







Love happens when you least expect it!

Emily Atkinson stopped believing in fairy tales a long time ago! She’s fed up of dating frogs in order to track down her very own Prince Charming, despite the best efforts of her matchmaking best friend…

But now she’s been invited to the wedding of the year at the enchanting Durban Castle, and perhaps bumping into a knight in shining armour isn’t as far away as she thought!

Will Emily survive the wedding and walk away an unscathed singleton – or finally find her own happily ever after?

A cosy and charming romance, perfect for fans of Trisha Ashley and Caroline Roberts.





Also by Jennifer Joyce

The Little Teashop of Broken Hearts

The Little Bed & Breakfast by the Sea

The Wedding Date

The Mince Pie Mix-Up





The Wedding that Changed Everything

Jennifer Joyce

[image: ]

ONE PLACE. MANY STORIES





Contents


Cover

Blurb

Book List

Title Page

Author Bio

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One


Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Excerpt

Acknowledgements


Endpages

Copyright






JENNIFER JOYCE

is a writer of romantic comedies. She’s been scribbling down bits of stories for as long as she can remember, graduating from a pen to a typewriter and then an electronic typewriter. And she felt like the bee’s knees typing on that. She now writes her books on a laptop (which has a proper delete button and everything). Jennifer lives in Oldham, Greater Manchester, with her husband Chris and their two daughters, Rianne and Isobel, plus their bunny, Cinnamon and Jack Russell, Luna. When she isn’t writing, Jennifer likes to make things – she’ll use any excuse to get her craft box out! She spends far too much time on Twitter, Pinterest and Instagram.

You can find out more about Jennifer on her blog at jenniferjoycewrites.co.uk, on Twitter at @writer_jenn and on Facebook at facebook.com/jenniferjoycewrites






For my Joyces,

Chris, Rianne and Isobel





Chapter One

I’m going to have to dump him, which is a shame as he’s a good-looking guy (not that looks should matter, but there’s no denying the bloke is pretty damn hot). His dark hair is styled (but not overly so), he has the perfect amount of stubble, and deep, expressive eyes beneath defined brows, and – his best asset, in my opinion – a wide, readily available smile. He has good teeth, his fingernails are neatly trimmed, and he always smells divine. He has good manners too. He’s attentive and interesting and never monopolises our conversations. And, most impressive of all, when we spoke about our work (I’m a history teacher at the local secondary school) and he asked about my favourite time period, he didn’t gloss over as I gushed about my passion for all things Tudor. He is, on the surface, the perfect package.

But he has to go, I’m afraid.

‘It’s too soon, isn’t it?’ he asks as I sit staring at him from across the table, my fork suspended between plate and (gaping) mouth. I haven’t said a word since he suggested I meet his parents next weekend, but I manage to pull myself together, snapping my cavernous mouth shut and pushing my lips into what I hope resembles a smile and not the grimace I’m feeling deep inside.

‘No. Of course it isn’t too soon.’

I’m lying. It’s way too soon. This is our third date, for goodness’ sake! I’ve had a longer, more fulfilling relationship with the half-packet of Polos in my handbag. I don’t know him well enough to meet his parents; I don’t know whether he prefers salt and vinegar crisps or cheese and onion, which supermarket he frequents, how many sugars he takes in his tea or coffee (see, I don’t even know his preference of hot beverage!) or how he feels about Brexit. We haven’t even slept together yet! Now, call me crazy, but I’d quite like to know what he’s like in the sack before we start doing full-on couple stuff.

‘So?’ He looks at me with those gorgeous eyes, eyebrows lifted, fingertips meeting above his plate as though half in prayer. ‘What do you think?’

‘It’s… an idea.’

A stupid idea. Ludicrous. Who meets the parents of somebody they’ve been on three measly dates with? We won’t make it to a fourth, that’s for sure. I’d probably find an engagement ring floating in my Chardonnay considering the speed this bloke works at.

‘Great!’ If he senses my discomfort, he doesn’t show it as he flashes his wide smile. ‘What do you want to do?’

Go home? Curl up on the sofa with Carrot (my cat, not a root vegetable) and pretend this date never happened?

‘We could go for a hike?’ he suggests when I don’t respond. My fork is still frozen in the air, the speared stuffed mushroom no longer appetising. ‘We could take a picnic or stop off for a pub lunch? Do you own a pair of hiking boots? We can pick some up on the way if you don’t.’

‘Are you a big fan of hiking?’ I’m enquiring more to avoid answering the question than out of genuine interest, to be honest, but he doesn’t pick up on this.

‘Oh, yes.’ He nods effusively and picks up his cutlery while I place mine down gently on my plate. ‘We love it! The fresh air, the views…’ He sighs happily and starts to saw into his steak. ‘Gets your heart rate going too.’

Do you know what else gets your heart rate going? The prospect of dumping a perfectly nice guy because he’s galloping way ahead of you, moving you on to a new stage of your relationship before you’re even remotely ready. But I have to do this, before I find myself clad in brand-new hiking boots, making polite conversation with Mr and Mrs Nice Guy while dragging my carcass up a hill.

But just look at him. He’s so sweet, chatting away animatedly about the top hiking routes to take on the outskirts of Woodgate, the pubs that serve the best lunches, where to buy my new boots (his treat). I need to let him down – gently, obviously – but I’m not sure how to do it without hurting his feelings.

‘Maybe we can spend the weekend after with your parents.’ His fate is sealed as he pops a forkful of steak into his mouth. I now know, without a doubt, that this three-date relationship will be over before he’s swallowed.

My house is just ahead, a two-bed terrace nestled between the Chelsea Flower Show and a drug den. Okay, so it isn’t the actual Chelsea Flower Show, but our neighbour has filled the tiny strip of yard at the front of her house with enough shrubs, blooms and decorative solar lights to create a mini exhibition. And our other neighbouring property isn’t really a drug den, though the lads who live there do dabble in a bit of weed dealing. The smell is sometimes as overpowering as Mrs Hodgkinson’s primroses.

I’ve lived in this little house with my best friend for a decade, ever since we were students commuting daily into Manchester for uni and the waitressing jobs that helped fund our not-quite-lavish lifestyles. Alice is technically my landlady as she owns the house, but I’m an exemplary lodger so it’s never been a problem. It works for us, anyway. I love living with my best friend and the rent is extremely reasonable, which helps when you’re a teacher at a state school, and Alice likes to wind her family up (especially her annoying stepmother) by still ‘living in squalor like a student’. We don’t live in squalor, but Francelia Monroe (the annoying stepmother) has issues.

Our house looks so inviting as I approach, the lamp inside the living room casting a warm glow now it’s just starting to turn dark, but I don’t ask the taxi driver to stop just yet. There’s plenty of space to park, but we carry on up the road, stopping several doors away so the rumbling engine doesn’t alert Alice to my arrival. My plan is to sneak, as quiet as a mouse wearing cotton-wool slippers, into the house and up the stairs without Alice hearing a thing. I know she’ll want to dissect the date – What did we talk about? Did we kiss (or get up to anything more saucy)? Wouldn’t he make a fabulous husband and father one day? – and I simply don’t have the energy or inclination to discuss any of it. Not tonight. Alice will be so disappointed I’ve let another good guy slip through my fingers, so I’ll let her down gently in the morning (or shout it over my shoulder as I leg it from the house with a piece of toast clutched in hand so I don’t have to go into detail). Alice has been trying to find my perfect match for the past year. She’s always had herself pegged as a bit of a Cupid, but three things happened a year ago to propel her nagging about my love life to actual meddling. The first was the introduction of Alice and Kevin, one of the music teachers at my school. Alice had been a bit mopey since her sister announced her engagement, so when a group of us got together to celebrate the end of the school year, to toast our surviving yet another set of GCSEs and kick off the summer holidays in style, I invited Alice to join us. She hit it off with Kevin and, one year on, they’re proper loved up, and Alice thinks it’s all down to me. She’s determined to repay the favour, even if I’d rather she didn’t. I’m happy being single. It’s less complicated. Less stressful. Ending my relationship with Edward – the second thing that happened a year ago – was the right decision, no matter how much Alice tells me otherwise.

I pull my keys out of my handbag as I scurry past the row of houses, making an emergency stop as I reach the Chelsea Flower Show. From here, I tiptoe (yes, really – I look like a flipping cartoon character) past the shrubs and flowers until I reach our wall. I pause while I consider – briefly – whether I should drop down to the pavement and army-crawl past the window. The blinds are still open and, although my view is obscured by their angle from the outside, Alice will be able to see me clearly if she happens to look outside. But no, even I’m not that irrational.

With extreme care, I inch my key up to the lock, holding my breath as metal reaches metal. Growing up, I had lots of practice at sneaking into houses – non-burglar-like – as I often stayed with my great aunt, who was strict about curfews (screw it, let’s call a spade a spade – the woman was a mean old cow), so I manage to slot the key into place almost silently, turning it ever so gently until the door starts to give. This is the easy bit done with. The hardest part is removing the key without alerting the occupant inside.

With one hand against the door, I ease the key from the lock, breath held and face scrunched up in concentration. I’m nearly there. The key is coming loose. A little bit more and it’ll be free. I’ll creep inside, closing the door with as little noise as possible, before slinking up the stairs. Once I’ve made it up there, I’m golden. If Alice finds me in bed, I’ll just pretend to be asleep.

The key slips from the lock and I give the door a gentle nudge, almost jumping out of my skin as I come face to face with Alice, looming on the doormat like Great Aunt Dorothy.

‘Holy humus, Alice!’ I’ve somehow managed to swallow the gasp of surprise as I take a step back, one hand pressed against my chest. ‘What are you doing? You scared the crap out of me.’

‘Ssh!’ Alice’s eyes are wide, a finger vertical across her lips. When she speaks, she’s whispering. ‘I thought you were Kevin.’

‘Do you usually hide behind the door to scare the living daylights out of your boyfriend?’ I, too, am whispering, though I’m not sure why.

‘No, of course not.’ Alice grabs me and pulls me inside, her finger going back up to her lips once my feet are firmly on the ground again. She nods towards the living room. ‘Francelia is here.’


‘What?’ I manage to groan while whispering. ‘Why? What have we done to deserve this?’

‘Something bad, obviously.’ Alice narrows her eyes at me. ‘Why are you home so early?’

I concentrate on shoving my keys into my handbag so I don’t have to look at Alice when I reply. ‘The date didn’t go too well.’

I sneak a peek up at Alice. She’s folded her arms across her chest and an eyebrow is quirked at me. ‘What do you mean? What happened?’

This is why I was so keen to avoid Alice tonight. She’s affronted every time a date goes awry, as though I’ve insulted her by not falling head over heels with the guy. I look down at the doormat beneath my feet. This really is like getting collared sneaking into Great Aunt Dorothy’s house and I’m lost for words as she awaits an explanation.

‘Emily…?’

I sneak another peek at her. Poor Alice. There is such hope in her eyes. It’s going to be such a shame to squish it.

‘I ended it.’

‘You ended it?’ Alice’s voice comes out all high and squeaky, and she clamps a hand to her mouth, her eyes swivelling towards the closed living room door. When she speaks again, the whisper is back. ‘What happened?’ Her eyebrow quirks again, as though adding ‘this time’ to the end of her question.

‘He wanted me to meet his parents.’ I wait for a reaction, but Alice doesn’t bat an eyelid. ‘His parents, Alice. We’ve been on three dates. That isn’t normal!’

Alice opens her mouth to argue, but closes it again with a sigh. ‘I suppose you’re right. It is a bit soon.’

‘A bit soon?’ I give a hoot, which earns me a death glare from Alice, who thrusts a thumb at the living room. I dutifully lower my voice even further. ‘Three dates, Alice. I’ve known the man for approximately six hours. You’ve been with Kevin for a year and…’ I yelp as Alice grabs me by the arm, her grip so tight it pinches.

‘Will you shush?’ Her eyes are back on the living room door again.

‘Sorry.’ I try to extricate myself from Alice’s grasp, but the woman’s fingers are like a vice. ‘But you know what I mean. Also, you’re really hurting me.’

‘What?’ Alice looks down, suddenly realising I’m trying to squirm from her grip. ‘Oh. Sorry.’ She releases my arm and I start to inch towards the stairs.

‘Anyway, I’m exhausted. I’m going to go up to bed.’

‘No, you are not.’ Alice’s fingers are clutching my arm again before I can make any attempt to shuffle off upstairs. ‘You are not leaving me with that woman. She’s been here for twenty minutes and I already feel like jumping off a very tall building. She’s mocked my career choice, my living arrangements, my so-called weight gain.’ Alice looks down at her tiny frame. ‘Pur-lease. Bitch knows I look smokin’ hot.’ She tightens her grip on my arm, and her eyebrows press down low. ‘Any minute now we’re going to start on my love life. I need you, Emily.’

‘Wouldn’t it be easier if you just told them about Kevin?’

Despite their one-year relationship, Alice hasn’t told her family about her boyfriend. They’ve never met him or even heard his name. As far as they’re aware, Alice is still very much single (and doesn’t Francelia like to goad Alice about that).

‘Are you kidding me?’ Alice jabs her free hand at the living room door. ‘That woman in there would make our relationship hell until she’d crushed it if she knew about me and Kevin. You’ve met her. She’s evil. There’s not a chance in hell she’d accept Kevin.’

‘Not even if she knew you were totally in lurve with him?’ I make a silly kissy face, but it doesn’t make Alice smile. In fact, it makes her face and shoulders droop.

‘Especially if she knew I was totally in love with him. She’s done it before and she’ll do it again. She doesn’t want me to be happy.’

‘You have to tell them the truth one day,’ I point out.

‘I know.’ Alice nods, though with little enthusiasm. ‘And I will. Just not now when Carolyn’s about to get married. The wedding is the only thing that’s put Francelia in a good mood – I don’t want to ruin it. Now isn’t a good time.’

‘Will there ever be a good time?’ I ask, but Alice doesn’t get the chance to answer as the living room door swings open. I almost recoil in horror as evil stepmother Francelia appears in the doorway. She’s actually beautiful (on the outside) – though this is more down to her highly paid surgeon than Mother Nature. Francelia is forty-seven (and not thirty-five as she tells everyone) but she doesn’t have a single crease on her face or grey hair in her glossy, chin-length bob.

‘What’s going on out here?’ she asks, eyes narrowed (no crow’s feet) and one hand planted on a slender hip. ‘And why have I been left to fend for myself? This is not how we treat guests, Alice. You are a very rude young lady at times. Your father would be shocked at your behaviour.’

‘Papa Monroe not here today then?’ I pop my head past Francelia into what I know will be an empty living room. Alice’s father hasn’t been to the house in the ten years I’ve lived here, and I think I’d die of shock if he rocked up now.

‘Mr Monroe is very busy this evening.’ Francelia has an icy glare when she’s irritated. It’s actually quite scary. It makes me wonder what would happen if I chanted ‘Francelia Monroe’ three times in front of a mirror.

‘He is a very busy man,’ I say, which is clear, as he never has time for his daughter. Alice flashes me a pleading look, silently begging me to leave it. Alice is a strong and feisty woman, but she wilts whenever she’s in Francelia’s presence.

‘He is indeed.’ The corners of Francelia’s mouth pull upwards, hinting at a smile. ‘Now, are we going to stand out here all evening?’


‘No. Of course not.’ Alice finally releases my arm and follows Francelia back into the living room. She glances over her shoulder, eyes wide and pleading. It’s been a very trying evening and I want nothing more than to drag myself up the stairs and crawl into bed, but I can’t do that to Alice. Taking a fortifying breath, I step into the living room and prepare for battle.





Chapter Two

The next half an hour with Francelia is as arduous as the date I’ve just endured (my date did not take well to being dumped mid-chew and made a bit of a scene), but I’ve been nothing but polite as I settle myself down with a cup of tea, biting my tongue as Francelia throws out jibe after jibe about Alice, the house and even Carrot, our gorgeous little ginger cat.

‘Seriously, girls, you should open a window.’ Francelia gurns as Carrot pads past her again. I like to think he does this on purpose to push the evil one’s buttons. ‘You can always tell immediately which houses have cats living in them. It’s the smell.’

‘The house doesn’t smell,’ Alice says, but she gives the air a quick sniff anyway.

‘Believe me, it does. What is it those adverts say?’ Francelia lifts her cup of tea to her lips (it’s part of the super-expensive china set Alice bought for use whenever her stepmother descended). ‘Ah, yes. You’ve gone nose blind. Just because you can’t smell it, doesn’t mean the rest of us are as fortunate.’ She jabs a foot at Carrot as he winds his way past again and I would quite like to send any hint of politeness on a one-way trip out of the window and smack her in the gob. Luckily, Carrot skitters out of the way and Alice places a calming hand on my thigh to anchor me in place.

‘Maybe I should put Carrot out in the garden for now.’ Alice hops up off the sofa and scoops the little kitty up into her arms. ‘Emily, why don’t you pop the kettle on again?’

Because it would be an invitation for the witch to stay longer?

‘Sure.’ I follow Alice into the kitchen, filling the kettle while she opens the door for Carrot and encourages him into the garden. The poor bugger doesn’t want to go outside, but he’s in danger of sporting the pointy toe of a Kurt Geiger court shoe up his arse if he remains indoors.

‘That woman.’ Alice leans against the closed back door and growls. ‘Why did my father have to marry such a cow?’

‘You could just tell her to bog off. Or you could let me do it.’ I like this idea. I’d enjoy it.

‘No.’ Alice gives a sad shake of her head. ‘My father would never forgive me. He’d never speak to me again.’

He doesn’t anyway, I want to point out, but I know this will only hurt my friend, and her family do enough of that themselves without me wading in to throw a few verbal punches her way. The only decent member of the Monroe family – aside from Alice, obviously – is Carolyn, but she’s just as cowed as her sister when it comes to Francelia.

‘She’ll leave soon,’ I say in my best soothing voice. ‘The gates of hell will close behind her and we can get on with our smelly little lives.’

There’s a flicker of a smile on Alice’s face before she frowns. ‘We haven’t gone nose blind, have we? What if she’s right and the house does smell?’

‘The day Francelia is right about anything is the day the Devil pops his ice skates on for a twirl around his frosty kingdom.’ I pull Alice into a hug, trying to squeeze away the damage Francelia has done – and not just this evening. ‘The woman is a muppet, and we don’t listen to muppets, do we?’

‘Not even Miss Piggy?’

‘Okay, we can listen to Miss Piggy. That girl is sassy and confident and she doesn’t take any crap. She’s a role model. Francelia Monroe is not.’

‘I quite like Kermit too. And Gonzo.’

‘Animal was always my favourite.’

Alice and I grin at each other. Francelia can spew her poison but we refuse to be infected. At least from the safety of the kitchen. I kiss Alice’s forehead and release her from the hug.

‘You got this. Don’t let her win.’

Alice shakes her head and throws her shoulders back. ‘Never.’

‘Good girl. Now, am I allowed to spit in her tea?’

Alice practically rugby-tackles me as I head for the kettle and pulls me out of the way. ‘Absolutely not. We won’t stoop to her evil ways.’

We make the (spit-free) tea and take the tray through to the living room, where Francelia is studying our bookcase, running her nasty, ruby-red talons along the spines of my historical romance novels.

‘You honestly read this trash? I thought you were an actual historian. Doesn’t it rot your brain?’

‘It hasn’t so far,’ I say, my voice cheery. I will not let her win. I will not let her rile me.

‘I suppose we all have our guilty pleasures.’ Francelia wipes her hands down the thighs of her navy trousers as she sits, as though she’s rubbing away something unsavoury after touching my books. ‘Some of us read silly little novels and some of us covet expensive, irreplaceable jewellery…’ She shoots a glance at Alice, but her stepdaughter is rearranging the scatter cushions on the sofa and doesn’t notice.

‘I don’t feel guilty about my book choices in the slightest.’ I set the tea tray down on the coffee table and refill Francelia’s cup. She arches an eyebrow. She thinks I should feel guilty. I think she should take a long run off a short pier.

‘So. Francelia.’ Alice is starting to get hot and flustered, so I retreat to the sofa and vow to keep it zipped. ‘How was your trip to Aruba?’

‘Ghastly.’ I think Francelia’s lip is curling, but it’s hard to tell with all the fillers. She doesn’t offer up any more information.

‘Good to be back home then?’ I can see beads of sweat starting to form on Alice’s forehead. I hate the way this woman’s mere presence turns my friend to mush.

‘I wouldn’t exactly say that.’ Francelia places her teacup down and clasps her hands on her lap. ‘Anyway, the reason I popped over this evening…’

Yes! This is what Alice and I have been waiting for. She’ll tell us why she’s here, we’ll deal with whatever it is and then she can clamber back onto her broomstick and fly back to Harrogate.

But Francelia doesn’t get the chance to divulge her reason for descending (uninvited and without warning) as there is the unmistakable – and panic-inducing – sound of key meeting lock from the front door. I turn to Alice and our eyes meet, wide, startled, conveying what our mouths are desperate to say.

Fuuuuuuuuuuuck.

We’re up off the sofa and barrelling into the hallway in a split second, Alice reaching the front door milliseconds before me. Kevin takes an alarmed step back when he opens the door to see us standing there, panting like rabid dogs.

‘Go!’ Alice hisses, eyes darting backwards to make sure Francelia hasn’t followed.

Kevin laughs, but he’s frowning. ‘What?’

‘Didn’t you get my message?’

‘What message?’ Kevin, painfully slowly, takes his mobile out of his pocket, holding it out to show a blank screen. ‘I turned it off during the performance. I must have forgotten to switch it back on.’

‘Francelia’s here.’ Alice’s eyes dart back towards the living room before she addresses her boyfriend again. ‘You have to go.’

Kevin sighs, long and heavy, but he knows the deal.

‘Fine. Text me when she’s…’

‘Hello? Who’s this?’ A shiver runs down my spine at the sound of Francelia’s voice. She looms behind us, no doubt fighting against the Botox in an attempt to arch a practised brow at poor Kevin.

‘This is Kevin,’ Alice squeaks. ‘Emily’s brother.’

I look at Alice, then Kevin (who is in the process of folding his arms in an ‘oh, really?’ way), then back at Alice.

‘Emily’s brother has a key to your house?’ Francelia doesn’t miss a bleeding trick.

‘For emergencies,’ Alice says.

‘And what’s the emergency right now?’

Alice’s mouth opens. She shuts it again. She’s got nothing.

‘He’s also staying with us for a few days.’ I shouldn’t encourage Alice’s cover-up of her relationship, but I can’t stand to see her flounder. ‘On the sofa.’ I roll my eyes at Kevin. ‘What are you standing out there for, bruv? Get inside, you big dope.’

If Alice notices the majorly pissed-off look on her boyfriend’s face as he steps over the threshold, she doesn’t show it. She leads us all into the living room, where the three of us sit on the sofa – Alice on the left, Kevin on the right and me in the middle.

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name,’ Francelia says as she arranges herself in the armchair. She flashes Alice a reproachful look.

‘It’s Kevin. Kevin Jackson.’ He holds out his hand, but Francelia doesn’t acknowledge it, never mind shake it.

‘You have a different surname to your sister?’

‘Different dads,’ I say as Kevin settles back down into the sofa.

‘Hmm, it figures,’ the witch mutters before turning her attention back to Kevin. ‘So, Kevin Jackson. Why are you – a grown man – sleeping on your sister’s sofa? Don’t you have a home of your own? Don’t you work?’

‘I’m a music teacher,’ Kevin says and Francelia nods.

‘At the local school like Emily? That explains it then. No wonder you’re “sofa surfing”, as they say.’

‘I’m not sofa surfing. I have a place of my own.’

‘Oh?’ There goes the eyebrow again. ‘Then why aren’t you sleeping there instead of on this sofa?’ She points at the sofa we’re all sitting on, in case he needs clarification.

‘His flat’s being fumigated,’ Alice says. ‘For rats.’

Francelia recoils. I quite enjoy seeing her so uncomfortable, but Kevin is taking less pleasure from the experience.

‘How unfortunate.’ Francelia rubs at her calf with the pointy toe of the shoe that had designs on Carrot earlier. Her eyes roam the carpet for rodents, as though Kevin has turned into the Pied bleeding Piper and brought his little infestation pals along with him. ‘Anyway, the reason I popped over…’ She peers into her handbag, as though expecting to find a furry critter nestled there, before reaching gingerly inside. ‘Emily, this is for you.’





Chapter Three

‘For me?’

I observe the proffered envelope with suspicion. What is this? Surely no good can come of accepting anything from this woman? I do not trust Francelia Monroe. Not one little bit.

‘What is it?’ I ask, but my question is swallowed by the gasp beside me, followed shortly by a squeal and handclapping.

‘Is it…? It is, isn’t it?’ Alice has stopped clapping and is now bouncing up and down on the sofa. Francelia gives a curt nod before thrusting the envelope at me again.

‘Go on,’ Alice says, grasping me – quite tightly, again – by the arm. ‘Open it.’

‘What is it?’ I’m not taking it, not until I know what it is.

‘Open it and see!’ Alice’s face is so alive, so joyful, that I know it can’t be anything bad, but I’m still hesitant.

‘Are you going to take this, or have I wasted an entire evening?’ Francelia lifts her wrist and gives a tut when she sees the time on her elegant watch.

I take the envelope. Alice’s grip tightens, and she emits another little squeal. The envelope is thick, made of ivory paper, and embossed with a pattern of interlocking hearts. On the front, in swirly gold writing, is my name.

Miss Emily Atkinson.

My address is there too, but there isn’t a stamp.

‘We didn’t have time to post it, what with it being a last-minute request.’ Francelia shoots a pointed look in Alice’s direction. Her grasp on my arm goes limp. ‘You’ll have to RSVP in person to me.’

RSVP? This isn’t…?

I pull the invitation out of the envelope. The card is the same ivory, embossed with the same pattern of interlocking hearts. The pattern has been picked out with glittery silver leaf on one half of the card, with a wide, dove-grey ribbon seamlessly covering the cutoff point. A pale-blue gem surrounded by clusters of diamantes sits in the middle of the ribbon, cinching it in to create a bow effect. I open the card carefully, already knowing what it will say inside as I read Alice’s invitation months ago.

Carolyn Allegra Monroe

and

Piers Michael Reeves

request the pleasure of your company in a week-long celebration of their marriage, commencing Monday the twenty-third of July.

Durban Castle

Clearwell Road

Little Heaton

Cheshire

‘What is this?’ Obviously, I know what it is, but I don’t understand why Francelia has schlepped all the way over from Harrogate to give this to me. I don’t really know Carolyn and I’ve never even met her fiancé. I know nothing about the dude, other than the fact he’s stinking rich and Francelia thinks he’s the best thing since sliced bread (which probably has nothing to do with his bulging wallet. Nothing. At. All).

‘I asked Carolyn if you could come to the wedding with me,’ Alice says. ‘You’re my plus-one!’

‘You did what?’ Both Kevin and I ask the question, and Alice is torn about who she should answer first. Or how she’s going to answer Kevin in front of Francelia without giving the game away.

‘Emily’s my best friend.’ Alice shoots a pointed look at her stepmother as she speaks to Kevin. ‘And I didn’t want to go on my own.’

‘And there was absolutely nobody else you could have asked?’ Kevin is furious. His voice is measured but there’s a worrying vein pulsing at his temple.

‘There is somebody else who I could have asked, but it’s awkward.’ Alice flicks her gaze towards Francelia, who is watching the exchange like a hawk. Alice is a plump, juicy mouse and Francelia is hungry.

‘Fine. Whatever.’ Kevin shrugs and shoves his body back into the sofa.

‘What’s going on here?’ Francelia wags a finger in the general direction of the sofa.

‘Nothing,’ Alice says quickly. ‘It’s just I have this other good friend, but we’ve fallen out.’

Kevin nods. ‘Big time.’

Francelia glances at her watch again. ‘Whatever. I don’t have time to hear about your little squabbles.’ She turns her icy gaze on me. ‘Look, will you be attending or not?’

‘Yes,’ Alice says, her grip now intentionally tight on my arm. ‘Yes, she will.’

‘Right. Glad that’s sorted.’ Francelia is on her feet, handbag hooked over her arm before I even have time to blink, never mind protest. ‘I must be off. Long drive ahead and all that. I’ll see you both on Monday. Don’t forget we dress for dinner.’ She looks me up and down and puffs out a little sigh. Cheeky cow! Okay, so I didn’t make much of an effort for my date this evening, but still.

‘Oh, and Alice…’ Francelia pulls a face and clasps her hands together. ‘Please behave yourself. We don’t want a repeat of what happened the last time you were at the castle, do we?’

Alice, who is halfway out of her seat, slumps back down onto the sofa. She’s gone awfully pale and appears to be blinking away tears.

‘Am I to see myself out?’ Francelia rolls her eyes and, with a huff of indignation, strides towards the hallway. Alice pulls herself together and leaps to her feet.

‘Of course not. Thank you for coming.’ Alice scuttles after Francelia while I remain seated, the wedding invitation still sitting between my fingers.

‘I’m sorry, okay? But you know how it is with my family.’

‘Yes, I know you’re ashamed of me. That you’ll do anything to stop them knowing we’re in a relationship.’

‘No, it isn’t like that at all. I’ve told you. It’s them. Her especially. You think I like it being like this? Keeping our relationship a secret? Shoving you in the garden shed to hide when she shows up unexpectedly?’

As soon as Francelia left, all hell broke loose between Alice and Kevin. They’ve taken their row to the kitchen, but I can still hear every single word of it.

And yes, Alice did once shove Kevin in the garden shed to hide when Francelia rocked up out of the blue. It was the middle of December and he hadn’t been prepared enough to layer up. He’d emerged looking like Jack Frost after Francelia’s two-hour visit.

‘I really don’t know, Alice, because this sort of thing doesn’t happen in my world. If you love somebody, you don’t hide it.’

‘I don’t want to hide it. I want to tell the whole world how crazy I am about you. How much I love you, but I’m scared I’ll lose you if I tell them.’

‘You couldn’t lose me. I wouldn’t let it happen.’

‘You don’t know them. Not like I do. It wouldn’t be the first relationship she’d ruined. She wouldn’t let it rest. She’d keep at it, chipping away, until she’d driven a wedge between us.’

‘I wouldn’t let her.’

‘You don’t understand.’

‘No, I really don’t.’ There’s a moment of silence. I hope Kevin hasn’t stormed out of the back door, though I could understand if he has. It can’t be easy for him. ‘But I love you, and if I have to hide out in the shed every time your stepmum visits, then so be it. You could at least slip my coat in there with me next time though.’

There’s another block of silence, but this time I know Kevin hasn’t removed himself from our kitchen. They’ll be snogging like a pair of horny teenagers in there. They’re a very touchy-feely couple, which is unsettling when I have to face Kevin in the staffroom during term time.

‘So, I thought we could go shopping tomorrow.’ Alice has breezed back into the living room after her smooch sesh as though it’s a forgone conclusion that I’m attending Carolyn’s wedding. That I’m as thrilled as she is at the invite. ‘I know you have some lovely dresses, but we’ll be sitting down to formal dinners most evenings so you won’t manage with your staple three. But it’ll be fun, and my treat, of course.’

‘Alice.’ I hold up a hand to silence my friend as she continues to go on about tomorrow’s shopping trip. ‘I’m not entirely comfortable about gatecrashing your sister’s wedding. I barely know Carolyn. I’ve only met her a handful of times!’

‘That’s a handful more times than I’ve met her,’ Kevin – unhelpfully – calls from the kitchen.

Alice and I both decide to ignore him.

‘You won’t be gatecrashing anything.’ Alice picks up the invitation from where I’d shoved it on the coffee table during the lovers’ tiff in the kitchen. ‘You’ve been invited.’ She waggles the invite at me. ‘Besides, it’s the perfect place for you to meet your Prince Charming.’

Alice is grinning. I am not.

‘My Prince Charming? What are you talking about?’

‘Your perfect guy. Your Mr Right. Whatever you want to call him.’ Alice gives a wave of her hand. ‘Weddings are the perfect place to meet men, and this one is taking place in a castle.’ Alice leaves that hanging in the air for a moment, as though she’s just played her ace card.

I pluck the invitation from her fingers and frisbee it back towards the coffee table. ‘Meet my Prince Charming?’ Ugh. The idea alone makes me itch. ‘I’m not some feeble little princess waiting to be rescued. I’m a strong, independent woman.’

‘Except when you need me to catch spiders,’ Kevin calls – again unhelpfully – from the kitchen. I swear to God…

Deep breaths, Emily. Ignore him. Concentrate on Alice and this ridiculous notion of being rescued by a man.

‘How can you call yourself a feminist with this attitude?’

Alice looks at me, one eyebrow quirked. ‘I buy underwear for a living so women can look hot for the opposite sex. We may claim it’s about empowering women and all that tosh, but it’s for the menfolk. I ask myself that question every single day.’ Alice throws up her hands. ‘I haven’t found the answer yet. Besides, I need rescuing. I don’t want to go to this wedding on my own. It’s a whole week, Emily. A whole week with that woman telling me I’m useless and a disappointment and a thief.’

‘A what?’ Why on earth would Francelia accuse Alice of being a thief?

Alice rolls her eyes and gives a wave of her hand. ‘It’s a long story. Not important. The important part is she’s going to make my life a misery for the whole week.’ She adopts a snarky tone to say, ‘If you haven’t found yourself a boyfriend by now, it’s probably too late.’

‘There’s a solution for that last one,’ Kevin calls.

‘Shut up!’ Alice and I shout. She turns her focus back on me, taking both my hands in hers.

‘Please, Emily.’ Her eyes are wide, her lips slightly quivering. ‘Please don’t leave me to deal with Francelia on my own.’

I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to spend a week at this castle, surrounded by love and romance and the promise of happily ever afters. I want to stay here, where it’s safe. Where I can snuggle up on the sofa with Carrot purring on my chest while I watch crappy, comforting TV.

‘Carrot,’ I say, almost jumping out of my seat as I’m jolted by the realisation. By the ‘get out of jail free’ card. ‘We can’t leave Carrot here on his own. Who’ll feed him? Let him outside? Keep him company?’

‘Kevin will.’ Alice is quick as a flash with her answer. There’s no hesitation. No pondering. How long has she been planning this?

‘Excuse me?’ Kevin is at the living room door now, a mixture of outrage and bemusement on his face. ‘I’ll do what?’

‘You’ll stay here and look after Carrot.’ Alice pouts at her boyfriend and I swear to God she’s fluttering her eyelashes. ‘Won’t you? Pretty please?’

‘So let me get this straight.’ Kevin steps into the room, standing in front of Alice with his arms folded. ‘You two go off and spend a week in a luxurious castle, having fun and getting pissed on champagne, and I have to stay here like Cinderella?’

‘I wouldn’t quite put it like that…’

‘I would.’

Alice pulls Kevin down onto her lap, winding her arms around his waist and resting her cheek on his chest. ‘I will love you for ever and ever if you do.’

Kevin sighs and I know the git is going to crack. ‘Fine. I’ll stay here and look after Carrot. My flatmate’s doing my head in playing his grime at top volume anyway. It’ll be a nice break.’

‘So you’re just going to throw me to the lions, Cinders?’ I glare at the spineless toad. I know I can just say no to Alice, refuse to go to this stupid wedding, but I also know I won’t. Alice is my best friend and I won’t leave her at the mercy of Francelia and her vicious tongue. Alice has always been there for me, especially over the past year, so I have to be there for her too.

‘If I’m Cinderella,’ Kevin says as he hops up off Alice’s lap and wanders towards the door, ‘does that make you two the ugly sisters?’

He has the good sense to duck as two cushion missiles fly his way.




Chapter Four

So, I’ve agreed to accompany Alice to her sister’s wedding. We’ve shopped for new outfits (there was no way Alice was paying for mine, no matter how much she insisted) and agreed that Alice will drive us to the castle in Little Heaton. The journey is just over an hour and I plan to sit back and relax while taking full control of the music choices. My suitcase is zipped up and sitting on the end of my bed, but I can’t bring myself to pick it up and carry it downstairs to the car.

