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Dedication

For my family




Prologue

‘Eliza Fox! Where the hell are you?’ It was Julian, demanding more wine be brought up to the tables – he didn’t think there was enough at the entrance and people seemed to be consuming more than they’d catered for. It was obviously going to be a big night.

‘Right here, Julian, as always, I’m never far from your side on event day!’ responded Eliza with slightly more serenity than she felt. Nearly there, she told herself – just a few more hours and the whole thing would be over and she’d be back at home curled up with Henry in their cosy townhouse. Only a few more nights until they made the move to Farmington and started their new life together. She was even more excited since she had accidentally spotted a velvet jewellery box in Henry’s pants drawer. Closing her eyes she imagined what it would be like to plan her own not-so-small event soon.

‘Darling, run downstairs for me, and grab as much wine as you can – these people are drinking like bloody fish already, and only half of them are here. Run! And make sure it’s cold.’ Julian feverishly batted his arm at her and she wondered for the umpteenth time how this man had ever functioned without her.

She’d been working for Julian for a couple of years now, and it was always a dramatic shitshow in the run-up to the big event, with Julian throwing himself around in an over-the-top ridiculous manner, behaving like the world was going to end. But as stressed as she was, she loved nothing more than being in the thick of it, and she was bloody good at it too. That was why Julian needed her so much. Even though, as her sister Agatha would often remind her, he treated her like shit. But in Eliza’s mind, that was just the way the events industry worked.

Eliza held back an eye roll and nodded, making her way swiftly through the chaos of flamingos, monkeys, and burlesque girls, towards the cellar stairs packed with French wine. The kitchen was a battlefield of white-jacketed staff, trays of canapés being assembled with military precision, and the delicate shavings of must-have Italian truffles being balanced precariously as harried servers dodged each other with practised grace. She slipped past them all, her heels clicking against the marble floor as she descended into the cool darkness below.

Tonight’s clients were trying to give their friends a party to remember, impressing the entitled idiots with all their cash.  She had a feeling this wine cellar was going to be her sanctuary amidst the madness. Row upon row of bottles gleamed at her, each one carefully selected by her boyfriend Henry for this particular crowd of peacocking elites. She ran her fingers along the labels, mentally calculating how many bottles of the Chablis Premier Cru she could carry back upstairs without dropping any. She decided six was her maximum on her first run, and she would bring one of the hot young waiters back with her on the second run. God, she loved what she did!

As she piled the third bottle precariously into her left arm, she heard a sound. Shit! She stopped and listened, trying hard not to move a muscle, or more to the point, drop a bottle. Then she heard a groan. And then an even louder groan, followed by a whispered: ‘Fuck yes, oh my God, you are so goddamn hot; I want you so badly.’

Eliza started to giggle. She couldn’t believe it. Someone was down here having sex already and the party had only started thirty minutes ago. Even by her standards that was quick. She had to admit she also felt a twinge of jealousy that it wasn’t her getting action in the cellar – it felt like an age since Henry had last dragged her into a basement to shag her brains out. It seemed to be his favourite place for sex, probably because he found his wine collection such a turn-on.

It wasn’t long before the groans became more regular, and Eliza heard a definite pounding coming from round the corner.

‘Oh God, you are so big, and hard – I love it when you touch me like that.’

Eliza decided the best course of action was a strategic retreat. She was desperate to know who it was, but she wasn’t about to interrupt whatever passionate encounter was unfolding behind the Bordeaux section, and Julian would lose it if she didn’t return with those bottles soon. But as she carefully backed toward the stairs, her elbow knocked an empty wine box to the floor.

‘Shit!’ she mumbled, feeling her elbow pulsating and then froze.

Frantic whispers and the rustle of clothing replaced the previous pounding. Eliza, bottles clutched against her chest, was caught between mortification and amusement. Then her giggles began to seep out. She couldn’t believe she was stuck here, in the basement, with two people who had been having sex right behind her. At least now she would find out who it was – events always did bring out the best stories. Her best friend Nancy would love this.

‘Hello?’ came a tentative female voice from behind a tall rack. ‘Is someone there?’

Eliza cleared her throat. ‘Just getting some wine. Carry on! I’ll be gone in a jiffy.’ She hurriedly turned to run back up the stairs, when a man’s face peered around the corner.

Eliza stopped dead in her tracks as she met his eyes. ‘Henry?’

The bottles nearly slipped from Eliza’s grasp as her fingers went numb with shock. Her boyfriend stared back at her, his face flushed, hair dishevelled, shirt half-unbuttoned with the belt she’d bought him last Christmas hanging loose.

‘Eliza.’ His voice cracked like a teenager caught sneaking back into his room after midnight. ‘I can explain—’

‘Can you?’ The words came more gently than she’d intended, almost curious rather than accusatory. A strange calm washed over her as she adjusted her grip on the wine bottles, desperate not to drop them, even though they were getting heavier and heavier.

Then a woman suddenly appeared from behind Henry – Claudia Winters, Henry’s personal assistant, or sales girl, or whatever she was. Jesus, how predictable. A young, pretty little thing, Eliza could see the attraction, but it was just so disappointing.

‘I—’ Eliza started, but the words seemed to die in her throat. Three years together, she thought. Three years of building a life, of tolerating his unpredictable moods, of defending him to her friends and family when they all said he wasn’t the guy for her. Three years evaporated into the musty air between vintage Merlot and overpriced Chablis.

‘Really, Henry?’ Eliza finally managed, surprised by the steadiness in her voice. ‘Your assistant? In a wine cellar? Could you possibly be more of a cliché?’

