airy thanks to the pitched skylights and bifold doors that led out to the garden. ‘And it will be even lovelier once we’ve unpacked and got rid of all these boxes.’

As well as my few pieces of furniture, some kitchen paraphernalia had also been transported from Yorkshire ahead of me and now I could see our combined accumulation of boxes all together, I was looking forward to unpacking the contents and seeing them in situ.

‘I agree,’ I said on an out breath. ‘With Highfell being sold and packed up, I’ve felt like I’ve lived in a holding area for months. It will be good to be able to walk about without boxes and crates hindering every step.’

‘Yes, I feel the same way myself. Though I do appreciate your situation is different to mine, because I wanted to move.’

‘Yes,’ I said, then changed the subject because I didn’t want to spoil my first look at my new home with the memory of having just left my former one. ‘Let’s have another tea and carry on.’

‘And how about a slice of this Victoria sponge Lisa carried over with her? The jam is homemade and the eggs came from the hens in the community garden which, incidentally, is called the Grow-Well. How lovely is that?’

‘Very lovely,’ I said as I thought I might owe Lisa an apology for my unenthusiastic arrival. ‘I’d love a slice. Thank you.’

Upstairs, there were four bedrooms. The two large doubles both had en suites and the two smaller rooms shared a family bathroom. Given that a growing family had lived here before us, the place was remarkably pristine and wouldn’t need decorating in a rush.

I picked the double room at the back of the house because it offered a view of the garden and a huge oak tree in another property in a street behind the square, and Rafe was keen to take the one at the front because it had a double aspect.

‘I’m pleased that’s settled,’ he said as he checked his watch. ‘Because the new beds will be arriving within the hour. It would have been a nuisance to have to wait to set them up or move them if we hadn’t properly made up our minds and needed to switch them.’

‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘I don’t think we could manage to do that on our own.’

‘I’m sure Lisa could have found us some help.’ I didn’t doubt that for a second. ‘I’m going to set up to write in the other bedroom at the back, so I hope my typing won’t disturb you.’

‘I’m rather hoping that it will,’ I contradicted. ‘Because it will mean you’ve found your muse again.’

‘That’s a good point,’ he smiled. ‘Here’s to many interruptions to your day!’

We went back downstairs and quietly went into the room where the cats were acclimatising to their most recent changes. Socrates, black with white paws, was hunkered down behind some boxes, but the tabby, Plato, had stationed himself on the broad window ledge to check out the neighbours and have a good wash.

‘I hope Socrates is okay,’ Rafe frowned.

‘Given how nosy I know Socks usually is,’ I said, using the black cat’s nickname, ‘he won’t be able to resist joining Plato soon.’

‘I daresay you’re right,’ Rafe agreed.

‘Give it a few days and it will feel like we’ve been here for years,’ I said, optimistically. I knew it was likely to take me longer, but there was no harm in hoping. ‘And I know you’ve already told me off for saying it, but I really am grateful to you, Rafe. I don’t know where I would have ended up if you hadn’t offered to put a roof over my head.’

‘And some respite to go along with it,’ he reminded me again. ‘I know you’ve previously told me off for mentioning it, but I mean it Skylar. Ten years you’ve been working without any proper time off. You need to make the most of this opportunity to rest and recalibrate.’

‘I know,’ I nodded. ‘And I promise I’m going to try.’

‘Good,’ he said and closed the gap between us to give me a hug. He kissed the top of my head and I felt myself relax. He felt strong and solid and knowing I could depend on him was a huge comfort. ‘Good,’ he said again.

He looked bright-eyed when I stepped away, so I went to make a fuss of Plato and, with perfect timing, Lisa walked by and waved when she spotted us through the window. Life in Nightingale Square was going to be extremely different to what I was familiar with, but I’d soon get used to it, wouldn’t I?



The beds arrived a little later than expected and just as the van pulled up to deliver them, my mobile began to ring.