What am I doing? I know I’m tagging along for Alice’s benefit, but I feel sick at the thought of leaving my comfort zone. The past year has been a tumult of change with the break-up and everything, and now it finally feels as though my life is settling down again. If I pick up my case, if I take it downstairs and drag it to the boot of Alice’s car, I’ll be stepping into the unknown. I know Alice is determined to find my ‘Prince Charming’ at this castle, but I’m perfectly happy with my life the way it is right now, and I don’t want anything to send it off kilter again.

‘Do you need a hand with that?’ Alice has stopped outside my bedroom and is nodding towards the suitcase. She has her own suitcase, plus the teddy bear that still sleeps in her bed tucked under her arm.

‘Are you seriously taking Hubert?’ I sit down on the bed, as far away from my case as possible.

‘Of course.’ Alice drops a kiss on the sparse fur on Hubert-the-bear’s head. ‘Hubert comes everywhere with me. But don’t worry, he knows you’ve bagsied the front passenger seat.’ Alice smiles at me, but I don’t return the gesture. ‘Everything okay, honey?’

I nod, even though it isn’t.

‘I know you’re not all that keen on coming to the wedding, but I do think you’ll have a great time once you’re there.’ Alice steps into my bedroom and sits down next to me on the bed. ‘Carolyn and I spent every summer and Christmas at the castle when we were growing up and we had so much fun. Carolyn wants to recreate that time and has loads of activities planned for the week. Plus, you’re a history nut and Durban Castle was built in Tudor times or something.’

I am intrigued by the castle and its history, but still.

‘And weddings are the perfect place to meet men.’ Alice says this as though it’s a good thing. ‘We can find you your happily ever after, I just know it.’

‘But that’s the thing, Alice. I don’t believe in happily ever afters. Haven’t for a long time.’

‘But you did, once upon a time.’ Alice is looking at me funny, sort of frowning and with her lips pursed. She hands Hubert to me and pushes herself up onto her feet before striding away. When she returns, she’s holding a pink, hardback book. Its familiar title and design glint at me as she moves across the room.

I wrap my arms around Hubert and push my cheek into his fur. ‘Why do you have that?’

‘You believed in happily ever afters when you received this book,’ Alice says, not really answering the question.

‘I was six.’

I can’t look at that book. I can’t face the memories it catapults at me, one after the other. The joy, the wonder, and then the pain of knowing life would never be as simple or as jubilant as those tales. It was a birthday present from my parents and I’d loved it. Like Alice and her Hubert, I’d dragged that book everywhere with me. I’d devoured the pages, drinking in the images before I could read the words myself. I knew the words off by heart, knew the order of the tales, knew how each story made me feel as that six-year-old full of wonder.

‘Why do you have that?’ I ask again, my voice firm this time. There’s a hint of the anger I feel bubbling up inside, but I’ll try to control it. My anger isn’t aimed at Alice, not really.

‘I found it.’ Alice rubs a hand over a pale, yellowish-brown stain on one corner of the book. A new addition since I last saw it. The slightly charred edges are still there, reminding me how much I despise the book and everything it represents. ‘It was in the bin. I’d already scraped the leftover curry we’d had in there before I spotted it. Sorry.’

I don’t know what she’s apologising for. Surely not for dropping curry on a book I’d tried to dispose of – twice. Why would I care if the book is stained? I wanted it gone. Destroyed. Perhaps that’s it. She’s apologising because it’s still here. Still in this house.

‘I couldn’t let you throw it away.’ Alice has opened the book now. ‘Not when I read the inscription.’ She holds the book out towards me, but I turn away. I don’t recall an inscription being in the book, but I don’t want to read whatever it says. It’ll only dredge up memories I’d rather keep locked away.

Alice closes the book and sits down next to me on the bed. ‘I know how much you’re hurting. I’ve lost my mum too, remember?’

The other thing that propelled Alice into finding me my perfect match a year ago, combined with my failed relationship with Edward and finding herself loved up with Kevin, was the death of my mother.

‘And I know that when we’re hurting we sometimes do things we regret.’

‘But I don’t regret it.’ I point at the book, but I can’t quite bring myself to focus on it. ‘I don’t want that thing.’ I didn’t want it a year ago, when I discovered it in the box of items from Mum’s house that Great Aunt Dorothy had sent over. Didn’t want it hanging around, reminding me of that brief time in my life when everything was perfect. Before everything changed. ‘How dare you retrieve it?’ The anger gurgles to the surface. I leap up from the bed, throwing poor Hubert down onto the duvet. ‘How dare you meddle in my life? First, pushing me to go on these stupid dates, and now this! It’s too much, Alice. Why can’t you just let me be?’

‘I know what it’s like to lose a parent. I know it’s different for me – my mum died when I was really little and I barely remember her – but I’d give anything to have a reminder of her. Dad got rid of everything when he married Francelia – all the photos, her perfume and jewellery, the cards she wrote for me and Carolyn. Said he wanted a fresh start.’ She stands up from the bed and places a hand on my shoulder. ‘I know you’re angry with me right now, but one day you’ll thank me for keeping hold of the book.’

I roll my eyes, still not looking at it. ‘It’s a book of fairy tales, Alice.’

‘It’s more than that.’ Alice gives my shoulder a gentle squeeze. ‘The little girl who received this book believed in happily ever afters. You told me once that she used to dream of being rescued by the handsome prince. What happened to her?’

I throw my shoulders back, dislodging Alice’s hand, and lift my chin slightly. ‘She grew up and realised life isn’t a fairy tale.’

Alice crosses the room, stopping in front of my small bookcase. She squeezes the book of fairy tales into a gap at the end of the middle shelf. ‘I’ll do you a deal.’ Alice turns to face me again. ‘If you come to the wedding with an open mind and at least give the guys there a teeny chance, I’ll stop pestering you about finding a boyfriend once we get home.’

We stare at each other across the room. I’m still angry, but it’s dying down now the book is no longer in my vision.

‘There’ll be no more pushing me to date when we get back?’

Alice shakes her head. ‘I won’t mention it again.’

We stare some more.

Can I do this? Can I endure one week of intense Alice matchmaking (because that’s what this will turn into)? Can I get through it for the chance of being left to my own devices when we return?

‘Fine.’ I cross the room and stick out my hand. ‘You have yourself a deal.’

Alice’s grin is wide as we shake on it. ‘You’re not going to regret this.’

‘We’ll see about that in a week’s time.’ I reach past Alice and slide the fairy tales book off the shelf.

Alice looks stricken. ‘You’re not going to throw that away again, are you?’

‘What would be the point? You’ll only dig it out again with teabags and food stuck to it.’ Instead, I shove the book to the very back of my wardrobe, where I won’t have to face it on a daily basis.

‘Come on, Cinderella.’ Alice tucks Hubert back under her arm and hefts my suitcase off the bed. ‘You shall go to the ball!’

I take the handle of my suitcase so Alice can trundle her own down the stairs. ‘I thought Kevin was Cinders?’

‘No way am I being an ugly sister. You, honey, are Cinderella, and I am your fairy godmother.’




Chapter Five

With our suitcases squeezed into the tiny boot of Alice’s sleek but impractical car, there’s an emotional goodbye between Alice and Kevin on our doorstep. I wait in the car, fingers firmly crossed that Alice will feel so guilty about leaving Poor Kevin (as I have taken to calling him in a bid to induce more guilt) behind that she’ll call the whole ‘let’s irritate the absolute crap out of Emily by matching her up with some god-awful people for a whole damn week’ thing off. Kevin and I will switch places and Carrot and I will wave them off.

No such luck. Alice is blubbering, but she isn’t in family-issues-battling mode and she’s soon walking backwards towards the car, unable to tear her eyes away from her beloved. She plonks herself down in the driver’s seat, taking a moment to compose herself before strapping herself in and, giving one last wilted wave, setting off towards the M60.

‘You’re going to love Durban Castle,’ she tells me once she’s managed to stop the hiccupping her crying has caused. ‘It’s so gorgeous. It’s such a shame I haven’t been there in so long.’ She looks like she’s about to burst into tears again but manages to regain her composure and aims a watery smile at me. ‘It’s been in my family for generations, so Carolyn and I would spend every Christmas there and the summer holidays with my grandparents. My step-cousin would visit too, and we’d have adventures around the castle and its grounds together. There was always a quiz on Boxing Day, when other relatives would visit, and fireworks and a huge bonfire on New Year’s Eve. It was magical.’


Alice’s smile brightens as her mind wanders back to her childhood. I wish I could do the same, but my childhood doesn’t have a great deal of happy memories to look back on fondly.

‘Granny and Grandpa were wonderful. So warm and fun. I miss them.’

‘You’ve never mentioned the castle before.’ Which is odd, given my passion for the past. ‘I can’t wait to have a nose around and breathe in its history.’


Alice reaches for the CD player, but I bat her hand away. We’ve agreed the music is my domain for the duration of our trip.

‘The castle’s still in my family,’ she tells me. ‘But when Uncle Ned inherited it, he turned it into a weddings and events venue, so we couldn’t have turned up for a nosy around. Which is why this week is perfect for us: you get to satisfy your nerdiness and I get to relive some fond memories.’

An hour later, we’ve reached Little Heaton. It’s a picturesque village, almost cut in two by the canal running through it. Barges painted in bright greens, reds and blues sit on the water while ducks, swans and geese glide by. There’s an arched bridge up ahead, which we turn onto, crossing over the canal into the heart of the village. A memorial stands in the centre of the high street, with a terrace of shops on one side and a red-brick pub on the other, half covered in ivy. Ahead is a small church with a pointy steeple, its grounds filled with crumbling headstones.

‘Is that where Carolyn is getting married?’ I ask as we pass, but Alice shakes her head.

‘She’s getting married in the chapel, like Mum and Dad.’

‘The castle still has its own chapel? Is it original?’ For the first time, I’m genuinely quite excited about the week ahead.

‘I think so.’ Alice’s brow furrows. ‘I know Uncle Ned had to have the roof restored a couple of summers ago and it was apparently a nightmare trying to source original materials. Cost a fortune too.’

My heart is bleeding for the poor rich man.

We pass a primary school, its bright-yellow railings and play equipment jarring against the nineteenth-century building, another pub (this village is looking up), and lots of little, white-rendered cottages with pretty gardens that would give our neighbour a run for her money with their show-quality lawns and bursts of colour from the flowerbeds, window boxes and hanging baskets.

We reach the end of the latest batch of cottages and turn into a clearing, with a blanket of buttercups and daisies thrown over fields either side of a narrow lane. The fields rise into a hill, upon which stands Durban Castle.

‘Wow,’ I say, my jaw practically hitting my lap.

‘Yes.’ Alice sighs happily. ‘She’s a beauty, isn’t she?’

The narrow road winds up the gentle slope of the hill until we reach the castle’s curtain wall and a giant, arched gateway made of pale-grey stone. The castle, which I haven’t taken my eyes off during the short drive up the hill, is made of the same stone, and two flags flap in the breeze as they stand proudly on top of the keep. The gates are open, so we drive through, my jaw dropping more and more the closer we get to the castle.

‘I’ll drop you and the suitcases off at the front,’ Alice tells me as we drive towards the looming castle. Trees line the road either side of us, with lush lawns beyond. It is beautiful, like stepping into a real-life fairy tale. The six-year-old who received that book of fairy tales would be in heaven if she could see this place. ‘There’s a car park just to the right. I’ll park and meet you at the main entrance so we don’t have to lug the suitcases too far.’

My only reply is a slow nod. I am unable to form a sentence at this moment in time. Of course I’ve seen castles before. I’ve studied them extensively. But Durban Castle is magnificent, and I can’t quite believe I’m going to be staying here for a whole week. I am no longer recoiling in horror at the thought of gatecrashing Carolyn’s wedding, and Alice can chuck as many eligible bachelors at me as she likes.

‘Look at you.’ Alice giggles as we step out of her car. Stone steps lead up to a pair of thick, iron-studded wooden doors. My chin is grazing the gravelled ground by now. ‘I told you you’d love it. Wait until you see inside. It was beautiful when Granny and Grandpa lived here, but it was a little bit crumbly and musty, to be honest. Uncle Ned really went to town restoring it to its former glory when he took over.’

We heft the suitcases out of the car and, with instructions for me to wait, Alice climbs back into the car and follows the signs to the parking area. I take this moment to get a grip. I cannot allow myself to become swept away by all this. Yes, the castle is gorgeous and I’m desperate to drink in its rich history, but I need to keep in control. Alice hasn’t really brought me here to satisfy my history nerdiness; the girl means business when it comes to my love life. She thinks I’m responsible for bringing Kevin into her life (which is technically true, I suppose, but I merely introduced the pair, playing no part in their courtship at all) and she’s desperate to repay the favour. It doesn’t matter one tiny bit that I take no credit for her relationship, nor want one of my own.

I move the suitcases to one side as a car sweeps up the road, its rumble low and animalistic. It’s a stunning car with its sleek, glossy-red body that screams expense and class. I watch as it makes a perfect arc to stop at the entrance, spitting gravel from beneath its tyres. The window glides down and a tanned forearm appears, leaning against the frame, followed by a face. It’s hard to tell if the driver is good-looking as a pair of sunglasses seems to take up half his face, but his hair is perfectly styled and his lips are pulled into a seductive smile.

‘Hey.’

That one word is enough to put me off, especially when coupled with the head jerk commanding I scuttle over to join him. As soon as he opens his mouth, I spot his rather large teeth. It’s hard to not spot them to be fair – it might as well be Shergar sitting there in a sports car.

‘Parking’s over there.’ I point in the direction Alice headed off into, still standing with the suitcases. I will not scuttle over to the car, awaiting a head pat for my good-doggy behaviour. Even if I would very much like to be taken for a spin.

When he smiles at me, displaying his gnashers in all their glory, I half expect him to neigh. ‘I know, babe. I just wanted to introduce myself.’

Babe? Ugh.

‘Ezra Bardon.’ Seemingly in one swift movement, he’s opened the door, slipped out onto the gravel and leaned against the shiny body of his car. He folds his arms lazily across his chest and flicks his chin into the air. A slight frown creases his brow when I don’t respond. ‘What’s the matter? Don’t have a name?’ He removes his sunglasses, hooking them on to the open collar of his polo shirt. ‘Or would you like me to guess?’

I really, really wouldn’t like him to guess. It would be agonisingly cringe-worthy standing there while he reeled off name after name.

‘It’s Emily. Emily Atkinson.’

He grins toothily (there is no other way this dude can grin). ‘Hello, Emily Atkinson. What a beautiful name.’

My eyes are aching to roll. If I don’t concentrate really hard they will begin the cycle. ‘Thank you. I like it.’

‘It suits you.’ He pushes himself away from his car and saunters over to me, the stupid, Jaws-like grin taking up half of his face. ‘A beautiful name for a beautiful woman.’ I didn’t think it was possible, but the grin widens. Jeez, this guy has a lot of teeth. I’m filled with the urge to play them like a glockenspiel. ‘I hope I get to know you more over the next few days.’ I feel grubby as he looks me up and down, his head bobbing in some sort of agreement with himself. ‘Why don’t I give you my card? This place is huge – I wouldn’t want to miss you.’ He reaches into his pocket and retrieves a thick, cream business card embossed with gold and black lettering. I’m about to decline – both his offer of the business card and the getting-to-know-you-better part – when the crunching of gravel underfoot catches the attention of both of us.

‘Ezra?’ The approaching bloke has a knitted brow, his head tilted to one side. He’s wearing navy overalls and heavy black boots, and is carrying a pair of gardening shears tucked under one arm. ‘Sorry to interrupt, mate. Your wife said to tell you she’s gone for a lie-down.’

‘Oh.’ Ezra’s eyes widen, and the proffered business card is snatched away and shoved roughly into the top pocket of his polo shirt. ‘Thank you. I’ll, er, just go and park the car and, um, hahaha.’ Unable to find any more words, he simply titters to himself as he backs away. The gardener and I watch as he turns and practically nosedives into the driver’s seat before tearing away in a cloud of dust and gravel.

‘A friend of yours?’ I ask once the cloud has dispersed, but the gardener is already striding away.

‘God, no,’ he calls over his shoulder. ‘Never met the slimy bastard before but I saw him arrive with his clearly pregnant wife earlier.’

‘You’re kidding,’ I say, more to myself as the gardener doesn’t seem to want to stick around and chat. How can Alice want me to put myself through this kind of shiz? To commit myself to a man who flirts with anything in a skirt (or a pair of jeans, like I’m wearing right now) as soon as my back is turned? ‘What a scumbag. Why are men like this?’

‘Hey, we’re not all like Ezra Bardon, you know,’ a voice says from behind me. I turn and see a bloke framed in the doorway at the top of the steps. ‘Some of us have morals. We’re not all cheating scumbags, I promise.’ He smiles, and I’m pleased when a full set of teeth doesn’t tumble out for inspection.

‘I guess not.’ I shrug, not convinced either way.

‘It’s true. Some of us are decent.’ He jogs down the steps to join me on the gravel. He’s wearing a pair of brown trousers and a blue-and-white-striped shirt, which should look ridiculous but suits him. ‘I don’t think we’ve met before – are you a guest from Carolyn or Piers’ side?’

I shove my hands into my jeans pockets, my eyes inspecting the gravel at my feet. See, this is why I didn’t want to come, because I’m not really a guest from either side. No matter how much Alice has assured me otherwise, I still feel like a gatecrasher.

‘I’m actually a friend of Carolyn’s sister. She didn’t want to come alone, so I’m sort of her plus-one.’

‘You’re a friend of Alice’s? Is she around?’ I peek up to see him looking around the grounds. ‘I didn’t know she’d arrived yet. It’s been too long since I saw her, so I’ve been looking forward to catching up.’

‘She’s parking the car.’ I grab hold of the suitcase handles and start to drag them towards the steps. ‘She’ll be meeting me here in a minute.’

‘Can I give you a hand?’ He indicates Alice’s suitcase, and although I’m usually quick to assert my independence, I find myself thanking him. They are heavy and difficult to manoeuvre on the gravel.

‘This one has to be Alice’s suitcase,’ he says as we lug the cases up the stone steps. ‘Weighs a ton. She never could travel light. I bet she’s brought six pairs of shoes with her.’

‘Only six?’ I scoff, which makes him laugh. I’m not joking, though. The girl has squeezed eight pairs in there, ranging from sparkly flip-flops to knee-high boots.

‘Will you be okay from here?’ His phone has started to ring as we reach the entrance hall and he’s pulling a face at its display. ‘It’s work. I really should take it.’

‘Go ahead.’ I drag my case to the side, where a suit of armour is standing guard by the door. ‘Thanks for your help.’

‘No problem.’ He smiles, his phone still ringing in his hand as he backs away. ‘Tell Alice I said hi.’

I would, I think as he turns and strides away, the phone now at his ear. But you didn’t tell me your name.





Chapter Six

I feel myself slump as soon as he’s out of view, hands resting on my thighs as I try to get my breath back. I would never admit I’m struggling, but now I’m alone, I can admit how exhausted I am by the short trip up the steps. But I forget all about the suitcases and my fatigue as I take in my surroundings.

Wow.

Just wow.

The wide entrance hall is lit by a giant, glittering chandelier and dozens of decorative wall sconces dotted in between large, gilt-framed portraits of the Monroe ancestry. The floor is covered in a patchwork of black and white tiles, while a red-carpeted staircase stands in front of me, leading up to the first floor. Lots of doors lead off to a warren of rooms at the sides and I’m not sure where I should be heading. The castle is humongous and my room could be anywhere. I’m sure I’d find myself lost within minutes, but Alice should be here any second now to lead the way. In the meantime, I grapple with the suitcases once more, somehow wrestling them towards the staircase, where I sit gratefully on the second step, exhausted after my suitcase skirmish.

‘Alice!’ I’m so relieved to see my friend after a considerable wait that I forget my thighs have turned to jelly and jump up from the stairs. ‘What took you so long?’

‘I had to phone Kevin to let him know we’d arrived safely.’ Alice retrieves her vanity case from where I’ve dumped it on the floor and grabs the handle of her suitcase. ‘And then I got chatting to one of Piers’ cousins. Lovely young man. Gave me his card.’ She pulls out a familiar cream business card embossed with gold and black lettering. ‘I thought I’d try to introduce you to him at dinner, but if not, we have his number.’

‘I don’t think so.’ I pluck the card from Alice’s fingers and tear it in two. ‘We’ve already spoken, and he’s no Prince Charming.’

Alice sighs. ‘It was the teeth, wasn’t it? I knew they’d get in the way.’

‘You’re not kidding. Those choppers must obstruct the guy’s life on a daily basis.’

‘That isn’t what I meant, and you know it.’ Alice gives a firm tug of her suitcase and marches along the hall. ‘This guy could be The One, but you’ll never know if you don’t give him a chance.’

‘He’s already somebody’s One.’ I’m scuttling after Alice, battling once again with the suitcase. Alice is gliding along but my wheels aren’t playing ball and it’s a struggle pulling the suitcase in a straight line. ‘He’s married.’

‘What?’ Alice comes to a stop, which is the perfect time for my suitcase’s wheels to play nice. I only just manage to stop myself from toppling into her.

‘He’s married,’ I repeat. ‘And his poor wife is pregnant.’

Alice’s forehead furrows. ‘Son of a bucket.’

‘Yes.’ I’m glad we’re on the same page. Sort of. I’d have used an actual expletive, personally. ‘Now you see why I ripped up his business card.’

‘Absolutely.’ Her brow furrows deeper. ‘I can’t believe he hoodwinked me.’

‘It’s the teeth,’ I say as we set off again. ‘They’re pretty distracting.’

Alice huffs out another sigh as we reach the first door. She pushes it open, stepping back again when she sees the room is empty.

‘We need to find Carolyn so we can find out which rooms we’ll be staying in. Then I can give you the guided tour of the castle – and its male guests.’

Yippee, I think as I trundle after her.

‘Are we the only ones staying here?’ I whisper as we poke our heads into yet another empty room. I don’t know why I’m whispering; we haven’t seen another soul since we stepped inside.

‘It’s still quite early,’ Alice says as she leads the way to the next room. ‘People might not arrive until after lunch, maybe not even until this evening. Plus, some of the guests are only arriving on the day. Even Piers’ parents aren’t coming until Wednesday. Ah-ha!’ Using her foot to hold open the door, she motions for me to step inside, following after me.

‘Jeez.’ I look around the great hall, my jaw dropping to the ballet flats on my feet. The room is unbelievably long, with a massive, arched window at the end, reaching up to the breathtakingly high ceiling. More arched windows along one side flood the room with light.

‘This is beautiful. Stunning. Why did I ever think it was a bad idea to come here?’

‘See?’ Alice arches an eyebrow at me, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. ‘I told you it’d be fabulous. Ooh, Uncle Ned!’ She darts off suddenly, waving her arms to draw the attention of a short, portly man with white, wispy hair and a cane.

‘Alice, dear. How lovely to see you.’ He pats Alice on the back as she throws her arms around him. ‘I had no idea you’d arrived.’

‘I’ve only just got here. I’m looking for Carolyn, or maybe my dad?’

‘I think Carolyn is off showing Piers the chapel. I don’t think he’s seen it yet.’ Ned’s lips turn down at the corners. ‘As for your father…’ His bushy brows lift. ‘I’m afraid he’s been delayed and won’t be here until this evening, maybe not until tomorrow.’

‘Oh.’ Alice smiles brightly, though I know it takes great effort and suspect Ned knows it too. ‘Never mind. There’s still plenty of time before the wedding.’

‘Absolutely. Plenty of time.’ Ned smiles kindly at his niece. ‘Anyway, before I forget to tell you, I found some old photos while we were renovating the south wing. I thought you might like to keep them. I did mean to send them on to you, but I’m afraid it’s all getting a bit foggy up here.’ He taps his temple and chuckles. ‘Old age is setting in, I’m afraid.’

Alice tuts. ‘You’re not old, Uncle Ned.’

He chuckles again. ‘I’m not young any more, either. I was thinking about having a stairlift installed, but your Aunt Delia says it wouldn’t be in keeping with the castle.’

‘I don’t suppose it would.’ Alice turns to me. ‘Sorry, how rude of me. Emily, this is my Uncle Ned. Uncle Ned, this is my best friend, Emily.’

‘Lovely to meet you.’ Ned shakes my hand with a firm but brief grip.

‘Do you know which rooms Emily and I are staying in?’ Alice asks him.

‘I don’t have the list to hand.’ Ned looks around him, as though the list will suddenly leap up and present itself. ‘My Lilianna has taken charge of the day-to-day running of the events. She’s around here somewhere…’

‘It’s okay, Ned.’ There’s a clacking of heels on the polished floor as Francelia swoops in towards us. ‘Alice, Emily, come with me. I’ll show you to your room.’ Without pausing for pleasantries, Francelia forges ahead, leading the way while Alice and I scrabble to keep up. Grabbing our suitcases from outside the great hall only slows us down and Francelia appears to be in a hurry and refuses to stop.

‘You have a lovely room overlooking the orchard,’ she calls over her shoulder as she marches up the stairs. She reaches the top before we’re even a third of the way up. ‘Come along, girls. I can’t hang around playing tour guide all day. There is so much to do when you’re the mother of the bride.’

‘You’re not the mother of the bride.’ It’s rare for Alice to speak up against Francelia, but I can see she’s riled and struggling to keep herself contained. Her suitcase bears the brunt of it as she manhandles it up the stairs.

Francelia gives a wave of her hand. ‘Stepmother of the bride then. I don’t know why you have to be so pernickety. It isn’t an attractive trait.’ She strides off again, leaving Alice and I to huff and puff our way up the stairs with the suitcases. Thankfully, Francelia leads us to a room on the first floor so we don’t have to tackle another set of stairs.

‘Here you are.’ Francelia opens the door with a flourish, stepping aside so we can drag our suitcases inside.

‘A twin room?’ Alice asks. ‘I thought we’d have rooms of our own.’

‘Emily did take up her place at the last minute,’ Francelia says, still standing on the threshold like an uninvited vampire. With her deathly pale skin and black trouser suit, she could easily pass. ‘And we’ve had a couple of other latecomers, so it’s been a bit of a squeeze accommodating everyone. Besides, you’re both single girls. It isn’t as though you need double rooms to yourselves. There’s no need to be greedy, Alice.’

‘I wasn’t being…’ Alice says, but she’s cut off when Francelia holds up a silencing hand.

‘Let’s not make a fuss. This is Carolyn’s wedding. We don’t want to spoil her big day. We don’t want any mishaps, do we?’ Francelia gives Alice a pointed look and my friend seems to shrink into herself.

‘No.’ She smiles weakly at me. ‘This’ll be more fun anyway, like we’re back at university in halls.’

I don’t point out that Alice never resided in halls while we were at university; that her father, for all his faults, bought the house we still live in now so she could be close enough to commute but still have her own, decent space.

‘We’re going to have a brilliant time.’ My voice is bursting with extra gushiness for Francelia’s benefit. I suspect she thought putting Alice and I together in a twin room would rile Alice, but I won’t let her win. ‘It’ll be like having a sleepover. We can gossip and watch girly films and paint our nails.’

‘Makeovers!’ Alice claps her hands together. ‘We can give each other makeovers!’

I squeal (again for Francelia’s benefit. I have never squealed in my life before, unless it’s in the presence of a spider, which is totally acceptable). ‘And have a pillow fight in our pyjamas!’

‘Midnight feasts!’

‘Ooh.’ My eyes widen, and I clasp my hands together. ‘Truth or dare!’

‘And make prank calls.’ Alice mimes holding a phone to her ear. ‘Hello? Is that Pepe? Pepe Roni?’

I pick up my own invisible phone. ‘I’m looking for a Claire Voyance.’

‘I’m looking for my Aunt Teaks.’

‘Can I speak to Connie? Connie Lingus?’

‘All right, that’s enough.’ Francelia is holding up the silencing hand again. ‘Whatever you do, please respect the other guests and keep the noise down.’

I bet she’s wishing she’d put us in separate rooms now. I can’t help feeling a tiny bit smug.

‘And please, for Carolyn’s sake if nothing else, keep your fingers to yourself.’

I turn to Alice, my face pulling into a ‘what the hell is she talking about?’ face, but Alice is looking down at the floor, her cheeks turning pink.

‘Carolyn wasn’t sure what time everybody would be arriving, so she’s provided welcome baskets packed with lunch.’ Francelia’s lip starts to curl as she points out the baskets on the ends of each bed, but catches it in time and smooths it out. ‘It isn’t as formal as the setting befits, but she insisted, I’m afraid. Dinner will be served at six in the great hall, followed by dancing and cocktails in the ballroom. Please dress appropriately.’ Francelia cocks an eyebrow in my direction before looking me up and down, taking in my jeans, T-shirt and ballet flats ensemble. I fight the urge to mimic her condescending tone.

‘We’ll see you down there,’ Alice says, reaching for the door in a massive hint for the evil one to bog off. Thankfully she takes the hint, leaving Alice and I alone to flop on our beds. This week will be fun, despite Francelia and her grimacing face.










Chapter Seven

Although the lunches Carolyn has packed don’t meet Francelia’s uber-snobbish standards, they certainly tick all my boxes. There’s a selection of cooked meats and cheeses, crusty bread rolls, mini pots of potato salad and pasta, bite-sized pork pies, packets of hand-cooked crisps, and salted caramel brownies, all to be washed down with mini bottles of Prosecco.

‘I can’t eat another thing, ever again.’ I flop down onto my pillow, ready for a food-induced nap. There’s still food left over, though I’ve managed to remove all traces of the booze.

‘Me either.’ Alice rubs her stomach, but instead of settling down for a snooze, she clambers off the bed. ‘Let’s walk off all this food and have a tour of the castle.’

She’s having a giraffe, right?

‘Come on,’ she coaxes when I refuse to move anything but my eyelids, allowing them to droop. ‘You can’t sleep the week away. There’s so much to see.’

‘Later,’ I mumble. Much later. Like, tomorrow. ‘Ouch! Gerrof.’ Alice has grabbed my arm and is attempting to tug me off the bed. Unfortunately for Alice, she’s built like a particularly petite pixie and I’ve gained several pounds during our bedroom picnic. But where she lacks stature, Alice’s determination is in abundance. I’ve never met a more resolute woman in my life. If there’s something Alice wants, she’ll keep going until she gets it. Her only downfall is her family, but they won’t help anchor me to the bed right now.

‘All right, all right.’ I wrestle my arm away, checking for bruising as I force my body up into a sitting position. ‘I think you’ve taken a layer of skin off.’

‘Don’t be so soft.’ Alice holds a hand out to help me up off the bed. I don’t take it, fearing the removal of a digit or two in the process, and somehow stand up on my own steam despite my body crying out to be horizontal again. ‘So, what do you want to see first? Inside the castle or out?’

Right now, I want to see the inside of my eyelids, but that clearly isn’t an option. ‘Outside, I guess. The fresh air might wake me up.’

We head out of our room, making our way back down the red-carpeted staircase and ending up in the opulent entrance hall. There are a few people mingling around now and Alice grasps my hand and tows me towards a bloke admiring a painting of an ugly old boot with wrinkled skin and eyes that are glaring so hard, I suspect she despised the artist. She introduces me to the bloke, but I quickly forget his name when I notice he’s wearing a cravat. A cravat! I can’t take any man seriously when he’s wearing a flipping cravat.

‘Well?’ Alice whispers when we finally wander away, leaving Mr Cravat to admire more paintings of Alice’s ancient relatives. ‘What did you think?’

‘No.’

‘No?’ Alice frowns. ‘That’s it? Just no?’

‘He was wearing a cravat.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Emily.’ Alice comes to an abrupt stop, thumping her hands down on her hips. ‘You’re going to dismiss a potential love match because he’s wearing a cravat?’

‘First of all, he is not a potential love match. The L word is forbidden during this week, unless it’s in reference to lunch, limoncello or Lion Bars, okay? Second of all, he looks like a right wanker.’

‘Because of the cravat?’


‘Not just because of that.’

Alice raises her eyebrows, waiting for me to elaborate.

‘Just look at him, Alice.’ We turn to look at Mr Cravat, who’s still scrutinising the paintings, practically nose-to-canvas.

‘What? Maybe he’s interested in the history of the castle?’ Alice flashes me a smug look, as though I’ll suddenly realise that yes, he is the perfect match. A history nerd like me! How could I not see it before? Let’s make this a double wedding so I can become Mrs Cravat!

‘Or maybe he’s looking for a bit of nipple-out-of-bodice slippage? Or a full-on nude?’

‘Oh, Emily.’ Alice sighs heavily and links her arm through mine, guiding me out of the entrance hall and along one of the many corridors. ‘What are we going to do with you?’

‘Leave me alone to my own devices?’

‘Nope. Not part of the deal, missus.’ Alice marches along at quite a pace on her little pins. ‘You’ve been single for far too long, lady. We agreed to find you your Prince Charming and that’s what we’re going to do. Stop making gagging noises.’

I snatch my fingers away from my mouth, where I’ve been pretending to stick them down my throat. ‘Sorry.’

Instead of leaving the castle through the main entrance, we follow the corridor and emerge through a door into a large courtyard surrounded by the castle’s walls. A gravel path leads to a large fountain in the centre, with perfectly trimmed lawns either side.

‘What did Francelia mean earlier?’ I ask as we wander along the path. ‘About keeping your fingers to yourself?’

Alice shrugs. ‘No idea. She’s a batty old cow. Just ignore her.’ She points ahead suddenly and picks up her pace. ‘I fell into that fountain when I was little. I used to walk along its edge, but I lost my balance that day and nearly drowned. Grandpa had to fish me out. I was coughing up dirty water and everything.’ Alice shudders. ‘Nearly dying in fishy water was worth it for the hot chocolate Granny made me drink afterwards though.’

‘I bet you never got up there again,’ I say.

Alice looks at me and makes a pfft sound. ‘Are you freaking kidding me? I was up there the next day.’ She unlinks her arm from mine and takes hold of my hand instead. ‘Come on. It’s fun.’ She’s pulling me quickly towards the fountain before I can even open my mouth to remind her we’re only a stone’s throw away from thirty (and an underarm rather than overarm throw at that). We are not children any more. We are grown women who…

Ah, sod it. Why should children get to have all the fun?

We break into a run, both determined to reach the fountain first. Alice is fast, but I have longer legs, so it ends up being a tie. We’re breathless and giggly when we reach the fountain, but we don’t waste any time in clambering up onto the wall, arms outstretched for balance as we totter along the curved edge.

‘Why can’t life be like this all the time?’ Alice asks as she takes tiny, sideways steps. ‘Being a kid was so much easier than trying to be an adult.’

‘Speak for yourself. I wouldn’t go back to my childhood for anything.’

‘Oh, honey.’ Alice’s feet pause, and she reaches out for my hand, which is a big mistake because, as soon as contact is made, we both start to wobble. Still, Alice clings on and we manage to steady ourselves. ‘Me and my big mouth. I wasn’t thinking. That was such a stupid thing to say.’

‘Don’t be daft. Not everybody has a dark cloud looming over their youth. Besides, it wasn’t as though you had an idyllic childhood yourself. I’m glad you can enjoy the memories of good times.’

Alice was very young when her mum died, so she can’t really remember the trauma of a parent being there one minute and gone the next, but she remembers the day Francelia swept into her life and everything seemed to change all at once. Her life became unbalanced as they got used to the new dynamics at home, as she became part of a whole new family unit. And just as she was adjusting, her life was turned on its head once again when she was sent away to boarding school. Of course there were the school holidays, but she mostly spent them at the castle, with only brief visits from her father when he could tear himself away from work and his new wife. Alice once told me that when her father married Francelia, she gained a stepmother and lost a father.

‘I always felt safe here,’ Alice says. ‘The place is huge, but every nook and cranny was familiar.’

‘It must feel weird, being back here and it being a business venue rather than your grandparents’ home.’

‘I suppose it is.’ We’ve started to move again, making almost synchronised fairy steps along the fountain’s wall. ‘It’s still familiar, but there are lots of changes – all of them improving the castle for its paying guests, but it’s lost a bit of its charm.’