Henry stepped forward, reaching towards her. ‘It’s not what you think, LiLi, honestly . . .’

She took a step back, clutching the wine bottles tighter against her chest like a shield. ‘I imagine, Henry, it’s exactly what I think. How long?’

‘Six months,’ Claudia blurted out from behind him, and then clamped her hand over her mouth.

The information hit Eliza like a physical blow. Six months. Half a year of lies – while she’d been planning their summer holiday to Tuscany and renting them a house in Farmington for their country move together, as a couple, he’d been shagging Claudia. All those times he had claimed to be at wine tastings, or working late, it was obviously all a lie.

‘Six months,’ Eliza repeated, the words bitter on her tongue.

Henry’s face contorted slightly, but not enough. She wasn’t really sure how much he cared. ‘LiLi, please—’

‘Don’t call me that.’ Her voice was ice now. ‘Not now, and not ever again.’

The cellar suddenly felt claustrophobic, the rows of bottles like silent witnesses to her total humiliation. Claudia at least had the decency to look mortified, with her smudged lipstick and shirt buttoned up wrong.

Julian’s voice suddenly boomed down the stairwell. ‘Eliza! Where the hell is that wine? These people are about to start drinking the decorative fountain water!’

The timing was almost comical. Eliza took a deep breath, looking between Henry and the stairs.

‘Coming, Julian!’ she called back, her professional voice barely wavering.

She turned to Henry, who was attempting to tuck his shirt back in while maintaining some semblance of dignity. The sight would have been laughable if it weren’t so pathetic.

‘We’ll talk later,’ Henry whispered urgently.

‘No,’ Eliza said, the word simple but final. ‘We won’t. I’ll be collecting my things while you’re at work. Your work,’ she added with a pointed look at Claudia, ‘whatever that actually entails these days.’

‘There you are!’ Julian exclaimed, as she emerged up the stairs, his flinty eyes flickering as he took in the scene below him, tactically choosing blindness. It would be all around the company before they’d even popped the first bottle. She was toast.

‘Found your party’s entertainment in the cellar,’ she replied dryly, setting the bottles on a nearby tray and wafting up the stairs and out of the event as quickly as she could. She knew she couldn’t go back. She’d never be able to go back.




Chapter 1

‘Come on!’ Eliza grumbled with agonised frustration. She felt the sweat dripping down her back, making her already filthy, grey Ramones T-shirt cling to her in what she assumed was a most unsightly fashion. Giving her ripped canvas duffel bag one last almighty kick, followed by a double jab channelling all the Karate Kid movies she had ever watched, she squeezed the last of her life into the boot of her trusty yellow Citroën, Daisy. I am not rearranging this sodding car again, she thought as she tried to pull the boot down. I will drive with this bloody bag on my lap if I have to. With one more shove of her arse, which she was pleased to notice was feeling pretty tight after all that Pilates, the boot miraculously slammed shut. Victory!  She leant against the car panting. Who says you need a man to pack a car? In fact, who needs a man to do anything?

‘I said I’d help,’ Henry muttered from the front door. ‘You only had to ask. Although I know that’s not your strong point.’

Eliza felt her body tense as she slowly turned to face him, irritated that he was there, still patronising her even as she left. She had timed her departure on the basis that he wouldn’t be home, but his ‘meeting’ had been cancelled and he’d been standing there the whole time she’d been packing up her life, lounging in doorways, drinking coffee, looking annoyingly handsome. But she still hated him. Handsome or not, he was a twat, an uptight one at that, and there was no way he was going to break her heart again just by looking at her.

‘I would rather ask anyone for help except you, Henry. Anyone in the entire world,’ she spat with more venom than she had planned, feeling her heart tighten. This was surprising as she was sure it had split into a gazillion pieces since that day in the wine cellar.

He paused, his blond hair glinting in the sunlight as he took another sip of his coffee from his ‘I Love London’ mug, looking every inch ideal husband material. God, she needed help. ‘Eliza, I’m sorry it had to end this way.’ He pierced her with those fucking deep blue eyes that she was trying with everything to ignore. ‘I really am. I never meant to hurt you.’

‘Really, Henry, even now you sound insincere. Like you’re reciting something off TikTok, at least try and put some emotion into it.’ Looking away, Eliza blinked to clear what she refused to believe was anything other than sweat out of her eyes. ‘Well, I have news for you: I don’t need you, I don’t care what you do, and I hope you enjoy fucking your brainless twenty-five-year-old bimbo.’

‘She’s thirty-three actually, and just made regional sales manager, so not quite a bimbo . . . But I get your point, and I do mean it, LiLi.’

‘Henry! I don’t care! And stop calling me LiLi!’ she shouted, exasperated beyond belief. The worst part was that she did care, of course she did; she had thought she was going to marry him, that he was ‘the one’. How was she here, again? Bags packed and forced to leave everything she had hoped for behind. The one thing she promised herself was that she would not be weak. Not now. Not in front of him.

‘As they say,’ she sighed, turning away from him, ‘everything happens for a reason. I have nothing more to say; you made your choice. Try not to let all the plants die. See you in the next life.’

See you in the next life? Was that it? After three years of pretending to find his jokes funny, building him up to go for that VP promotion, and hoping only for one tiny little thing in return (her dream wedding) – he’d had to ruin it all by shagging his colleague in the wine cellar at the event she’d been running for her boss. Why couldn’t she have thought of a better parting line? Pathetic.