‘Oh,’ I said, no doubt sounding surprised. ‘It’s Mum. I’ll ring her back once the beds are up.’

‘No, don’t do that,’ Rafe insisted. ‘Talk to her now. I can manage this. It’s only a case of telling the driver and his mate where we want them set up. Say hi to Faye for me.’ And with that, he went to let them in.

‘Mum,’ I said, as I closed my sitting room door and answered her call. ‘Hi, how are you?’

‘Skylar!’ she answered. ‘I’m fine! How are you? It’s today, isn’t it? Moving day, I mean. How are you feeling? Was it a wrench to leave Highfell?’

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Tact had never been Mum’s strong point.

‘It could have been worse,’ I lied. ‘And it’s not as if I haven’t had time to prepare for it, is it?’

‘I suppose not,’ she sighed. ‘But even so…’

My departure had been in the offing for months, so it wasn’t as though the change had been sprung upon me. My former employers and the owners of the hall, Madeline and Tobias, had decided they were ready to slow down and retire abroad – both well into their seventies that was hardly surprising – but, with no children to pass it on to, that meant Highfell had to be sold and the new owners weren’t interested in holding events there.

It struck me then that as well as losing my former home and place of work, I’d also lost the found family that Madeline and Tobias had become. The hall was quite isolated and consequently we had been close. My time living there had given me an idea of what it felt like to be part of a normal family, and I’d often wished my mum hadn’t been quite so flighty and that I could have experienced a similar kind of stability when I was growing up.

‘How’s the house then?’ Mum asked, when I didn’t elaborate on my feelings.

I looked around the room as the sound of boxes being lugged upstairs reached me through the door.

‘It’s absolutely beautiful,’ I told her. ‘The former owners clearly loved the place and even though they’ve done some quite extensive remodelling, they’ve kept loads of original features.’

‘I still can’t understand why Rafe wanted somewhere so old and so central to the city,’ Mum commented. ‘His place in LA was modern and practically rural. I hope he’s going to like it, for both your sakes.’

‘He already loves it,’ I insisted. ‘And you do know why he picked here, Mum. It’s so he can be near to Grandad George.’

He was also keen to embrace some genuine community spirit but not knowing if he’d shared that desire with Mum, I decided not to mention it. I had the feeling she’d find that rather amusing.

‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘Of course. And I know I sound a bit negative for someone who usually looks on the bright side.’ That was putting it mildly because on any given day she could usually give Pollyanna a run for her money! ‘But I’m worried about you, Skylar. I know you’re not going to find the transition easy, especially when you’ve got nothing to keep you occupied while you negotiate it.’

I couldn’t help rather uncharitably thinking it was a little late in the day for her to find some deep maternal feelings. I had always known Mum loved me, but as she had always been caught up in her own dreamy world, I had become independent at quite a young age. That made the fragility I was currently experiencing feel even more unsettling, and I felt blessed that Rafe was willing to nurture me through it.

‘I’ll be fine,’ I said. ‘As Rafe keeps reminding me, it’s been far too long since I took some time off, so the luxury of not having to worry about looking for and starting a new job straightaway will give me the chance to properly bed in here and explore the area.’

By the time I’d taken an extended holiday I was certain I’d be raring to go again and ready to take on a new job, but I was going to keep that thought to myself.

‘You sound more like me than I do,’ Mum teased. ‘Who’d have thought it?’

‘Not me, that’s for sure.’

‘Well,’ she said, sounding more like herself, ‘as long as you really are okay, I’d better let you go. I bet you’ve got loads to do and I should get back to work before I’m missed. It’s heaving in the bar tonight.’

Ducking out at an inopportune moment sounded more like her.

‘All right,’ I said. ‘Thanks for checking in.’

‘Don’t worry if you don’t hear from me again for a while, will you?’

‘I won’t,’ I told her.