Alice loses her footing and we both have a major, arms-flailing wobble, our hands losing their grip on each other in the process. My heart is racing, picturing one of us taking a dip in the fishy water. This time there will be no grandfather to do a bit of human fishing. Somehow, however, we both find our balance.

‘Hey, do you know what this is like?’ Alice asks.

‘What?’

Alice stretches her arms out, one in front of her, the other behind, and bends her knees slightly. With the forward-facing hand, she beckons me with her finger.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ I’m frowning but giggling at the same time. ‘You look ridiculous.’ Alice flips the beckoning finger and points down at the fountain’s wall at her feet, and it clicks what she’s up to. I splutter and shake my head. ‘Oh my God, you’re doing the Dirty Dancing on a log thing, aren’t you? No. No way.’ I shake my head. ‘I am not making a tit of myself and dancing with you up here.’

‘Come on.’ Alice pouts. ‘Carolyn and I used to do this all time when we were kids.’

‘I don’t care if you did this with Patrick Swayze himself.’ Alice and I both sigh dreamily. We wore our Dirty Dancing DVD out when we were at uni and too poor to go out on a Friday night. ‘I am not dancing with you, you little weirdo.’

Alice starts to sing the song that plays in that particular scene, moving backwards and forwards along the wall, even giving a little twirl of her foot à la Baby. I am in no doubt that this is something she has done a lot over the years.

‘Hey!’ a voice cries out, the sudden noise almost making me nose-dive into the water. I manage to keep dry only by hopping down onto the path. ‘I can’t believe you’re dirty dancing without me!’

Alice squeals and hops down off the wall too before tearing towards her sister, who is grinning at us despite the spectacle she’s just witnessed. The sisters throw their arms around each other, both babbling over the other.

I’ve met Carolyn only a handful of times over the years, first when she spent the weekend with us during our third year at uni (but I was juggling a waitressing job, a super-brief, super-hot fling with a fellow historian, and my studies at the time so our paths barely crossed), and again during graduation. Shortly after, Carolyn moved to Denmark and when she returned home to visit family, it was usually during the Christmas period, which I’d felt obligated to spend with Mum and Great Aunt Dorothy, even though I knew it would be the longest, most miserable few days for all involved. But I know Alice and Carolyn are close, despite not always residing in the same country.

Alice and Carolyn are very similar in looks. Both are petite with long, strawberry-blonde hair and pale freckles across their cheeks, and they have the exact same shade of green eyes, but Carolyn is a few inches taller than Alice, her face more rounded.

‘You remember my friend, Emily, don’t you?’ Alice says as I approach, and Carolyn smiles in a spookily familiar way.

‘Of course. Thank you for coming, Emily. I hope you’ll enjoy the week I have planned. It’s going to be so much fun, I promise.’

‘I’m sure I’ll love it,’ I say, almost convincing myself with the fib. If Alice has her way, I’ll hate almost every second of it as we hunt out my ‘Prince Charming’. I want to gag at the mere thought.

‘Have you seen her?’ Carolyn asks Alice, lowering her voice.

Alice frowns. ‘Who?’

Carolyn takes a furtive look around us and lowers her voice even further. ‘Francelia.’

Alice pulls a face. ‘Unfortunately. She showed us to our room.’

Carolyn frowns. ‘Room? You’re sharing?’ Alice nods, and Carolyn throws her hands up in the air. ‘Bloody Francelia! Sorry, I had no idea. Francelia put herself in charge of allocating the rooms. I could try to rearrange something…’

Alice shakes her head. ‘It’s fine, honestly. I think it’ll be more fun this way.’

Carolyn gives a slow nod. ‘You’re probably right. Have you got room for one more?’

Alice mock-gasps. ‘Don’t tell me you’re fed up of Piers already.’

‘Never.’ Carolyn sighs, a serene smile on her face. ‘I can’t believe I actually get to marry him.’

Would it be totally rude to make gagging noises right now?

‘But anyway…’ Carolyn’s face is alive as she grasps hold of her sister’s shoulders, giving them an excited squeeze. ‘Have you seen Tom?’

Alice gasps – for real this time – and claps her hands together. ‘Tom’s here? I haven’t seen him in years. The last time was… Well, you know.’ I don’t know, but clearly Carolyn does and senses her sister would rather not elaborate. ‘I didn’t know you were still in touch. I sent him a friend request on Facebook about four years ago, but he never accepted it.’

Carolyn’s hands fall to her sides. ‘He never accepted mine either, and he avoided all my calls and texts after… you know.’

No, I still don’t, actually.

‘But he accepted your invitation, so he must have forgiven us.’ Alice’s gaze locks on to her sister’s. ‘Right?’

Carolyn breaks the eye contact and scuffs the toe of her shoe on the ground. ‘I didn’t actually invite him. We haven’t spoken for so long and everything, so…’ She shrugs. ‘I had no idea he’d be here until I saw him out the front this morning.’

‘But what’s he doing here, if you didn’t invite him?’

‘He works here. Apparently, he took over his dad’s role of head gardener when he retired. It was such a lovely surprise to see him, but I’ve been so busy I haven’t had chance to chat to him yet. Shall we see if he’s got a few minutes to catch up?’ Carolyn links her arm through Alice’s, who in turn links me, and we start to head back towards the castle.

‘Who’s Tom?’ I’ve been a bit of a bystander during their conversation so far, but I’m curious.

‘He was one of our best friends growing up,’ Alice says as we head back into the castle. ‘His dad was the head gardener and Tom would help out during the school holidays, so we got to know him. Eventually, he came to the castle to hang out with us more than to help his dad. We had a bit of a foursome going: me, Carolyn, Tom and Archie.’


I’m about to ask who Archie is, but we’ve reached the front entrance and emerged back out of the castle again, and Alice and Carolyn are tearing down the stone steps. I follow after them as they race towards a hedge-lined rose garden. Working away with a pair of shears is one of the blokes I saw earlier while waiting for Alice to park the car. He barely glances up from his task when Carolyn calls out his name and the sisters tear off towards him.

‘Tom? Didn’t you hear me calling you?’ Carolyn’s enthusiasm hasn’t abated by the time she’s reached the gardener, despite his reticence. He’s still working away with his shears, pausing only briefly to flicker a smile at the pair. The smile doesn’t even come close to reaching his eyes.

‘Gosh, it’s been such a long time! I can’t believe you’re here.’ Carolyn’s smile is wide, genuine, and I feel a stab of anger as I watch him snipping away at the hedge. Talk about rude!

‘The gang’s back together again,’ Alice says, though, unlike her sister, her enthusiasm has dampened due to their old friend’s lack of interest. ‘Archie’s here somewhere too. We should all get together for a drink.’

‘I’m pretty busy,’ the gardener says without disrupting his snipping.

‘I can see that.’ Alice is frowning at Carolyn, who gives a small shrug. ‘I didn’t mean right now. Tonight?’

The gardener straightens and swipes at his brow with the back of his hand. ‘Don’t you have plans? Big wedding stuff?’ I see his lip start to curl as he turns towards the hedge again. Is he pissed off because he wasn’t invited? He has a bit of a cheek, especially since it appears he was the one who severed contact.

‘We’re having cocktails and dancing after dinner.’ Carolyn doesn’t appear to have clocked his resentment, even though he’s completely turned his back on us. ‘You should come!’

‘Maybe.’ Tom, still facing away, shrugs his shoulders and resumes his hedge-trimming. ‘I’ll see if I have time.’

‘Please come.’ Carolyn’s voice is so small, so disappointed, that I can’t help feeling for her. She was so excited to be reunited with her old friend but he’s behaving like a bit of a turd.

‘It’ll be fun,’ Alice says. ‘Like old times.’

Tom stops now, turning to face the sisters with a deep frown, but his forehead smooths out again and his lips flicker into a suggestion of a smile. ‘I can’t promise to stay for long, but I’ll pop over for a bit. Toast your marriage. Have a quick catch-up.’

‘Maybe have a dance?’ Carolyn nudges him playfully, but his smile doesn’t return.

‘Don’t push it.’ He opens the jaws of the shears and starts to snip away again. ‘We all know I’ve got the coordination skills of a drunken elephant.’

‘You were never that bad,’ Alice says, but Tom shakes his head, still working away with the shears.

‘I think you’re looking back with rose-tinted glasses.’

A silence follows, the only sounds coming from the shears as they lop off unruly clumps from the hedges.

‘We’ll let you get back to work then.’ Carolyn reaches up on tiptoe to kiss Tom’s cheek, ignoring the way he flinches away from the contact. ‘See you tonight.’

Tom simply holds up a hand in farewell before the three of us wander back towards the castle.

‘He seemed… nice,’ I say, once we’re far enough away from the rose garden.

‘He is.’ Alice glances over her shoulder, where Tom is merrily working away uninterrupted. ‘At least he was. He isn’t usually so…’ Grumpy? Uninterested? Rude? Alice can’t seem to find the right words, so she simply shrugs. ‘We were really close, but then we stopped coming here after…’ Alice’s eyes widen as she looks at her sister. ‘He hasn’t forgiven me, has he?’

‘Forgiven us.’ Carolyn puts a hand on Alice’s arm. ‘But I’m sure he has. It was a long time ago. I’m sure that whatever’s going on with Tom, it has nothing to do with…’ Carolyn’s gaze slides towards me briefly before returning to her sister. ‘That. Maybe he’s just really busy and couldn’t stop to chat. There’s a lot to do before the wedding. I have high standards, you know.’ She winks at Alice, who manages a small smile. ‘Speaking of the wedding, I should be getting back to Francelia.’ She pulls a face. ‘She has so many to-do lists, I’m exhausted just thinking about them.’

Alice smiles wryly. ‘Have fun. I’m going to give Emily the grand tour and introduce her to the male guests. She’s single and ready to mingle.’ Alice giggles at the look of disgust I throw her way.

‘All the single male guests,’ I add. I need to clarify this after Tom’s tip-off earlier. He may be a bit sullen, but he helped me dodge a bullet there.

‘You should go and find Piers’ best man, Teddy.’ Carolyn is already backing away towards the staircase. ‘He’s a hoot. And single, obviously.’ She winks at me. ‘They were playing pool the last time I saw them. Have fun and I’ll see you at dinner.’

Alice links her arm through mine, clinging tightly in case I feel the need to bolt (I do). I already have my reservations about the best man and I haven’t even met him yet.

‘Don’t say it,’ Alice warns as she leads me down one of the corridors.

But I can’t help it. ‘Teddy, though? How can I take anyone seriously when they share a name with a soft toy?’









Chapter Eight

‘He was smarmy. There is no way I could date him without wanting to push his face into a bowl of piping hot soup.’

‘You’d already pre-judged him on his name.’

‘Of course I pre-judged him on his name! Who wouldn’t?’

Alice and I are sitting in our designated seats in the dining room. Despite stuffing ourselves silly with the picnic lunch earlier, we are now feeling so ravenous after our exhausting wander around the castle and its grounds that we’re among the first to arrive for dinner. I’ve changed out of my travel-creased jeans and T-shirt combo and slipped into a slim-fitting, off-the-shoulder cream dress with a midi-length skirt. It’s gorgeous and I fell in love with it as soon as I saw it in the shop (and fell more deeply in love when I noticed the sales tag). My ballet flats have been replaced with a pair of T-bar peep toe heels and I’ve made an effort with my hair. I usually scrape my shoulder-length brown hair into a simple ponytail, but this evening I’ve pinned it up into a messy bun with gently waved tendrils framing my face.

‘I wouldn’t have judged him on his name.’ Alice arches an eyebrow at me. ‘And don’t think I’m fooled by your pickiness either. I know exactly what you’re up to.’

I fold my arms across my chest. ‘And what would that be, exactly?’

‘You’re avoiding relationships. Using any excuse to end them – or stop them from forming in the first place. Take your recent date, for example…’

I raise a finger to stop Alice in her tracks. ‘Hold on there. He wanted me to meet his parents after three measly dates. That’s a perfectly valid reason to halt proceedings!’

Alice gives a one-shouldered shrug. ‘Perhaps. Or – and here’s a crazy thought – you could have explained that it was a bit too soon, that you should get to know each other a bit better first. I’m sure he would have understood, but you never gave him the chance. You saw your opportunity to dismiss him and killed the relationship before it could begin. It’s what you do.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ My mouth is gaping open in outrage. It’s what I do? ‘Since when?’

‘Since Edward.’ I flinch at the name. I’d been with Edward for almost three years and had silly notions of doing the whole settling-down thing with him, so the break-up had been tough, however necessary. ‘The two of you were so good together. You were happy.’

I look down at the gleaming cutlery in front of me. ‘Things change.’

‘I know it was hard when your mum died.’

‘Alice.’ My tone has an edge to it. A warning. Alice knows I don’t like to talk about Mum.

‘But you pushed him away when you needed him most.’ Alice holds up her hands when I glare at her. ‘That’s all I’m going to say on the matter.’

This isn’t the first time I’ve heard Alice say this. I’ve heard it time and again and, like always, I shake my head.

‘It was never going to work out between us. I hadn’t been happy for a long time.’

This isn’t strictly true, but Alice can’t prove otherwise.

‘And what about your relationships since?’

‘What other relationships? I haven’t been on more than a handful of dates with anybody in the past year.’

‘Exactly!’ Alice throws me a triumphant look. I return a withering one. ‘Do you know the maximum number of dates you’ve allowed yourself with any one guy?’

I shrug and emit a long sigh. ‘I don’t know. Six? Seven?’

‘Three.’ Alice leaves a pause to allow it to sink in. ‘Three dates. Nobody gets a fourth, because you always find a reason to end it, whether it’s because he wants you to meet his parents, or wears a beanie hat indoors, or watches Hollyoaks.’

All valid reasons, I think.

‘But it isn’t about them,’ Alice says before I can defend myself. ‘It’s about you and your fear of allowing anybody to get close.’

I scoff. I fiddle with my cutlery. But I don’t disagree.

‘Ever since your mum…’

‘No, Alice.’ My voice is sharper than I intend, but I have to put a stop to it. I won’t talk about her. Not here, not now.

‘I’m sorry,’ Alice says, but I’ve already scraped back my chair and am striding from the room.

I take a moment to compose myself, perching on the stone steps while I take deep, calming breaths. I know Alice means well, that she wants what’s best for me, but I need her to back off, to let me live the life I want to. Need to. Because matching me up with a man isn’t going to fix me. There’s a reason I hold back, why I guard myself so fiercely.

‘Is it the food or the company?’

I turn at the sound of the voice, looking up to see the guy who’d helped me with the suitcases earlier. He’s at the top of the steps, looking down with a bemused smile twitching at his lips.

‘Sorry?’

‘The reason you’re hiding out here. Is it the food or the company?’

I push my mouth into what vaguely resembles a smile. ‘Neither. Just needed a bit of fresh air.’


‘Should I leave you alone?’ He indicates the door, which he’s been holding open with his shoulder, and starts to back inside the castle.

‘No, it’s fine.’ I stand up and brush down the skirt of my dress. ‘I should be getting back inside anyway. Alice will be wondering where I am.’

‘Yes, that’s right.’ His face lights up as I climb the steps. ‘You’re a friend of Alice’s. How is she? I haven’t seen her for ages. Not since…’ The smile vanishes from his face. ‘Well, you know.’

No, actually, I don’t. What the hell happened the last time Alice was here? People keep hinting at it, but I haven’t got a clue. It must have been something big to keep Alice away from her beloved castle. I’ll grill her later and find out the goss.

I follow him inside the castle and the sound as we near the dining room is incredible. The room has started to fill now and the dozens of conversations taking place are reaching a crescendo.

‘Do you know where you’re sitting?’ he asks, and I nod, pointing at the table where Alice and I were seated earlier. The table has filled up, though Alice is no longer there. ‘I’m over there.’ He points further down the room. ‘But I’ll find you later, in the ballroom?’ He waits until I’ve nodded in agreement – it would seem churlish to do anything other than agree – before striding off to find his seat. I sit down at the table, shooting awkward smiles at my dinner companions. The only person I recognise is Mr Cravat, though he’s removed the neckwear by now.

‘I mean, it’s got to be a sick joke, right?’ one of the women is saying to her neighbour. ‘Seating us with her.’ She presses a hand to her throat, where a diamond pendant is catching the light. ‘Keep an eye on your valuables, that’s all I’ll say.’

‘Oh, absolutely.’ Her neighbour nods, one hand covering a giant emerald ring on the middle finger of the other.

‘Ssh!’ the woman suddenly hisses. ‘Here she comes.’

I follow their gaze and almost laugh out loud when I realise it’s Alice they’re tracking across the room. They’re worried about Alice? Alice, the loveliest, most generous person I know? Ridiculous! I’m offended on my best friend’s behalf and am about to put them straight when Alice stops suddenly, her eyes widening when she clocks the looks of distrust on our dinner companions’ faces. She hesitates for a moment, as though she’s contemplating turning around and retracing her steps out of the room, but then pushes forward swiftly, a smile forced into place.

‘There you are. I’ve been looking for you.’ She drops down into the seat next to me, her gaze fixed firmly on my face. ‘I’m sorry about before.’

‘It’s okay.’ My eyes flick towards the two women, who are looking on with deep suspicion, eyes narrowed and lips pursed. What is going on? ‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘I think they’re about to start serving.’ Alice is now looking down at the tablecloth, her fingers playing with the napkin, unfolding its elaborate design and smoothing it down into a boring old square.

‘Do you know what?’ the woman announces loudly. ‘I’ve suddenly lost my appetite.’ She scrapes back her chair and stands, looking down at Alice, who is refolding the napkin, though not in its original shape. ‘I can’t imagine why.’

She strides away, followed quickly by her neighbour, leaving the table in awkward silence. Even a couple of nearby tables have quietened so they can observe the drama. The bloke sitting next to me starts to whistle with fake nonchalance while Mr Cravat is taking a great interest in his fingernails.

I lean in close to Alice and whisper, ‘What was that all about?’

She sneaks a peek up from her napkin-pleating and I’m stunned when I notice the tears pooling in her eyes.

‘It’s nothing.’ She attempts a smile. And fails. ‘I’ll explain it all later.’ She gives another valiant attempt at a smile and almost succeeds this time. ‘So, our mission…’ I give her a blank look. ‘To find your Prince Charming.’

‘Oh. That.’ I should have known there was little that could distract Alice from the task at hand. ‘What about it?’

‘Is there anybody you’ve seen so far who’s piqued your interest, even mildly?’ She looks around the table, frowns, and looks further afield, craning her neck to see who’s on offer.

‘I quite like the look of the suit of armour in the entrance hall. I bet Old Rusty would show me a good time.’ I’m joking, trying to cheer her up after the awkward moment, but Alice isn’t amused by my fooling around. Her lips are pressed very tightly together as she turns to face me again.

‘His name is Wallace.’

‘You named the suit of armour?’

‘Yes.’ Alice gives me a look that suggests I’m the crazy one. But then her face brightens and she gasps. ‘I’ve got it! I know who’ll be perfect for you. He’s so charming. And handsome. And kind.’

‘But how will we break it to Old Rusty? I’ve promised him dinner and a movie.’

Alice ignores me and continues to list the qualities of the so-far-unnamed gentleman. Honestly, the way she’s going on, he’s well on his way to sainthood. He sounds too perfect.

‘So, what’s his flaw?’

A flurry of waiting staff have started to serve dinner, placing bowls of soup in front of the guests, so Alice has a moment to consider the question. Everybody has a flaw – minor or major – and I’m keen to get it out there, so I have all the information available to me instead of the cherry-picked stuff. How else am I supposed to make an informed decision?

‘He doesn’t have any,’ she says as the waiting staff move away. She picks up her spoon and starts to dig merrily into her soup.

‘None?’

Alice starts to shake her head, but stops herself and scrunches up her nose. ‘Well…’ The way she drags the word out, I’m expecting something big. He’s perfect apart from his massive foot fetish. Or he’s charming apart from his severe racism. And that criminal record for armed robbery? Nothing to concern yourself with.

‘He’s Francelia’s nephew.’ Alice rests a hand on my arm and gives it a gentle squeeze. ‘But don’t hold it against him. He really is lovely.’

‘If he’s so lovely,’ I say as Alice resumes her soup-scooping, ‘why don’t you go out with him?’

‘For two reasons.’ Alice holds up a finger. ‘One: I’m madly in love with Kevin. And two…’ She holds up a second finger. ‘He’s my step-cousin. It’s icky.’

Which is fair enough, but it doesn’t help me wriggle out of being introduced to him.





Chapter Nine

We move through to the ballroom after dinner, where a band is playing some jazzy numbers and a cocktail bar is set up in one corner, which I intend to make full use of this evening. I’m no doubt going to be introduced to Francelia’s oh-so-perfect nephew – plus any number of potential suitors – so I’ll need the alcohol to get through the evening.

Alice hands me a menu of the drink concoctions on offer. ‘I’ll head to the bar while you keep your eyes peeled for any possible matches. What would you like?’

I hand the menu back to Alice. ‘Anything, as long as it has at least three shots and an umbrella in it.’

I circumnavigate the dance floor, where couples are already twirling away, and make my way to a dark corner where I can hopefully hide away for the evening. I know it will be no use. Alice is determined to couple me up with somebody – anybody – and there is no corner dark enough to protect me from the onslaught. But I have to at least give myself a fighting chance of surviving the week.

‘I got you a blood orange margarita.’ Alice pushes a glass into my hands and clinks her own against it. ‘Anybody caught your eye yet?’

I take a large sip (read: drain half in one go). ‘Nope.’

Alice’s shoulders slump. ‘I haven’t seen Archie yet, either. I was sure he’d be here.’

‘Archie?’

Alice has been scouring the room with her eyes, but she throws me a contemptuous look now. ‘Francelia’s nephew.’

‘Ah. Mr Perfect.’ I drain the rest of my drink.

‘You scoff now,’ Alice says. ‘But wait until you meet him.’

I’m itching with anticipation.

‘What was the deal with that woman at dinner?’ I ask, partly to shift attention away from myself and partly because I’m a nosy cow. I regret it, however, when I see a flash of pain cross Alice’s face. She takes a long sip of her own drink before she turns to me, eyes wide and pleading.

‘It was a huge mistake, okay? I didn’t do it, no matter what Francelia says. You have to believe me.’

I straighten, my shoulders whipping back. ‘Always. You know that. I’ll always be on your side.’

Alice nods, her teeth biting into her bottom lip. ‘It happened years ago, the summer before uni, just before I met you. We were all here, like always, the whole gang. It was the last time the four of us were together.’ Alice pauses, flashing me a pleading look again, silently begging me to believe what she’s about to tell me. I take her hand in mine. ‘One night, Francelia’s necklace went missing. It was this really expensive antique, passed down from her mum’s family for generations. It was so ugly, but Francelia thought she was wearing the bloody crown jewels or something. Anyway, one evening she runs into the dining room, in a proper flap, because her necklace has gone missing. She can’t find it anywhere. She had us searching the entire castle, but it didn’t turn up anywhere.’ Alice squeezes my hand. ‘Until Francelia marched us all to my bedroom and made me empty my underwear drawer. And there it was! Just sitting there. But I swear, Emily, I didn’t take it. I didn’t.’

‘I believe you.’ Alice is looking down at the floor, so I gently tilt her face so we’re eye to eye again. ‘I know you wouldn’t do that.’

‘Thank you.’ Alice’s voice is hoarse. She leans against me and I wrap my arm around her, pulling her in tight. ‘The thing is, Francelia is adamant I took that necklace and she told everyone. It was humiliating, and now nobody trusts me. Not even my dad.’

‘I do. I trust you completely.’

‘I’m glad to hear it.’ Alice straightens. ‘Because there’s Archie. Trust me when I say he’s perfect for you.’

I walked into that one, didn’t I?

‘Come on, quick!’ Alice grabs hold of my hand and tows me towards the throng of people. ‘He’s disappearing into the crowd.’ Tugging on my hand, she weaves us between partygoers at an alarming rate. My feet, already aching in the heels I’m wearing, are struggling to keep up.

‘Slow down,’ I call out over the increasing music volume as we race across the dance floor, but it’s no use. Alice is on a mission. Nothing can stop her. Nothing, apart from a six-foot gardener stepping into her path.

‘Fuck’s sake,’ I hear him growl even over the loud music. He’s batting at his shirt with one hand, where there’s a wet patch soaking through to his skin, while the other holds on to a now near-empty glass. A couple of ice cubes have clinked onto the floor, and Alice has crouched down to scoop them up.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Alice plops the ice cubes back into the glass. ‘Let me get you a fresh drink.’ She goes to take the glass, but Tom snatches it away.

‘It doesn’t matter. I’m not in the mood anyway.’

I do not like this guy. He’s about as charming as a bag of steaming dog turds and I can’t understand why Alice and Carolyn were so excited about being reunited with him.

‘Let me at least get you a napkin.’ Alice’s eyes move to the damp patch on Tom’s shirt and she pulls a face.

‘It doesn’t matter, honestly.’ Tom swipes at the patch and shrugs. ‘It’s only a small spill, and I’ll be getting off soon. I only came to wish Carolyn well.’

‘She’ll be thrilled you came. It’s been too long.’

Tom scratches the back of his neck. ‘Yeah, well, a lot happened back then.’

Alice nods, her gaze dropping to the floor. ‘It did, but we shouldn’t have let it affect our friendship. We were so close.’ She looks up again, her eyes on Tom, but he’s gazing down at the dregs of his drink and the melting ice cubes in his glass. ‘You were one of my best friends, Tom. I’ve missed you.’

‘Look, it’s been great to see you again, Alice, and I’ve enjoyed the drinks and canapés.’ There are canapés? Where? I’ve just stuffed myself stupid with a three-course meal, but I never say no to snackage. ‘But I should get going. Stuff to do, you know? Give Carolyn my regards, won’t you?’ Pressing the glass into Alice’s hand, Tom strides away, heading straight for the door. He wrenches it open before disappearing from the ballroom.

Alice frowns and shakes her head. ‘He didn’t used to be like this. He was so lovely. Kind, funny, like a big brother, really.’

‘That guy?’ I thrust a thumb at the door, which has now closed behind him, and wrinkle my nose.

The corners of Alice’s lips have turned down and she sighs. ‘He was one of my best friends growing up, but he feels like a stranger now.’

‘He couldn’t have been that good a friend if he didn’t believe you about the necklace.’ I wasn’t even at the castle at the time, yet I know Alice didn’t take it.

Alice shakes her head. ‘Tom believed me. He stuck by me, with Carolyn and Archie. They were the only ones who did.’

‘Then what happened to drive a wedge between you?’

But Alice doesn’t answer. Her smile is back on her face, as though she’s rebooted her settings. ‘There’s Archie!’ She points ahead. ‘Let’s go!’

I groan as she grabs my hand and starts to tow me through the crowds once more, but at least it’s at a much slower pace this time.

The barman is wielding a cocktail shaker as I approach, the ice cubes rattling and the liquid sloshing as he jiggles it in the air. There’s already a pair of glasses set out on the bar in front of the guy who helped me with the suitcases, which the barman fills with the red liquid before adding a maraschino cherry to garnish.

‘That looks delicious.’ I lean against the bar in an attempt to take the weight off my aching feet. We’ve traipsed back and forth across the ballroom in search of the elusive Archie but have yet to locate him. I feel like I’m taking part in an interactive Where’s Wally? Alice was not impressed when I made the comparison.

‘It’s a Poison Apple,’ he tells me before taking a sip. His eyebrows lift once he’s swallowed. ‘It’s pretty potent stuff, actually. Wow.’ He grins at me and I smile back, trying not to laugh as he eyes the glass with great suspicion before taking another – tiny – sip. ‘Can I get one for you to try?’

‘Why not?’ I was going to go for another blood orange margarita, but this looks much more enticing. ‘Can I get two, please?’


‘Thirsty?’ he asks once he’s placed the order with the barman.

‘The other’s for my friend.’ I’d finally convinced Alice to pause the search for Wally (aka Archie) to grab some drinks, so I can’t turn up empty-handed. ‘What about you?’ I point at the second drink waiting on the bar.

‘For my aunt.’ He picks up the glass. ‘I should get this to her. She isn’t the most patient of people. But maybe we’ll bump into each other again?’ He starts to move away, but turns to face me again. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.’

‘It’s Emily,’ I say as the barman places a couple of martini glasses on the bar.

‘It’s lovely to meet you, Emily.’ He smiles warmly at me, his eyes crinkling at the corners. ‘I’m Archie.’

‘You can call off the search,’ I tell Alice as I pass her a Poison Apple cocktail. ‘I’ve found him.’

‘You found Archie? Where?’ Alice is on her tiptoes, eyes searching the room.

‘At the bar. He recommended these.’ I lift up my glass before taking a sip. Wowsers. I’ll be squiffy after half a glass.

‘But where is he now?’

I shrug. ‘With his aunt somewhere.’

‘Oh.’ Alice returns to her normal, non-tiptoe height. ‘That’ll be Francelia. There’s no point in disturbing him if he’s busy.’ She takes a large sip of her drink and doesn’t even bat an eyelid at the strength. ‘What did you think of Archie? He’s cute, right?’

‘Hmm.’ I shrug. ‘I guess.’

He is good-looking – especially in his tailored suit – but I know Alice will pounce if I even hint that he’s an attractive member of the opposite sex. She’d up her game. Hunt him down and make sure there was a firm introduction, where every single bit of salient information was exchanged: ages, job titles, hopes for the future, whether marriage and children are on the cards. I’ve been there before – and mortifying doesn’t come close to describing the experience – and I’m not keen to return.

‘He’s such a sweetie, honestly. When all that “stolen necklace” nonsense happened, he stuck up for me, going against Francelia and everything. He knew I wouldn’t do something like that and he wasn’t afraid of saying so. Shows great strength and loyalty, don’t you think?’

‘I guess.’ I take another sip of my drink. I wonder if Alice’s meddling would seem less annoying if I downed the lot in one go…

‘And he isn’t like Francelia at all. You wouldn’t even think they’re related.’

‘I suppose not.’ Archie didn’t seem to possess the same iciness as his aunt, but then I’ve only encountered him briefly.

‘So? What do you think?’ Alice leans in close to me, one hand on her chest, breath held.

‘I think I’d quite liked to get drunk on these cocktails.’

Alice sighs, her hand slipping back down to her side. ‘We had a deal, remember? You have to take this seriously.’

‘Sorry.’ Not sorry. ‘I will take it seriously. Very seriously. But I can’t promise to fall head over heels for him. We might not be compatible at all. You can’t force that kind of thing.’

‘I know.’ Alice takes my hand and gives it a squeeze. ‘But don’t worry, honey. There are plenty more fish in the ballroom. Your Prince Charming is here somewhere, and we’ll find him. Trust me.’




Chapter Ten

Alice sweeps me around the room, introducing me to eligible bachelor after eligible bachelor, each seeming more weird or pompous than the last. My feet are aching and I’m in dire need of a Poison Apple top-up, but there’s no stopping my friend in her mission to pair me up. We’ve devised a clever code, so as not to hurt any feelings – Alice’s idea, not mine – where Alice, after initiating a little get-to-know-you session between us, will ask if I’d like a drink. If I say, ‘no, I’m fine, thanks’, I’m giving the guy the thumbs up and Alice will slink away. If I say, ‘yes, let’s go to the bar!’, I’m giving a definite thumbs down and off we toddle.

Alice isn’t deterred in the slightest that I’ve rejected each and every one of them.

We’ve yet to make it back to the bar, though.

‘You have got to meet my second cousin, Owen. He’s a little camp, but if you believe the gossip, he’s totally into women and isn’t lacking in that department.’ Alice doesn’t even have to tug on my hand; I’ve become completely resigned to her mission and stopped fighting it several eligible bachelors ago. My aim for the evening is to play along with her meet and greets, ignoring my poor, throbbing feet, until I can feign exhaustion and crawl into bed.

‘Alice!’ Before we can make it to Owen – who, I can already tell, even from a distance, is way more than a little camp – we’re derailed by Francelia. I never thought I’d be so glad to see the woman, but she’s like my guardian angel, swooping in to save me from another matchmaking attempt. ‘Have you seen Carolyn? She’s had a little tiff with Piers, apparently, and I need to make sure they smooth things over. Nothing is going to ruin this wedding after all the effort I’ve put in.’

‘I haven’t seen her.’ Alice starts to wring her hands while her eyes dart around the crowded room. ‘What was the row about? Nothing major, I hope?’

Francelia throws her hands up in the air. ‘Goodness knows! You know how dramatic your sister can be.’

‘Carolyn isn’t…’ Alice starts to say, but Francelia isn’t listening. She sighs and brings a hand up to rest on her unnaturally smooth forehead.

‘Do you realise how stressful planning a wedding is? No, of course you don’t. What a ridiculous question! You’d need an actual engagement for that. Or a boyfriend at the very least.’ She sighs again and clamps a hand down on her hip. ‘I heard there was a bit of a scene at dinner. Can you please keep yourself out of trouble? You don’t want to embarrass your father and I, do you?’

Alice opens her mouth to speak – to defend herself – but Francelia is already striding away.

‘Right.’ Alice does a good job of faking cheer as she turns to me, smile fixed in place, head held high. ‘Let’s go and find your Prince Charming.’

I want to say no thank you, let’s not. I want to say I’m too knackered to have another lap of the ballroom. I want to kick off my shoes and curl up in bed. But I don’t do any of these things. I can’t. Not after Francelia’s little dig. Because as jolly as Alice appears to be, I know she isn’t. So, grudgingly, I decide to go along with it for just a little bit longer.

I’m ready for calling it quits when Alice suddenly squeals, grabs my hand and pulls me away from the second or third cousin (they’re all blending together into one boring mass by now) I’ve been listening to drone on and on for the past ten minutes (is that all it was? It felt like much longer, believe me). I’m mid-fake laugh as I’m wrenched away and plonked in front of Archie, the star of the show as far as Alice is concerned.

‘There you are!’ Alice throws her arms around Archie and gives him a tight squeeze. ‘We’ve been looking for you everywhere. It’s so good to see you!’

‘It’s good to see you too.’ Archie steps back so Alice is at arm’s length, though they’re still grasping one another. ‘It’s been too long. I’ve missed you.’ Archie adopts a stern voice, his head dipping towards Alice. ‘You shouldn’t have stayed away.’

Alice squirms out of his grasp and looks down at the floor. ‘I know, but all that stuff with the necklace…’

‘Hey.’ Archie cups Alice’s chin and brings her gaze back up to his. ‘Everyone who matters believed you. Carolyn, Tom, me. We know you’d never do anything like that.’

Alice nods, but she doesn’t look any happier.

‘Come here.’ Archie opens his arms and Alice falls into them, resting her cheek on his chest. He drops a kiss on the top of her head. ‘I really have missed you, Alice in Wonderland.’

Alice in Wonderland?

Archie catches my eye over the top of Alice’s head and smiles. ‘It was our nickname for Alice when we were kids.’

Alice giggles as she straightens. ‘I’d forgotten about that, Archibald the Great.’

Archie holds up his hands as he says to me, ‘That wasn’t my choice. I’m not that egotistical.’

‘Not like Queen Carolyn,’ Alice says with a giggle. ‘She insisted on that one.’

‘We’ll have to think of a nickname for you,’ Archie tells me. ‘If you’re to become part of the gang.’

Alice widens her eyes at me, her hands clasped and her lips pressing together in an attempt to keep her excitement locked in. I suppose it is quite sweet that Archie is inviting me into their little group.

‘As long as it’s something complimentary,’ I say.

‘Of course.’ Archie nudges Alice. ‘We only give the non-complimentary names to those who truly deserve them.’

Alice claps a hand over her mouth, her eyes widening. ‘The Goblin!’ She and Archie giggle at the shared memory. ‘The Goblin was the name we gave to Francelia, though we never told her that, obviously.’

Alice and Archie share more tales of their childhood at the castle: playing truth or dare, hiding out in the woods, swiping booze from the drinks cabinet and concocting disgusting cocktails when they were in their early teens, late-night dips in the pool.

‘We should do that now,’ Archie says.

‘What, go swimming?’ Alice asks. ‘Now?’

Archie nods. ‘It’ll be much more fun now Uncle Ned has updated the place. The pool is heated now, and there’s a hot tub and everything. What do you say?’