Climbing into her car before he could see the tears welling up, she took a deep breath and pulled down her sunglasses. She could feel the sobs rising up in her chest, all the emotions of the last month threatening to overwhelm her. Damn him, she thought. Damn him for breaking her heart and destroying her dreams. She threw the car into reverse and stalled.

‘Oh GOD! Come on, Daisy, not today!’ she shout-whispered to herself, knowing he was still standing there watching. Finally, as her car lurched forward, she drove out of Marmion Road, past the rows of identically terraced houses for the last time, and finally let the tears fall.





According to the satnav, Farmington, and her new life, was only about an hour and a half away – though she felt it might not have accounted for her rusty yellow beast struggling to go over sixty on a good day. She’d been meaning to look into an upgrade, but she loved Daisy. Anyway, it was going to be perfect for her new rural adventure. Eliza and Daisy, taking on the world. At least a car couldn’t be unfaithful.

Just thirty minutes into her life-changing journey, green fields were starting to replace the concrete, the traffic was starting to flow and her sobs had turned into the occasional sniffle, helped by the fact that she had finally stopped playing Phil Collins’ ‘Against All Odds’ on repeat. She’d driven this road only once before, with Henry, for the first viewing of Willow Tree Cottage a few months earlier. He hadn’t been keen to move to the country, but she’d persuaded him that it would be an exciting new adventure – and a perfect place to start a family (though she hadn’t said that bit out loud).

In retrospect, perhaps renting a cottage in the country for three months hadn’t been the best decision, especially as Henry seemed completely uninterested in bringing a baby into the world. But she was so grateful for it now; there were only so many nights a thirty-eight-year-old could stay at her best friend’s house drinking all her wine and bemoaning the end of her ‘perfect relationship’. Even though she loved Nancy’s kids and her husband had come up with some very creative insults, the heartbreak had started to make her feel more like a pitied squatter than treasured friend. So, when the rental company emailed to confirm the deposit had cleared and that she could arrive any time, it had felt like a big sign from the universe.

She used to be such a risk taker, before Henry lulled her into his boring middle-class wine quaffing world which she never really liked anyway. It was about time she started taking ownership of her life, and took a leap of faith. If she was being totally honest, perhaps moving to Africa, living in a wooden shack and starting some kind of charity would have been slightly more impactful than driving ninety minutes down the road, but it was a start.

Looking back on it, Henry’s reaction to getting mud on his suede brogues when he’d stepped out of the car at Willow Tree Cottage had seemed a little extreme. Not to mention his irritation at banging his head on the rustic low-hanging beams. Whilst when Eliza had walked into the cottage, she’d felt an immediate sense of calm, and a complete sense of coming home. The views from the windows looked out over the river below, and she found the sound of the birds tweeting and the low hum of the tractors in the neighbouring field weirdly appealing.

As she turned onto the country lanes that would lead her to Willow Tree Cottage, the final sniffles dried up and Eliza felt her excitement building. ‘Living on a Prayer’ was blasting out on the radio, and even though she didn’t know anyone and was single at an age her mother deemed inappropriate, she suddenly didn’t care. She could always freeze her eggs – everyone seemed to do that nowadays; why couldn’t she? Worst-case scenario, her mother would try to set her up with her highly religious neighbour’s son who had also failed at love. Although sweet, he had been cheating at Monopoly since they were eight, so she couldn’t possibly trust him.

Rounding a hairpin bend, she finally saw a sign for Farmington, and her heart leapt. This was it, her new home, her new beginning.

Rolling down the window, Eliza let her new life blow through her hair. No more unfaithful arse around to ruin her life! Who knew what happened in the countryside, but if TV shows were to be believed then, by the time a week was up, she’d likely be having hot sex with a muscly-armed farmer in a field. And Henry would end up crawling on his hands and knees, begging her to take him back. But oh, what a sight he would see . . .

Jolted out of her revenge fantasy with a massive thump, Eliza crashed back to reality. What was that? The steering wheel was jumping under her hands . . . something was terribly, terribly wrong. No, no no! Pulling off to the side of the road she peered around.

‘Bollocks,’ she muttered. ‘Now what!’

Here she was, stuck on a small country lane, tucked into a muddy layby, and, by her calculations, at least a fifteen-minute walk from the new cottage – well maybe twenty in her leopard print ballet pumps. Throwing aside the few things that had landed on her lap during the sudden stop, she climbed out to check the car, and sure enough it was a flat tyre. Shit! Her spare was buried under the years of acquired clutter piled precariously in her boot, and there was no way she would ever be able to get to it without emptying her entire car. That aside, her memory of how to change a tyre was hazy – the hot mechanic sent to teach them how to do it in their last year of school as a ‘life lesson’ had been very distracting. She only remembered his rippling biceps and being reminded to ‘tighten the nuts’. The rest was a hysterical blur.

She checked her phone – no reception.

‘How can I have no reception?’ she muttered. ‘I am only an hour out of London!’

She shook it, turned it upside down, hit it, lifted up onto her tiptoes and waved it high, but still nothing, not even 3G. Looking up, she noticed a dense canopy of newly leafed trees, which although beautiful, were no doubt stopping any kind of signal getting within a mile of her. Tears welled up again and the sinking feeling of doubt crept in. Suddenly, she wished she had taken Agatha up on her offer of company, or even Nancy who’d suggested they road trip it together. Why had she insisted on being such an independent woman? God! 

Hot tears ran down her face and she climbed back into the car, burying her head in her arms. There was nothing for it. She was stuck and, well, she needed help and she was not even two hours into her new no-man life, which just ruined everything. Fuck Henry for being right.