I was so used to her flitting in and out of my life, it would have been more of a worry if she’d said she’d call again next week or even next month!

‘Take care.’

‘You too.’

And with that, she was gone.





Chapter 3

I wasn’t someone who generally went to bed particularly early, and Rafe certainly wasn’t, but by the time we’d made up the beds, given the cats a good fuss and shared a takeaway – which was delivered to the house, what a novelty – we were both flagging. I didn’t expect to nod off so quickly in a different bed in a new home situated in a city at the opposite end of the country to where I was used to, but I went out like a light and didn’t wake until I heard Rafe cursing on the landing the following morning.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked, as I joined him.

We were both still in our summer pyjamas, but Rafe’s thick, dark hair looked nothing like the tangled nest I suspected that I was sporting.

‘Plato made a dash out of the sitting room door when I went to check on him and Socrates, and now I can’t find him,’ he said worriedly.

‘Are there any doors to outside or windows currently open that he could have escaped out of?’

‘Thankfully not,’ he said, sounding relieved as he looked down from the landing. ‘But the little sod could be anywhere. Oh damn! And there goes Socrates, too!’

In his haste to locate Plato, Rafe had neglected to close the sitting room door before coming upstairs and now Socks had made a bid for freedom, too.

‘So much for keeping them in one room for a few days,’ Rafe groaned.

‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Let’s follow Socks. He’ll probably lead us straight to Plato.’

We quietly went downstairs and headed for the kitchen, which was the direction Socks had gone in.

‘There,’ I laughed. ‘What did I tell you?’

The pair were wantonly basking in the sunshine that was streaming through the bifold doors and neither looked the worse for wear following their adventure beyond the confines of Rafe’s sitting room.

‘What do I do with them now?’ Rafe frowned. ‘Take them back to the other room or leave them to get on with it?’

‘Given that they’re not looking at all bothered, I think I’d leave them if I was you,’ I said. ‘They can go back to your sitting room if they’re feeling unsure and, in the meantime, we’ll just have to be super careful about external doors and windows.’ Given that it was such a sunny morning, it would have been lovely to open the doors to the garden, but it couldn’t be helped. ‘How long do they have to stay inside for?’

‘Two weeks,’ Rafe sighed. ‘At least.’

‘That time will pass in a flash,’ I said stoically, as I reached for the kettle. ‘Now, I don’t know about you, but I could do with a coffee and some breakfast.’

Once we’d toasted most of the loaf Rafe had thought to bring with him and had a fix of caffeine, he showed me an online shopping order on his phone and asked what I’d like to add.

‘Of course, I’m planning to shop locally as much as I can,’ he told me. ‘There’s a street not too far away with shops selling pretty much everything we’ll want to eat and drink, but while we get set up and as we need to stock up on some of the basics, I thought a bulk delivery wouldn’t hurt.’

‘It’s a good idea,’ I agreed, as I scrolled. ‘Though having things delivered isn’t what I’m used to. And being able to walk to the shops is going to be as much of a novelty as having our dinner arrive on the doorstep.’

‘Yes,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘I’d forgotten how remote you’d been at Highfell.’

‘You’ve missed off cleaning supplies,’ I pointed out. ‘And that reminds me, I haven’t got a vacuum cleaner. Have you?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ve nothing like that and I’m not sure we’ll need a proper one as I was thinking of asking Lisa if she knows of a cleaning firm or even a local person who could take care of the domestic side of things for us.’

‘There’s no need for that,’ I told him. ‘I’m more than happy to clean. I enjoy it and it will give me something to do. I’m going to need something to fill all the time I’ve got.’

Rafe didn’t look convinced.

‘I’m sure we can find you something more exciting to do than cleaning,’ he tutted.

‘Perhaps, but in the meantime, leave the housework to me.’