Alice looks at me and I shrug. ‘Why not?’

A swim would be more fun than standing around the ballroom for two reasons:

1) I can take my shoes off, which are seriously killing me and

2) It would mean there would be no more meet and greets for the time being.

‘Great!’ Archie claps his hands together. ‘Go and grab your stuff and I’ll meet you there.’

The pool room is clearly not an original feature of the building. Where the rest of the castle is in keeping with its heritage, this glass-walled room is modern, with clean lines and bright lighting. The large pool in the centre of the room is clear and inviting, with wide steps leading down to the water, which is tinted from the turquoise tiles. There are sunloungers lined up along the length of the pool, with shower facilities and a hot tub at the head. Archie is already in the pool when Alice and I arrive, and he crawls leisurely across the water as we remove our cover-ups and flip-flops, leaning against the pool’s wall when he reaches us.

‘This is so much better than the old pool,’ he says.

‘It couldn’t have been worse.’ Alice pulls her broderie anglaise kaftan over her head and tosses it onto a nearby sunlounger. ‘The old one gave us frostbite.’

‘Wow.’ Archie’s eyebrows lift as Alice dips her toe into the water. ‘You’re looking good these days, Al. I remember when you were a flat-chested teenager with puppy fat.’

Alice does look amazing. She’s wearing one of the bikinis from Daisy Lane, the company she works as a buyer for, which cost at least three times the amount of my supermarket one-piece.

‘Oi.’ Alice slips into the water and splashes Archie. ‘I did not have puppy fat.’ She glides through the water for a moment before turning and floating on her back.

‘Aunt Francelia says you’re the head of a boutique chain of shops now,’ Archie says as I lower myself down the steps and into the water.

‘Oh, for God’s sake.’ Alice sighs and looks briefly at Archie before returning her gaze to the glass vaulted ceiling. Although the pool room is flooded with light, it’s now pitch-black outside. ‘I am not the head of anything. I’m an underwear buyer for a chain of high street shops.’

Daisy Lane may be on the high street, but it isn’t your everyday kind of outlet. It’s pretty niche with its astronomical prices for what are essentially tiny scraps of silk, cotton and lace.

I do not point this out. I’m smarter than that.

‘It sounds like you’re doing well though,’ Archie says.

Alice nods. ‘I get by.’ Although Alice’s family are rolling in it, her father has never provided her with any assistance other than the house we live in, and even then it was only ever a loan and Alice is now responsible for the mortgage repayments. He could have bought it outright, but Alice’s father has never wanted to hand anything over to his daughters.

‘He’s tighter than a camel’s arse in a sandstorm,’ Alice once told me.

Roderick Monroe is tight with money and even tighter with love.

‘And I do love my job,’ Alice adds now.

‘Lucky you,’ Archie says with a sigh.

‘Don’t you enjoy your work?’

‘It has its perks.’ Archie leans back to float on his back too. ‘Company car, private healthcare, a four-week sabbatical every year, free use of their villa in the south of France. But it’s stressful.’ He flips back onto his front as I approach. ‘What do you do, Emily?’ I tell Archie about my teaching job. ‘Quite a vocation. I couldn’t do it, so hats off to you.’

I bask in the compliment. Teaching can be difficult at times, and I’m often glad I don’t have kids of my own when I’ve had to deal with a particularly bratty kid, but I do love my job. Not that I’m itching for the summer holidays to end. I’m going to enjoy this week of leisure before I have to start thinking about teaching plans, classroom displays and the impending GCSE results of my former Year 11 pupils.

‘What is it you do?’ I quite like the sound of the perks, especially the villa in the south of France.

Archie scrunches up his nose. ‘Nothing as worthy as teaching, I’m afraid. I’m a management consultant.’

‘That sounds interesting.’

I have no idea what a management consultant is.

Archie laughs. ‘It really, really isn’t. I wish I’d been more like you and followed my dreams. I wanted to be an astronaut when I was younger. I’m fascinated by space and the possibilities of what’s out there.’ He lies back again, floating on the water so he can look up at the sky.

‘Why didn’t you say?’ Alice asks with a wide grin. ‘I’d have funded a one-way ticket into space for you.’

Archie laughs. ‘This is what I’ve missed most about you, Al – your ability to make me feel warm and loved.’

Alice opens her mouth to speak, but the heavy doors swing open behind us and we turn to see Carolyn wobbling precariously close to the edge of the pool in her heels. She’s fully dressed in the outfit she wore for dinner and the dancing afterwards.

‘Queen Carolyn!’ Archie starts to swim towards the edge of the pool. ‘Come and join us.’

I don’t think that’s a very good idea. Carolyn throws her hands up in the air, which causes her to wobble a bit more. She’s clearly sloshed and I can see her taking an unexpected dive into the water.

‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere, Alice.’ Carolyn jabs a finger in Alice’s general direction and stumbles forward, the toes of one shoe landing beyond the edge of the pool. To take herself away from the danger of taking a splash, she takes a couple of steps back, colliding with a sunlounger, and ends up in a half-sitting, half-lying position on Alice’s towel.

‘Are you okay?’ Alice is already swimming back towards the pool’s steps. ‘What’s happened?’

‘I’m fine.’ Carolyn attempts to sit up properly but can’t quite manage it. In the end, she sprawls out on the sunlounger until Alice emerges from the pool and helps her to sit up.

‘I just wanted to dance,’ Carolyn says as Alice manages to prise the towel from under her sister’s bum. ‘I wanted to practise for the wedding. For our first dance. That’s why I booked the band.’ Carolyn sighs. ‘But he wouldn’t dance with me.’

‘Piers wouldn’t?’ Alice wraps the towel around her middle as Carolyn shakes her head, over and over again. ‘Maybe you should have a little sleep. Get some rest ready for tomorrow.’

Carolyn shakes her head again, over and over. My head aches just watching her. ‘I don’t want to sleep. I want to snuggle up and watch a film with hot chocolates. Like we used to. Will you come with me?’

Alice looks from Carolyn to me, a small frown on her face.

‘It’s okay,’ I tell her. ‘You go with Carolyn. I’ll be fine here.’

‘Are you sure? I can put Carolyn to bed and come back.’

‘No bed!’ Carolyn throws her hands up again and the sudden movement sends her toppling back down onto the sunlounger.

‘It’s fine, really,’ I tell Alice. ‘Go and snuggle and watch your film. I’ll get out in a few minutes anyway.’

‘You’ll look after Emily, won’t you?’ Alice asks Archie, and I see a flash of mischief in her eyes.

‘Of course. I’ll personally escort the lady back to your room.’ Which is lucky as I don’t know my way around the castle yet and could easily find myself lost and wandering the corridors all night.

Alice grabs her kaftan, tucking it under one arm so both hands are free to haul Carolyn up from the sunlounger. She gives me one last look before guiding her sister out of the pool room, winking before she disappears out of the doors, leaving Archie and me alone.




Chapter Eleven

The heavy doors close with a thud, echoing around the room. I turn in the water, feeling a bit awkward now Archie and I are on our own. A late-night swim seemed like a fun distraction when it was the three of us, but now it feels too intimate. We are, after all, as near to being naked as you can get without actually getting your kit off.

‘So, you’re Alice’s best friend,’ Archie says, and I’m relieved to be on safe ground.

‘And housemate. We’ve lived together since the second year of uni.’

‘Is that where you met? At uni?’

I pull myself up onto the side of the pool, twisting so I can sit on the edge with my feet dangling in the water. I feel safer elevated up here. ‘We were on different courses – I was doing a history degree and Alice was doing French and Italian – but she had a bit of a crush on one of my tutors, so she hung around the history department a lot. We became friends and, when her old housemate moved out, she offered me the room.’

Archie starts a leisurely crawl towards the side of the pool. ‘Did anything ever happen with the tutor?’

I shake my head. ‘Unfortunately not. All that eyelash fluttering and hair flicking was a waste of time.’

Archie hauls himself out of the pool. He has an amazing body; toned without being overly muscly, lightly tanned. I wonder if he’s being making use of the company villa in the south of France…

‘I always thought Alice would be married with kids by now.’

I cross my arms, and my feet, which I’ve been idly swishing through the water, still as I turn to Archie. ‘She isn’t even thirty yet. There’s plenty of time for all that.’

Archie nods profusely. ‘Oh, absolutely. It’s just that Alice was always a bit of a romantic when we were growing up.’ He laughs and shakes his head. ‘She hated being at that all-girls school she and Carolyn were sent to because – and I think I’m directly quoting here – there was no chance in hell of finding a boyfriend, unless she wanted to snog the headmaster and cause a huge scandal.’

I think of my tutor and the way Alice would flirt outrageously with him at every opportunity. She wasn’t so fussed about causing a scandal then.

‘I’m sure she’ll find the right guy, though,’ Archie says. ‘Someone who’s worthy of her.’

I think of Kevin, who worships Alice. Who’s willing to stay behind and babysit our cat while we have a whale of a time without him. But of course I can’t tell Archie about him, no matter how much Alice trusts him. Kevin isn’t my secret to tell.

‘And what about you?’ Archie has grabbed my towel from the sunlounger and is draping it around my shoulders. ‘Are you single too?’

I pull the towel around my body, holding it tight with one hand while I somehow clamber up onto my feet with the aid of the other. I wish I’d gone with Alice and Carolyn now; if it’s acceptable to gatecrash her wedding, I’m sure Carolyn wouldn’t have minded me huddling up with them on the sofa for a movie night. Archie’s question is still hanging in the air as the door creaks open and I almost slump down onto the nearest sunlounger with relief. Alice must have convinced Carolyn to climb into bed after all and has returned to rescue me.

‘Ah, there you are.’ It isn’t Alice. It’s Francelia – The Goblin – standing in the doorway, with her hands planted on her hips. ‘I’ve been looking absolutely everywhere for you. An old friend of Roderick wanted a quick word with you, about his greetings card business. He’s worried about the impact of Brexit and wanted a bit of advice. Shall I pop him in the parlour? You can change and meet him there in, say, ten minutes?’ Francelia beams at her nephew, not bothering to wait for a reply. ‘Fantastic! You’re such a good boy.’

And then she’s gone, the heavy door slamming shut behind her.

‘Great.’ Archie’s shoulders slump. ‘Just great. I’m going to be lumbered with these boring old farts all week, aren’t I?’ He covers his face with his hands and groans. ‘I wanted a few days off, to catch up with everybody, but I can’t seem to escape work.’

‘It’s because you’re such a good boy.’ I can’t help teasing Archie. I honestly thought Francelia was either going to pinch his cheeks or pat him on the head when she’d said it.

Archie groans again. ‘Don’t. It’s so embarrassing. She thinks I’m this angelic little boy, but I’m really not.’

‘Really?’ I can’t mask the scepticism in my voice. ‘But you are going to do as you’re told and help that guy out, aren’t you?’

‘I suppose I have to. Or…’ A grin spreads across Archie’s face. ‘We could hide. Get out of here before she comes back.’

‘What, like hide and seek?’

‘More like hide and stay out of the way for as long as possible. Please don’t make me go and talk business with that guy.’ Archie shoots me a pleading look, his eyebrows pulled down low.

‘But where would we go?’

Archie holds out a hand and I find myself taking it. ‘I know the perfect place.’

My feet are still damp and sliding about uncomfortably in my flip-flops, and my cover-up is sticking to my wet body like a second skin, but Archie insisted there was no time to dry off properly. We scurry around the perimeter of the pool until we reach a door that leads out onto a vast lawn at the back of the property, ensuring we don’t run into Francelia inside the castle. I feel an instant chill on my damp body as we step outside, but there’s no chance to complain as we’re off, tearing across the lawn towards a little wood in the distance. I’m gasping for breath long before we reach the first tree and disappear into the canopy of leaves.

‘Excuse me while I lay down and die, right here,’ I say between raspy breaths once it feels safe to stop. My hands are on my knees, my shoulders heaving with the effort of putting oxygen into my unfit body.

‘Sorry,’ Archie says, and I’m disconcerted to hear the lack of near-to-death wheezing. ‘It’s not much further.’

What? We’re not going to stop here?

‘I don’t think Francelia’s going to come all the way out here.’ She’s probably in the pool room right now, wondering where we’ve disappeared to, but I doubt her first thoughts are going to turn to the wooded area three gazillion miles away.

‘I’m not taking any chances. Would you like me to carry you the rest of the way?’

I give a snort of derision. ‘Absolutely not. I have legs, thank you very much.’ Even if they have turned to jelly.

‘You like to assert your independence,’ Archie says as we set off again. It’s pretty much pitch-black under the trees, with only tiny slivers of moonlight finding their way through the foliage, but he seems to know where he’s going anyway.

‘Don’t you?’

There’s a small pause while Archie ponders my question. ‘Fair point. But do you mind if I hold your hand?’

‘Are you afraid the big, bad wolves are going to find us?’ I’m teasing, but I manage to scare myself a little bit. I hope there aren’t actually any wolves out here. Do wolves live in Cheshire villages?

‘I was thinking more of your safety,’ Archie says. ‘I know where I’m going but it’s dark and unfamiliar to you. Plus, you’re wearing a pair of flimsy flip-flops.’

He isn’t wrong. I’ve nearly tripped over twigs and tree roots a couple of times (though I won’t admit this to Archie after the whole asserting my independence thing). I reach out and take Archie’s proffered hand, hating the instant relief I feel at having an anchor.

‘Where are we going?’ I ask as we take a sharp turn around the wide trunk of a tree.

‘To the umbrella tree.’ Archie guides me slowly forward, our steps careful as we navigate the uneven carpet of old twigs, leaves and mulch.

‘The what?’ I jump at the sound of a twig snapping underfoot but manage not to yelp.

‘Didn’t Alice ever tell you about the umbrella tree?’

Archie veers to the left and I follow. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘This.’ Archie stops so suddenly, I almost careen into the back of him. ‘Welcome to the umbrella tree.’

The tree before us is at odds with its neighbours. Rather than its leaves spreading up towards the sun (or moon at this moment in time), this tree’s branches sweep down towards the ground.

‘It isn’t in bloom at the moment, but it’s actually a weeping cherry blossom,’ Archie says as he sweeps aside the branches so we can step underneath. ‘In the spring, when it’s full of blossom, the branches create a perfect dome to shelter under, which is why we used to call it the umbrella tree.’


It’s so quiet and peaceful in the woods, with only the faint sound of a trickling stream nearby. The ground is soft and spongy underneath the canopy, and it’s even darker. More intimate. I feel a shiver and hope it’s due to the fact I’m still wearing a damp swimsuit underneath my thin cover-up, my hair still wet from the pool.

‘We used to hang out here as kids,’ Archie says, his voice barely above a whisper for some reason. ‘It was the perfect hideaway. We’d spend hours under here; plotting pranks, gossiping, playing truth or dare. Alice really never mentioned it?’

I shake my head, though I’m not sure Archie can see it. ‘Nope. She never said a thing about an umbrella tree. She never really spoke about her time here at the castle.’ Because of Francelia and that stupid necklace, I add to myself.

‘I used to love spending my summers and Christmases here with the others.’

We’re still holding hands, I realise, and gently remove mine, covering up the extrication by wandering over to one of the branches and running my finger over the bumpy surface.

‘It sounds like the perfect place to spend your childhood.’

I know Alice craved the attention of her father growing up and often felt pushed aside and foisted upon her grandparents during the holidays, but there were worse places to be, surely. My great aunt’s house springs to mind. There was no umbrella tree in Great Aunt Dorothy’s postage stamp-sized garden. There were no games of truth or dare, and any pranks would have been severely punished. And it wasn’t much more fun staying at home with Mum and her myriad boyfriends. I never knew whose face was going to greet me in the mornings, though I knew they wouldn’t stick around for long.

‘I’ve never been happier than the times I spent here growing up.’ Archie’s voice is low and wistful. He feels very close all of a sudden, as though the branches of the umbrella tree are closing in and squeezing us together.

‘Doesn’t the sound of that stream make you want to pee?’

Archie laughs, and whatever spell has been cast over us is broken. Archie takes a step away, sweeping back the branches. ‘Maybe we should get back. Alice might be wondering where you are.’

I allow Archie to lead the way out of the umbrella tree and I’m relieved when he doesn’t offer me his hand this time, even though it’s eerily dark in the woods. We chat as we carefully make our way around the obstacles, and I’m recounting a tale of mine and Alice’s first Christmas in our shared house when I realise I’m alone. I stop, my eyes widening in an effort to see more clearly, but it’s useless.

‘Archie?’ I reach out my hands, fumbling for contact with anything other than the rough bark of a tree, but find nothing. ‘Archie!’ My voice is sharper now, cracking with panic. I’m in the woods, alone, in pitch-black, and I have no idea what’s happened to my companion or how to get the hell out of here.





Chapter Twelve

I’m telling myself not to panic, but my body isn’t listening. My breathing is too fast, too loud, so I’m struggling to make out any sounds. Archie could be calling my name and I wouldn’t hear over my gasping. I can’t even hear the stream any more.

I don’t know how long I’ve been wandering aimlessly around the woods, but it feels like an awfully long time and I’ve given up calling Archie’s name. I should have stayed put and waited for him to retrace his steps once he realised we’d somehow become separated. He obviously knows his way around the woods, but I’ve made his job harder by ambling around. Should I stop now? Stay where I am and hope he locates me?

I stop, crying out as I hear a loud snap over my roaring breaths. My breathing becomes even more erratic, my pulse a booming beat in my ears even as I realise it was just a large twig snapping underfoot. I place a hand on my chest as I force myself to take deep, calming breaths. I’m really not an outdoorsy type and I’m not particularly keen on the dark right now.

‘Archie?’ I try again, calling his name loud and clear, my ears straining for a response.

Nothing.

What if Archie isn’t even in the woods any more? He could have made his way back to the castle, assuming I’d done the same. He’ll come back for me, though. He’ll get help. Right? I’m sure he will. Alice says he’s a gentleman and I haven’t seen anything to suggest otherwise (apart from ditching Francelia and the bloke wanting business advice, but that was understandable under the circumstances).

My breathing starts to calm. Archie will come back for me. He will find me. He’ll bring help if necessary. But now my breathing is at a more normal rate, I can hear something else. A rapid, rhythmic clicking sound. My arms wrap themselves around my body and I realise what the sound is; it’s me. I’m producing the clicking sounds as my teeth chatter together. I am, I realise, bloody freezing. My hair is still wet and I’m wearing nothing but a damp swimsuit under a thin cover-up. If Archie doesn’t hurry, he’ll find me frozen to the spot, though at least I’ll have an actual purpose at Carolyn’s wedding in the form of an ice sculpture.

‘Archie?’ My throat stings as I cry out as loudly as I possibly can. I listen intently. Nothing.

I can’t wait here, wet and shivering and welcoming hypothermia. I need to find my own way out of the woods. Pick a direction and keep moving until I emerge from the trees. Once I’m in the clearing, I’ll be able to find the castle easily – it’s enormous and difficult to miss, even in the dark.

I step gingerly, my hands held out in front of me, eyes bulging in an attempt to see better. It’s hard to tell if I’m going in a straight line, but I take it slowly, concentrating. One foot in front of the other, only stepping off course when I encounter tree trunks or large roots. My jaw is aching from the chattering, but I try to put it to the back of my mind. The sooner I’m out of the woods, the sooner I can warm up.

My pace quickens when I spot a light ahead. Is it Archie, returned with a torch? I call out his name, over and over again as I race towards it, stumbling and slipping in my flip-flops in my haste. I feel twigs and foliage scratching against my ankles and calves, but I press on, my breath rasping from the exertion and my cries as I call out to Archie.

The light grows larger and larger as I tear through the woods and although it dawns on me that it can’t be the beam of a torch, I continue to careen towards it. Light means civilisation. I am rescued! I am not going to freeze out here. I am not going to be eaten by wolves (which, though ridiculous, has been playing on my mind).

I make it to the edge of the woods, still calling out to Archie as best as I can through my ragged breathing. I can see a cottage ahead, the glow from its windows creating the light I’d seen. I don’t care if that cottage is made of gingerbread and there’s a wicked witch inside. I’m so cold, I’d happily hop into the boiling pot on the fire.

‘Hey!’ A pair of arms envelops me, bringing me to an abrupt stop. Archie! Oh, thank God! I wrap my arms around him, leaning my head against his chest as I try to control my breathing.

‘I knew you’d come back for me,’ I gasp. ‘Thank you.’ I slump against Archie, letting him take my weight. My legs have turned to jelly from the run and I’m feeling a bit weak and emotional, which isn’t like me at all.

‘Come on, let’s get you inside,’ Archie says, except it isn’t Archie at all. I’m suddenly aware of the bulk of the man I’m clinging to. Where Archie is lean (some may say slightly skinny), this guy is broader, more solid. I leap away, crossing my arms over my body in an attempt to cover up as much of it as possible. I peer at the man in the dark and my heart sinks when I recognise the miserable face of gardener Tom. I’d rather my rescuer was the wicked witch in the gingerbread house.

‘You’re freezing,’ he says and I’m about to shake my head and argue his point when I realise my whole body is trembling and my teeth are chattering so hard I’m in danger of grinding them down to stumps. My arms, I now see, are covered in goose pimples.

‘My cottage is just there.’ He points ahead at the little cottage which provided my beacon. It looks so cosy and warm…

‘I need to get back to the castle.’ My voice is wobbly due to the teeth-chattering situation. ‘I need to let Archie know I’m okay.’ I turn back towards the woods, which seem even more menacing from the outside. ‘Oh God, he might still be in there.’

‘Archie will be fine.’ Tom starts to stride towards the cottage, flicking a quick glance over his shoulder to make sure I’m following, which I am, but at a more cautious pace. ‘He knows the woods like the back of his hand. We spent enough time in there as kids.’

‘He’ll think I’m still in there, though.’

Tom pushes open the door of the cottage and I’m sure I can feel the heat from several paces away. ‘I’ll phone over to the castle, see if he’s there. If not, I’ll go out with a torch and look for him.’

‘Thank you.’ I step into the cottage, almost weeping with relief at the instant warmth. The door leads straight into a tiny living room furnished sparsely with a cracked brown leather sofa set out in front of a log burner. The only other pieces of furniture are a chaise longue sitting beneath a small window and a claw-footed coffee table in the centre of the room. The ceiling is low and crossed with original beams, but the space, painted a bright white, feels cosy rather than claustrophobic.

‘This is nice,’ I say, teeth still rattling, but Tom doesn’t thank me for my pleasantry. Instead, he kicks the front door shut, making me jump out of my skin.

‘What the hell were you doing out in the woods dressed like that?’ He’s striding over to the kitchenette squeezed into the far side of the room. It only takes a couple of steps. ‘Or should I take a wild guess?’

My jaw drops as heat – somehow – fills my face. He thinks Archie and I were having a fumble out there! The cheeky, presumptuous…

There’s a large mirror hung on the chimney breast and I catch sight of my appearance. I’m wearing next to nothing and my hair has started to dry and is sticking up in all directions, resembling a bird’s nest. I look very much like somebody who has been enjoying a bit of alfresco sex in the woods.

‘Have you heard of a little thing called hypothermia?’ Tom grabs the kettle and fills it with water before practically slamming it down on the counter. I’ve never seen somebody flick a switch with such venom.

‘I didn’t mean to get lost out there.’ My chin juts out. ‘Have you ever heard of a little thing called an accident?’

Tom snorts as he grabs a mug from one of the cupboards. ‘You accidentally went out into the woods without your trousers? Or did you accidentally leave them behind?’

My hands are curled into fists by my side. I want to tell him to go fuck himself so badly, but I also need him to help me find Archie.

‘We’d been swimming and decided to go for a walk.’ I don’t mention the ditching Francelia part; I’ve already been painted in a bad light and there’s no need to make it worse. ‘We somehow got separated in the dark.’ I cross the tiny room to peer out of the window into the darkness. ‘I’m really worried about Archie.’

‘He’ll be fine, honestly. Archie can take care of himself.’ I can hear a spoon rattling against a cup, but I’m still watching for any sign of movement outside. Tom’s voice has lost a lot of its edge, but I still feel like a chastened child. ‘Sit down. I’ll phone across to the castle now.’

I turn to look at the sofa and then down at my damp clothes. Tom rolls his eyes as he strides towards me with the mug.

‘Don’t worry, I’m not precious about my sofa.’ He hands me the mug, which is filled with frothy hot chocolate. ‘Sit. Drink. I’ll be back in a minute.’ He strides – can he not walk like a normal person? – across the room and disappears up a flight of open-tread stairs. I perch on the sofa and take a tentative sip of the hot chocolate, which is both warm and comforting. I’m still shivering, but not quite so fiercely.

I take a look around the room while I wait for Tom to return. Though it’s minuscule, it’s been decorated to enhance the space. The large mirror above the log burner tricks the mind into thinking it’s much roomier, and the spotlights and floor lamps flood the room with light. Though the walls are blank, there are lots of little touches of colour around the room: the teal curtains at the window and matching scatter cushions, the terracotta pillar candles on the mantelpiece, the burnt-orange rug on the polished floorboards, the prints on the wall. The interior of the cottage doesn’t match its gloomy owner at all.

‘It’s okay.’ Tom bounds down the stairs and strides back into the room. ‘Archie’s back at the castle. He thought you might have made your way back there. Alice has been worried sick about you.’ He gives me a reproachful look and I turn away.

‘It wasn’t my fault. We were walking and then… I was on my own. I don’t know how it happened.’

‘I’m not sure what else you expect when you’re wandering around the woods in the pitch-black.’ Tom sighs and crosses to the kitchen in three strides. ‘Anyway, I’ve put some dry clothes on my bed for you. They should fit.’ I tilt my head as I look at the bulk of the man, my eyebrows knitting. I highly doubt it. ‘The bedroom’s straight ahead, and the bathroom’s the first door on the right. I’ll take you over to the castle once you’ve warmed up.’

I straighten in my seat. ‘I can find my own way there, thank you.’

‘Really?’ Tom snorts and leans against the kitchen counter. God, he’s annoying. I have no idea why Alice was keen to see him again. He’s a turd. A great, big steaming…

‘Like I said, the bedroom’s up there.’ He points towards the stairs. ‘There’s a brush in the top drawer of the bedside table.’ He smirks as his eyes flick up towards my bird’s nest hair. ‘In case you need it.’

I glare across at him, but make my way up to the bedroom. He may be an arsehole, but I would like to change into something dry that doesn’t smell of chlorine. The bedroom, like the rest of the cottage, is tiny, with the double bed taking up most of the space. A wardrobe stands against one wall, and I’m greeted by my dishevelled appearance in the mirrored sliding doors. The full-length view looks much worse and I cringe at the sight.

Turning away from the horror show, I find a small pile of clothes on the bed and decide to take them through to the bathroom, where there will hopefully be a lock on the door. There are two more rooms upstairs, but I follow Tom’s instructions and find the bathroom, my mouth forming a large ‘O’ of surprise. It’s gorgeous. Glossy, pale-grey tiles cover the walls and floor, and there’s a maple wood-panelled corner bath and matching, mirror-fronted cabinets. With yet more spotlights and an array of candles around the bath and along the tops of the cabinets, the room looks like a mini spa rather than the bathroom in a rather small cottage. I suppose you’d want to relax after a hard day of digging and mowing and whatever else it is Tom does around here at the castle.

After locking the door behind me, I peel off my cover-up and swimsuit and pull on the pair of black jogging bottoms Tom has provided. They fit surprisingly well – in fact, they’re a bit snug around my waist. All becomes clear when I unfold the T-shirt. These clothes don’t belong to Tom, unless he really is ‘100% Wifey Material’ as the T-shirt suggests.

Of course there’s a wife. I should have known as soon as I stepped into the cottage. Men don’t choose teal curtains – and they certainly don’t match their scatter cushions. And then there’s the gorgeous bathroom and all those candles. His wife has impeccable taste when it comes to interior design (if not men). I’m not sure how I feel about wearing a stranger’s clothes, but then she probably won’t be too keen when she discovers I’ve borrowed them.

I return to the bedroom once I’ve changed so I can run that brush through my hair, as it really is in a state. There are two bedside tables – one on each side of the bed – so I plump for the nearest one. It’s empty, apart from a shiny slip of grey and white paper. My fingers, almost of their own accord, pick it up and I’m greeted by the grainy image of Tom Jr. So, he has a wife and a baby on the way.

Placing the scan photo back, I find the brush in the drawer of the opposite table and tidy myself up as best I can before gathering up my damp clothes and returning to the living room.

‘Ready to go?’ Tom asks as soon as I step back into the living area. Without waiting for a reply, he strides across the room and yanks open the front door. He clearly cannot wait to get rid of me and, to be frank, the feeling is entirely mutual.




Chapter Thirteen

‘Where exactly are we?’ I’m scuttling to keep up with Tom’s long strides, which isn’t easy when you’re wearing a pair of slightly damp flip-flops. Instead of heading back towards the woods, we’re skirting around the edge, following its curve.

‘We’re still technically on Durban’s grounds. The castle’s on the other side of the woods.’ Tom points towards the thick cluster of trees to our right. ‘But it’s safer to go around the outside in the dark.’ He arches an eyebrow at me and I fight the urge to stick out my tongue. ‘It isn’t far.’

Good, I think. The sooner we get back, the sooner Tom can stop treating me like a silly schoolgirl and bog off back to his cottage.

‘Are you warm enough?’ Tom stops suddenly, giving me the chance to catch up. ‘I didn’t think to lend you one of my jackets. I could nip back and grab one?’

I shake my head, not bothering to break my stride. ‘I’m fine, thanks.’ I really am eager to get back to the castle. Besides, I’ve warmed up now I’m wearing dry clothes. ‘Did I even thank you for lending me your wife’s clothes? I am grateful.’ Even if I still think he’s a grumpy sod. ‘She won’t mind, will she?’

‘Not in the slightest.’ Tom is striding again, already several paces ahead of me. ‘And she isn’t my wife.’

‘But it says…’ I look down at the slogan on my T-shirt.

‘Lydia bought it when we got engaged.’

So, he isn’t married yet. I wonder what his fiancée is like; is she as cranky as her betrothed?

‘You’ve got exciting times ahead, then.’ I’m not sure why I’m still talking. It isn’t as though Tom is the chatty type, but I can’t seem to stop myself. ‘A wedding and a baby. Sounds like most people’s idea of perfection.’

Tom stops again, wheeling around with such force I come to a stop myself and take a couple of steps back. His eyes are dark, his mouth a mean, narrow line.

‘What was that?’ His voice is booming in the quiet night and I take another step back. ‘A wedding and a baby? I never said anything about a baby.’


Jeez, talk about moody!

‘I saw the scan photo. In the drawer.’

Tom’s face is thunderous as his eyebrows pull down low. ‘You were snooping?’

‘Not at all.’ I’m carrying my damp clothes in one hand, but I clamp the other down on my hip. ‘I was looking for the brush – as directed by you – but chose the wrong drawer. It’s an easy mistake to make.’ I don’t add that I picked up the scan photo for a good old nosy in case it makes his head explode. I still need him to lead the way back to the castle.

Tom watches me for another moment through slightly narrowed eyes before turning and setting off again. We make the rest of the journey in silence, Tom striding purposefully while I practically jog to keep up. We end up at the back of the property, with the pool room lit up nearby, and Tom opens a door, holding it so I can step inside.

‘Will you be okay from here?’ Tom’s tone suggests the only acceptable response would be ‘yes’, but I may be about to annoy him. Again.

‘Um…’ The door leads to a corridor, which is identical to every other corridor I’ve seen in the castle so far. I have no idea which part of the castle I’m standing in, nor the route to take to my room. ‘It’s just, I don’t really know my way around the castle.’

Tom sighs, but steps into the castle and leads the way with his usual stride. ‘Do you know which room you’re staying in?’

‘Um…’ I bite my lip, wracking my brain for the number on the door. ‘It was on the first floor.’

Tom sighs again. ‘Well, that narrows it down. Do you even know which wing?’

I don’t have a scooby. ‘It was overlooking the orchard, if that helps?’

Tom doesn’t answer, simply continues to stride.

‘We went up the stairs in the big entrance hall,’ I say as Tom starts to climb a narrow staircase.

‘This is a shortcut.’ He continues to climb the stairs and I hurry after him. We end up on yet another identical corridor.

‘I’m sorry about the scan photo,’ I say as I scurry along. Can’t he slow down just a little bit? ‘It really was an accident.’

‘It’s fine.’ Tom rubs at the back of his neck. ‘Sorry for snapping. I shouldn’t have. It’s just…’

‘You’re a private person?’ I get this. It isn’t as though I’ve never bitten somebody’s head off for probing too much into my private life.

‘I guess.’ We turn on to another mirror-image corridor and Tom finally slows down. ‘Anything look familiar?’

I look up and down the corridor and spot a window seat at the far end. I sat on that window seat earlier, overlooking the village down the hill, to give Alice a bit of privacy while she Skyped Kevin.

‘Yes! We’re in one of the rooms down here…’ I start to move in the opposite direction of the window seat, but Tom doesn’t follow.

‘I’ll leave you to it then,’ he says, already backing away.

‘Thanks for your help,’ I call, but he’s already disappeared back around the corner.

Alice pounces on me as soon as I open the door, throwing her arms around me and trying her hardest to squeeze the life out of me.

‘We’ve been so worried about you!’ She kisses me on the cheek and I’m forced to wriggle free from her grasp. This is getting way too touchy-feeling for my liking.

‘I’m so sorry, Emily.’ Archie is perched on Alice’s bed, hands clasped tightly together. ‘I don’t know what happened. One minute we were together and the next I was on my own. I was so worried about you. I looked everywhere for you and kept calling your name, but I couldn’t find you. I hoped you’d found your way back here, to Alice, but you weren’t here.’

‘He was all ready for going back out to look for you.’ Alice sits down next to Archie and leans her head against his shoulder. ‘But luckily Lilianna was still in the office when Tom phoned and she ran up here to let us know you were safe. We were so relieved, weren’t we, Archie?’

Archie nods and takes hold of Alice’s hand, giving it a squeeze. ‘So relieved. You could have frozen to death out there! I’m truly sorry, Emily. You must let me make it up to you.’

‘There’s no need, really.’ I kick off my flip-flops and sink down onto my own bed. ‘I’m fine. Nothing bad happened, unless you count having to spend time with Tom. What is his problem?’ I massage my feet where the flip-flops have rubbed.

‘I really don’t know.’ Alice kneads her forehead with her fingers, as though she can smooth out the frown lines that have formed. ‘He was one of my best friends, someone I trusted and confided in, and now he’s like a stranger. I guess it’s my own fault for not trying hard enough to keep in contact, but I sort of tried to forget about this place and everyone in it after the necklace thing.’

‘And don’t we know it?’ Archie nudges Alice. ‘It’s like you fell off the face of the earth. Even I didn’t get to see you and we’re practically related.’

‘Sorry,’ Alice says in a small voice.


‘Don’t be.’ Archie presses a gentle kiss to the top of her head. ‘But please don’t disappear again.’

‘I promise.’ Alice takes a deep breath and rallies, sitting up straighter. ‘Anyway, I think it’s time for bed. It’s been a long day.’

I yawn in agreement, suddenly exhausted by my woodland escapades. I could quite happily curl up on the end of my bed and sleep right now, but I’d also quite like to change out of my borrowed clothes as quickly as possible.

‘I’ll let you sleeping beauties get some rest then.’ Archie crosses the room but pauses before reaching for the door handle. ‘How about we meet up for breakfast tomorrow? Say, nine o’clock in the dining room?’

I start when I realise he’s addressing me and not Alice. ‘Oh. I’m not sure…’

‘She’d love to.’ Alice widens her eyes at me before turning to Archie with a wide smile. ‘She’ll be there.’ She waits until the door has closed behind Archie before she says, in a tinkly voice, ‘Remember our deal?’

I groan and flop back on the bed. Remind me why I agreed to this nonsense again?