Suddenly, there was a knock on her window, and she jumped. Oh great, now I’m going to be mugged, or have my car stolen, or something equally awful to top off this awesome day. Thankfully, she had been taking box fit classes alongside her Pilates and was as ready as she’d ever be to kick some nutter into the ditch, so she peered through the window and said an assertive but frosty ‘hello’. 

‘Hi,’ came the slightly muffled response. ‘I wondered if you needed any help? Your back tyre’s looking a bit flat.’

Well, he looked nice enough, smartly dressed, and once she blinked the tears from her eyes, really rather handsome. But it could be a trick, she thought. This is the kind of thing that happens in those American TV shows. Or perhaps, she thought, as she took another look at him, he could also be her future husband. What should she do, treat him like a criminal, or flirt with him?

‘Hello,’ he tried again, ‘perhaps you could wind down the window, might be easier to chat.’ He smiled at her sweetly with shiny, even teeth, which made her think he must be a good person. She wasn’t sure why, but healthy teeth seemed like a positive sign.

Wiping her cheeks as subtly as she could, and checking that she wasn’t panda-eyed in the rearview mirror, she rolled the window down a crack.

‘Hi! I was just passing on my way home and wondered if I could lend a hand. I didn’t recognise the car so thought you might be a bit stranded.’

Oh, he is rather charming!

Winding her window down all the way, Eliza leaned out and took in the full package.

He cleared his throat and beamed at her again. ‘Sorry, I should’ve introduced myself first – Phil.’ He proffered his hand and Eliza took it, feeling the warmth and smoothness of his palm.

‘Eliza,’ she replied, returning the smile and hoping her lip gloss hadn’t worn off. You really did have to be prepared for every eventuality these days. ‘I have to admit, I wasn’t quite expecting to find myself in this position. I’m on my way to Willow Tree Cottage in Farmington. I’ve just rented it.’

Phil laughed, seeming more potential husband by the second.

‘Well, I know exactly where that is. I live in Farmington myself, and we’ve all been longing to meet the new tenants – nothing to get the villagers going like some fresh blood in town!’

‘Nice to meet a neighbour,’ she quipped, only slightly wishing he hadn’t referred to her as ‘fresh blood’. ‘Thank you so much for stopping to help me.’

‘Not a problem, I have to admit I can be very nosy, and anyone who drives a yellow Citroën gets my vote.’ He ran his hand through his foppish brown hair. ‘Right, now let’s get you sorted. Where’s your spare tyre?’

‘Well, as you can see, I’ve got rather a lot in my car, so I’m not sure how accessible the tyre is . . . It’s all rather embarrassing!’

‘Nonsense, it can’t be that bad. Come on, let’s make it a team effort and I’m sure we’ll find your tyre in minutes.’ He strode off to the boot as she watched helplessly from the front seat.

It was starting to get dark, she was famished, and really didn’t have the energy to argue. Shaking out her hair, she reminded herself that she had to get to the cottage, and right now, Phil seemed the best and only bet. There was something oddly comforting about the way he had just taken control. And no wedding ring – although why a man like that would be living on his own in the country she had no idea. Suddenly wishing she had washed her hair, she checked he wasn’t watching and popped on some of the emergency bright red lip gloss she kept in the glove compartment and then jumped out of the car. He was waiting for her, which she couldn’t help thinking was quite ‘gentlemanly’. Flashing her ‘young ingénue film star’ smile, it was time for a great second impression.

She released the lock on the boot, and it was like a wild beast had been unleashed. Bags started to fly out, tumbling to the ground, followed by ten pairs of very sexy knickers she remembered shoving in at the last minute, which undoubtedly made her look a lot racier than she was. She couldn’t look away as they landed in a pile by Phil’s feet, and was torn between throwing herself on them to protect her modesty, or letting them stay there so he could see she wasn’t one of those middle-aged women who always wore grey cotton pants. Though in reality she actually was, and these were the ‘sexy’ knickers she had practically never worn. Feeling a little ‘look at me’ thrill, she slowly raised her eyes to his, only to see he hadn’t even noticed.

‘Right, I haven’t done this for a few years, so I’m glad to be working on an old model,’ joked Phil, now standing on a pair of La Perlas squelching into a muddy puddle. ‘At least we won’t be on our own for long. I assume your husband is following on close behind?’

‘No, no husband,’ said Eliza cautiously, wondering if he was scoping her out as a potential new lover. ‘I’m on my own actually. I’ve just come down for a new adventure!’

‘Wow, well congratulations to you – that is brave. Not many singletons head to the countryside in my experience. As soon as you’re settled, I’ll introduce you to my wife Bella. She’ll be delighted to have someone new to chat to – she’s always moaning that she misses her London friends.’

Off the potential list, then, thought Eliza, she needn’t have bothered with the red lippy. But rather than allow herself to be disappointed, she wondered what his wife was like. Was she some ex-London hottie bored of procreating in the countryside? I mean, that could be a pretty good option for a new friend, though perhaps not quite the social life she was hoping for.

Picking up a rogue tote bag and shoving the muddy underwear into it, she cleared her throat. ‘That would be lovely, thanks, Phil – I know no one down here, so I’m looking forward to meeting people.’

‘So, if you don’t mind me asking, why Farmington? What brings you down here?’ he questioned, as he unbolted the rusty tyre.