He eventually acquiesced but insisted that we should have two cordless vacuums. One for upstairs and another for down, so I wouldn’t have to carry one up to the bedrooms. Clearly, my father was used to a different standard of living than me. Back at Highfell I’d had to drag an ancient and very heavy cylinder vacuum about when the housekeeper needed a hand. It had been a nightmare to balance on the stairs until you got the knack.

The rest of the day was spent unpacking boxes and starting to settle in. There wasn’t a huge amount to do, but Plato seemed to think everything we were doing was for his amusement and had a great time following us about and diving in and out of the empty boxes, and a couple of the half unpacked ones too. Socrates stayed mostly in the kitchen, observing from afar and soaking up the sun.

Along with the sofa and chair, my books, framed photographs, few ornaments, mirror and paintings all looked perfect in the little sitting room and the addition of a lamp from Rafe completed the cosy aesthetic. The sight of it all made me feel far happier than I had expected to when I had set off from Yorkshire the morning before.

‘Skylar!’ came Rafe’s voice from his room. ‘Could you please give me a hand?’

He had sourced second-hand, or more likely fifth or sixth hand, the loveliest worn leather Chesterfield sofa and now wanted it moved to a slightly different position.

‘If we can’t shift it on our own, I’ll ask Lisa if we can borrow her other half.’

‘I’m sure we can manage it between us,’ I said and quickly put the words into action. I might have been feeling better than the day before, but I wasn’t ready for another neighbourly encounter just yet. ‘How’s that?’ I puffed.

‘Perfect,’ Rafe nodded and stretched out his back. ‘I think we’re almost done.’

I still had my bedroom to sort, but that wouldn’t take long.

‘Let’s have a break then,’ I suggested.

The kitchen was where our individual things had been most combined and I loved the clashing mismatch of items on the open shelves. My pieces were more practical while Rafe’s were decorative by comparison. Our two styles complemented each other well and I imagined many a meal cooked together in the months to come. With autumn just around the corner there’d soon be warming stews and deep filled pies bubbling away in the range oven.

‘Do you have a favourite mug in this collection?’ I asked as I flicked the kettle on. ‘I didn’t think to ask at breakfast, but we hadn’t unpacked this lot then, had we?’

We’d used the plain white mugs Heather and Glen, the former house owners, had kindly left us along with a packet of biscuits, a pint of milk in the fridge and a ‘welcome to your new home’ card.

‘I do,’ Rafe smiled. ‘It’s the Emma Bridgewater with the cats on.’

‘Of course it’s that one,’ I laughed. ‘I should have known, shouldn’t I?’

‘What about you? Pick any you like.’

He already had quite a few, and I knew he was intending to add more.

‘This one,’ I said, unhooking one that had words written around it in black.

‘That’s from the Black Toast range,’ he told me. ‘It’s a little plain for my taste—’

‘You don’t say?’ I interrupted and he laughed.

‘But it’s a Bridgewater classic, so I had to have it.’

‘Of course you did,’ I smiled. ‘Now, would you like tea or coffee?’

We spent the remainder of the day further sorting and arranging and then set to flattening the boxes. Rafe thought it would be a good idea to pass them on to someone else who was moving, but I wanted to keep them.

He hadn’t seemed impressed with the idea, doubtless because it inferred that I wasn’t planning to make Nightingale Square my forever home, but if I found a job some distance away after my time out, then I wouldn’t be able to carry on living here, would I? In the end we opted for a compromise. With the cats securely shut in Rafe’s sitting room and until he could ask locally where he could advertise them, I carried them out to the shed.



The next morning, I spotted Lisa looking animated on her doorstep and shouting back into the house. A minute or so later, three children of varying ages appeared and, after some squabbling, reluctantly piled into the car on their drive. They were wearing school uniforms, and I realised it must be the first day of the new autumn term.