I wake alone the next morning, Alice’s bed neatly made with Hubert sitting on the pillow. I’m about to roll over and go back to sleep when I remember my breakfast date with Archie. Ugh. I suppose I must turn up – my life wouldn’t be worth living if Alice got wind that I’d stood him up – but first I must shower as I’m sure I still stink of chlorine and my hair, despite running a brush through it at Tom’s cottage, will resemble a rat’s nest. Sure enough, a quick peek in the bathroom mirror confirms my suspicion. I have the worst bedhead known to man (or woman).

The shower is an enormous walk-in affair with frosted glass panels and chrome fittings and a mosaic of tiny tiles in cream and beige shades. Definitely not a period piece. I step under the warm stream, sloughing away the smell of pool water with the zesty products I found in a chrome basket next to the sink. I’m feeling almost human by the time I emerge from the bathroom. Once I’ve dried my hair (sneakily using Alice’s hairdryer, which is a million times better than my own and cost five times as much) I pull it into its usual ponytail and dress in a navy and white printed jumpsuit and a pair of flat sandals. It’s a suitable breakfast-date ensemble and I can always stick on a bit of make-up and change into heels if I need to dress the outfit up later, though I’m sure it won’t meet Francelia’s high standards enough for a dinner outfit.

Alice still hasn’t returned to the room by the time I’m ready, so I venture out on my own, determined to find the way to the dining room myself. I try to retrace our steps from yesterday as we went down to dinner, but my mind is a blank. I need a map. And a map reader.

I eventually find my way down to the entrance hall, following the sounds of chatter until I locate the dining room. I step inside feeling pretty damn smug. Why couldn’t I have been this resourceful in the woods last night? Or during those horrid outdoor learning trips the headteacher makes me chaperone? I bet I could fashion a tent out of plastic carrier bags and a couple of lengthy twigs right now.

The tables in the dining room have been stripped of their centrepieces and candlesticks from last night, though the crisp white tablecloths remain. I spot Archie immediately as he lifts a hand in greeting and beckons me over. My spirits lift when I see he’s sitting with Alice, but plummet again when I realise they’ve yet to organise their breakfast. This stupid date is probably still on, then.

‘Good morning!’ Archie jumps to his feet, pulling me in to kiss me lightly on the cheek before I can leap away. ‘I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve asked Alice to join us. I didn’t want to push you into anything you didn’t feel comfortable with. This isn’t a date. It’s just two people getting to know each other, okay?’

I have to press my lips together really tightly to stop the grin from spreading across my entire face. This isn’t a date. This is definitely okay with me!

‘That’s very sweet of you. Thank you.’ I just about manage to stop myself from doing a jig on the spot. ‘I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. Shall we…?’ I indicate the long buffet cart sitting at the end of the room. It’s filled with hot breakfast foods that are making my stomach growl, while cereals, yogurt and fruit sit on a neighbouring sideboard.

‘Good idea.’ Archie places his hand on the small of my back as he guides me towards the food. I can see Alice grinning manically out of the corner of my eye but I ignore her and help myself to a hearty breakfast of bacon, sausage and egg, two slices of fried bread and a cup of strong coffee. As much as the shower refreshed me, I’m going to need a good dose of caffeine this morning.

Our table is near the window, so we can look out at the beautiful grounds while we eat. From here I can see out into the courtyard and the fountain Alice and I fooled around on yesterday. I push away the thought that somebody could have been sitting here watching us and dip the corner of my fried bread into my egg yolk. Tom the gardener is already out there, trimming the already trimmed-to-perfection lawns.

‘I really wanted to apologise again for last night.’ While I’ve been tucking into my breakfast, Archie has yet to touch his food. He looks pained, his face all lined with concern. ‘I dread to think what might have happened.’ He gives a slow shake of his head. ‘It was a foolish idea to go out there so late at night.’

‘What were you doing out there anyway?’ Alice raises her eyebrows at me before she bites off the corner of a piece of toast.

‘I took Emily out to see the umbrella tree,’ Archie says, failing to mention the real reason we were in the woods. I open my mouth to explain the Francelia situation, but Archie throws back his head to laugh, temporarily disarming me. ‘We had some fun times in there over the years, didn’t we? Hiding out from the grown-ups, plotting pranks…’ Archie leans in close to Alice and lowers his voice. ‘Playing spin the bottle.’

‘Oh God.’ Alice groans and covers her mouth with her hand. ‘I totally forgot about that.’

‘So, you two kissed then?’ This breakfast get-together is looking up. The mortification on Alice’s face makes this whole week worthwhile. I shall replay the image of a red-faced, uber-cringing Alice every time she attempts to matchmake.

‘Only ever as part of the game.’ Archie is lightning-quick to clarify. ‘There was never anything more between us.’

Alice shakes her head vigorously. ‘Never.’

If they’re trying to convince me the path is clear for an Emily/Archie dalliance, they may as well save their breath.

‘Oh, look. There’s Tom.’ I point out of the window before scraping back my chair. ‘I should go and say thank you for last night. I probably would have frozen to death without his help.’

‘But what about your breakfast?’ I hear Alice call out as I make a dash from the dining room. 




Chapter Fourteen

I don’t actually want to go out there and offer my gratitude to Tom (I tried to thank him last night, but he buggered off quicker than a rat up a drainpipe), but I know he’s in full view of Alice and she’ll grill me relentlessly if I don’t at least appear to be conversing with the gardener. So, I decide as I make my escape, I’ll pop out to the courtyard, chat for a nanosecond (I doubt Tom will tolerate my presence any longer) and then find a hiding spot for the rest of the morning. I really want to check out the library, but fear this is the first place Alice will look for me. Still, the castle is humongous – there must be a million hiding places in here, so I’m sure I’ll find somewhere to lay low. Unfortunately, the vastness of Durban Castle – coupled with my apparent lack of any sense of direction – proves to be a bit of an obstacle when it comes to my masterplan. I was pretty confident I was heading for the courtyard, but I’ve been wandering the corridors without finding the door we’d left through yesterday, and I’ve turned so many corners, I’m no longer sure which part of the castle I’m in any more.

Great. I’m lost, for the second time. Though at least I’m warm and dry this time and don’t have to fall on the mercy of the grumpy gardener and his wife-to-be’s wardrobe. And I’m sure if I just keep going, I’ll eventually spot a familiar part of the castle (the entrance hall would be most helpful).

I wander around a bit more, failing to find anything recognisable, until I spot the glorious sight of a Known Person ahead.

‘Carolyn!’ It’s been so long since I’ve seen another human being (approximately six minutes) and even longer since I’ve seen a face I’m familiar with (eight-ish minutes, maybe nine) that I practically bounce down the corridor when I see Alice’s sister, only just stopping short of throwing my arms around the woman.

‘Emily?’ Carolyn starts to frown, but quickly smooths her features again. ‘What are you doing here? You’re not cheating, are you?’

‘Cheating?’ My mouth gapes open. I am affronted. I have never cheated on anybody in my life. Plus, there is the little matter of my single (happily so) status.

Carolyn gives a wave of her hand. ‘Never mind. Is everything okay?’

I nod, like the great big Pinocchio liar I am. ‘Everything’s fine. Just having a little wander to take everything in. This place really is divine.’


‘Isn’t it?’ Carolyn slips her arm through mine and starts to lead me back the way I’ve just come from. Hopefully she’ll lead me back to the entrance hall, so I can start my search from scratch. I should probably leave some sort of trail to lead me back, like Hansel and Gretel and the breadcrumbs. ‘I can’t imagine getting married anywhere else. Piers took a bit of convincing – he wanted to go away and get married on a beach. Said it’d be a lot less fuss. But you need to make a fuss when you get married, don’t you?’

I make encouraging murmuring noises, agreeing without having to lie again.

‘Is everything okay with you and Piers after last night?’ Carolyn looks much better than she did when she stumbled into the poolroom, and she’s certainly more chipper.

‘Absolutely.’ Carolyn gives another wave with her free hand. ‘I just need to respect Piers’ lack of rhythm and not try to force him to be somebody he isn’t. It’s a good lesson for married life, really.’

Again, more murmuring sounds of agreement, but what would I know about married life?

Unexpectedly, we turn the corner and land in the entrance hall. I’d no idea we were so close. Now I can start my search again, and maybe Carolyn can give me a head start.

‘How do I find the courtyard from here?’ I ask, but Francelia descends before Carolyn can answer, dressed in black from head to foot, chivvying her along and nagging about keeping a hair stylist waiting for their rehearsal.

‘Have you seen your sister?’ Francelia asks as she practically frogmarches Carolyn away.

‘Not since first thing. Maybe Emily has seen her.’

‘Who?’ I try not to take offence. ‘Oh! Of course!’ Francelia turns on a sixpence and stalks back towards me. I instinctively cower and blurt the information before she can reach me.

‘She was in the dining room the last time I saw her.’ Please don’t hurt me, I add silently. She’s that terrifying.

‘Oh, fantastic,’ Francelia grumbles as she turns again and stalks back towards Carolyn. ‘Stuffing her face, no doubt. What did I tell her about putting on weight before the Big Day? So help me if her dress doesn’t fit.’

Her voice fades as they’re swallowed by one of the corridors.

Oh, crap. I’m back at square one and don’t have a clue which direction to head in.

I eventually stumble across the door leading out to the courtyard, but it’s empty, Tom probably long gone. Oh well. It isn’t as though Alice will be able to check on me anyway, what with Francelia hunting her down. But what should I do now? Alice will be busy doing wedding stuff with her sister so I don’t have to hide away from her, but I don’t fancy spending the rest of the morning with Archie, as nice as he’s been so far. Yes, he’s good-looking and considerate and a good friend to Alice, but I’m just not interested.

Retracing my steps back through the castle, I miraculously find my way back up to my room and spot the Tudor romance I brought with me. Hiding away in the library may be too risky, but I can do the next best thing and take my book outside for a little read. There can’t be a better setting, surely? Perhaps I’ll hide away at the umbrella tree, assuming I can find it again. Grabbing the book from my bedside table, I spot the neatly folded-up clothes I borrowed last night. I’ll need to return them, and what better time to do so than when I know Tom is working? I’ll leave them on his doorstep – with a thank you note. I’m not completely without manners – meaning I won’t even have to try to have a conversation with the joy vacuum.

I find the poolroom easily enough and slip out of the door at the back. The little wood is ahead and doesn’t look quite as far away – or intimidating – as it had seemed in the dark last night. I have two choices now: take a shortcut through the woods (and perhaps stumble upon the umbrella tree) or take the option that is less likely to confuddle me and skirt around the perimeter until I find Tom’s cottage. The second option is the most sensible by far, but when have I ever listened to sense?

I make it to the woods easily enough, but soon discover that all the trees look the same – even in the daylight – and I didn’t leave any helpful flip-flop-shaped footprints in the mulch last night, unfortunately. I could rethink my plan and go with the second option of skirting around the woods, but I’m not that sensible, so I forge ahead, eyes peeled for anything that looks vaguely familiar. It isn’t long before I’m completely lost for the second time that morning (third overall, if we’re keeping count).

Bugger.

My only option is to pick a direction and head into it, hoping to emerge from the woods without being eaten by the Big Bad Wolf. Once I’m out in the open, I can circumnavigate the woods until I spot the cottage (which can’t be that hard – it isn’t nearly as ginormous as the castle, but even I’m not that much of a doofus as to miss it). My plan seems foolproof, yet I’m still stumbling over sneaky tree roots twenty minutes later. What the frog? How big is the woods? It appeared to be a smallish gathering of trees from the castle, but have I somehow stumbled into Nottingham bleeding Forest? I have embarrassingly poor navigation skills and am beginning to suspect I will slowly starve to death out here and that my only hope is being discovered by a ravenous wolf who will put me out of my misery.

Or I could do the unthinkable and phone Alice and admit I’m lost in the woods. Again.

Decisions, decisions.

I pull my mobile out of my pocket, half hoping there won’t be a signal, and tap on my contacts. I press the phone to my ear as it rings Alice’s number.

‘Emily? Where are you? I’ve been looking all over for you! I thought you were going to talk to Tom, but I’ve just seen him and he hasn’t spoken to you since last night.’ He barely spoke to me even then, unless it was to tell me off like a naughty schoolgirl. ‘You need to get to the games room, and fast. There are at least eight men in there who I think have “Prince Charming” written all over them. Where are you? Do you know the way?’ Alice has been babbling on without pausing for breath, so I have yet to slip in my plea for help, but now I think I’d rather let the ravenous wolf end me.

‘I’m a bit busy at the moment, actually.’

‘Doing what?’

Searching for a wolf with extra-sharp teeth to sink into my throat?

‘I’m in the library.’ Well, books are made from trees and I do have my Tudor romance tucked under my arm, so it’s not really a lie.

‘This isn’t the time for reading. You need to get back over here. We have a deal, remember?’

How could I forget? ‘I’m not actually reading. I’m here with a man.’

‘A man? What man? What’s his name? Do I know him? Does this mean you’re not interested in Archie?’

Whoa! Slow down, woman!

‘He’s one of Piers’ relatives. A second cousin.’ I lean against a tree and sink down slowly, ignoring the sharp twig digging into my arse cheek as I reach the ground.

‘I don’t know many of Piers’ relatives. What’s he called?’

‘He’s called…’ I try to shift to a more comfortable position. ‘Twiggy.’

‘Twiggy?’

‘It’s a nickname.’

‘No kidding.’ I can imagine Alice rolling her eyes on the other end of the line. ‘But I thought you hated silly nicknames?’


‘I do. With a passion. I imagine this one will become quite a pain in the arse.’ I grab the offending twig and toss it aside. ‘But he seems nice despite the ridiculous name.’

Alice squeals and I pull the phone away from my ear momentarily. ‘This is amazing. I’ve never known you to put aside one of your ridiculous dating rules.’ Erm, excuse me? Not tolerating silly nicknames is not a ‘ridiculous’ dating rule! ‘He must be really special. Forget about these pool-playing bozos. Twiggy could be The One!’

I highly doubt it.

‘I’ll let you get back to your beau, but I want all the details later.’ Alice squeals again before hanging up.

Great, so I’m still lost and now I have a pretend love interest. What am I going to do if Alice asks to meet my new stickman friend?




Chapter Fifteen

My bum is damp from sitting on the woods’ mulchy floor. If I ever make it out of here, I’ll definitely have to change out of this jumpsuit for dinner. I drag myself up onto my feet and slip my phone back into my pocket while trying to figure out which way I was heading before my genius decision to phone Alice. I really have no idea – is it any wonder I ended up lost? I’ve probably been walking around in circles.

Right. Pick a direction and go.

I set off again, concentrating more on the view ahead than my footwork. I might trip over a tree root and break my ankle, but it’s a chance I have to take if I ever want to make it out into the open again. I’ve only taken a dozen or so careful steps when I hear a sound, a sort of loud snapping noise, and feel a mix of relief and fear. What’s up ahead? Friend or foe? Human or wolf? Taking extra-careful steps, I edge closer to the noise, which I hear again and again. As the sound grows louder, I start to hear other sounds too; rustling, metallic clatters, the words ‘twat muffin’.

Not a wolf, then.

‘Hello?’ I speed up slightly, but not too much as I’m still cautious. It could be anybody. What if it’s Ezra, the toothy, wannabe adulterer?

‘Hello? Who’s there?’

My heart sinks when I hear the voice. I’d quite happily welcome Ezra with open arms right now.

‘Oh. It’s you.’ Tom, appearing from behind a chunky tree trunk, folds his arms across his chest. ‘Lost again, are we?’

I make a pfft sound. ‘No. I was looking for you. To give you these.’ I hold out the loaned clothes, forgetting my book is tucked under my arm with them. The book thuds to the floor, cover facing upwards.

‘What’s this?’ Tom stoops to pick up the book, smirking when he sees the heroine, her cleavage hoicked up to her chin, leaning in to kiss the bare-chested hero. ‘Christ, you don’t read this crap, do you?’

‘Yes, actually, I do.’ I snatch the book from him and shove the jogging pants and T-shirt at him. ‘Reading is escapism for me…’

‘I’d certainly want to escape from that tosh,’ Tom says, nodding at my book, but I choose to ignore him.

‘And I’m not ashamed of my book choices.’ Even still, I’m hugging the book to my chest, my arms shielding the cheesy cover. ‘I’m not a literary snob. Unlike some people.’

Tom holds up his hands. ‘Whatever floats your boat.’ He’s still smirking though, the git. ‘Anyway, what are you really doing out here? Because, unless you’ve been stalking me, you wouldn’t know I was out here clearing those low-hanging branches in time for the…’ Tom narrows his eyes. ‘Are you cheating?’

‘Cheating?’ Why do people keep accusing me of that today? I’m not a happy bunny, and thrust an angry finger at Tom while taking a step closer to him. ‘I don’t know what you’ve heard about me, or who’s been spreading vicious rumours, but I am not a cheat! I’ve never been unfaithful in my life!’

Tom takes a step back and holds his hands up. ‘I’m talking about the treasure hunt, you lunatic. And I was kidding.’

‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ I quickly put my pointy finger away and lift my chin into the air. ‘What treasure hunt?’

Tom starts to wander back through the trees and, for some unfathomable reason, I follow. Perhaps I’m a glutton for punishment. It would explain why I’ve agreed to Alice’s matchmaking.

‘Carolyn’s organised a treasure hunt for this afternoon.’ He picks up a long-handled instrument and stomps his way up a set of ladders, creating a familiar clanging sound. ‘So I’ve been landed with the delightful job of tidying up the woods.’ Grimacing with the effort, he lops off a thick branch, which falls to the floor with a familiar rustle. ‘Carolyn doesn’t want anybody taking their eye out on a low branch, but if she thinks I’m trimming back the entire woods she can do one.’ He lops off another branch and wipes his brow with the back of his hand. ‘You still haven’t told me what you’re doing out here.’

‘I did.’ I step aside as another branch tumbles down dangerously close. ‘The clothes.’ He’s dumped the neatly folded garments on the mulchy floor. ‘Thanks for lending them to me, by the way.’

‘How did you know I’d be here?’ Tom lops off another branch, and I can’t help noticing the bulge of his impressive biceps as he forces the blades to snap shut. ‘Are you psychic or something? Or are you stalking me? Should I be worried?’

I roll my eyes. ‘As if. I didn’t know you’d be here. It was an unhappy accident. I was going to leave the clothes on your doorstep.’

‘My doorstep?’ Tom pauses, the jaws of his trimmer wide open against one of the branches. He twists his head slowly to peer down at me. ‘But my cottage is all the way over there.’ He nods towards the opposite end of the woods before a grin spreads across his lips. ‘You’re lost again, aren’t you?’

‘No. Not at all.’ Bugger. ‘Just taking the scenic route. It’s such a beautiful place. Peaceful. And I thought I’d find a spot to read.’ I waft the book at Tom. ‘So, no, I am not lost.’

Tom turns his attention back to the branches, lopping another off. ‘You’re so lost. Do you need me to take you back to the castle? Because it isn’t as though I’ve got work to be getting on with or anything. They put me out here in the woods just in case I need to rescue any poor little damsels in distress.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ My mouth gapes open as I stare up the ladder at him. ‘I am not a damsel in distress!’

‘You sounded pretty distressed last night.’ He thumps his way back down the ladder. ‘I could hear you shrieking from inside.’

‘I was not shrieking.’ I’m tempted to lob my book at his stupid head.

‘Archie, Archie,’ Tom says in a mocking, high-pitched voice. ‘Help me! Help me!’

‘I did not cry out for help!’ Did I? I’m pretty sure I didn’t.

‘Whatever.’ Tom folds his ladder and scoops up the clothes before stalking away. ‘I’m going back to the castle. You can follow me if you want, or you can stay here – not lost – and read your trashy book.’

I hesitate for a moment. I can keep my dignity and remain in the woods (I’m sure I’d find my own way out, eventually) or I can swallow my pride and scamper after the conceited tosser, back to civilisation.

Damn it, I really don’t want to stay lost in the woods.

‘I should be getting back anyway,’ I say as I dash to catch up with him. ‘Alice is probably wondering where I am.’

Tom glances behind him, a smug smile playing at the corners of his mouth when he sees me following like an obedient puppy. ‘Don’t worry about Alice. When I saw her, she was on her way to the stylist for a “hair rehearsal”.’ Tom rolls his eyes as he performs the air quotes. I really want to disagree with him, but the boy has a point. ‘She said she’d be stuck there until at least lunchtime, so there’s no rush for you to get back. Stay, read your book, wander aimlessly in the woods until somebody rescues you…’ Tom grins at me while I present him with my very best glower.

‘I’ll catch up with Archie then.’ I won’t; this is just an excuse to tag along with Tom, because I’m not that keen on the idea of wandering through the woods, getting more and more lost with each step.

Tom’s grin drops from his face in a flash, and he stops, turning to face me fully as I haven’t quite caught up with his long strides. ‘You should be careful with Archie. He isn’t quite as charming as he’d have you believe.’

My hands find themselves planted on my hips as my heckles start to rise. Who does this bloke think he is? Who does he think I am? Some gullible little fool who takes everybody at face value? I pride myself on my sharp judgement of character, and I don’t need guidance from the likes of him.

‘Seriously, Emily. You seem like a nice enough girl, and you wouldn’t be the first he’d misled with his aren’t-I-the-perfect-gentleman act.’

‘What the hell are you talking about? What act?’

Tom shakes his head as he scratches the back of his neck. ‘It doesn’t matter. Forget I said anything.’ He starts to stride away again, but I hurry after him, grabbing him by the arm and tugging until he comes to a stop again.

‘Tell me what you meant by that.’

Tom sighs. ‘It isn’t worth the hassle, believe me. But just be on your guard, okay?’

I could tell Tom I have no interest whatsoever in Archie, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. If anything, his cryptic, cautionary tale is only going to push me closer to Archie. I’m not overly keen on being told what to do, especially by grumpy gardeners I’ve known for all of five minutes.

‘I wouldn’t want to see you get hurt, that’s all.’ Tom’s features soften, just for a fleeting moment, before they harden again. ‘He’s already left you stranded in the woods, freezing your arse off.’

‘That was an accident.’

‘Hmm.’ Tom is off striding again, and I’m scuttling to keep up.

‘I thought Archie was one of your best friends. Weren’t you all really close as kids?’

‘We were.’ Tom shrugs. ‘And then stuff happened, and I found out we weren’t that close after all. The others went home after that summer and I was left here.’

‘But they tried to stay connected with you.’ I remember Alice and Carolyn saying so, when they were so excited about being reunited with their old friend.

‘Yeah, a few years later when they finally remembered I existed.’ Tom shakes his head. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter.’

It clearly does matter, to both parties. Tom is still hurting from what he sees as a rejection, and Alice is gutted there’s a huge wedge between herself and her former friend. Whatever happened to cause the rift in their friendship can’t be that bad, surely. I don’t actually believe in fate personally, but maybe the foursome were brought here together at the castle – the epicentre of their friendship – for a reason. Maybe all they need is a gentle nudge to remind them of that friendship and what it meant to them once upon a time.

‘Tom?’ We’ve been silent as I’ve been mulling over a few ideas, but I’m curious. ‘What’s a twat muffin?’

Tom grins at me, and I think it’s the first genuine display of joy I’ve seen from him. It isn’t laced with sarcasm or smugness, and I’m startled by how handsome he is now he isn’t wearing the scowl I’ve become accustomed to.

‘That’s the sound you make when you overreach and nearly fall off your ladder.’

My navigation skills seem to wake up once Tom dumps me in the entrance hall, and I make it back up to my room without any mishaps. I’m already exhausted by the day so far, so I have a little lie-down until Alice wakes me to tell me all about the treasure hunt. She’s so excited, I don’t bother to mention I’m already aware of the afternoon’s activity.

‘Grandpa used to spend ages writing clues,’ she tells me as she plonks herself down in front of the dressing table and refreshes her lip gloss. ‘We had to wait in the nursery with the curtains closed so we couldn’t cheat and see where he was hiding the clues. Tom always won, but I have a good feeling about today’s hunt. A very good feeling indeed.’ She pouts at her reflection in the mirror as she screws the lid back onto her lip gloss. ‘Anyway, lady, tell me all about him.’

‘Who, Tom?’ I’m still on the bed, but I’ve propped myself up on one elbow. Alice swivels around on her stool to face me, her facial expression a pretty close match to Tom’s when he called me a lunatic.

‘Tom?’ She tsks. ‘I’m talking about Twiggy, obviously. Unless you’ve been flirting with Tom as well?’

‘As if.’ I sit up fully and draw my knees up to my chest. ‘And Twiggy and I weren’t flirting.’ Although he was rather keen on touching my bum, the naughty little twig.

‘With anybody else, I’d call horse poop. But I actually believe you.’ Alice moves from the stool to her bed, where she sits cross-legged with Hubert on her lap. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen you flirt. Not even with Edward.’

‘We weren’t a flirty couple,’ I say with a shrug. ‘We were basically mates who had sex.’ Fantastic sex, I add to myself.

‘Nope.’ Alice shakes her head. ‘Now I am calling horse poop. You were more than “mates who had sex”.’ Alice tucks Hubert under one arm so she can make the air quotes. ‘You two were perfect for each other.’

‘We really weren’t.’ I shuffle off the end of the bed and stride across to the bathroom, locking myself safely inside. I don’t want to talk about Edward. I don’t want to even think about Edward. Luckily, I’ve perfected the art of elbowing him from my mind.

‘I’m sorry,’ Alice calls through the closed door. ‘I promise to keep it zipped about you-know-who. Come out and tell me more about Twiggy.’

There isn’t much more to tell. He’s a twig. His name pretty much sums him up.

‘Do you think he’ll be taking part in the treasure hunt?’

I unlock the door and ease it open, still on guard. ‘I’d be very surprised if he showed up.’

‘Why’s that?’

I grab my sandals from where I kicked them in a corner earlier and sit on the bed, concentrating on fastening their tiny buckles while I summon a believable answer.

‘He said he was going for a drive. You know, exploring the village and countryside. He’s very into nature.’

‘Didn’t he invite you along?’ Alice scrunches up her nose. ‘That isn’t very gentlemanly of him.’

‘He did, but I decided to stay here.’

‘You’ve not gone off him already, have you?’ Alice sighs. ‘Because that’s quick, even for you.’

‘No, I haven’t gone off him. I just wasn’t in the mood for a drive.’

Alice purses her lips. She doesn’t look very convinced. ‘He sounds lovely. Don’t mess this up.’

‘I won’t. And he is lovely. Not a big talker, though. The conversation was pretty much one-sided.’

Alice shrugs. ‘Maybe he’s just shy. I’m sure he’ll open up a bit more once you get to know him.’ She claps her hands together and does a more sedate version of the squeal she pierced my eardrums with earlier. ‘So? What does he look like?’

‘He’s slim. Brown hair. Brown eyes. Brown everything, really.’

Alice jumps onto the bed next to me, almost bouncing me off the mattress. ‘Are we talking Idris Elba here? Because you know how much of a crush I have on him. I will be so jealous if he looks even remotely like my Idris.’

‘He really doesn’t.’

‘Phew!’ Alice mimes wiping her brow. ‘I could totally envisage a cat fight then.’

‘You have nothing to worry about. Twiggy isn’t your type.’

He isn’t anybody’s type, unless you’re a particularly small dog in the mood for a game of fetch.

‘I can’t wait to meet him. You’ll have to introduce me to him at dinner.’

‘That’s if he’s back from his drive.’

Alice shrugs. ‘We can meet later at the quiz if not. Hey, maybe he can be on our team!’

I can sense Twiggy is going to be problematic. Alice isn’t going to let it go. She’ll want to meet him no matter what. She’s like a dog with a bone – or a twig, I suppose.

‘We’ll see.’ I smile weakly while trying to formulate a plan to get myself out of this. A plan that doesn’t involve admitting that the man of my dreams is actually a sodding twig I found poking me in the arse cheek.




Chapter Sixteen

We’re on our way to the castle’s main entrance hall after lunch, where Carolyn has instructed all treasure-hunt participants to gather, when Alice’s uncle approaches, calling out her name as he wafts a large, overstuffed envelope in the air.

‘The old photos, as promised.’ Ned is wheezing slightly when he reaches us. He presses the envelope into Alice’s hand. ‘Take as many as you’d like. Carolyn and Archie too, and that boy, the one who’s the gardener now, he’s in them too.’

‘Thank you, Uncle Ned.’ Alice kisses her uncle on the cheek. ‘I can’t wait to look through them.’

‘Perhaps after the treasure hunt?’ Ned angles his walking stick in the direction of Carolyn, who’s standing at the top of the stone steps, ready to start proceedings.

‘Why don’t I take them up to our room?’ I can’t pretend my offer is totally magnanimous; my sandals have started to pinch my toes, which isn’t ideal, especially when you’re expected to dash around a massive castle. I can take the photos up to the room and change my footwear – two birds, one stone.

Everybody has already gathered at the bottom of the stone steps by the time I return in a more comfortable pair of shoes, but I manage to find Alice in the large gathering.

‘As much as I loved taking part in Grandpa’s treasure hunts when I was growing up,’ Carolyn is saying as I squeeze myself in next to Alice, ‘I obviously won’t be taking part today as I’ve devised the clues.’

‘It shouldn’t be too difficult to complete then,’ I hear Francelia mumble behind me. ‘She never was very bright.’ Luckily, Carolyn is too far away to overhear, but Alice does. I see her stiffen, but she doesn’t say anything, which is unlike my feisty best friend.

‘That wasn’t very kind, Aunt Francelia,’ I hear Archie say. ‘Or true.’

‘We’ll have to agree to disagree on that one.’ Francelia, with her chin jutting in the air, strides away, flashing Alice a look of immense distaste as she passes, her fingers toying with the necklace around her neck.

‘Thank you for that.’ Alice threads her arm through Archie’s and brings him in closer, spoiling our cosy little twosome. ‘I always seem to clam up when Francelia’s around.’

‘There’s a reason we called her The Goblin when we were kids,’ he says with a shrug before he looks back up at Carolyn, who’s loving being centre stage.

‘The clues lead to points both inside the castle and its grounds,’ she’s telling the assembled crowd. ‘And they could be in any of the rooms, apart from the kitchen and the bedrooms – so don’t worry, nobody will be rifling through your knicker drawer. Uncle Ned has made all the other rooms available, so search far and wide!’ Carolyn throws her arms out to demonstrate. ‘As there are so many of you taking part in today’s hunt – which is lovely to see, by the way – I thought it would be fun to do it in pairs.’

My shoulders drop. I wonder if it’s too late to back out? Leaning in close to Alice, I whisper, ‘You’re not going to try to pair me up with Archie, are you?’

‘Why would I do that?’ Alice whispers back. ‘You’ve finally found someone you’re interested in.’ I have? Oh, Twiggy! ‘I’m not going to jeopardise that. Nope.’ Alice shakes her head. ‘I’m keeping my nose out from now on. As long as you stick to the deal and give him a decent chance this week, I’ll back off.’

Interesting. So, Alice will cease the matchmaking as long as she thinks I’m involved with Twiggy? There will be no more matchmaking. No more meet and greets. No more listening to boring stories from boring guests. I’m free!

‘You each took a numbered ticket when you passed,’ Carolyn says. ‘So I’m now going to pair you up at random.’ She grabs a bowl filled with folded-up cloakroom tickets while everybody around me holds out a ticket of their own. But I don’t have a ticket. I’ve missed their distribution during my trip up to my room with the photos. Does this mean I won’t have a partner? I’m not entirely disappointed by the prospect, I must admit. Who knows who I’d end up lumbered with – knowing my luck it’d be Archie anyway, without Alice’s meddling.

‘If you hear your number called,’ Carolyn instructs, ‘please come up to the front until you’ve been paired up, then take one clue envelope between you – no peeking until I start the hunt – and wait by the rose garden.’ She indicates the plot behind us, where Tom is busy pruning. He doesn’t appear to be taking part in the treasure hunt, but then I suppose he’d be in danger of enjoying himself and, judging by the way he’s attacking the roses, happiness isn’t an option.

Carolyn starts to pick out tickets at random, calling out the numbers. Alice heads to the front when her number is called, and I see her face drop when the next number is called out and Francelia holds up her ticket.

‘Oh, fantastic,’ Francelia says as she joins her stepdaughter. ‘We’re never going to win. Remember the time you were stuck on the first clue for two hours?’

I glare at Francelia, wishing for very bad things to befall the witch, but it’s Archie who sticks up for Alice.

‘Give her a break, Aunt Francelia. She was only a kid.’

‘A kid?’ Francelia hoots. ‘She was fifteen.’ She snatches the first clue envelope from Carolyn before frogmarching Alice to one side.

‘Is it any wonder Alice hasn’t been back here for years?’ I ask Archie as the ticket-picking resumes. ‘Francelia has really got it in for her. With family like that, who needs enemies, eh?’

‘She’s got me.’ Archie points to the top of the steps, where Carolyn is calling out the next number. ‘And Carolyn, of course. Wait, did she just say twenty-six? That’s me. I’ll see you later. Good luck!’

Carolyn swirls the few remaining tickets in the bowl and plucks one out, holding it aloft as she reads, ‘Number nine!’ She’s clearly in her element as she plays games master this afternoon.

‘That’s me!’ One of the bridesmaids jumps up and down, her ticket held aloft like one of Willy Wonka’s golden tickets. She bounds to the front and threads her arm through Archie’s, reaching up on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. He smiles good-humouredly before taking a clue envelope from Carolyn.

‘Oh.’ Carolyn’s jovial mood dips once all of the tickets have been picked from the bowl. ‘It seems we don’t have a partner for you, Emily.’

‘That’s fine. Honestly.’ And it isn’t as though I haven’t been in this situation before. I was always picked last at school sports, and then that was only because I had to be picked at all. Being the last one standing isn’t a new thing for me.

‘No.’ Carolyn shakes her head. ‘This won’t do. It’s a paired treasure hunt. It’s only fair you have someone to work with…’ Tapping her chin with her finger, she glances around the grounds, as though somebody will magically appear, ready and able to be my partner. And, of course, they bloody well do. I have the worst luck ever as Lothario Ezra strolls into view.

‘Ezra!’ There’s a look of pure panic on the man’s face as Carolyn pounces, grasping his hand and towing him towards the crowd of people impatiently waiting for the treasure hunt to begin. ‘You’re just the kind of gentleman we’re looking for. We’re a man down for the treasure hunt, I’m afraid, so would you do me the hugest favour and partner with poor Emily here?’

Poor Emily?

Nah, I’m not having that. I don’t want a pity partner. I don’t want any partner at all.

‘Actually, I already have a partner lined up.’ I’m already crunching my way across the gravel, eager to nip any notion of partnering with the would-be cheat in the bud. ‘Tom agreed to be my partner earlier, before we knew the pairs were going to be chosen at random.’

‘I did not.’ Tom scowls over the top of the rosebush he’s trimming.

‘Yes,’ I say, my voice a low growl. ‘You did.’

Carolyn’s brow furrows. ‘But I asked Tom if he’d like to take part and he said no. He was quite adamant.’

‘He changed his mind.’

‘Did you?’ Carolyn asks Tom, whose scowl has deepened. I shoot him my best pleading look, all wide-eyed and pouty-mouthed. My hands are clasped at my chest as though in prayer. Please don’t make me spend the afternoon with that letch, alone.

Tom sighs and chucks his secateurs towards a tool bag. ‘Fine. Whatever. It isn’t as though I’m working. I’m here simply to act as an entertainer. I suppose somebody needs to be on hand in case she gets lost in the woods again.’

I’m grateful he’s helping me out and everything, but he’s being a bit of a douchebag. Still, if it’s a choice between Tom and the toothy letch…

‘Here you go.’ Carolyn hands over our first clue and takes centre stage at the top of the steps again. ‘Okay, treasure hunters, get ready.’

‘You don’t really have to do this,’ I whisper as Tom joins me. ‘We’ll wait until everyone has gone and then you can toddle off back to your flowers. I can do this on my own. I just needed an excuse not to partner up with Mr Pervy.’

‘I feel so used,’ Tom mutters. ‘I was so looking forward to working with you.’

‘Do you have to be such a dickhead about this? Just stand there for a few minutes and then I’ll leave you alone.’

‘Nope.’ Tom plucks the envelope from my fingers. ‘If we’re doing this, we’re doing this properly. I’m reigning champion of the Durban Castle treasure hunts. I intend to keep my belt.’