‘To be honest, I was meant to be moving here with my boyfriend, but that hasn’t quite worked out. So here I am, on my own, stranded on the side of the road with a flat tyre, wondering if I’m totally crazy.’ Eliza looked away for a minute to control the tickle of sadness that had crept into her voice. ‘But I love an adventure, so I’m hoping Farmington might be just the tonic I need right now.’

‘An adventure? In Farmington? Why not a beach in Brazil?’ scoffed Phil. ‘If I had no kids and no wife, I know that’s where I’d be!’

‘Well, you’re right,’ she began hesitantly, ‘but I had committed to the cottage, so I thought I might as well try it for three months and see what happens. If people in Farmington are too awful to bear, Brazil might be my next stop!’

‘They’re a nice enough bunch of people, but I’m not sure adventurous is the word I’d use. There’s certainly a lot of gossip and scandal always going on – according to Bella anyway! I just hope you didn’t come here looking for a new boyfriend.’

As Phil secured the spare in place, his neat suit now filthy, Eliza realised she hadn’t really thought about what moving out of London would do for her romantic prospects long term. What if moving to Farmington meant she was inadvertently taking herself off the market? She could end up a spinster with five cats, and that was not in her life plan. Stop it! This was only three months out of her life; if there was no hot sex, she’d survive. While she couldn’t quite remember ever being single for that long, it didn’t mean she couldn’t do it . . .

Clapping his hands together, Phil stood up. ‘Right, you should be good to go! Do you know where you’re off to?’

Leaping to the back of the car to help him squeeze everything into the boot, she hurriedly said, ‘I think so – I just follow the lane all the way to the end, then take a left at the blue tractor!’

‘Ah yes, Ronnie’s blue tractor – it’s somehow become an accidental landmark.  Who knows what’ll happen if it ever gets moved! Well, good luck with it all.  If you need a pint of milk, or more importantly the lowdown on all the local gossip, we live at Dewberry House in the centre of the village – I’m usually travelling but I’m sure my wife will be happy to oblige.’ Then with a grin he made his way back to his car.

‘Thanks, Phil, I owe you one!’ she called out to his retreating car.

Then, double-checking her boot was really shut, Eliza headed off to find Willow Tree Cottage, only feeling slightly disconcerted that Phil had already put a damper on the hot revenge sex she had planned to make Henry inordinately jealous. She’d just have to come up with something else . . .




Chapter 2

The lights outside her little cottage had been left on, like beacons in the gathering darkness, and the key was exactly where she’d been told it would be. So what if she’d never done something like this on her own before? She could do anything. Stepping through the wood panelled door and into the hallway, she sighed in relief – it was just as gorgeous as she remembered. There was something reassuring about the uneven floors and the sporadic beams lining the ceiling.

The old windows rattled as a sudden burst of rain lashed down, and Eliza shivered. She looked into the cosy kitchen, complete with a fresh loaf of bread on the table, and then popped her head into the poky little dining room, but it wasn’t until she entered the living room that she found the fireplace. Countryside perfection. A tidy pile of logs was sitting neatly next to the fire.

All she could think was that if Henry was here, he’d have got the fire going in no time, or knowing him, called someone to do it. Well, fuck it, who needed Henry? If he could make a fire, she bloody well could too!

Opening every drawer in the place, she finally found a box of matches and a long tapered lighter in a chest on top of the fireplace. She piled the logs into an aesthetically pleasing pattern in the fireplace, until she felt it looked like a Home & Garden shoot, then scattered the kindling around the edges to add a slightly dishevelled vibe.  Grabbing some matches, she attempted to light it. But no matter how many matches she used, nothing happened.

‘Oh bloody hell,’ Eliza muttered, blowing on her singed fingertips. The matches were burning down faster than she could get them to the logs, leaving her with nothing but blackened fingertips and a growing sense of inadequacy. She sat back on her heels and glared at the fireplace. Was this some kind of cosmic joke? First the flat tyre, and now she couldn’t even manage to light a simple fire. She was aware the cottage was growing colder by the minute, as the rain continued to lash against the windows. ‘This is ridiculous,’ she said to the empty room, feeling the tears welling up. ‘People have been making fires since the dawn of time.’

She needed Henry. God, why had she ever thought she could do this alone . . . fuck!

She threw the used matches into the fireplace and trudged to the car to bring in her remaining bags. Throwing the duvet onto the sofa, she rummaged through her bags until she found her warmest sweater and pulled it over her head. ‘So much for my romantic country cottage fantasy,’ she muttered, glaring at the unlit fireplace as if it had personally betrayed her. She grabbed a corkscrew and a wine glass from a cupboard in the kitchen, and opened a bottle of Henry’s fanciest red wine that she’d pilfered from his beloved wine cellar. She poured until the glass was full to the brim then collapsed on the sofa.

Screw Henry! Screw him and all other men in the world who thought nothing of sleeping with their ruddy assistants.

She gulped down half the wine in one go, feeling the warmth spread through her chest. At least the alcohol was working faster than any fire would have. The irony wasn’t lost on her – here she was, drinking Henry’s precious vintage Bordeaux that he’d probably been saving for some special occasion with Claudia. Well, this was special enough. Her complete and utter failure at basic human survival skills seemed like the perfect time to crack open his best bottle.

Eliza pulled the duvet tighter around her shoulders. Through the rain-streaked windows, she could see absolutely nothing but darkness. No streetlights, no passing cars, no comforting glow of civilisation. She drank her wine in big, greedy gulps,  stuffing her mouth with the leftover crisps from the drive. As she buried herself under the duvet, she began to wonder whether this was how every evening in Farmington was going to look.