September was a month I usually looked forward to because, rather than the back-to-school feeling, it heralded a slight lull for me. Most of the weddings and events had taken place during late spring and throughout the summer and it was finally time to take my foot off the gas, as Rafe was prone to say. This year however, my foot had already been off the throttle for a while. Madeline and Tobias had kept bookings to a minimum this season as they prepared to leave Highfell and now I felt rather adrift and unsure as to what to do with the onset of autumn. As well as the rest of my life…

‘Are the cats in the kitchen with you, Skylar?’ Rafe called to me a short while later. ‘There’s someone at the door.’

‘Yes, they’re both here!’ I called back and jumped up. ‘Give me a second and I’ll close the door.’

I waited with bated breath as I tried to work out if I knew who it was – that would only be Lisa – or if it was one of the ever-increasing number of deliveries for Rafe.

‘Come on through to the kitchen,’ I heard him say and I sprang away from the door. ‘Come and meet my daughter, Skylar. She’s in here with the cats. One of whom is already intent on escaping.’

I gave Plato an accusatory look. He was annoyingly keen to expand his horizons and proving quite the magician with his disappearing act when either Rafe or I wanted to go into the garden. That said, I was pleased he wasn’t feeling unsettled.

‘Here we are,’ Rafe said as he opened the door and I braced myself for another potential neighbourly bombardment.

I didn’t know why I was still feeling so reluctant to meet people. It had been a big part of my former job, and I’d never struggled with it before. Perhaps it was the proximity of everything that was throwing me off. Whatever it was, I hoped it would soon pass, and I’d feel more like my sociable self again.

‘Skylar this is Kate. Kate, meet Skylar,’ Rafe told the woman who came into the kitchen with him. ‘Kate is one of the owners of Prosperous Place,’ he added for my benefit. ‘She lives there with her partner, Luke.’

I knew that Prosperous Place – which was located just opposite the square – was a large Victorian property with extensive grounds and that the popular community garden was located there.

‘And our two girls,’ Kate added. ‘I’ve just taken them to school and thought I’d drop in on my way home and introduce myself.’

‘Would you like a coffee?’ Rafe offered.

‘No, no,’ she said. ‘But thank you. I’m not going to linger, because you’ve probably still got tonnes to do.’ I was warming to her already. ‘Moving house is such a trial, isn’t it?’

‘It’s lovely to meet you,’ I smiled. ‘And yes, it does have its moments. Though Rafe has been the one bearing the brunt of most of them.’

‘Oh?’ she said, looking between us.

She was probably wondering why I hadn’t called him Dad. People generally tended to be curious about that.

‘I’ve bought the house,’ Rafe explained, though he didn’t need to. ‘But Skylar and I are going to share it.’

‘I see,’ Kate nodded. ‘I own one of the houses a few doors along. It’s where I lived when I first moved here following my divorce.’ Clearly, she had no qualms about sharing either. ‘And Luke and I co-own another place almost opposite here, too. That’s where our head gardener, Freya lives. It was the garden that I wanted to talk to you about actually.’

‘I know we haven’t made it over to the Grow-Well yet—’ Rafe started to say but she put up a hand to stop him.

‘Of course you haven’t made it over there yet,’ she laughed. ‘You’ve only just arrived! No, I wanted to let you know that you’re more than welcome to explore the whole of the garden if you’d like to. It’s looking rather beautiful, even though the summer is coming to an end, and the walks around it are lovely. Very peaceful.’

Given that I’d moved from such a remote spot, it would be a genuine blessing to have somewhere peaceful to visit practically on my new and, to me at least, crowded doorstep.

‘Well, that’s very generous of you,’ Rafe smiled. ‘Isn’t it Skylar?’

‘It is,’ I agreed. ‘And much appreciated.’

‘Here’s the code to the gate,’ she said and handed Rafe a slip of paper. ‘Lisa said she’d forgotten to give it to you and was going to come over, but I said I’d call in. I know I shouldn’t have written it down. We have a friend staying with us and he’s always saying we should change it regularly, but I struggle to remember anything more than my bank card PIN and there’d be so many people to tell!’