Oh, for God’s sake. Is it too late to work with Ezra?

‘On the count of three, you may open your envelopes.’ Carolyn pauses dramatically before starting her mini countdown. There’s a flurry of envelope ripping as she reaches number one. I haven’t even read the clue before couples start tearing away from the garden.

‘Say goodbye to your reigning championship, mate,’ Archie calls to Tom as he and his bridesmaid partner pass us. He laughs merrily, as though he’s just messing around, but I’ve clocked the determination in his eyes.

‘Right, it’s time to put your money where your mouth is,’ I tell Tom. ‘Let’s win this thing.’




Chapter Seventeen

‘Whoa, hold on a sec.’ Tom grabs hold of my arm as I attempt to surge away from the rose garden. ‘Where are you going?’

I wave my free arm towards the door to the castle, which everyone has now stampeded through. ‘To find the next clue.’

‘And where is it?’

I frown at him and point to the envelope in his hand. ‘That’s going to tell us.’ I thought he’d taken part in one of these things every summer? How the hell did he win so often if he’s lacking the most basic of treasure-hunt skills?

‘Then don’t you think we should read it before we go running off? Most of those guys don’t have a clue what’s written inside the envelope, never mind have the foggiest where they’re heading to. They’ll be running around the castle like headless chickens.’

Okay, so maybe he has a point.

Just a teeny one.

‘Come on then.’ I flap my hands at the envelope. ‘What does it say?’

Tom holds out the slip of paper and reads the clue aloud.

‘Her icy glare is surrounded by gold. Her lips are tight, her story never told. Between 1800 and a hundred years plus, you will find this sourpuss.’

What the actual?

‘It’s Velda.’ Tom’s already striding up the steps. ‘She’s near the staircase.’


I scurry after him. ‘Who the hell is Velda?’

‘Carolyn’s great-great grandmother.’

‘She’s still alive?’ Blimey. I want to know the woman’s secret to vitality.

‘Of course not.’ Tom turns to give me a withering look. ‘It’s her portrait. It used to terrify us when we were kids. You’ll see why in a minute.’

Tom heads straight to a particular portrait when we make it to the entrance hall, and I can certainly understand why the miserable cow facing out would scare young children. Her face is covered by a black veil, but you can still see the cold eyes glowering out from the canvas, her mouth a thin, mean line, her chin tilted in challenge. It’s the old boot Mr Cravat was so fascinated with yesterday, though I had no idea why. The old crow is giving me the willies.

‘Her eyes follow you.’ I shudder as Tom reaches for the painting. There’s the tiniest slip of white poking out from behind the frame, which he eases out. He takes the next clue out of the envelope and we read it silently, in case we tip anyone off.

‘It’s the fireplace in the nursery,’ Tom whispers before he slips the clue back into place. ‘We’ll take a shortcut through the courtyard.’

Tom, in what I’ve come to recognise as his signature move, starts to stride along the corridor, bursting out through a door before striding along the path towards the fountain. We keep going until we reach a door on the other side, and I’m panting by the time we make it into a pretty much identical corridor from the one we’ve just left. Boy, Tom really is keen to retain his crown as reigning treasure-hunt champion. If we carry on like this, Archie’s smug look will go AWOL pretty damn fast.

‘This part of the castle is usually closed off,’ Tom says as we move swiftly along the corridor. ‘Most of the rooms were converted into bedrooms and suites for the business, but Ned wanted to keep a bit of his childhood home, so he closed this wing off to the public. Here we are.’

He pushes open a door and I step into a childhood fantasy. A four-storey wooden doll’s house stands in one corner, complete with beautifully crafted furniture and accessories, while a painted rocking horse stands in another. There are shelves crammed with books, their spines cracked with use, while others are lined with toy cars and tin soldiers. A window seat overlooks the lawns at the back of the castle, with the little wood in the distance. From here, I can see the stream I heard trickling last night while out with Archie. A row of dolls, ranging from the slightly creepy-looking porcelain variety to more modern-day plastic-faced models, sits along the seat as though waiting to be chosen by a child to play with, though I’m sure they’d leave the one on the end well alone. Her straw-coloured hair is matted, her eyes staring off in different directions. She makes me shudder just looking at her.

And there, in the centre of the room, is a wide fireplace framed by a decorative surround. The fireplace is now sealed off and empty, apart from a folded slip of paper.

The next clue.

The next clue takes us back out into the courtyard. I was hesitant to leave the nursery, my inner child fighting to stay and play, but Tom couldn’t get out of there fast enough. He wanted to get to the next clue as soon as.

We find the next envelope tucked under a rock beside the fountain. It would have been much simpler if we’d spotted it on the way to the nursery, therefore bypassing the fireplace clue entirely, so I vow to keep my eyes peeled for sneaky slips of white paper from now on.

‘Wave hello,’ Tom reads, his eyes dashing from the clue to our surrounds as he checks for other treasure hunters. We haven’t seen anybody since they charged into the castle, which either means we’re way ahead of the game or failing miserably.

‘And goodbye,’ Tom continues. ‘Let him know you’re here. Let him know you’ll return. A faithful friend, standing tall. Cherish him. Evermore.’

Tom’s forehead crinkles as he turns his gaze from the clue to me, practically shoving the paper under my nose. He starts to read it again, but I see it straight away. You don’t pass these kinds of things in the corridors every day and not pick up a poetry style or two.

‘It’s Old Rusty.’ I take the clue and fold it up, ready to pop it back into its envelope and slip it back under the rock for the next hunter to find (if we’re not actually last. For all we know, the others could be sitting down to tea and cakes and wondering what’s taking us so long by now).

‘Who?’ Tom’s brow crinkles further. ‘What?’

‘It’s an acrostic poem.’ I unfold the paper and run my finger down the first line, which spells out ‘WALLACE’ – the suit of armour guarding the door.

I have just enough time to drop the envelope and plonk the rock on top before Tom starts to advance back towards the castle. I really want to win to wipe that smug look from Archie’s face, but I think Tom may want the win even more.

‘Can you slow down a bit?’ My hand is clutching at my middle as I amble after him. ‘I’m getting a stitch.’

‘A stitch?’ Tom holds open the door and I shuffle inside. ‘From walking?’

‘Walking?’ I give a hoot. It comes out rather raspy. ‘Even Usain Bolt doesn’t walk that fast.’

‘Do you want to win or not?’

‘Yes.’ The stitch is starting to ease off now we’re moving at a more leisurely pace. ‘But I also want to be able to breathe.’ I take a few deep breaths to demonstrate. ‘We do need to beat Archie, though. And Francelia.’ My lip curls at the mere mention of the witch’s name.

‘Is she still giving Alice grief over that necklace bullshit?’

‘Yep.’ My breathing is pretty much back to normal now. I think I may have exaggerated about the speediness. ‘You think it’s bullshit too?’

Tom makes a pfft sound. ‘Obviously. There’s no way Alice took it. You should have seen it – it was so gaudy, even Mr T would have turned it away. Alice thought it was ugly too. We had a good laugh about it, actually. The day it went missing.’

I can’t imagine Tom having a good laugh about anything, but I keep this info to myself.

‘How did it end up in Alice’s drawer though?’

‘Somebody was framing her. Think about it. How did Francelia know to look in Alice’s underwear drawer? She didn’t look in anybody else’s. Apparently, she got a tip-off or something, but she wouldn’t say who from.’

‘Why would anyone want to frame Alice?’

Tom sighs as we near the entrance hall. ‘That’s always been the bit I didn’t understand.’

We pick up speed as we cross the entrance hall – Tom is racing, I’m jogging behind – and find the clue tucked into Old Rusty’s visor. The clue sends us to the poolroom, but there are no specifics, so we tear about the place in search of the clue. Tom takes charge of the changing facilities while I tackle the sunloungers and general poolside area.


‘Got it!’ Tom cries as he pulls the clue from between a couple of towels. I rush over (carefully, remembering the rule about running near pools) and we read the clue together.

‘It’s the umbrella tree.’ I grab the clue and shove it back between the towels, making sure a bit is peeping out. I want to win – badly – but it has to be fair.

‘How do you know about the umbrella tree?’ Tom, instead of tearing towards the door, is standing in the same spot.

‘Archie took me there last night.’

‘Ah.’ Tom gives me a knowing look and I resist the urge to push him into the pool.

‘Nothing happened in there.’

Tom shrugs. ‘Whatever you say.’

I decide to ignore the rather seedy look on Tom’s face and grab him by the arm, pulling him towards the door. ‘It makes sense that one of the clues will lead into the woods. You were there this morning, clearing the branches so nobody gouges out an eye, remember?’

‘Until you came along and disrupted my hard work by getting lost.’

‘I wasn’t lost,’ I say through gritted teeth. This guy is extremely annoying.

‘You should seriously think about getting tagged. Like they do in case your pet gets lost.’

‘And you should seriously get off my case.’ We reach the door and push our way out into the grounds. Ahead, I can see two bodies about to disappear between the trees, but they’re too far away to make out who they are. Curses! I bet it’s Archie and the bridesmaid. ‘Come on, quick.’ Grabbing Tom’s arm again, I break into a jog. There’s no way I’m going to be able to run all the way to the umbrella tree, but we’ll at least make up a little ground.

‘I’m sorry,’ Tom says as we reach the edge of the woods. ‘About the tagging thing. I was just joking. You know, having a bit of a laugh.’

‘Really? I didn’t think you were capable of having fun.’ I will not be the bigger person. I can hold on to a grudge like nobody’s business. I didn’t speak to Kevin for a week when he claimed Friends was overrated, which created a bit of an awkward sitch both at home and work.

‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’

Tom stops, folding his arms across his chest and tilting his head to one side. I want to grasp him by his overalls and give him a good shake while screaming ‘we don’t have time for this!’ in his face.

But I don’t.

‘You’re just… a bit uptight.’

I forge ahead, even though I have no idea where the umbrella tree is. I think we all know how abysmal my navigation skills are.

‘Excuse me?’ Tom sets off after me, catching me in a stride-and-a-half. ‘You think I’m uptight?’

Okay, I’m feeling a little uncomfortable here. Perhaps I should have kept my big gob shut. I either need to backpedal or brazen it out, and since I can’t think of a way to backtrack, it looks like I’m just going to have to go with it.

‘Well, you’re hardly the life and soul of the party, are you?’ My cheeks are flaming and I’m in danger of wetting myself, but I jut my chin in the air. ‘One of your oldest friends is getting married – someone who once thought of you as a brother – and you couldn’t care less. You strut about the place with that surly expression on your face, as though you’d rather be anywhere else.’

‘Maybe I would.’ I still have no idea where the umbrella tree is located, but Tom has taken the lead, winding us through the trees swiftly. ‘Maybe I’m sick to death of bloody weddings. Of people pretending it’s all going to end happily ever after.’

‘At least we finally agree on something,’ I say in between pants. Tom is power-walking his way through the woods now. Plus, I am seriously unfit. ‘What is it with people thinking you have to have a man to be complete? And by people, I’m talking about Alice here.’

‘Alice always was a bit of a romantic, even when we were kids.’

‘A romantic? She’s like Cupid on crack.’ My chest is on fire. The treasure hunt doesn’t really matter, does it? Who, apart from Tom, would care if I had a little lie-down on the twiggy floor? But I feel a fresh surge of motivation as the umbrella tree comes into view. I can see Archie and his partner through the branches as we race towards it. The pair are emerging when we finally reach the tree and a smug look fills Archie’s face when he spots us. He’s ahead of us and could win if we don’t get a shift on.

‘Can’t we just follow them?’ I ask as Tom dives between the vines and Archie tears off through the trees.

‘What if they’ve got the clue wrong?’


Good point.

‘And as we don’t know where they’re going, we can’t get ahead of them to win anyway.’

Another good point.

Tom grabs the clue from where it’s pegged on a low branch and, without letting me see or hear the words, returns it before grasping my hand and following in Archie and the bridesmaid’s footsteps.

‘Where are we going?’ I gasp as I work my little legs to keep up.

‘The chapel.’ Tom speeds up. I fight the urge to have a weep. I doubt I have the energy anyway. ‘It’s the last clue. Whoever gets there first wins.’

Right. No crying. Only winning.

Can somebody please pass that message on to my burning thighs?




Chapter Eighteen

I want to die. No, scratch that, I am going to die. My heart is going to explode out of my chest, or my lungs will pop, or my legs will fall off my body. Or all three at once. Either way, I ain’t going to make it to the chapel. Wherever that may be, as I don’t actually know and I’m simply blindly following Tom across the grass. Literally, as I’m sweating so much it’s running into my eyes and I can’t see a thing as I grind my knuckles into them.

‘There’s a bridge, but it’ll slow us down going that way,’ Tom says. Says? How is he still breathing enough to speak? ‘So we’ll have to jump. Ready?’

What? No, I’m not ready! I haven’t a clue what he’s talking about.

I open my eyes in time to see the stream looming ahead. It isn’t very wide, but my legs are ready to crumble beneath me. I feel like I’m running on a pair of jelly sticks at the moment and they are not in any state to catapult me across the water, no matter how narrow it is.

But it seems I have little choice in the matter. There’s so much momentum going, I can’t stop. Plus, Tom won’t let me. I don’t know if he’s sensed my reluctance, but he’s got a tight grip on my arm and we’re ploughing towards the grassy bank.

‘Go!’ Tom cries.

‘Gah!’ I cry.

With Tom half-dragging me, I make it across the stream, but there’s no time to celebrate. The chapel is just ahead – and so are Archie and the bridesmaid. The bridesmaid is – inexplicably – wearing heels, which has slowed the pair down, so we’re not far behind. If we sprint, we could just propel ourselves into first place. I somehow find a reserve of energy and we surge forward, a weird war cry erupting as we near our competitors. There’s a strangled cry, but this time it isn’t coming from me.

‘My ankle!’ the bridesmaid howls, hopping on one foot while trying to grasp the other. ‘I’ve twisted my ankle. Ow!’

I try not to flash a smug grin at Archie. I try extremely hard, honestly, I do. But I fail. I fail badly.

Ha ha! Looks like we’ve won!

We sail through the open doors of the chapel, smiles of victory on our faces despite the pain and exhaustion.

‘Hello.’ Francelia turns to face us from the front-row pew.

‘What took you so long?’ Alice asks as the smiles fall from our faces. There is no victory – for me and Tom at least. There is only crushing disappointment and the very real possibility of death.

‘How?’ Tom doubles over, placing his hands on his thighs as he sucks in fresh air. ‘I don’t… How?’

‘You either have it…’ Alice shrugs. ‘Or you don’t.’

Archie stumbles into the chapel, with his partner limping after him, and scowls at me and Tom, but his scowl deepens when he spots Alice and Francelia.

‘We’re third?’ He wheels round to face his wincing partner. ‘We’d have been first if you weren’t wearing those ridiculous shoes. They’ve been a hindrance every step of the way.’ He staggers to the front of the chapel and kisses his aunt on the cheek. ‘Congratulations. At least somebody’s taken the crown from Tom at last.’

The bridesmaid throws herself into the nearest pew and massages her ankle. ‘So, what’s the prize then?’

Carolyn, who has been perched on the altar, slips down and holds out an envelope. ‘I was going to wait for everyone to finish to announce it, but that could be quite some time.’ She hands the envelope over to Alice with a beaming smile. ‘Congratulations! You’ve won a meal for two at Little Heaton’s finest restaurant tomorrow night.’

Alice takes the envelope with trepidation and glances at her stepmother. ‘A meal for two each?’

Carolyn pulls a face. ‘I’m afraid not. They only had one table available, so you’ll have to be each other’s date. Sorry.’

Francelia’s lips twitch into a brief but terrifying smile. ‘How romantic.’

‘I suppose it’s a good thing we didn’t win,’ I say to Tom, nudging him with my elbow. ‘Otherwise we’d have had to go on a date.’

Tom blanches. ‘Losing’s a lucky escape then.’

‘All right, no need to look so utterly disgusted at the prospect.’ I wish I’d nudged him a bit harder now. ‘I happen to be a fantastic catch.’

Tom snorts, but I can see the very beginnings of a smile twitching at his lips. ‘I find that hard to believe.’

‘It’s true.’ I hold up my thumb. ‘I’m fun, as long as you don’t do anything to piss me off. I think the ship has sailed for us on that count, though.’ I hold up my index finger for my second point. ‘I have a high tolerance of crappy action films.’

‘Not that high if you consider them “crappy”.’

‘I sit through them without too much complaint. What more do you want?’ I hold up a third finger. ‘I’m not into PDAs, so you don’t have to worry about looking soppy in front of your mates.’

‘What if I’m into PDAs?’

I look at Tom and practically laugh in his face. ‘I highly doubt that. That’d be like Victor Meldrew playing footsie with Margaret out in public.’

Tom laughs, and I’m shocked when his face doesn’t crack. ‘I used to love One Foot in the Grave.’

‘Me too. It was my Aunt Dorothy’s favourite. The only time I ever heard her laugh was when she was watching her sitcoms.’

‘Did she watch Keeping Up Appearances?’

‘Of course. She liked all the classics: Dad’s Army, ‘Allo ‘Allo!, Last of the Summer Wine, Some Mother’s Do ‘Ave ‘Em. I wasn’t allowed to watch a lot of telly at Aunt D’s, so I grew to love them too. It was either British sitcoms or quiz shows in Aunt D’s house.’

‘You can’t beat the classics,’ Tom says, and I’m amazed to have found two things in common today. We both have fantastic taste in TV and a hatred of all things wedding. If he wasn’t already attached and I had as high a tolerance for mood swings as I do crappy action films, we’d be a perfect match.

‘What do you mean, he’s too busy for karaoke?’ Alice’s face is stony as she perches on the end of my bed while I apply my make-up at the dressing table. I’ve showered and changed into a pair of jeans and a sparkly top, which is much more ‘me’ than the fancy dresses I’ve brought with me to meet Francelia’s standards. A group of us are off to the village pub for a karaoke night, which should be fun. Unfortunately, Alice is quite keen for Twiggy to join us, so she can vet him and make sure he’s up to her standards, which came as a bit of a surprise to me as I was under the impression that a pulse was the only requirement when it came to my love life.

‘What exactly is he doing? Not another drive, surely.’ Alice goes to the window and sweeps a hand towards the pane. ‘It’s pitch-black. There’s nothing to see.’

‘The moon?’ I suggest. ‘Or the stars?’

I see Alice narrow her eyes through the reflection in the dressing-table mirror. ‘Is he a stargazer?’

I shrug my shoulders. Is my imaginary admirer a stargazer? I’m struggling to keep up with his fake exploits already. Having a pretend suitor is mentally exhausting.


Alice turns to Piers, who is sitting on her bed, phone in one hand, glass of wine in the other. Our room has become pre-karaoke night central, with both the bride and groom here as well as Archie. Everybody else was ready ages ago, but Alice took an age in our shared bathroom so I’m still catching up.

‘Is Twiggy a stargazer?’ Alice asks Piers and I almost poke a mascara wand into my eye. I spin around on the stool, but Piers doesn’t appear to have heard.

‘Hmm?’ He lifts his gaze – briefly – from his phone. ‘What was that?’

‘Twiggy,’ Alice says. ‘Is he a stargazer?’

Piers lifts his head, a frown in place, and I know I have to act fast. Why did I tell Alice that Twiggy was Piers’ cousin? Because he either had to be a guest of the bride or groom, and it seemed the more sensible option under the circumstances.

‘Actually, the truth is,’ I say before Alice can say another word and further land me in it, ‘I didn’t invite him to join us.’

‘What?’ Alice gives me an icy stare. It doesn’t look dissimilar to Francelia’s favourite expression. ‘Why not?’

Yes, Emily, why not?

‘Because…’ I fiddle about a bit with the mascara wand, dipping it in and out of the tube until Alice snatches it from me and screws the lid on. ‘Because he doesn’t wear socks underneath his trousers, and you know how much that bugs me.’

There’s a momentary spell of silence as Alice takes a deep breath in, sort of like the quiet before the storm. I draw back, preparing myself for the onslaught.

But it doesn’t come. Alice simply hands the mascara back and pats me on the shoulder (I instinctively flinch as she comes at me with an open palm, but there’s no malice there).

‘Fine.’

‘Eh?’

‘It’s fine. If it isn’t meant to be, it isn’t meant to be.’

I don’t trust this Alice. This Alice is not the headstrong woman I’ve known for the past ten years. She’s being far too lenient. Too reasonable.

What’s the catch?

‘Never mind. There’s plenty more fish in the castle.’ She sits down on my bed, next to Archie, and beams at me. There’s the catch. No Twiggy = more matchmaking, starting with Archie. It’s only Tuesday, meaning I’ll have to endure four more days of this. I’m not sure I have the strength.

I turn back to the mirror, fighting hard against the urge to throw daggers at my best friend’s reflection.

‘We don’t all have to get up and sing, do we?’ Piers asks as I apply a final coat of mascara to my lashes. ‘I mean, it’s a bit lame, isn’t it?’

‘Lame?’ Alice blinks rapidly at her future brother-in-law. ‘We had some brilliant karaoke sessions back at uni.’

‘But we’re not at uni any more.’

‘That doesn’t mean we can’t have fun,’ Carolyn says.

‘Maybe I should just stay here.’ Piers shrugs. ‘It’s not really my thing. Plus, I still haven’t decided on the photos I want for the reception’s slideshow.’ He jiggles his phone at Carolyn and resumes his scrolling on the screen.

‘You can’t stay here like a great big misery.’ Carolyn leans across the bed to kiss him on the cheek. ‘But I promise you don’t have to sing if you don’t want to.’

Piers beams at his fiancée before dropping his gaze back down to his phone. ‘How about this one?’ He holds the phone out to Carolyn, but she scrunches up her nose and shakes her head.

‘No way. I’ve got three chins and a nasty breakout of spots on my forehead.’

‘What’s this about?’ Alice moves across the bed so she can have a nosy at the offending photo.

‘We’re having a slideshow at the reception, on a big projector screen, showing photos of our relationship, from our very first date to our engagement. But Piers has yet to choose any photos that don’t make me look a state.’

‘Speaking of photos…’ Alice hops off the bed and grabs the envelope of old photos her uncle passed on earlier. ‘Uncle Ned gave me these. Apparently, they’re old photos of us as kids. Granny and Grandpa must have taken them.’

‘Ooh.’ Carolyn wriggles her fingers at the envelope. ‘Let’s have a quick look.’

The sisters sit together on the bed, the thick wad of photos held between them. They’re soon pissing themselves laughing at the dodgy hairstyles and fashion choices of the early to mid-nineties. Intrigued, I squeeze in beside Alice so I can have a gander.

‘Oh my God.’ I press a hand to my mouth. ‘What happened to your hair? An electric shock?’

A young Alice is pouting at us, her short hair a backcombed mass held down with tiny, multicoloured clips. She looks like a strawberry-blonde, accessorised Edward Scissorhands.

‘Hey, I looked cute.’ Alice sticks her tongue out at me before plucking the photo from the pile and adding it to the bottom. The next photo has been taken by the fountain in the courtyard. Archie and Tom are perched on the stone wall of the fountain, with Alice and Carolyn on either side. Archie’s arm is around Alice’s waist while Carolyn is leaning her head on Tom’s shoulder. They look like the very happy, cosy foursome I haven’t been able to picture until now. Tom is smiling, his eyes crinkling at the sides, and looks so unlike the surly bloke I’ve witnessed that I have to peer at the face for a minute to convince myself it really is him.

‘You really were the best of friends,’ I say as yet more evidence is presented before me: Alice throwing her head back laughing as Tom gives her a piggyback, Archie ruffling Tom’s hair as they both grin at the camera, the four of them perched on a tree in the woods. Tom appears to be a fun-loving young man – what the hell happened to change that?

‘We were.’ Alice flips to the next photo, where she’s sitting in Tom’s lap on the stone steps at the entrance of the castle. ‘The summers here were the best, until Francelia’s stupid necklace changed everything.’

‘I don’t understand how that drove you all apart.’ There’s another photo of a grinning Tom. ‘I get why you didn’t want to come back here, but why is there such a distance between you and Tom? He knows you didn’t take the necklace.’

‘I know.’ Alice’s gaze slides to Archie. ‘But it’s complicated. Anyway…’ She pushes the photos back into their envelope. ‘We should get going. The others will be waiting for us.’

We meet the rest of the karaoke gang in the entrance hall and walk down the hill together and into the village. As well as our bedroom gang, best man Teddy is here, along with bridesmaids Thea and Josephine (whose ankle has recovered after the treasure hunt), plus a couple of cousins and a female relative nobody seems to know but who is happily chewing Teddy’s ear off while clinging on to his arm with a death grip.

‘Did anybody invite Tom?’ I ask Alice as we reach the bottom of the hill. Alice gives me a funny look, somewhere between surprise, delight and hope, which is an odd combination, but I know exactly what is going through my friend’s mind: why is she enquiring about Tom? Ooh, does this mean she fancies Tom and they’re going to get together, get married and have lots and lots of babies? It’s nonsense, obviously, but the thoughts are there and happen so quickly the corresponding facial expressions merge into one loopy-looking feature.

‘I don’t think so.’ Alice’s eyes slide to Archie, who is walking on the other side of me. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘Just wondered.’ I pull a face. ‘Didn’t want him ruining the night with his grumpy face.’

Alice threads her arm through mine. ‘You seemed to work well together during the treasure hunt.’

‘Because we both wanted it to be over as quickly as possible.’

Alice doesn’t even acknowledge my contribution. ‘And you seemed to be having a good chat in the chapel. He seemed happy, like the old Tom again.’

We’re in dangerous territory here. Alice is gearing up to interfere, and if there’s anybody who would be averse to her meddling, it would be Tom. He doesn’t strike me as the kind of person who would take well to a bit of matchmaking. Besides, he thinks I’m a numpty with no sense of direction and a penchant for having sex in the woods with random men I’ve known for an hour or two. No wonder he was surprised by my ‘great catch’ declaration.

And, oh yes, he’s engaged with a baby on the way.

Alice is most put out when I deliver this little nugget of information.





Chapter Nineteen

The Royal Oak is a chocolate-box sort of village pub a short walk into Little Heaton, with a creamy rendering and red-tiled roof. A matching porch, held up by dark wooden beams, sits between two bay windows, providing a small shelter above the door. The interior of the pub is cosy, with low lighting and an open fire, though the latter isn’t currently in use as we’re in the midst of summer. There’s a long bar in the middle of the room, separating two distinct areas; the quieter, slightly darker area that is filled with worn tables and swirly patterned upholstered chairs is to the left, while the right side contains the pool table and fruit machines, their lights signalling fun times with a mesmerising dance. A karaoke machine is set out in this area and has already attracted a crowd of locals.

Alice, Archie and I have formed a cosy little trio, and we head to the bar, where two members of staff are looking rather startled at the influx of a dozen extra customers. Archie offers to get the first round in while Alice and I secure a table. We’re already perusing the karaoke catalogue to pick out our song choices by the time he brings the drinks over.

‘Do you fancy doing a duet?’ Alice asks as she runs a finger down the laminated page.

I nod and take a sip of the white wine Archie has just placed in front of me. ‘We used to do a mean Bananarama.’

‘I was thinking more Destiny’s Child.’ Alice takes a sip of her own drink as she continues to scan the catalogue. ‘Bananarama are fantastic fun, but if you want to be a bit more daring, then you can’t go wrong by channelling Beyoncé.’ Alice taps a song selection on the page. ‘How about “Bootylicious”?’

‘“Bootylicious”?’ I purse my lips as I consider the suggestion. It’s a good song – fun, sassy, energetic – but I can’t help thinking Alice is up to something. Because I know Alice. She’s plotting.

‘Maybe we should ask Carolyn to make up the trio,’ she says before wrinkling her nose. ‘Actually, scrap that. I love my sister to death, but she sounds like a strangled cat when she sings.’

‘So what?’ We’ve never taken karaoke seriously; we’ve sung everything from Chumbawamba’s ‘Tubthumping’ to Sonny and Cher’s ‘I Got You Babe’ (I was Sonny to Alice’s Cher). Karaoke isn’t about being the best singer, it’s about having the most fun.

‘I just think this could be your chance to shine.’ Alice picks up her glass, her eyes wandering to Archie and back as she takes a sip.

Of course. How could I have been so naïve? Now I get the ‘Bootylicious’ song choice; she wants me to get all arse-wiggly for Archie’s benefit. Now Twiggy is out of the way, she’s lining up his replacement. The onslaught isn’t in any danger of slowing down. If it isn’t Archie, it’ll be somebody else. Anybody else. Why couldn’t Twiggy have been real? She stopped with the Cupid nonsense when she believed I was into him.

Just a minute!

Light-bulb moment.

If Alice is under the impression I’ve found a potential suitor, she’ll leave me alone. Now, I can’t make one up – I tried that, and she won’t be satisfied until she’s met and vetted him – but what if I pretended to be interested in someone? Someone pleasant enough that they won’t annoy the hell out of me. Someone Alice deems appropriate. Someone like Archie…

‘Yeah.’ My head bobs up and down. ‘Okay. “Bootylicious” sounds fun.’ I fill in the little slip and hand it to the karaoke host before sinking my glass of Dutch courage (aka the not-too-bad house white).

‘It’s my round,’ I tell Archie, even though he still has three-quarters of a pint left. I rest my hand on his shoulder as I pass behind him, giving it a gentle squeeze. It’s nothing too flirtatious – I don’t want to alert Alice to my plan by coming on too strong too quickly. I head for the bar, where Tom is waiting to be served. He’s changed out of his gardening scruffs and is wearing a pair of nicely fitting jeans and a T-shirt that shows off the physical work he carries out daily.

‘You were invited along after all,’ I say as I stand next to him. I’m surprised he turned up, actually. From what I can gather, he isn’t one for joining in. Not any more, at least.

‘Nope.’ He thanks the barmaid as she places a pint in front of him. ‘Just came into my local for a quick pint and found it overrun with out-of-towners.’ He hands the money to the barmaid and takes a sip of his pint while I will the ground to open up and gobble me whole.

‘I’m sure there was some misunderstanding. I bet Carolyn assumed Alice had asked you to join us and vice versa.’

Tom holds up a hand. ‘It’s fine, really. It isn’t as though I’m a wedding guest. I’m just the gardener.’

‘That isn’t true. Alice and Carolyn were so excited when they realised you were here.’

Tom grunts and takes another sip of his pint.

‘I mean, they were a bit confused by your… lack of enthusiasm.’ I’m trying so hard not to put my foot in it again. ‘They thought you could all pick up where you left off last time. Or at least reminisce over your shared childhood.’

‘I’m really not in the mood for reminiscing.’ Tom takes the change from the barmaid and I place my order. When I turn back to continue our conversation, to tell him about the photos we’ve just looked at, I find he’s shuffled off to the other end of the bar.

The karaoke session begins, with a couple of locals kicking things off with their rather painful renditions of a Whitney classic and Adele. Alice and I are next up, and I throw myself into the performance, the glasses of wine I’ve poured down my throat enabling me to keep eye contact with Archie as I demonstrate my ‘bootyliciousness’. It isn’t easy displaying such bootyliciousness in a pair of jeans rather than something a bit slinkier, but I pull it off, in my slightly drunken opinion.

Ah, forget modesty. I am sexy as hell up there.

‘Blimey, Emily,’ Archie says once I’ve finished and plopped myself into my seat. ‘That was quite something.’

I bite my lip, hating myself a little bit as I do so. ‘A good something, or a bad something?’

Archie grins at me. ‘A good something. Definitely a good something.’

‘Excellent, because that’s exactly what I was aiming for.’ I wink at Archie and pick up my glass, but it’s empty. I give it a little jiggle and peer inside, but I’m in definite need of a top-up.

‘Let me.’ Archie takes the glass from me and I make a pathetic simpering sound at him.

I detest myself right now, but needs must.

One of the locals is currently taking her place at the karaoke screen, microphone in one hand, the other tugging at the hem of her skirt, which is so short, she’s in danger of flashing her Mary. She’s chosen to sing Miley Cyrus’s ‘Wrecking Ball’ and she’s pretty good. Obviously she isn’t as bootylicious as Alice and I, but the girl can sing.

‘What are you going to sing?’ I ask Archie when he returns with a fresh round of drinks.

‘Me?’ Archie shakes his head. ‘I don’t do karaoke.’

‘But it’s fun.’ I pout up at him, wondering – too late – if I’m laying it on a bit thick. ‘Why don’t we do a duet? That way, it takes the pressure off a bit.’

Archie squirms in his seat. ‘It really isn’t me.’

The above-par rendition of ‘Wrecking Ball’ comes to an end with rapturous applause and Carolyn takes her place by the karaoke screen. The intro to ‘My Heart Will Go On’ begins and Carolyn croons along. She is awful, bless her. Truly horrendous, but what she lacks in actual singing talent, she makes up for in confidence and she belts out those (nowhere-near-in-tune) notes like there’s no tomorrow. Her arm is outstretched, her face is displaying the utter heartache she is going through – if only for three minutes – as she tells us her woeful tale. She receives thunderous applause once she finishes and I’m enthusiastic with my response, hammering my palms on the tabletop in celebration of the wonderful performance. Carolyn gives a theatrical bow before she skips back to her seat.

‘You sound like a sack of drowning cats,’ I hear Alice say as she flings her arms around her sister. ‘But you’re bloody fantastic.’

‘Why, thank you.’ Carolyn tips an imaginary cap, not in the least put out by her sister’s judgement. ‘I think I’m going for a Mariah next.’ She picks up the catalogue and starts to leaf through it.

Best man Teddy is up next, giving a comical performance of Vic Reeves and The Wonder Stuff’s ‘Dizzy’, followed by a bridesmaid duo of ‘Islands in the Stream’. Another local gets up to have a go at a bit of Elvis – complete with gyrating hips and curled lip.

‘Are you sure you don’t want a go?’ I ask Archie. ‘We could get up together. Diana Ross and Lionel Richie? Bill Medley and Jennifer Warnes? Peter Andre and Katie Price?’ Archie doesn’t look impressed by my suggestions. ‘Or how about a group song? That way you can hide at the back if you really hate it.’

Archie shakes his head firmly. ‘I don’t sing unless I’m in the shower. Alone.’

‘But everybody else is having a go.’ I turn to the karaoke area, where even Tom is about to have a turn. I’m so shocked, I almost fall off my stool.

‘Piers isn’t,’ Archie points out.

Piers isn’t even sitting with us any more. He’s at the bar, his back to the karaoke machine, as he fiddles with his phone.

‘Although he’d be up there if this was a competition,’ Archie says. ‘Piers is quite the competitor. If this was a contest, he’d be up there right now, giving it his best Sam Smith impression.’

As it isn’t, he’s being a miserable bugger. I get the not singing part – it isn’t everybody’s cup of tea – but to distance himself like this, even when his soon-to-be wife was giving it her all…

‘He wasn’t happy Carolyn banned him from taking part in the treasure hunt, in case people thought he had inside information.’

I snort. ‘In a family treasure hunt? Wouldn’t that be taking it a bit too far?’

Archie laughs. ‘You clearly haven’t experienced Piers’ competitiveness.’

I’m about to confirm as much, but the words die away as Tom starts to sing. And blimey, the boy can sing, even if he has chosen The Smiths’ ‘This Charming Man’, one of the most depressing songs known to man. I’d thought the Miley Cyrus fan was pretty good, but Tom is amazing. He’s wasted on those rosebushes and grass clippings. He should be up on stage, having knickers thrown at him.

Am I drunk enough to do that?

Nope, definitely not.

‘Go, Tom!’ I yell instead of whipping off my undies. I usually find The Smiths pretty gloomy, but I can get onboard with this charming man. My arms are in the air, swaying in time to the music – and I’m not the only one getting into the performance. Bridesmaid Thea has gone all swoony-eyed as she gazes up at Tom, her teeth digging into her bottom lip. Go Tom, indeed. Singing boy has earned himself an admirer.

‘Oh, sod it.’ Archie reaches for the catalogue sitting on the next table and starts to flick through. ‘Let’s have a go. I don’t want to be boring like Piers.’