In what felt like only twenty minutes, there was a loud knock on the door. Eliza leapt up shrieking, looking at her watch, realising she had spent the entire night out cold on the sofa covered in crisp debris. She wrenched open a window, tossing her duvet in the corner, desperately wishing she had a scented candle to hand. She didn’t want anyone to think her first night as a strong independent woman had been anything other than a huge success.

‘Eliza!’ came the shout. ‘Open the sodding door!’ Bang bang bang!  ‘Eliza!’

‘Coming,’ she yelled, relief flooding over her that it was just her elder sister, Agatha, and not the landlady coming to check on her.

Running her hand through her auburn hair and throwing it up in a high ponytail whilst emptying the dregs of the wine into the old porcelain sink, she ran back to the hallway and opened the heavy oak door to collapse into her sister’s arms.

‘Eugh, you stink! Eliza, have you even showered yet?’

‘Nice to see you, too, Agatha.’ She grinned. ‘Not quite, but now you’re here you can put the kettle on while I do.’

‘Mum’s here, too, by the way,’ whispered Agatha. ‘She drove in right behind me.’

Eliza looked up to see her mother heading straight towards her, armed with flowers and what she assumed was a bag of ready prepared food for her – it was no secret in the family that Eliza couldn’t even boil an egg.

‘Oh God, I wasn’t expecting her to turn up, too!’ Eliza whispered back. ‘I’m not sure I’m quite ready for the onslaught of advice and matchmaking this morning.’

‘It’s not like I could have stopped her,’ Agatha said, rolling her eyes. ‘You know what she’s like when she gets an idea in her head. She’s been planning this little rescue mission since the moment you called her about Henry.’

Eliza groaned as she watched her mother navigate the gravel drive with practised precision, despite her impractical heels. At seventy, Margaret Fox still loved to dress as if she were  going to a garden party at Buckingham Palace, whether she was out for coffee or heading to a game of bridge. 



‘Darling! You look exhausted!’ her mother called, her voice carrying across the drive.

‘What a charming little place this is! Though I do wonder about the roof – has anyone checked it for leaks?’

‘And so it begins,’ Eliza muttered to Agatha, plastering on a smile. ‘Mum! What a surprise!’

Margaret reached the doorway and handed the flowers to Eliza, kissed her on each cheek, then she bustled into the cottage, where she headed straight for the kitchen.

‘Oh, Eliza, honestly, the cupboards are bare!’ sighed her mother.

‘I only arrived last night, Mum. I haven’t even found a clean pair of knickers yet!’

‘So what, no coffee either? Tell me you have coffee,’ said Agatha, ‘because if, like me, you had two annoying children and an even more irritating husband, you would have already had a shower, done the school run and be in need of your second coffee!’

 ‘Of course she doesn’t have any coffee, Agatha,’ said Margaret, eyeing her daughter up and down. ‘Look at you, Eliza, did you sleep in those clothes? In fact, don’t answer that; go and have a shower while Agatha and I try and sort this place out.’

 ‘Good idea,’ answered Eliza. ‘Let me grab a quick shower and then we can all go on a family adventure and find a local coffee shop!’

Agatha’s eyes narrowed. ‘Eliza, this isn’t Primrose Hill, there isn’t going to be a hot Kiwi serving flat whites on every street corner, you know.’

 ‘Well just because people around here are either old or married, that doesn’t exclude them from drinking coffee, does it? Come on, where’s that Fox positivity?  I’m sure we can find something.’

Margaret was already opening cupboards and tutting. ‘This kitchen is utterly primitive. Luckily for you I’ve brought you some essentials – proper tea, some cheese and biscuits, that Parma ham you like, and some of my homemade casserole. You can’t live on wine and crisps, darling.’

 ‘Watch me,’ Eliza muttered under her breath as she headed for the stairs to grab a quick shower. As she reached the top, she could hear her mother’s voice drifting up from below.

‘. . . such a shame about Henry. I always thought he was a bit too polished, but I didn’t expect him to be unfaithful. Poor Eliza, thirty-eight and starting all over again . . .’ She quickened her pace, not wanting to hear the rest of that conversation. She really didn’t need to hear how unlucky in love she was; after last night’s crying she was pretty aware that things hadn’t worked out how she had hoped.

She cranked the shower as hot as it would go and just let the water wash over her as she tried to drown out her mother’s words. Thirty-eight and starting over. She made it sound like some kind of terminal diagnosis. But then she caught sight of herself in the mirror, and realised she wasn’t exactly the picture of a woman with her life together. Her hair was dishevelled, her mascara smudged beneath her eyes, and honestly, her mother was right – she looked exhausted.

 ‘Pull yourself together, Fox,’ she muttered to herself as she scrubbed her hair clean. ‘You are free Eliza, adventurous Eliza.’ She could be a completely new person and do daring things she’d never tried before, like having hot-rebound-sex-with-a-local. Now, that was a thought . . .

She heard the ancient pipes groan in protest as she rinsed her hair, and made a mental note to mention the plumbing to the landlady when she met her. Still, there was something charming about the temperamental water pressure and the slightly wonky shower head. It all felt very reassuringly country in the light of day.

As she climbed out of the shower, she wondered whether the luxurious life she thought she’d had with Henry in his little London townhouse would be completely surpassed by the feeling of freedom out here, the space, the silence.

Ten minutes later, feeling marginally more human with clean hair and fresh clothes, she bounded down the little curving staircase, careful not to smash her head as she did so. Even at five foot eight she felt the need to crouch a little for the final part of the descent. She turned the corner into the kitchen and felt tears well in her eyes. There on the table was the bouquet of fresh flowers, a homemade Victoria sponge, and all her bags sitting neatly in the hallway.