I felt a pang of sympathy for their friend. It was an issue I had always tried to address at Highfell, but Madeline and Tobias had insisted the security codes shouldn’t be changed either.

‘We’ll commit it to memory and shred the note,’ I promised Kate.

‘A new shredder!’ Rafe said loudly and Kate and I jumped. ‘Something else for the list.’

‘And just when you thought you’d remembered everything,’ I smiled.

‘And on that note,’ Kate said, with a nod to the paper, ‘I’ll leave you both to it. Come and look around anytime, won’t you? You’ll find the community garden if you follow the path to the right once you’re through the gate and the rest of the garden to the left and around the house.’

‘Thank you,’ I said as she made for the door.

Rafe followed her and I checked I had eyes on both cats.

‘If you want to meet everyone en masse, then I suggest you come to the Grow-Well at the weekend,’ Kate said and I made a mental note to avoid weekends for now. ‘That’s when you’re likely to find most people popping in and out.’

‘Lisa said there’s a rota?’ Rafe questioned.

‘There is. But we’ll get you added when you’re settled. No rush.’

I closed the kitchen door and let out a breath, grateful that we had a bit of respite before we had to do that.

‘There,’ Rafe said, when he came back to the kitchen. ‘How fantastic was that?’

‘This is exactly what you were hoping life in Nightingale Square was going to be like, isn’t it?’ I smiled.

‘To a T,’ he grinned. ‘And I hope you’re going to love it, too.’

‘I’m very much looking forward to visiting the garden,’ I told him. ‘In fact, I think I’ll go tomorrow as the forecast is still set to be sunny and you’ve made plans for us to see Grandad George on Saturday. Will you join me?’

‘I think I’ll head over on Sunday when everyone’s most likely to be there.’ That didn’t surprise me. ‘And in the meantime, I have an idea I really need to go and get down…’

He hurried off and I hoped his muse had come calling. I was tempted to ask if the idea related to the book he was supposed to be writing or the tempting new idea he’d mentioned but as I didn’t want to distract him, I let him go, hoping it was the former.





Chapter 4

My first Friday living in Nightingale Square dawned sunny and warm and I was looking forward to exploring the garden at Prosperous Place. The evening before, Rafe had given me more of a run down on the history of the connection between the square and the Victorian mansion house across the road.

It had been built and originally owned by an ancestor of Kate’s partner, Luke, called Charles Wentworth. He was a philanthropic shoe factory owner who took as much care over the life of his staff as he did his own. The properties in Nightingale Square had been built to house the factory managers and supervisors, and there had also been streets of small, terraced homes for the general workers.

Given that Luke had opened the grounds of Prosperous Place to the people now living in the square to create the community garden Kate had played her part in setting up and running, he sounded every bit as generous as Mr Wentworth himself, and I felt privileged that Rafe and I would become a continuing part of the square’s history.

The insight also gave me further understanding as to why Rafe had picked the place to buy as opposed to somewhere more modern as Mum had assumed he would. My father and I were both keen on history and I was looking forward to discovering more about the area.

‘Are the cats with you, Rafe?’ I called as I pulled on my plimsolls in readiness for my first foray beyond the front door.

I had picked my time to leave with care and was hoping to be safely through the garden gate before Lisa returned home from the school run. It wasn’t that I disliked her. She’d been nothing but friendly the day I arrived, but I was planning to slip into the garden and explore alone, for this first time at least, and I had the feeling that if she spotted me, she’d insist on acting as a well-meaning guide.

‘No,’ Rafe said, as he opened the door to his writing room upstairs and popped his head out.

‘Sorry, I didn’t realise you were working.’

‘It’s okay,’ he yawned. ‘It’s probably time I took a break.’

His usually tidy hair was ruffled, and he was wearing the same shirt as the day before.

‘Have you been writing all night?’ I frowned.

‘If it’s Friday morning,’ he laughed, ‘then yes. Hooray for the return of the muse!’