I turn to smile my encouragement before turning back towards the performance.

Archie nudges me lightly with his elbow and points down at the catalogue when he has my attention again. ‘What are we singing then?’

‘You want to duet?’ I rub my hands together and grab the catalogue. ‘How do you fancy being Elton to my Kiki Dee?’





Chapter Twenty

We kill it at karaoke. Archie, despite his earlier reluctance, is actually a good singer, though he says one performance is more than enough. I get up again, this time with Alice and Carolyn, and by my fourth go I’m warmed up (and wined up) enough for a solo. I’m having an absolute blast. It feels like our uni days all over again, when I was discovering who I was without Mum doing her best to screw me up, or Aunt Dorothy breathing down my neck. Before Mum died, when I was full of life and possibility and hope for the first time. I like this feeling. I love this feeling, and I don’t want it to end. I want to stay in the Royal Oak for ever, existing on white wine spritzers, dry roasted peanuts and the joy of singing.

‘Do you know what?’ Carolyn slings her arm around my shoulders and pulls me in so tight, I may as well be in a headlock. I haven’t been in this position since I had a scrap with Jillian McIver in Year Ten after she called my mum a ‘junkie whore’. I hope Carolyn doesn’t start yanking my hair out.

‘What?’ I ask, propping Carolyn up as she starts to sway.

‘We should audition for The X Factor. You, me and Alice.’ She jabs a finger at each named person (as though I don’t know who we all are). ‘We could be the next Little Mix.’ She gasps and tries to clap, but her hands miss each other by a country mile. ‘We could be Pick “n” Mix!’ She throws her head back and roars with laughter, almost toppling us both off balance. I manage to right her and plonk her down on a stool. ‘I want to be Pick. Do you want to be Mix or “n”?’

Carolyn cracks up again, her shoulders shaking as she slaps her thigh repeatedly.

‘I’ll let Alice decide.’ I wave a hand at my friend, who’s at the bar chatting to the barmaid. She sees me, excuses herself and threads her way over.

‘Your sister is royally pissed.’

Carolyn, still roaring with laughter, thumps her hand down on the table, narrowly missing a small collection of glasses.

‘No kidding.’ Alice crouches down in front of Carolyn. ‘Do you need a bit of fresh air, honey?’ She prises a still giggling Carolyn off the stool and guides her towards the pub’s exit, Carolyn chattering about Pick ‘n’ Mix as they go. Personally, I’m at that happy stage of drunk; merry but not in the Hangover from Hell in the Morning zone. It’s a shame the same can’t be said for Carolyn, who’s looking a little the worse for wear, if you replace ‘little’ with ‘massively’ and ‘worse for wear’ with ‘trollied’. She can barely stand up, let alone walk in a straight line, and Alice is struggling to keep her upright, staggering under the weight of the sister who wants nothing more than to slump to the ground in a heap.

‘Emily.’ Alice grunts as she attempts to haul Carolyn into a fully upright position. ‘I’ll need your help.’

‘Shall I get Piers?’ I ask, my eyes searching for him. The last time I saw Piers, Carolyn was trying to persuade him to remove the stick from his butt and join in the fun, but I can’t see him anywhere now.

‘No!’ Carolyn shakes her head, the movement causing her body to sway dangerously. Alice has to cling on to her to stop her from hitting the deck. ‘No Piersy. He’ll be cross if he sees me like this. I promised I wouldn’t get too drunk tonight.’ She places a hand to her mouth. ‘Whoops.’

‘He’s gone back to the castle already,’ Alice says as I prop up Carolyn’s other side, taking some of the weight off Alice. ‘He wanted an early night.’

‘Another one?’ I stagger as Carolyn lists to the left.

‘His parents are arriving tomorrow.’ Carolyn almost trips over her own foot, sending the three of us staggering, though she doesn’t seem to notice the chaos she is causing. ‘I’m going to be so hungover.’

If Carolyn is worried about this, she masks it well as she starts to giggle again.

‘Come on, let’s go.’ Groaning with the exertion, Alice guides Carolyn out of the pub while I prevent her from stumbling backwards.

We only make it as far as the group of outdoor tables.

‘We can’t do this on our own,’ Alice says as we deposit Carolyn on one of the benches. She slumps against the table, head-down, while Alice and I try to catch our breath.

‘We could call a taxi.’ As I say it, Carolyn slides to the ground, curling herself into the foetal position. ‘But who would take her in that state?’

Alice presses her lips together as she weighs our options up. ‘We need more help. I’ll wait here with Carolyn while you go and get Archie or Teddy.’ She crouches down by Carolyn’s side, frowning as her sister starts to mumble incoherently. ‘Or both, if you can.’

The karaoke session is still in full swing as I head back into the pub, but I can’t find Archie or Teddy anywhere. In fact, the only Durban Castle guests I can see are bridesmaids, Thea (who is currently snogging the face off the karaoke host) and Josephine (who is currently singing a Beautiful South duet by herself). My only other option is Tom, who’s scowling into his pint at the bar. I’d assumed he was starting to lighten up when he’d taken part in the karaoke but obviously not. I approach with trepidation.

‘Um, excuse me, Tom? I know you’re enjoying your pint and everything, but we could really do with your help.’

‘Why?’ He sighs, but he’s already pushing himself away from the bar. ‘What’s happened?’

‘It’s Carolyn.’ I hold up a hand as his eyes widen. ‘Don’t worry, she hasn’t been in an accident or anything. She isn’t hurt.’

‘Then what is it?’

I’ve started to head towards the door and Tom is following. ‘She’s drunk.’

‘Drunk?’ Tom tuts, but continues to follow me outside, where Alice has somehow coaxed Carolyn up into a sitting position, though she’s bent at the middle like an understuffed rag doll.

‘She won’t walk.’ Alice pushes herself up onto her feet and shrugs. ‘I struggled to get her this far off the floor.’

‘I’d get the car, but I’ve had a couple of pints,’ Tom says. ‘But no worries. Come on, sweetie, grab on.’ Scooping Carolyn up off the pavement, he holds her like a groom carrying his new bride across the threshold, except this bride’s head is flung back and her face is covered in streaked mascara. If Tom was the groom, he’d be wishing he’d said ‘I don’t’ right about now.

He sets off at a rather masterful pace, considering he’s carrying a fully grown human in his arms. He makes it all the way up the hill to the castle without breaking a sweat.

‘We’ll take her up to our room,’ Alice says as we head up the stone steps to the main entrance. ‘She doesn’t want Piers to see her like this. I’ll pop a note under his door, so he knows where she is when he wakes up.’

‘Thanks for helping us out,’ I say as Alice jogs ahead up the steps to open the door.

‘No worries.’ If Tom wasn’t holding Carolyn, I’m sure he’d be shrugging his shoulders. ‘I’d be heading this way for home anyway.’

‘Still, it’s kind of you.’

Tom looks down at me in surprise, which isn’t unreasonable since we’ve been a bit spiky with each other these past couple of days. We haven’t got off to the best of starts, and I can’t completely blame Tom. I know I’m not the easiest of people to get to know. Edward used to say part of the attraction in the beginning was the challenge I posed. Looking back now, I suspect I was more of a challenge than even he suspected.

‘Your arms must be aching by now.’ We’re making our way up the carpeted staircase in the entrance hall and I can hear Tom starting to get breathless. He is human after all. ‘Do you think she’ll be able to manage to walk this last bit?’

Tom looks down at Carolyn and shakes his head. ‘I doubt it. She’s playing Sleeping Beauty up here.’

‘Oh.’ Poor Tom must have arm muscles like Popeye on a double dose of spinach after lugging Carolyn’s inert body all this way. ‘It isn’t too far now.’ I pull an apologetic face; Tom must wish he was still propping up the bar at the pub. ‘We’re just to the left.’

‘You’ve started to learn your way around then?’ Tom laughs (sort of. It’s a bit wheezy this far into the journey) when I stick my tongue out at him.

‘You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?’

Tom pretends to mull it over before shaking his head. ‘Nope. Never.’

‘Great.’ We’ve reached the top of the stairs and Alice is already at our room, propping the door open.

‘Put her in my bed.’ She indicates the bed furthest from the door, which must be a bit of a kick in the teeth for Tom. ‘I’m just going to go and leave a note for Piers. I’ll only be a few minutes.’

Working together, Tom and I get Carolyn into bed, removing her shoes before placing the covers over her comatose body.

‘Thanks again.’ I collapse down onto the chair at the dressing table. If I’m exhausted, how must Tom be feeling right now? ‘I don’t know how we would have got her home without you.’

‘It’s fine, really.’ Tom gives a small shrug. ‘Just glad I could help out.’

Now it’s my turn to look surprised. A day ago, I would have bet good money on the fact that Tom would be the most reluctant helper in the pub.

‘Hey, don’t give me that look. We were good friends once, you know.’ He nods at the slumbering Carolyn, who’s started to snore softly.

‘I know, and I have photographic evidence.’ I grab the envelope of old photos. ‘Check out Alice’s hair in this one.’ I flick through the photos to find the Edwina Scissorhands photo, which cracks Tom up.

‘Ssh.’ I put a finger to my mouth and nod towards Carolyn, but even I can’t help giggling.

‘Jeez, look how skinny I am in this one.’ Tom has been looking through the photos, and he passes one to me now. It’s a group shot of Tom and the others, all sunbathing on the lawns behind the castle with the woods just visible in the distance. Tom, wearing nothing but a pair of shorts, has a similar frame to my pal Twiggy.

‘How old were you?’

Tom squints as he calculates. ‘Must have been nineteen. It was the last summer we were all here together, just before…’

The necklace. Before the group was dismantled.

‘It’s a shame you all drifted apart. You look so close in these photos.’

‘We were.’ Tom hands the rest of the photos back to me. ‘Anyway, I’d better get going.’

I get up to see him to the door. ‘Lydia will be wondering where you’ve got to. Just tell her you’ve been out rescuing damsels in distress, again.’

Tom flashes a smile, but it doesn’t make the corners of his eyes crinkle. ‘Goodnight, Emily.’

‘Goodnight, Tom.’ I wait until he’s disappeared down the stairs before I close the door and get ready for bed.

I feel rotten the following morning. My skin is grey, my mouth is dry and tongue furry, and my hair looks like I’ve poured the contents of a well-used deep-fat fryer on top of it. But, as crap as I look and feel, I’m positively blooming compared to Carolyn, who looks like a walking – or rather limping – corpse. I have never seen anyone look so bad who isn’t hammering on death’s door. Not even Mum looked as bad as this during her ‘troubled periods’, as Great Aunt D referred to them.

Alice stretches next to me, almost catapulting me out of the bed. Once she’d returned from delivering the note to Piers, she’d made sure Carolyn was tucked up into her bed with Hubert before bunking in with me. It was a bit of a squeeze in my single bed, so I’d done my best to convince her to vacate it.

‘Don’t you want to be close to Carolyn?’ I’d masked the question with concern for Carolyn, when really I just wanted to retain the ability to sleep in some sort of comfort. ‘You know, just in case?’

In case of what I wasn’t sure, but I was in danger of falling unceremoniously from the bed and landing in a heap on the carpet. There were two in the bed and the little one said bog off back to your own bed, please.

‘No way,’ Alice had said, looking over her shoulder at me (I was the big spoon) as though I was as mad as a box of frogs. ‘I might wake up with sick all down my back and in my hair.’ She shuddered theatrically, but stopped suddenly. ‘Actually, thinking about it…’ She scrabbled from the bed and I smiled Cheshire Cat-like as I stretched out. But Alice didn’t become the little spoon to Carolyn’s big one. She didn’t squeeze herself in the neighbouring bed. Nope, she grabbed Hubert and climbed back into my bed.

‘Don’t want him turning into vomit bear,’ she said as she reached out to switch off the lamp.

So, it was three in the bed and nobody was bogging off.

‘Oh, God.’ There’s a groan from the neighbouring bed as Carolyn attempts to sit up. She doesn’t manage it and slumps back down. ‘How much did I have to drink last night?’

‘Too much,’ Alice says.

‘I feel horrid.’ There’s another groan. ‘What am I doing in here with you guys?’

Taking up Alice’s bed and forcing her to take up half of my tiny space, I reply silently, but know better than to pipe up. Alice and I are sitting up in bed like Bert and Ernie and I fear a swift elbowing if I say it out loud. Having a hangover is making me feel uncharitable. As does the fact Alice farts in her sleep. Loudly and frequently.

‘What do you remember from last night?’ Alice asks her. There’s a pause while Carolyn wracks her brain for details.

‘We went to the pub. Karaoke.’ There’s a giggle. ‘I was awful, but it was fun.’

‘Anything else?’ Alice asks. ‘Do you remember Tom carrying you back here?’

There’s that groan again, though it’s lower and longer this time. ‘He didn’t.’

Alice whips the covers off and slips out of bed. ‘He did, I’m afraid.’

Carolyn’s face disappears underneath her covers. Alice sits on her bed and peels them away. Jeez, Carolyn looks rough. I’m surprised Alice doesn’t yelp and shove the covers back over to hide the damage.

‘No,’ Carolyn groans.

Alice nods. I think she’s actually enjoying being the bearer of bad news. ‘Yes, it’s true. Just ask Emily.’

Carolyn shifts her gaze towards me, wincing at the pain the movement causes. ‘Emily? Is it true?’ She readjusts her features, widening her eyes and biting her bottom lip as she awaits the verdict. Unfortunately, I can’t give her the answer she’s so clearly hankering for.

‘Tom carried you home.’

Carolyn yelps and ducks her head back under the covers, which results in a groan of pain. Alice is in the process of trying to yank the covers off again – but is failing in the battle despite her sister’s delicate state – when there’s a knock at the door. Carolyn’s face appears in a flash, eyes wide again.

‘Do you think it’s Piers?’

I’m not sure if her eyes are popping with hope or fear this time.

‘Maybe.’ Alice hops off the bed and crosses the room, grabbing one of the robes embroidered with the castle’s logo and shoving her arms into its sleeves. ‘Only one way to find out.’

‘Wait!’ Carolyn bounds from the bed, grabbing Alice with one hand and covering her mouth with the other. She’s turned a scarily pale shade and I’m expecting her to make a dash for the loo, but she recovers and slowly lowers the hand. ‘What if it is Piers?’

Alice ties the robe at the waist, battling with Carolyn, who is still clinging to her arm. ‘Then you’ll say good morning and apologise for the state of your face. You seriously need to sort that out.’ Alice wafts a hand in the general direction of her sister’s face.

Carolyn whimpers. ‘Is it really that bad?’

‘Do you want me to be kind or truthful?’


Carolyn whimpers again. ‘Piers’ parents are arriving this morning. I can’t let them see me looking like…’ She stoops to check out her reflection in the dressing-table mirror. ‘Gah! Look at the state of me! I look like… Like…’

There are no words to describe what Carolyn looks like right now. She could be the poster girl for Boozy Britain right now. Don’t drink, kids.

Carolyn whimpers again and sinks onto the end of my bed, finally letting go of Alice and leaving her free to open the door.

‘Tom!’ Alice grins at us over her shoulder. ‘It’s only Tom.’ She turns back to our guest and invites him into the room. I grab my covers with one hand, tugging them up to my chin, and swipe Hubert off the pillow with the other. I may be wearing pyjamas covered in glittery unicorns, but sleeping with a teddy bear is a step too far.

‘Morning.’ Tom lifts his hand up in an awkward wave, his eyes avoiding the bed area. ‘I just thought I’d see how Carolyn is doing before I start work.’

‘Still living,’ Carolyn says, her hand reaching for her head. ‘Just about. I’ve got a mega hangover.’

‘I’m not surprised. You were pretty trashed.’ I’m sure I see the corners of Tom’s lips lifting, but he presses them together and adopts a serious face again.

‘I’m sorry you had to carry me back,’ Carolyn says.

‘Don’t worry about it.’ Tom perches on the end of the bed with Carolyn, resting a hand on her shoulder. ‘I’m used to lugging giant bags of compost around. Carrying you was a breeze in comparison.’

Carolyn seems to cheer up at the thought, a half-smile cracking through and brightening her pallor. ‘Really?’

Tom catches my eye and we both nearly crack up. I press my face into the covers, but Tom manages to soldier on.

‘Really. It was nothing. Anyway…’ I feel his weight shifting off the bed. ‘I just came to see how you are. I’ll get going now. Lots to do before the Big Day.’

‘You’ll have time for a bit of fun, though, won’t you?’ Carolyn asks. ‘We’re playing rounders this afternoon.’

Tom shakes his head, already backing towards the door. ‘I really am super busy.’

‘What about tonight?’ Carolyn asks. ‘We’re having a quiz in the parlour. Do you remember Grandpa’s quizzes? It was easier to win University Challenge than it was getting one of his questions right.’

Tom smiles, but quickly smooths it away. ‘Like I said, I’m really busy.’

‘Please join us.’ Carolyn’s voice is so small, so pleading, even my hardened heart starts to crack. I can’t help but think about the photos on the dressing table, the photos that display the happy little foursome. Whatever pushed them apart can be healed; surely enough time has passed by now.

‘I’ll see what I can do.’ Tom starts to move towards the door. ‘No promises though.’

Carolyn beams as though he’s offered her the world on a plate, but another knock at the door wipes it away in an instant.

‘Hello, you,’ Alice says, leaning over the threshold to kiss our guest on the cheek.

‘Hello, gorgeous. Is Emily here?’

I resist the urge to throw myself under the covers and hide. Although I made a pact with myself to pretend to be interested in Archie to get Little Miss Matchmaker off my back, it’s much more difficult to put into practice than I anticipated when I was a glass or four of wine down last night.

‘Emily, you have a visitor,’ Alice says in an uber-annoying sing-song voice.

I really don’t want to get out of bed in my glittery unicorn pyjamas, but equally I don’t want to have a conversation with Archie while I cower under the covers while our friends watch. So I force myself from the bed, snatching up the other robe and shoving it on as I scuttle towards the door.

‘Hi,’ I say while inwardly cringing about the state I must be in. If I feel like crap, there’s a high chance I look a million times worse. ‘Shall we chat out here?’

Archie looks over my shoulder, where Alice is earwigging at the door. ‘Maybe we should…’ He indicates down the corridor, where there is a narrow seat at the window. It’s still in the corridor, but at least it will afford us a little more privacy. I’d bet my life savings – which admittedly doesn’t amount to a great deal – on the fact Alice will be pressing her ear to the door as soon as it’s closed.

We both manage to perch on the window seat, which overlooks the side of the property and provides a gorgeous view of the village at the bottom of the hill.

‘I’m sorry I didn’t walk you home last night.’ Archie looks a bit sheepish as he takes my hand in his. ‘I’m afraid I was a little… cowardly. I thought you might make me get up and sing again, so I hid out in the loos for a while. By the time I found the courage to come out again, you’d gone.’

‘Oh, Archie, bless you.’ I feel bad that I badgered him to have a go at karaoke last night. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t realise I’d coerced you quite so much.’

‘It’s okay. It’s just…’ Archie looks down at his hand, which is still holding mine. ‘I don’t want to ever let you down.’

‘You haven’t, really.’ I extricate my hand from his grip and stand up, pulling my robe tighter around my body. This is all getting a bit too much. ‘But I need to go back to my room now. I need to work some magic and emerge looking vaguely human again.’

‘Will you have breakfast with me?’ Archie asks as we start to make our way along the corridor.

Despite feeling rough, my stomach grumbles at the thought of food. ‘Sure. I’ll meet you down there in fifteen minutes?’

Fifteen minutes should give me enough time to jump in the shower and change into something non-unicorn-patterned without leaving my stomach feeling totally abandoned.

‘Can’t wait.’ Archie leans across to kiss my cheek before we go our separate ways.





Chapter Twenty-One

I didn’t think it was possible, but Carolyn looks even worse when I step back into the room, her face deathly pale beneath last night’s streaked mascara.

‘Jeez, is she okay?’ I whisper the question at Alice, but Carolyn overhears.

‘I’m fine.’ She takes a shuddering breath and her hand reaches for her stomach. ‘Just feel a bit sick.’

Oh, no. She’s going to hurl. The very worst bit of a hangover, especially if you’re in hearing distance of the sufferer. This room feels suddenly too small, the bathroom too near. Ugh.

‘Piers is going to be so annoyed.’ Carolyn’s hand is still clutching her stomach. ‘His parents are arriving today and look at the state of me.’

Alice pulls her sister into a hug, stroking her hair like a dog. Tom is no longer in the room – and who can blame him? I’d backtrack out of here if I could get away with it, even in my unicorn pyjamas.

‘It’ll be fine. We’ll get you cleaned up and you can rest here for a bit until you’re feeling better. I’ll nip downstairs and bring you some food up when you’re ready to eat, okay?’

Carolyn nods, but her face crumples again almost immediately. ‘They said they were setting off early. They could be here at any minute. And I’m going to throw up.’

Carolyn suddenly leaps up off the bed and bolts for the bathroom. Alice looks at me, her brows down low, but if she’s looking at me for assistance, she’s barking up the wrong tree. I can’t deal with people puking. The thought of it is making me feel a bit queasy.

‘Alice?’ Carolyn’s voice is small and childlike. ‘Can you get Piers for me?’

‘Of course.’ Alice, still clad in her pyjamas and robe, pushes her feet into a pair of complimentary slippers, but I throw myself in front of the door before she can leave.

‘You can’t go. You can’t abandon me here with that.’ My eyes dart to the bathroom. I haven’t heard so much as a gag yet, but it’s surely only a matter of time.

‘That?’ Alice places her hands on her hips and quirks an eyebrow. ‘You mean my sister?’

Your sister who is about to vomit all over the place. You’d think I’d be accustomed to playing nurse after a childhood filled with looking after Mum, but I don’t possess an ounce of bedside manner.

‘I need to go. I’m supposed to be meeting Archie for breakfast.’ I turn to reach for the door handle, but Alice stops me. She’s smiling when I turn to face her. How can she smile at a time like this? The room is about erupt into the soundtrack of spew and she looks like she’s about to burst into song.

‘Wow, you’re keen. I never thought I’d see the day Emily Atkinson was so keen to see a boy that she’d leave wearing her pyjamas.’ Gah! She’s right. I am still wearing my pyjamas. And if the Primark PJs weren’t enough, my greasy hair is sticking up all over the place and I’m pretty sure I didn’t remove my make-up before I went to bed last night. ‘I knew Archie would be perfect for you. Didn’t I tell you?’

‘You did.’ I push a smile on my face, hoping it looks dreamy and not psychotic. ‘And I’m supposed to be meeting him down in the dining room. It’s all arranged.’

‘I’ll pop in on my way back,’ Alice says. ‘Let him know you’ll be delayed. No offence, honey, but you need a shower before you go anywhere.’ She kisses me on the cheek to soften the blow before toddling on her way. I lower myself onto the stool in front of the dressing table, avoiding another glance at my ghastly appearance. Still, I know Alice is right. I need a bloody good scrub before I venture anywhere today. Hopefully Carolyn will stop hugging the toilet basin long enough for me to jump into the shower.

Finally, there’s a knock at the door and Piers arrives. I’m expecting him to be hopping mad – or at least grumble a bit at the state of his bride-to-be – but he’s full of concern as he hurries into the bathroom and crouches in front of Carolyn, pushing the curtain of strawberry-blonde hair away from her face and tucking it behind her ears. It must be love, because he doesn’t brush it back into place when he catches sight of her face.

‘I’m really sorry,’ Carolyn says in that small, childlike voice again. ‘I wanted this week to be perfect, but I’ve ruined it.’

‘You haven’t, darling. You’ve organised an amazing week. Everybody is having so much fun.’

‘But your parents are arriving any minute. Look at the state of me!’

‘It’ll be fine. I’ll take them out for brunch, take them for a walk around the village, whatever. Give you time to feel more like yourself.’

‘You can’t do that. They’ll be expecting to see us both.’

Piers shrugs. ‘It’s our wedding, Carolyn. We can do whatever we want. I’ll tell them you’ve got one of those hair and make-up rehearsal things. Come on.’ He pulls her gently to her feet. ‘Let’s get you in the shower. We’ll wash everything away – the hangover, the stress. I want to see you smile again.’

‘I don’t think there’s a shower powerful enough for that,’ Carolyn says, but there is a hint of a smile already going on.

‘I’m really sorry.’ I roll my eyes and plonk myself down in the seat opposite Archie. I’m about an hour late, even though I didn’t blow-dry my hair properly. It’s still damp on my neck, but I didn’t want to leave Archie waiting in the dining room any longer. Plus, I’m starving. ‘We’re having a bit of a nightmare up there, but I think it’s all sorted now.’

‘It’s okay.’ Archie looks up from his coffee with a smile. ‘You’re worth waiting for.’

I’m not sure how delicate Carolyn’s feeling after her revitalising shower, but I’m feeling rather sickly right about now.

‘Shall we get some breakfast?’ Archie pushes his coffee away and stands up. ‘I think we’ve missed out on the baked eggs with spinach, though.’

What a shame, I think as we move across the room to the buffet cart, but I manage to push down my sarcasm and fix a hopeful smile in place.

‘Maybe they’ll have more tomorrow?’

Archie places a hand on my shoulder and gives it a squeeze. ‘This is what I like about you, Emily. Your optimism! You’re so positive and bright. Nothing gets you down.’

He obviously doesn’t know me at all and is going to be sorely disappointed by the end of the week.

‘We all need to be more like you, Emily!’

I’m almost shaking with the suppressed need to bat his hand away from my shoulder. ‘Oh, I don’t know about that.’

‘It’s true.’ Archie indicates that I should help myself to the food on offer first, so I grab a plate and start piling it with scrambled eggs and wholemeal toast. If I have to endure breakfast with this man, I’m going to damn well enjoy it. ‘So, what are our plans for the day?’

I freeze, the scrambled eggs suspended between the buffet cart and my plate. ‘You mean after breakfast?’ I wasn’t aware we’d made plans to do anything, at least not together.

‘Yes.’ Archie helps himself to a single slice of toast. ‘What fun things are we going to do?’

‘I was going to go up to the library.’ I haven’t had chance to visit the library yet, but Alice has told me it’s stuffed to the gills with dusty old books, which is my idea of heaven, but it won’t be Archie’s cup of tea.

Will it?

‘Do you know, I haven’t been to the castle library for…’ He shakes his head as he places a solitary rasher of bacon on his plate. ‘Well, a very long time. I’d love to join you. Thank you.’

I wasn’t aware I’d invited him to join me, but whatever. At least if Alice gets wind of our library excursion (which I will make sure she does), she’ll be satisfied I’m upholding my end of the bargain.

‘And then afterwards, we could take a stroll around the grounds.’ Archie pops a grilled tomato on his plate and a tiny portion of mushrooms. ‘There’s so much I want to show you, Emily. You have to have the full Durban Castle experience.’

‘We aren’t going to play spin the bottle under the umbrella tree, are we?’ I’m masking my discomfort with a joke, realising too late that I’m supplying him with ideas.

Shut your gob, Emily.

‘Ha ha. Not really my style any more, I’m afraid.’ Archie starts to move away from the buffet cart, so I shove a little bit more of the scrambled eggs on my plate and grab a cup of coffee from the posh machine set up next to the cart before I join him at our table.

‘So…’ Archie waits for me to sit down before he picks up his cutlery. ‘Library first, and then a lovely stroll. Perhaps we could ask Lilianna to arrange a flask of tea and bit of cake. There’s a gorgeous little meadow on the other side of the stream, up by the chapel.’

‘That sounds…’ Too romantic for my liking and not something I want to participate in, no matter how much it would thrill Alice.

‘Archie!’ There’s a huge sigh of relief coming from the direction of the dining room door (at least I think that’s where it was from. It could quite easily have gushed from me as I’m saved from having to finish my sentence). ‘I have been looking for you everywhere! Why is your phone going straight to voicemail?’ Francelia, who is descending upon us, narrows her eyes.

‘I wanted some peace and quiet while I had breakfast with Emily,’ Archie says, which causes Francelia’s mouth to purse. ‘Not from you, obviously. You know you’re my favourite aunt.’

What a lick arse!

‘Hmm.’ Francelia’s face and tone conveys that she suspects there’s a healthy dose of hogwash shovelled into Archie’s words, but she relents and drops a kiss on top of his head. ‘You’re a darling boy.’

‘Why did you need me?’ Archie grabs a napkin and dabs at his mouth. ‘Is it urgent?’ He’s already scraping back his chair.

‘It is, rather.’ Francelia emits a sigh and shakes her head. ‘Peter and Henrietta have arrived, but I can’t find Piers or Carolyn anywhere. She knew Piers’ parents were arriving this morning. Why does she have to be so irresponsible?’

‘Have you checked their room?’ Archie asks, which earns him a tut from his aunt.

‘Of course. That was the first place I checked, but there’s nobody there. I even talked Lilianna into loaning me the master key.’

What a gross invasion of privacy. I know for a fact that Carolyn is tucked up in Alice’s bed (it’s where I left her, with Piers practising his wedding speech as though it was a bedtime story), but I’m not about to divulge the information. It sounds like their absence is going to offer me a reprieve from tea and cake in the meadow for a start.

‘Roderick still isn’t here.’ Francelia’s voice is rising as a vein at her temple threatens to pop. ‘And I have so much to do. Carolyn didn’t want to hire a wedding planner as I suggested – no, she wanted to do it her damn self, but guess what that equates to?’ She jabs a thumb at her chest. ‘It equates to me having to take on all the responsibility for this wedding!’

Francelia is so close to losing her shit. I’m tempted to whip out my phone and record it to show Alice later. There’s no way she’d believe me otherwise.

‘Aunt Francelia.’ Archie places a calming hand on her arm. ‘Would you like me to look after Piers’ parents until either Piers or Carolyn are found?’

Francelia’s knees seem to give way. She clings to the table with one hand and Archie’s arm with the other. ‘Oh, would you? Oh, you’re a sweet, sweet boy.’ Francelia kisses her nephew on the cheek before gathering herself, throwing her shoulders back and adjusting her chin so it’s jutting into the air. ‘That would be a great help, Archie. Thank you.’ She turns to me, her usual icy demeanour back in place. ‘Would you please tell Alice that I cannot attend dinner tonight? I cannot possibly leave Peter and Henrietta to fend for themselves on their first night here. Lord knows, Carolyn isn’t proving to be much of a hostess.’

Ah, yes. The treasure-hunt prize. I’d forgotten about that. ‘I’m sure Alice will be gutted you can’t make it.’

Francelia is already marching back towards the door. ‘Yes, I’m sure she will be utterly devastated at missing out on a dinner date with her wicked stepmother.’ She raises a hand and performs a beckoning motion. ‘Come along, Archie.’

Archie groans and brings my hand to his lips, pressing them to my fingers. ‘Talk about rubbish timing, eh?’

I attempt to hide the grimace but fear I’ve done a pretty shoddy job of it. ‘Never mind. We’ll catch up later.’

‘Yes,’ Archie says. ‘I’d like that. Perhaps we’ll make it to the meadow after all.’

Not if I have anything to do with it.




Chapter Twenty-Two

The library is glorious, with books dating back centuries, and while they are rather dusty, they’re fascinating, and I wish I could forget about the wedding and Archie and spend the next few days curled up in here. In fact, I’d quite like to move into Durban Castle’s library and devour its rich history. I wonder if I could somehow arrange a class trip here next term…

I’m in danger of salivating over the ancient tomes as I run my fingers over their cracked spines, selecting a few to pore over before carrying them with the care I’d afford a newborn baby over to the large, arched window overlooking the tennis courts to the side of the property. There’s a doubles match taking place down there, but I pay no attention as I lose myself in the texts. Before I know it, a couple of hours have passed and my neck and spine are stiff from hunching over the books for so long. I notice the tennis court is now empty as I stand to stretch. I have no idea who won the match.

After returning the books to their shelves, I slip out of the library and head out of the front entrance, giving Old Rusty a farewell pat on the shoulder on the way. The day is glorious, the sky a clear blue with only the wispiest of clouds breaking it up, but there’s a cooling breeze taking away the stickiness of the heat. I make my way around the castle’s perimeter, ending up at the chapel. There’s another rose garden here, much larger than the one at the front of the castle, and the scent is divine; sweet but not cloying, potent without overpowering the senses. I’m dipping my nose towards a golden yellow rose when I hear a familiar voice.

‘Hopefully, the weather will be just as magnificent on Saturday. But we’ll have a fantastic day, rain or shine.’

Fudge. It’s Archie, who I assume has been showing Piers’ parents where their son will be getting married in a few days. He doesn’t sound very far away. Any moment now, he’s going to appear and I’ll end up roped into a dreamy tea break in the meadow. Or worse; I’ll end up playing Mrs Tour Guide alongside Archie.

Without pausing to think about it, I hit the deck, scuttling across the grass on my hands and knees so I can hide behind the rosebushes. My heart is beating so loudly, I’m sure they’ll detect my presence immediately.

‘What are you doing?’ I hadn’t realised, but in the midst of the blooms is Tom, the short sleeves of his T-shirt showing off his tanned, toned arms. I recall the ease with which he’d scooped Carolyn up into those arms last night, but I shove the thought away.

‘Ssh!’ I place a finger up to my lips and indicate that Tom should get down on his hands and knees too. He looks at me as though I’m mad. And quite rightly so.

‘Are you having a funny turn? Should I go and find Alice?’

‘No!’ I hiss, my eyes darting to the tops of the rosebushes. I can’t hear Archie any more, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t out there, hovering, waiting to catch me out. I need to stay here, calmly and quietly, until the coast is clear. Which would have worked out perfectly if I hadn’t been set upon by a fat-arsed bee. I make such a fuss as I jump up onto my feet that the villagers down in Little Heaton must hear me yelping and squealing like a wuss.

‘Just stay still,’ Tom calls, and I’m too petrified to cringe at my wimpy reaction. ‘It won’t bother you if you stop flapping.’

I freeze in the most awkward position, one arm reaching for the sky, the other tucked into my body while one leg juts out in front of me.

‘It’s okay.’ Tom is inching towards me, as though I’ll attack him if he makes any sudden movements. ‘He’s just going about his business. Keep calm.’

Keep. Calm? That’s easy for him to say – he wasn’t just ambushed by the stripy little bastard! Although, thinking about it, the bee didn’t actually ambush me, unless flying past my face counts? No, probably not.

‘Relax. He’s forgotten all about you now.’

I look around and spot my attacker innocently hovering above one of the roses. My limbs soften and return to their natural positions.

‘He, um, took me by surprise.’ My whole body is tingling, either from the fright or the shame that is now flooding my system. What an idiot!

‘You sort of get used to them doing this job.’ Tom smiles kindly at me. ‘How about a cup of sweet tea? For the shock?’ He nods at a black rucksack sitting on the ground. ‘I’ve got a flask. I was just about to have a break anyway.’

I’m about to shake my head and make my excuses and leave, but a cup of tea does sound lovely, actually. Plus, I seem to be safe here. Archie hasn’t passed, and if he was nearby he’d have been alerted to my whereabouts by my yelps.

‘I’d love a cup of tea,’ I say, pushing down the embarrassment that is encouraging me to flee.

‘How about we head over to the chapel?’ He picks up the bag and starts to wander out of the rose garden. ‘There’s a bench outside and not so many killer bees.’

‘Are they really killer bees?’ I ask, approximately two milliseconds before I realise he’s teasing me. ‘Oh, ha ha. Very funny. You’re wasted as a gardener. You should be a stand-up comedian.’

‘Nah. I tried it once at an open mic night at the Royal Oak. Apparently, I’m “as funny as a bout of bad diarrhoea”. I wasn’t aware you could get a bout of good diarrhoea, to be honest.’

‘Sounds like there were some harsh critics in the audience.’

‘Critics?’ Tom plonks his bag down in the middle of the bench. ‘That was my dad.’

‘Oh.’ I try to mask my giggle and fail miserably, but Tom is smiling too.