‘Oh, Aggie! You always were my favourite sister in the world. Thank you. I can’t believe you did all this for me. What would I do without you?’

‘Well, I am fucking incredible,’ said Agatha.

‘Please don’t swear, darling,’ said her mother.

‘. . . and your only sister,’ continued Agatha, ‘but don’t get too ahead of yourself there. The flowers are from Mum obviously, and yes, I dragged half your earthly belongings in for you, but the cake was just dropped round by Marjorie who lives down the lane.’

On the hunt for the perfect vase, Eliza shot her sister a sardonic raised eyebrow, ‘Are you making that up?’

‘What?’

‘That someone called Marjorie brought me a cake.’

Agatha shook her head, ‘Nope, not made up at all. Her name was definitely Marj; she was sorry not to meet you and said she’d pop back later. She also wants to talk to you about the local church fête. Tell you what, little sis, this rural experience of yours is going to be Wild! She only needed one walking stick to get back up the drive.’

‘Oh, Agatha, you’re so ridiculous,’ said her mother. ‘Marjorie was a delight and seems very keen for you to get involved in the local community! Who knows, maybe you could learn to play bridge.’

‘Yes, I’m not sure she’s a great wingman for getting over a break-up and trying to pull a new husband, though, Mum. How’s Marjorie going to be helpful in that scenario?’

Arranging the lilacs and daisies just so, Eliza smiled. ‘Well, you just never know, do you?  Maybe her son is the hottest gardener you’ve ever seen and we’re going to have wild sex in front of the fire all winter long.’

‘Dream on,’ quipped Agatha, leaning back on one of the kitchen chairs. ‘Although you always did have a penchant for the ripped outdoorsy type, though you’ve never really dated any. Dated plenty of prissy Henry types though . . . Anyway, let’s go and find a coffee before your next welcoming committee arrives.’

‘Yes, come on, girls, let’s go,’ said her mother, ‘then we can all have a proper catch-up and hear all about the great London departure!’

Just as they were about to shut the door, they heard someone calling ‘helloooo’ down the drive.

Turning, Eliza saw a fit-looking elderly man walking towards them, wearing a sarong with a casual white T-shirt tucked into it. She did a double take – it was a sight you might expect to see in California, but in the English countryside it did look a bit odd – coupled with the fact he couldn’t have been a day younger than seventy-five.

‘So glad I caught you,’ he carried on. ‘Looks like you might be dashing out. I’m Daniel, but please call me Dan. I live next door – just thought I’d drop round and introduce myself and bring a cottage pie. Not one I’ve cooked mind you, just one from the freezer – the gaggle of widowers around here seem to think I don’t eat enough!’ he chirped, flashing a million-dollar smile, while Eliza fought down a giggle.

‘Lovely to meet you, Dan. I’m Eliza. This is my sister Agatha and my mother Margaret. They’ve both just popped round this morning to help me move in.’ He flashed each of them another grin and had them both beaming back at him.

‘Lovely to meet you all. And apologies, I haven’t had time to change. I get up every morning for a freshwater swim, quick meditation and then a bit of Pilates – keeps the old body ticking over,’ he said, flexing a muscle or two. Christ, he probably has an insane six-pack too – if only he was thirty years younger!

‘Anyway, do let me know if you need anything. I’ve lived here for years, nothing I don’t know about the workings of Farmington, and the people within it!’

‘Well, you could tell us where to get a decent coffee, Dan, or is that a bit too hopeful? If we could avoid a garden centre it would be a start,’ pleaded Agatha, fluttering her deep green eyes.

‘I really only like my own coffee – one day I’ll invite you girls round to sample my machine,’ he said with a twinkle in his eye. ‘But about five minutes from here is the local farm, Stanley’s, which has opened a little coffee barn. Just go past the blue tractor on the left. I think you girls might quite like it.’

‘Oh, Dan, you are a dream, thank you. We’ll head there now, straight after I put this delicious-looking cottage pie in the fridge,’ squealed Eliza, dashing into the kitchen to drop off her dinner. ‘And thank you again for the food – I’m sure it won’t go to waste!’

‘Yes, that was so kind of you, Dan,’ said Margaret. ‘As you’ll soon discover, Eliza is a hopeless cook, so all food will be well received by her!’

‘No problem,’ called Dan as he sauntered back up the drive. ‘Hope to see you all again soon.’

‘One more thing, Dan,’ shouted Eliza, ‘I heard you mention Pilates. I would love to get involved – is there a studio nearby?’

‘Not so much a studio, but there’s a class in the village hall a few times a week if that appeals. It’s not Notting Hill, but it does the job! I’ll drop the details round later. In the meantime, enjoy your coffee.’

As Eliza piled into Agatha’s four-by-four with her mother, the girls both collapsed into hysterical giggles.

‘Oh my God! That is so funny. And slightly hot. Which is so weird!’ said Agatha.

‘I know!’ laughed Eliza. ‘Check me out with my hot OAP neighbours. The sarong, though, what’s all that about? I wonder if he has a lady? I might make Dan my new best friend, and I’m definitely going to join him for some Pilates. I can’t miss out on that spectacle!’

‘Oh, girls, for heaven’s sake!’ chided their mother, although she was obviously delighted by Dan as well, muttering, ‘I wonder whether he really is single!’