‘Hooray indeed,’ I agreed.

‘I take it you didn’t hear me bashing away at the keys.’

‘I did not,’ I confirmed. ‘I’m guessing the cats are in the sitting room then?’ I added with a nod to the closed door.

‘They are,’ he said as he walked down the stairs. ‘And they can stay there a bit longer as I’m expecting some deliveries. I don’t want to risk them, or should I say Plato, making a run for it.’

‘Do you want me to wait and help you unload everything?’ I offered. ‘I don’t mind.’

‘No, no,’ he said, as he turned me towards the front door. ‘You go and enjoy the garden. You’ve been cooped up here with me since you arrived. You need to stretch your legs.’

‘All right,’ I willingly relented. ‘I’ll see you later.’

Even though it was early, it felt comfortably warm as I took a deep breath and stepped outside. I had wondered if my light cotton dress and cardigan combo would be a bit chilly, but I needn’t have worried. Autumn still felt a long way off, but then August had been such a scorcher, it was no surprise that the warmth was lingering during the first week of September.

I stopped on the path before the gate and cocked my head. I could hear the distant drone of traffic, but given the hour, it wasn’t as loud as I had thought it might be and I was grateful for that. Feeling hemmed in was one thing, but having to get used to traffic roaring by at proximity every time I ventured out of doors would have been another level of claustrophobic all together.

‘One, nine, eight, seven,’ I quietly said, once I’d crossed the road, located the garden gate and keyed in the code.

The wooden gate was set in a brick wall which looked as old as I knew the mansion house to be and it was high, too, and in places covered in ivy. I turned the gate handle and felt excitement bubbling up as it opened. I had the impression that I was about to discover somewhere truly magical. A place of peace and tranquillity that had the potential to help me adjust to the many changes I was negotiating when I needed a moment of calm.

‘Oh, my goodness,’ I gasped as I stepped inside and carefully closed the gate behind me. ‘Wow!’

It was even more beautiful than I had imagined and as I slowly walked through and around the garden, I became utterly entranced and lost all track of time. As well as borders still in bloom, there were many mature trees, stretches of manicured lawn and a winter garden that, according to some signage, came into its own between November and February, depending on the weather. There were also stunning metal sculptures, and this was all before I’d even caught a glimpse of the Grow-Well.

Along with figures of hares in different poses, I’d also spotted metal dragons tucked behind plants, scaling walls and peeping out of pots. I’d read something about Norwich having a dragon connection and was now eager to know more.

Without my phone to tell me, I truly had no idea what the time was, but my tummy was starting to rumble, and I found I needed a drink, too. I was just thinking it was probably time to leave when I spotted a hidden fern garden and decided that a few more minutes exploring wouldn’t hurt. It wasn’t as if home was any great distance away.

‘Another dragon,’ I smiled, as I spotted a small one scaling what I thought was a tree fern.

‘They’re lovely, aren’t they?’ said a voice behind me and I spun around to find a woman with the longest hair I’d ever seen, holding a pair of secateurs in one hand and a bucket in the other. ‘Sorry,’ she apologised. ‘I didn’t mean to make you jump.’

My hands had flown to my chest, and I could feel my face was flushed.

‘Don’t apologise,’ I told her. ‘I was in a world of my own. You could have crunched your way along the gravel path, and I wouldn’t have heard a thing. In fact,’ I laughed, ‘I suppose you did.’

‘I did,’ she smiled. ‘But that’s the magic of this garden. It transports you to a different place entirely. I’ve always found it beguiling.’

‘I can understand why,’ I agreed, as I looked back at the dragon. ‘It’s my first visit and it certainly won’t be my last.’

‘I’m Freya, by the way,’ she told me. ‘I’m the head gardener here and this is Nell.’

I hadn’t noticed before but there was a little fawn-coloured dog standing behind her. ‘She’s a bit shy.’