Agatha shot her mum a look as she turned out of the drive and back down to the main road. ‘Yup, OK, you enjoy that thought, Mum – in the meantime, where’s this blue tractor I hear so much about?’

‘Up here on the left, Aggie – did you not listen to a word the man said?’

‘I was distracted . . . Do you think he had anything on under that sarong?’

And that set them all off into fits of giggles.



A few minutes later they drove into what could only be described as a working farm. It was knee deep in mud, with random bits of rusty equipment all over the place, and an inordinate number of primary-coloured tractors. There was, however, not a fairy light in sight.

‘Do you think your new best friend Dan was taking the piss?’ muttered Agatha, as she expertly navigated a pothole while being judged by a disgruntled sheep.

‘Darling, he meditates. People who meditate don’t lie,’ said their mother in all seriousness. ‘Just drive around that bend; you probably just haven’t gone far enough.’

Agatha and Eliza looked at each other in disbelief, wondering if their mother had been kidnapped by a cult. But, sure enough, as they rounded the corner they saw an overflowing car park, and an open stable yard with some scattered tables and a sweetly lit little barn next to it, serving coffee and cake. There also appeared to be far too many middle-aged men in Lycra rearranging their balls.

‘See, I told you, girls, sometimes you just have to trust people.’

‘Well, would you look at that. My very own rural retreat complete with flat whites just down the road. I can’t quite believe it,’ squealed Eliza. ‘Do you think they serve poached eggs and avocado, too? And maybe even oat milk?’

‘You sound like a high-maintenance London bitch right now, Eliza. This in itself is the kind of pot of gold every rural-living human hopes to find – so if you can get yourself a flat white, be grateful, go home, and thank the coffee gods.’ Agatha manoeuvred into a spot and slammed the car into park. ‘Right, shall we?’

‘At least your four-by-four is right at home here,’ quipped Eliza, gesturing to the row of Range Rovers Agatha had just slotted herself into, before jumping out. Agatha had chosen a far more appropriate outfit for a muddy farmyard than Eliza or their mother. Leaping over every puddle she saw, Eliza was pinballing across the yard in the hopes of avoiding any kind of mud, while her mother was making slow progress on her tiptoes trying to stick to the rare patch of grass.

Watching their progress archly in her muddy wellingtons, Agatha called out, ‘At some point both of you are going to have to embrace the mud. It’s everywhere; you can’t spend the rest of your life jumping over it. Trust me. Just make it your friend.’

‘I will, I will – give me a chance, I’ve only just arrived,’ muttered Eliza.

‘Well, I’ve done just fine avoiding mud my entire life and I have no intention of changing that now,’ responded her mother primly.

All those gorgeous clothes she’d collected over the years, running events and hanging off Henry’s arm, they weren’t going to be much use down here, thought Eliza. Maybe she needed to do a quick ‘shit, I’ve moved to the country’ shop. Maybe Net-a-Porter had a section for weekenders. If not, maybe she should start one. Strictly speaking, being completely broke, deeply in credit card debt, and unemployed, meant she should probably put a new online shop on hold. But on the other hand, she believed it was very important to keep up appearances. And there was nothing more cheering than an overindulgent delivery arriving at your door.

When they all finally made it across to the barn door with their shoes pristine, she noticed there was no ramshackle queue or grumbling crowd like there was in London. Just a gorgeous young girl behind the counter who greeted them with a smile so big it would have warmed the coldest heart.

‘Morning, ladies, welcome to Stanley’s! What can I get you?’ she chimed

‘Hi!’ Eliza practically vibrated with excitement. ‘So nice to meet you! Where can we see what’s available? Or is it just a filter coffee . . . ?’

‘Well, we have a chalkboard right here with all of today’s coffees.’ The barista gestured above her head. ‘Today’s special is the Ethiopian blend – smooth, fruity and it has a perfect kick to it that could wake the dead.’

Eliza grinned. Could this be real? ‘Wow, this all seems so surreal. I just moved here, braced for gritty filter coffee, and instead I’ve waltzed into a rural paradise that serves Ethiopian beans? Who knew the countryside held such sorcery!’

‘Sorry,’ interrupted Agatha, ‘my sister is one of those weird city folk, who thinks that stepping out of London means Wi-Fi is a myth and baristas are extinct.’ She rolled her eyes for added effect. ‘I apologise for her. We’ll take one of your delicious Ethiopian flat whites each. Mum will have an Americano. And throw in two of those delectable-looking cinnamon buns and a croissant, before my sister asks you for poached eggs and halloumi with the yolk on the side.’

‘I take offence to all of that,’ said Eliza with mock horror.

‘Well, I’m delighted to be getting some of that delicious-looking bun,’ said their mother. ‘Although I couldn’t possibly eat more than half.’

The sisters caught each other’s eye, smiling, as their mother had been saying this since the day they were born. She would undoubtedly wrap the other half of her bun in a napkin and take it home for Dad.

As the barista got to work, Eliza took another look around. Now she was less giddy she could see this wasn’t just a quick decorating job for a bit of extra cash. Someone had taken the time to make this place special. They had kept the original bones of the place, but made it feel homely and somehow cool with eclectic rugs on the floor, subtle lighting, sheepskins on the seats, and exactly as she’d imagined it, fairy lights lining the large double-door entrance – it was magical. There was country music playing quietly in the background, and a few strategically placed vintage film posters on the walls.

When their coffees were ready, Eliza asked the barista, ‘Sorry to be nosy, but could you tell me, who owns this place?’

‘It’s owned by the Stanley family, but this café is the brainchild
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