‘Hello Nell,’ I said quietly. ‘I’m Skylar. I’ve just moved to Nightingale Square with my father and I’m feeling a bit shy, too.’

‘Kate mentioned that I was probably going to see you,’ Freya smiled again. ‘How are you settling in?’

I took a moment before answering.

‘So far, so good,’ I said.

‘Lisa told us you’ve come from Yorkshire.’

Why did that not surprise me?

‘She’s right,’ I confirmed and decided to elaborate before Lisa had the chance. ‘I was an events planner at a place called Highfell Hall, and compared to the square, it was literally in the middle of nowhere.’ For some reason, Freya looked rather taken aback. ‘The owners decided to sell, and my father convinced me to take some time out before I look for another job, so here I am.’

‘You must be finding it quite an adjustment,’ Freya said astutely.

‘Yes,’ I nodded. ‘It’s certainly different.’

‘I remember…’

‘Sorry?’ I frowned.

‘You probably won’t believe this,’ she said as she put down the bucket and secateurs, ‘but your journey to Norwich sounds very similar to my own.’

‘How so?’

‘Before I started working here,’ she explained, ‘I was a gardener at a country estate in Suffolk called Broad-Meadows. When the owner, my dear friend Eloise, died, her nephew inherited and there was no longer a place for me in his plans, so I had to leave.’

‘I don’t believe it,’ I gasped in surprise.

‘It’s true,’ she smiled. ‘Kate and Luke came to the rescue with both a job and a house when I least expected it and I’ve worked and lived here ever since.’

‘What are the odds?’ I laughed.

‘Millions to none.’ Freya laughed too, but then her expression grew serious. ‘So, I do know.’

‘Know what?’

‘How hard it can be to go from living out in the sticks to being suddenly surrounded by people, property and traffic. It’s a tricky transition.’

I felt a lump starting to form in my throat and swallowed hard.

‘You don’t think I’m making too much of it by feeling a bit overwhelmed then?’ I croaked.

‘Absolutely not,’ she said. ‘It’s a total life change and when it’s been thrust upon you as opposed to choosing it for yourself, it’s that much tougher to get your head around.’

She stepped forward and reached for my hand then gave it a squeeze before releasing it and I felt that all the feelings I’d been experiencing but had tried to suppress were justified after all.

‘I can’t tell you what a relief it is to hear you say that,’ I told her in a rush. ‘I thought I was being a bit of a drama queen.’

‘You’re not,’ she said. ‘You’re really not. And if you want my advice…’

‘Yes, please.’

‘Make the most of this time you’ve got to settle in and enjoy the autumn. Don’t rush into making any big decisions and certainly don’t pretend that you’re feeling fine when you might not be.’

‘Much of that sounds like what my father would say,’ I smiled. ‘Though I haven’t told him the whole of how I’m feeling.’

‘Well, perhaps you should,’ Freya said. ‘And you can always talk to me. I mean it, Skylar. This is such a great place to live, and I really hope you’ll take your time and give it a chance to grow on you.’

‘The garden has already made a good start. I really love it here.’

Freya looked at me for a moment.

‘And talking of love,’ she grinned. ‘Is there anyone special in your life?’

‘If you mean a partner,’ I quickly and rather dampeningly said, ‘then no, there’s not.’

‘In that case, you’d better watch out. Whenever someone moves into Nightingale Square, love soon follows!’

‘Not for me,’ I insisted. ‘I’ve got more than enough on my plate without adding romance to the mix.’

‘Perhaps you’re right,’ she said. ‘But then, since when have our hearts ever waited for the right moment for us to fall in love?’

‘That’s a conversation for another day,’ I told her as my tummy rumbled. ‘Right now, I need to go and have some lunch.’

‘All right,’ she said. ‘But remember what I said. Anytime you want to chat, come and find me.’

‘I will,’ I told her. ‘Thank you, Freya.’

I set off
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