‘He’s a character, my dad. I miss him being around the place.’ Tom looks around the grounds for a moment before turning back to me with a wry smile. ‘I mean, he’d have told me the lawns weren’t perfect enough, or I was using the wrong method to deadhead the roses.’ Tom waggles his finger and adopts a mock-stern tone. ‘I’ve been deadheading my roses using the twist and snap method since I was a nipper. My grandmother taught me everything I know, and she had the most beautiful blooms you can imagine.’ Tom reaches into his bag and pulls out the flask. When he speaks again, his normal tone is back. ‘It could be a nightmare working for my dad at times – he was a real perfectionist – but he certainly made it interesting. And his roses were far superior to mine.’

‘Really?’ I look behind us, towards the rose garden. ‘They look pretty spectacular to me. I can’t even keep a spider plant alive. My Aunt Dorothy said they were impossible to kill.’ I place a hand on my chest. ‘I managed to assassinate it within two weeks.’

Tom laughs as he twists the cup off the top of the flask. ‘Not everybody is green-fingered, but it helped that Dad was so passionate about his gardening. It was an art form to him.’ He holds up the little plastic cup. ‘I only have one, I’m afraid. Is sharing okay? I promise I’m in good health.’

Is it me, or is sharing a cup quite intimate? I think it’s the fact that lip is practically touching lip, only a moment or two apart. It’s almost kissing, if you think about it. But I am quite keen on that cup of tea now the offer has been made, and we are a few minutes’ walk away from the castle. Plus, I run the risk of running into Archie if I head back.

‘Sharing is fine.’ Under the circumstances.

‘It has milk and sugar.’ Tom has begun to pour the hot tea into the cup. ‘I hope that’s okay?’

‘Perfect. Thank you.’ I take the proffered cup and take a small sip before handing it back. ‘So, this rounders match this afternoon. You are going to take part, aren’t you?’

Tom takes a sip of the tea. I notice his lips are touching the opposite side of the cup to mine, so it isn’t like kissing at all. He places the cup down on the bench between us and starts to rummage in his bag. ‘I really don’t think I’ll have the time. There’s so much to do here, and one of the guys has phoned in sick this morning, so I have to cover his duties too.’

‘Carolyn will be disappointed if you don’t turn up.’ I can’t help thinking about those photos again. How can a group of friends be so close one minute and practically strangers the next?

‘She’ll barely even notice.’ Tom produces a foil package from his bag and starts to unwrap it.

‘She totally will. Didn’t you notice how excited she was to see you the other day?’

Tom holds out a triangle of sandwich. ‘Ham and cheese?’

I take the sandwich (I didn’t head down to the dining room for lunch, for fear of running into Archie) and thank Tom, but I won’t let him off the hook that easily.

‘Alice and Carolyn really want you to be part of their lives. I know they’re gutted how everything turned out.’

Tom takes a huge bite out of the corner of his sandwich, taking an age to chew it before finally speaking. ‘It’s just a bit awkward, I guess.’

‘Awkward how?’

Tom brings his sandwich towards his mouth, but I put a hand on his arm to stop it reaching its destination.

‘What happened here that last summer? Everybody is being really vague and it’s driving me nuts. I know Francelia’s necklace went missing and somehow found its way into Alice’s drawer, but I don’t understand how that affected your friendship with the others.’ My hand flies to my mouth and my eyes widen. ‘They didn’t think you’d put it there, did they?’

‘God, no.’ Tom looks horrified at the very thought.

‘Then what happened?’

Tom pauses for a moment before placing his sandwich down on the foil on his lap. ‘Fine. I’ll tell you, but I don’t think you’ll like it.’ I inch towards him slightly, mindful of the cup of tea still between us. ‘I sort of accused Archie of stealing the necklace and planting it in Alice’s drawer.’ Tom scratches the back of his neck. ‘Actually, no. There’s no sort of about it. I accused him of taking it and blaming it on Alice.’

I frown. ‘But why would I give a toss about you accusing Archie?’

Tom narrows his eyes slightly as he looks at me, and when he speaks, his words are slow and measured. ‘Because you and Archie are…’ He shrugs. ‘I’m not sure what you are. Dating? Seeing each other? Boyfriend and girlfriend?’

‘Oh!’ Of course. How could I forget that we’re supposed to be involved? ‘Dating, I suppose, though we haven’t had an actual date, unless you count eating breakfast together. It isn’t serious or anything. We’ve only just met. We haven’t even kissed.’ I’m aware I’m babbling, so I take a deep breath to calm myself. ‘Anyway, why would Archie frame Alice?’

Tom shrugs and shakes his head. ‘I have absolutely no idea. We always assumed Archie had a thing for Alice.’

‘He fancied her?’

Tom laughs. ‘He had the hugest crush on her. The three of us – Alice, Carolyn and I – used to laugh about it all the time. It was so obvious. That’s why I don’t get why he’d do it.’

I pull a chunk off my sandwich, but I don’t put it in my mouth. ‘What makes you so sure it was Archie?’


‘I saw him, coming out of Alice’s bedroom while we were all running around the castle looking for it. The next thing we know, Francelia has summoned us into the room and is pulling the necklace from Alice’s drawer. She apparently received a tip-off, but would never say who from. I can only assume it was Archie.’

‘But maybe he found the necklace there, while you were all looking.’ As much as I want to avoid Archie like a massive dose of Ebola, I can’t imagine him being so vindictive. Especially if what Tom is saying is true and he had a crush on Alice.

‘But wouldn’t that mean Alice took the necklace herself and put it there? I don’t believe that for a second.’

I shake my head. ‘No, me neither. But it could have been someone else who put it there.’

‘But who? The only other people at the castle during that time were Roderick – and I doubt he’d frame his own daughter – Alice’s grandparents and Carolyn. There’s no way Carolyn would do that to Alice.’

I pop the chunk of sandwich into my mouth and chew slowly. ‘What happened when you accused Archie?’

Tom wraps his own sandwich in the foil and tosses it into his bag. ‘He denied it, obviously, nobody else believed me, and Francelia went bat-shit crazy. My dad nearly lost his job and everything. Luckily, he managed to keep it, but it was a long time before he let me anywhere near the castle again. By the time I started working for Dad, Carolyn and Alice were long gone.’ He runs a hand through his dark hair, leaving it sticking up in little tufts. I fight the urge to smooth them down again. ‘The thing that gets me the most is how they just dismissed me. They weren’t interested in what I had to say – Archie said he hadn’t been anywhere near Alice’s room and they believed him. But I know he was there. I saw him.’

I place a hand on Tom’s, and for a moment I think he’s going to flinch away, but he simply looks down at my pale hand against his tanned one. ‘Maybe it isn’t that they didn’t believe you, that they thought you were making it up. Maybe they thought you were mistaken? Because it’s so hard to believe Archie would do that. Even you don’t understand it.’

Tom sighs. ‘I guess.’

‘Won’t you give them another chance? You were so close. You can’t throw that away because of a misunderstanding.’

Tom picks up the cup of tea and takes a sip. ‘I don’t know…’

‘Just give it a try. You may as well while they’re here. Come and play rounders with us this afternoon, see how it goes. You never know.’ I nudge Tom playfully. ‘You might even have fun.’

‘Maybe.’ He takes another sip of the tea before handing the cup to me with a sigh. ‘Fine. I’ll play rounders. But I’m not promising anything after that. Deal?’

I hold out my hand for him to shake. ‘Deal.’





Chapter Twenty-Three

‘You look happy.’

It’s mid-afternoon and I’m standing with Alice on the expanse of lawn between the castle and the woods where the rounders game is going to take place. It’s mostly the under forties who have gathered to play, including the bride- and groom-to-be, their best man and bridesmaids, and Alice and me. The bases, consisting of dining room chairs, have already been set out, and a couple of bats and a ball are waiting in the middle.

‘You cheeky moo.’ I adopt my best scowl. ‘Don’t I always look happy?’

‘No.’ Alice shakes her head. ‘You’re pretty good at faking it, but I haven’t seen you looking this happy for a long time. Not since…’

She hesitates, her mouth screwing up, and I swear to God, if she says since my mum died I’ll be forced to give her a Chinese burn. Of course my mum’s death knocked me for six, but I’m fine now.

‘Since Edward.’ Alice takes a tiny step back, as though I’m going to lash out. ‘If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were falling in…’

I hold a finger up, sharply. ‘Remember the rule? No L word this week.’ Or ever, come to think of it.

Alice rolls her eyes. ‘I wasn’t going to say that. I know you better than that.’ She grins and nudges my foot with hers. ‘I was going to say lust.’

Lust is okay. Lust isn’t love. Far from it. Lust is animalistic. Uncontrollable. And it can also be a lot of fun.

‘Just look at you.’ Alice places the palms of her hands on my cheeks. ‘You have such a dreamy look on your face.’

I bat her hands away. ‘I do not.’

Alice giggles. ‘You honestly do. I take it breakfast with Archie went well?’

I start. I’d completely forgotten about him. He isn’t here, I notice now. Probably still lumbered with Carolyn’s future in-laws.

‘Yes. Pretty well.’ But only because he had to leave to do Francelia’s bidding.

‘Did you spend the rest of the morning and afternoon with him?’

‘No, I couldn’t.’ I’d spent the rest of the afternoon with Tom, before he had to return to the rose garden, which Carolyn has earmarked as a backdrop for a bunch of wedding shots. ‘Francelia needed him. Speaking of which, she asked me to pass on a message about your dinner date tonight.’

Alice groans. ‘I’d totally blanked that from my mind. What was her message? If it’s about the dress code, she can do one. We’re going to Little Heaton’s bistro, not a Michelin-starred restaurant. Jeans and sandals will suffice.’


‘Actually, Francelia can’t make it. She’s too busy wooing Piers’ parents.’

Alice grasps hold of my arm with the ferocity of a woman in the later stages of labour. ‘Are you serious? You’re not messing with me, are you? Because that would be beyond cruel.’

My eyes are starting to water. ‘No, I’m not messing with you. She can’t make it.’ I’m attempting to peel Alice’s digits from my arm, but she increases the pressure.

‘This is wonderful news! The best! Do you know what this means?’

‘No.’ I can’t think straight at the moment, what with the pain and fear of the blood flow being cut off from my arm. I try to wrestle free. ‘What does it mean?’

‘It means…’ Alice pauses for effect and – thankfully – releases my arm so she can clap her hands together. ‘You can use the meal voucher.’

‘Okay.’ It’s the least she can do after almost causing me actual damage. ‘That’d be great, actually. We haven’t had dinner – just the two of us – for ages. Not unless you count a microwaved lasagne on our laps while we catch up on Love Island.’

‘That isn’t what I meant. I won’t be coming with you.’ She points behind me. ‘Archie will. It can be your first official date!’

I turn and, sure enough, there he is, jogging towards us wearing a pair of shiny, white jogging bottoms and a white polo shirt. He has a lemon-coloured cable-knit jumper resting over his back, its sleeves slung over his shoulders and knotted at the front.

There’s no way I’m going on an actual date with this dweeb.

‘I can’t take the voucher off you. That’s your prize. You won it fair and square.’

‘I insist.’ Alice beams at me. ‘I’ll enjoy it far more this way.’

It’s a pity I won’t.

‘So sorry I’m late.’ Archie’s slightly out of puff from the jog when he reaches us. ‘I got caught up with a work call. It seems they can’t cope without me.’

Alice envelops her step-cousin in a hug. ‘Never mind work. I have wonderful news!’

‘Really?’ Archie pulls away from the hug, but keeps his arm slung around Alice’s shoulders. ‘Sounds intriguing. What is it?’

‘How would you like to take Emily to dinner tonight?’

‘Obviously, I would love that.’ Archie’s arm slips from Alice’s shoulders. ‘But we have the quiz. I’m not sure Carolyn would forgive us if we missed it.’

‘That isn’t a problem.’

Isn’t it? What a shame.

‘The quiz doesn’t start until nine. You can have dinner – on Francelia and I – and be back in plenty of time for the quiz.’

‘Well, then.’ Archie turns to me, rubbing his hands together. ‘What do you say? Romantic dinner for two?’

I don’t feel as though I have a choice. I have to say yes to keep up the charade. Besides, if it isn’t Archie joining me for dinner, I’m sure it’d be some other ‘perfect bachelor’ in his place.

‘I’d love to have dinner with you.’

I think I manage to smile without it appearing forced.

‘Are we all ready, guys?’ Carolyn is striding towards the centre of the rounders pitch. ‘The team captains have been chosen – thanks Piers and Archie for volunteering.’ She beams at her fiancé and step-cousin. ‘Now all we have to do is pick the teams.’

‘Actually,’ I say as the team captains take their places at centre stage while the rest of us gather in a hopeful little group before them, ‘we’re not quite ready. Tom isn’t here.’

‘No.’ Carolyn’s shoulders slump. ‘He isn’t. But then he said he couldn’t promise anything.’

I shake my head. ‘No, I spoke to him this afternoon. He said he’s going to play.’

‘Really?’ Carolyn’s beam is back.

‘Yes, really?’ Alice quirks an eyebrow at me. She leans in to whisper, ‘Since when do you and Tom hang out?’

I roll my eyes. ‘We weren’t hanging out. We just bumped into each other.’ And shared a sandwich and a flask of tea. ‘Don’t be getting any silly ideas. He’s engaged, remember, and about to become a dad.’ I look down at my trainers and realise one of the laces has come loose.

‘And you’re getting lusty for Archie.’

I crouch down to retie my lace. ‘Yep.’ It’s the best I can manage.

‘Shall we start picking the teams, and then Tom can join in when he gets here?’ Piers asks. He’s so impatient for the game to begin, he’s started to pace the lawn.

‘No need.’ Carolyn thrusts a finger out, practically buzzing with contained excitement. ‘He’s on his way.’

Tom is ambling towards us with the enthusiasm of somebody being led to the gallows. Still, he’s here. That’s the main thing. I beckon him over, and he stands between Alice and me while Carolyn tosses a coin to decide which captain will be the first to pick a teammate. I feel a small tug of dread in my stomach as I’m taken back to my schooldays. Not being in the slightest bit sporty, the choosing of teams during PE was always horrific. Pulling shoulders back and looking Archie in the eye, I hope to give off an air of confidence, as though I’m not expecting to be picked last as usual.

‘Alice,’ Archie says, indicating the space next to him. ‘You were always the best at whacking the ball.’

We all turn to Piers as he makes his first selection. I don’t know about anybody else, but I’m fully expecting him to pick Carolyn, but it’s his teddy bear best man he calls to join him.

I give my ponytail a casual flick as we turn to Archie.

He doesn’t pick me.

Surprise, surprise.

‘Tom, just like old times.’ Archie pats him on the back as he joins the team.

Piers picks Carolyn this time, though I fear he’s in trouble for the delay as she gives him the stink eye as she stands next to Teddy.

‘Josie,’ Archie calls next.

‘It’s Josephine,’ the bridesmaid says as she sashays towards him.

‘Sorry,’ Archie says, but it’s swallowed by Piers’ next choice of the philandering Ezra. If he’s recognised me, he hasn’t let on. His pregnant wife is nowhere to be seen.

Archie picks art fan Mr Cravat (real name Bertram – or Bertie) and when Piers chooses bridesmaid Thea, it leaves Archie with just the choice of me and a bloke who’s already sweating.

The bastard picks the sweaty dude.

I’m picked last. Again.

‘Come and join the winning team, Emily,’ Piers calls as he beckons me over. I have little choice. And neither does the team. I’m there by default.

This isn’t humiliating at all.

Piers’ team is up to bat first, so we line up while Archie’s team spreads out to field. I’m determined to teach Archie a lesson by being the most amazing rounders player Durban Castle has ever seen. I’ve psyched myself up so much, I’m brimming with confidence as I swagger towards the batting square.

‘I’d have picked you first,’ Tom says from his position as backstop as I hold the bat out. Mr Cravat bowls the ball, which I miss by a country mile. ‘Or maybe not.’

I turn to glare at Tom, but my teammates are yelling at me to run. I just about make it to first base before the ball. I don’t know whether I should be happy I’m still in the game or not. Thea was caught out on her first bat, so she now has the luxury of sunbathing.

Piers is up to bat next, and he manages to slog the ball so far away, it’s pretty much inevitable that he’ll score a rounder. Which means I’m forced to haul my arse round to the fourth base, with Piers on my tail, yelling his encouragement the whole way (if screeching for me to ‘move it, Emily!’ in a rather aggressive manner for a friendly game of rounders counts as encouragement). We both somehow make it past fourth base before the ball is fielded, and the team whoop and cheer and hug Piers as though he’s scored the winning goal in the World Cup.

‘Well done, Emily.’ Tom has moved away from his backstop position, and he’s holding up his hand for a high-five. I decide to forgive him for his earlier teasing as palm meets palm. After that run, I wouldn’t have the energy to hold a grudge even if I wanted to. 




Chapter Twenty-Four

I’ve gone for a smart/casual summery look for dinner, with a zig-zag-patterned maxi dress and flat sandals, jazzing it all up with a trio of pearl bracelets in blue tones, and a platinum twist pendant set with a sapphire.

‘Isn’t that the necklace Edward bought you?’ Alice sits on the bed, her eyes meeting mine in the dressing-table mirror as I apply a coat of mascara. Her tone is cautious; she knows I don’t like to talk about my ex.

I screw the lid back onto the mascara and place my fingertips on the necklace at my throat. ‘Yes.’ The necklace is simple yet stunning and was a present for our one-year anniversary. I’d been astounded, both by the beautiful gift and the fact I was in a long-term relationship. It hadn’t happened before; three months had seemed of epic proportions before Edward.

‘I didn’t know you’d kept it.’

I pop the mascara into my cosmetic bag, refusing to meet Alice’s eye again. ‘I must have missed it in the cull. I only found it a couple of weeks ago, hiding in the bottom of my jewellery box.’

Alice tucks her legs underneath her, so she’s sitting cross-legged on the end of the bed. ‘Do you ever think about him?’

‘You know I don’t.’ I rifle in the bag for a rose-pink lip gloss, locating it underneath an eyeshadow palette. I brush it onto my lips with the wand, ignoring Alice’s gaze, which I know is boring into me. She thought I was mad when I ended my relationship with Edward, but although I knew she wanted to tell me what a huge mistake I was making, she’d respected my decision. I think she assumed I’d come to my senses once I got over the shock of my mother’s death and get back together with him, but when the news broke that he was engaged to a Canadian woman and was moving across the Atlantic to be with her, it scuppered that belief. The speed with which Edward had moved on only proved my point that we weren’t meant to be, but it did crazy stuff to Alice. She’d already started setting me up on unnecessary blind dates, but this only intensified when she read Edward’s Facebook status update, as though she was desperate to fill an Edward-shaped hole in my life. The problem is, he didn’t leave a hole at all. I’m better off on my own. Always have been.

‘Why are you so interested in my necklace, anyway?’ I reach behind my neck to unclasp it. ‘You’re not thinking of swiping it for your ill-gotten collection, are you?’

I’m only kidding, trying to divert her attention away from a conversation about Edward, but I see Alice’s mouth fall open through the mirror’s reflection, her eyes widening and pooling with tears.

‘Alice, I’m so sorry.’ I twist around on my stool. ‘It was just a joke. A stupid joke, obviously, and not funny at all. I didn’t mean anything by it.’

Alice swallows hard. ‘It’s fine.’ She reaches for Hubert, her fingers rubbing at his worn ears. ‘Really, it’s fine.’ She leaps up off the bed as I stand up, squeezing past me with Hubert pressed into her chest. ‘I’m going to see if Carolyn needs any help with anything. Have a nice evening.’ Her chin has started to quiver, and I can see she’s blinking back tears.

‘Alice, wait.’ I feel awful. I am a shit friend. A thoughtless, shitty friend.


‘I’ll see you later.’ Her lips flicker into a brief, shaky smile. ‘At the quiz.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I call, but she’s already left the room.

I drop Edward’s necklace into my knicker drawer, burying it right into the corner before slamming it shut. I never should have kept it.

There’s a knock at the door and I’m hoping it’s Alice, so I can apologise again. But of course it isn’t. It’s Archie, bang on time, proffering a single rose. I briefly wonder if he’s pinched it from Tom’s garden, but of course that isn’t something Mr Perfect would do.

‘You look beautiful.’ Archie hands over the rose and kisses my cheeks three times before stepping into the room. He perches on the end of Alice’s bed while I sit at the dressing table, rooting inside my drawer for a replacement necklace. I opt for a cheap, chunky bead one that has no sentimental value whatsoever.

‘Ready to go?’ I’m keen to get this date over and done with, though a stab of guilt is urging me to play nice. I owe it to Alice to make this date go well.

We head down to the main entrance and I can’t help keeping an eye out for Alice. I should find her before we go, apologise for what I said.

‘Everything okay?’ Archie is holding the heavy wooden doors open but my feet are still planted on the plush carpet on the bottom step.

‘Yes.’ I plaster a smile on my face and, after giving the entrance hall one last search, forge ahead, following Archie down the steps to where his car – a silver, sleek number – is waiting for us on the gravel.

‘I brought it round earlier.’ Archie presses the button on his fob as he springs down the steps.

‘I assumed we’d be walking.’ I follow Archie at a much slower pace, mindful of the tripping hazard of my dress’s long skirt. ‘Alice says it’s only a few minutes’ walk away.’

‘Why walk when you can travel in style?’ Archie opens the passenger door and indicates that I should get in with an elaborate sweep of his hand. I climb in as gracefully as I can, making sure my dress doesn’t catch in the door as Archie swings it shut again.

‘Have you been down into the village?’ he asks as he slips into the seat next to me.

‘Not really. We drove through it on the way, but that’s about it, other than karaoke in the pub last night.’

‘How about we take the scenic route then?’

Archie starts the engine, pulling his seatbelt across as the car surges forward, spitting gravel as we fly towards the iron gates, the lawns and perfectly pruned rosebushes nothing but a blur as we whizz by. I’m sure I catch sight of a Tom-shaped haze as we near the gates, but I can’t be sure. I haven’t seen Tom since the rounders game this afternoon, where my team was utterly, embarrassingly, thrashed. Piers had stormed off after the game, leaving the rest of us to lug the chairs and equipment back inside.

Music blares out of the car at eardrum-splitting levels now, but luckily Archie reaches forward to turn it off before it does any real damage. We dip down the hill so fast we might as well be on a roller-coaster and I grip the dashboard accordingly.

‘Sorry.’ Archie flashes me a sheepish look as he slows at the bottom of the hill and turns into a narrow street lined with a terrace of little cottages either side. We pass the church Alice and I saw on the way in, turning into the little square with a cobbled community garden housing a concrete cross standing proud on top of a stone column in the centre.

‘That’s the war memorial.’ Archie points at the stone structure. ‘First World War. Alice’s great-great-uncle is on there. Horatio Rafferty Monroe. How’s that for a super-posh name?’

‘And what’s Archie short for? Archibald?’ I nudge him playfully with my elbow. ‘Hardly common, that one.’

He cringes as we turn on to the next stretch of the square. ‘My middle names are Diggory and Loveday.’

I can’t help it – I burst out laughing, throwing my head back as it roars out of me.

‘Holy fudge, that is posh. Were you beaten up lots as a child?’ He wouldn’t have stood a chance at the scummy state school I attended. People were subjected to daily poundings for much less. I can still hear the taunts from the playground all these years later.

‘I was thrashed relentlessly.’ Archie turns to me and rolls his eyes. ‘Mostly by Alice and Carolyn. Girls are mean.’

‘Not all girls,’ I say, lifting my chin with mock huffiness.

‘Glad to hear it.’ Archie points ahead at one of the shops. ‘That’s the toy shop Hubert came from. Or at least it used to be a toy shop. What is it now?’ He slows down as we pass. ‘Tanning shop. Not quite the same.’ He shakes his head as we speed up again, though thankfully nowhere near the roller-coaster speed we clocked up earlier. ‘I can’t believe she still has Hubert. I wonder if Carolyn still has Violet – or Violent, as I used to call her. Drove poor Carolyn mad.’ Archie chuckles at the memory. ‘Alice chose the teddy and Carolyn went for this fugly doll. She loved the gruesome little thing. It somehow ended up in the stream, face down, and Carolyn was distraught until Alice jumped in and fished it out for her. I thought it was quite heroic at the time.’

We drive through the village, passing the canal, the cricket grounds with their pretty pavilion, and lots of picturesque houses. Archie regales me with stories from his childhood – and Alice’s – until we pull up outside the restaurant, which is housed in a mock-Tudor building. Inside, the wood-panelled walls are painted a deep red and with the dark-wood furniture and low lighting the limited space seems smaller still.

‘It looks lovely and cosy,’ I say once we’re seated at our table and the waiter has taken our drinks order.

Archie smiles wryly over his open menu. ‘It looks like a Harvester.’

‘And that’s a bad thing?’ I ask and Archie laughs.

It wasn’t a joke.

‘Are you ready to order?’ the waiter asks when he eventually returns with a bottle of wine. He’s poured us each a glass before grabbing the pad and pencil from the pocket of his apron.

‘We were ready fifteen minutes ago,’ Archie says sharply, and I flinch. We have been left for a while, but still. The bloke’s just doing his job.

‘I’ll have the baked cheddar cheese soufflé starter, please.’ I smile sweetly at the waiter, who seems to be shrinking under Archie’s glare. ‘And the scampi in a basket.’

The waiter writes my order down painfully slowly, the tip of his pink tongue just visible between his lips. I hear Archie sigh. He’s drumming on the table with his fingers by the time the waiter finishes his careful note and looks at him expectantly.

‘The pâté, followed by the sirloin steak, medium rare. No tomato.’ Archie folds his menu and hands it to the waiter, who is still noting the order down. His eyes widen in panic as he sees the menu being thrust towards him. Placing the pencil between his teeth, he takes the menu and tucks it under one arm before completing his order-taking.

‘You should be nicer to the poor kid,’ I say as he scurries towards the kitchen. He’s tall and gangly and looks like he’s barely out of school. ‘Haven’t you ever had to wait tables?’

Of course not, I think as soon as the words are out of my mouth. How foolish. People with names like Archibald Diggory Loveday don’t wait tables. I doubt Archie had a part-time job to pay the bills while he was at uni.

‘Sorry. You’re right. I’ll leave him a big tip.’ Archie picks up his wine and takes a sip, his whole face screwing up as he swallows. ‘Jeez, I bet you could clean toilets with that swill.’

‘It’s not that bad,’ I say, even though I’ve already taken a sip while the waiter wrote what appeared to be an essay on his pad. The wine is awful and certainly not worth the price.

‘You’re right,’ Archie says, but he still pushes his glass away. He takes hold of my hand across the table. ‘It’s just I wanted everything to be perfect for our first date.’

I quirk an eyebrow. ‘First date?’

‘First of many, I hope.’ Archie picks up his glass of swill and raises it before taking a sip, wincing as it goes down. He’s still holding on to my hand and I’m trying to figure out how to politely move mine away when the waiter returns, clearing his throat to get our attention. His little face screws up as Archie sighs and turns towards him.

‘I’m afraid we’re all out of the sirloin steak.’ He nudges a menu towards Archie, who releases my hand so he can throw himself back in his chair.

‘Of course you are.’ Archie snatches the menu and has a quick look. ‘I’ll have the eight-ounce rump instead.’ Archie hands the menu back. ‘You do have the rump, don’t you?’

The waiter tucks the menu under his arm and nods profusely. ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. Pretty sure we do.’

‘Pretty sure?’

He nods profusely again while backing up towards the kitchen. ‘I’ll, er, just go and check.’ He turns and scurries away while Archie shakes his head slowly.

‘So, um, Carolyn and Piers,’ I say, determined to draw Archie’s attention away from the retreating waiter. ‘What’s the deal with them? They don’t seem very well suited.’

‘You’re joking, right?’ Archie, thankfully, peels his gaze away from the waiter. ‘They’re a perfect match.’

‘Really?’ So far, I’ve seen the opposite. Carolyn is fun and full of life, whereas her betrothed isn’t exactly a barrel of laughs. I’ve never even heard of some of the swears that left his mouth after we lost the game of rounders.

‘Absolutely. Their families are both equally as influential.’

By ‘influential’, I assume Archie means ‘loaded’, which doesn’t fill me with hope for their future. Yes, an abundance of money would be nice, but it can’t form the basis of a marriage, surely? At least not the happily-ever-after kind Alice is always banging on about.

‘Tell me more about the summers at the castle.’ I grab my glass of wine. It’s pretty vile, but it gives me something to do with my hands.

Archie has ample time to entertain me with stories of his summers with the Monroe sisters as our starters take an age to arrive. I’ve somehow worked my way through two large glasses of wine by the time my soufflé arrives and it doesn’t taste so bad any more, which is worrying.

‘How’s the pâté?’ I ask, knowing the answer when Archie looks up, his mouth a thin line as he presses his lips together. I know he’s trying – and failing – to come up with a positive answer. ‘The soufflé is delicious.’ Though this could be down to the fact I’ve been drinking paint-stripper wine.

Archie gives the pâté a go, having a couple of nibbles while I tuck into my soufflé. It takes another age before our main courses arrive and, when they do, Archie is further disappointed.

‘I asked for no tomato,’ he says as the waiter places the plate in front of him.

The waiter scratches the back of his neck. ‘Did you?’

‘Yes, I did. I hate tomatoes. Can’t stand them. I never eat tomatoes.’


‘Oh. Sorry.’ The waiter ceases his neck-scratching, his hand darting forward as he plucks the grilled tomato from Archie’s plate. ‘Better?’

Uh-oh. The brown stuff is surely about to hit the fan. I top my glass up from the bottle, draining it as I slowly slide down in my seat, preparing for the eruption.




Chapter Twenty-Five

We don’t bother staying for dessert; Archie is practically vibrating with his need to vacate the restaurant and I’m rather keen to get back to the castle and put an end to this date. I’ve tried my hardest, for Alice’s sake, but it’s been a bit of a disaster, with Archie complaining about everything. I’m beginning to agree with Tom that Archie isn’t quite as charming as everybody thinks – and I’m sure the waiter would agree with me.

I start to sober up from the copious amounts of grotty wine during the walk back, which isn’t such a good thing when you’re walking uphill. It’s quite steep and the numbing effects of the wine would be quite welcome right about now.

‘Perhaps we should have got a taxi back,’ Archie says at the midway point of the hill. We were both so eager to leave the restaurant, we didn’t think about the mechanics of getting back to the castle. Archie, having relented and helped me polish off the wine, has left his car behind in the village. Still, we’re almost there. ‘Do you think we’ll make it back for the quiz?’

The service was so slow, we’re now running late. If we’d stayed for dessert, we’d have been wandering home at midnight.

‘I’m sure we will.’ I grab hold of my side. Are you supposed to get a stitch while walking? ‘And Alice knows we’re on our way. I texted her while you were in the loos.’

Archie pulls a face. ‘Don’t remind me about that.’

I press my lips into a hard line, determined not to laugh as I remember the look on Archie’s face as he scurried back from the toilet. He’d grabbed me by the elbow and practically yanked me out of my seat.

‘We’re leaving. Right now. No, don’t you dare leave a tip!’

‘But…’ My hand paused as it rummaged in my handbag for my purse.

‘The waiter.’ Archie thrust a finger towards the gents’. ‘He’s in there. Washing his feet in the sink.’ Archie looked as though he was about to throw up. ‘He’s got his shoes and socks off and he’s got his bare feet in the sink. Can you believe it?’

‘What, both of them?’ I was trying to figure out the mechanics of that, but Archie wasn’t listening, too intent on towing me out of the restaurant.

I never did find out whether it was one foot at a time or a double whammy.

‘Is she going to make them wait for us?’ Archie asks as we puff our way up the hill.

‘I don’t know.’ I shrug. ‘Alice hasn’t replied yet.’ I hope she isn’t still upset about my ill-thought-out jesting. She must know I don’t believe for a second that she took Francelia’s necklace.

‘I hope they do wait,’ Archie says. ‘I’m pretty good at quizzes.’

‘Not to sound smug or anything, but me too.’ I let myself down during the rounders game, but the after-dinner quiz is my chance to redeem myself. I think I have quite a broad general knowledge (thanks to Great Aunt Dorothy’s love of quiz shows) and I’m confident that if any history questions come up I’ll be able to ace them.

‘Maybe we can team up.’ Archie places his arm around my shoulders. It takes every ounce of restraint not to elbow him away. ‘We can create a super team and wipe the floor with the others.’

‘You’re starting to sound like Piers.’

Archie pulls a face, which makes me laugh, even though he’s still touching me. ‘Oh, God. I hope not.’

Archie and I, already knackered from the trek up the hill, leg it down to the parlour once we reach the castle. The room has been set out to accommodate the quiz, with quizmaster Ned taking centre stage by the fireplace.

‘Most of the teams have already been established,’ Ned says as we stagger, panting, into the room. Though I’d managed to shake away Archie’s hand from my shoulder during the dash, it’s found its way back now we’re stationary again. ‘But there are a couple of spaces left. Archie, you pop over there.’ He ushers Archie in the direction of the table by the window. ‘And you can join this team right here, Emily.’ Ned pulls back the only other empty chair for me to sit on, and I’m grateful to be sitting apart from Archie, even if it means sacrificing the super-quiz team.

‘I hope you don’t mind me joining you,’ I say to my new teammates.

‘Of course we don’t.’ Carolyn beams at me. ‘The more the merrier!’

As well as Carolyn, I’ve been teamed with Piers and Tom, and I feel a little flutter of delight. This is a good team, I think, especially with Piers’ competitiveness. Poor Alice, I note, has been teamed with Francelia and a couple of ancient relatives who look ready for hot cocoa and bed rather than a test of their general knowledge, but at least she now has Archie for company.

‘You and Tom did ever so well in the treasure hunt yesterday,’ Carolyn says while we wait for Ned to pass around pens and sheets of paper to each team. ‘You make a good team, and obviously Piers and I do.’ She beams at her fiancé. ‘We can’t lose!’


I hope we don’t – who knows how Piers will react after losing twice in one day?

I look across the room at Alice, trying to get her attention so I can gauge whether or not she’s forgiven me, but she isn’t looking my way. Still, I can tell she’s uneasy about sitting with her nemesis. She looks the most uncomfortable I’ve ever seen her – and I’ve seen her curled up in a corner of the sofa during a bad bout of food poisoning, with a hot water bottle clamped to her stomach that was doing nothing to alleviate the cramps. Teaming up with Francelia, it seems, is far worse than twenty-four hours’ worth of vomming.

‘Are we ready?’ Ned has distributed all the quiz paraphernalia – with Piers taking automatic control of our answer sheet – and has resumed his place in front of the fireplace. ‘Get those pens poised. The first round is food and drink.’

‘Yes!’ Carolyn picks up her glass of gin and tonic and gives it a little shake, jiggling the ice cubes inside. ‘This should be an easy round.’

The round isn’t the walk in the park Carolyn was expecting. She insists that Piers write down her (wrong) answers (and at one point snatches the pen off him and writes it down herself when he refuses), and when she does actually know the right answer, she’s so excited she blurts it out loud, giving the other teams a heads-up. Piers becomes angrier with each question, so that by round four (geography) he’s livid, his face almost purple. He really wants to win this quiz, but his soon-to-be bride isn’t making it an easy task.

‘Let’s take a little break here,’ Uncle Ned says once he’s asked the final geography question, and there’s a stampede towards the drinks trolley. Piers – fearing cheaters – folds up our answer sheet and pops it into the inside pocket of his jacket, completely forgetting that everybody already knows our answers due to Carolyn enthusiastically crying them out.

‘This isn’t as much fun as the Boxing Day quizzes we used to have,’ Alice says, her eyes flicking to Francelia, who’s remained in her seat while Archie fetches a drink for her.

‘Piers seems to think he’s taking part in the Fifteen to One grand final,’ I say. He’s in the corner of the room right now, giving what looks like a ticking off to Carolyn. ‘He isn’t happy, and we haven’t even marked the answer sheets yet.’

Alice nods. ‘He is pretty driven.’

‘Driven? If we lose, watch out for flying tables.’ I feel a warm glow as Alice giggles. ‘Have you forgiven me then?’

Alice tilts her head to one side. ‘Forgiven you? For what?’

My hands are wringing, as though I’m giving them a good scrub with invisible soap. ‘The, um, joke about the necklace?’

Alice tuts and gives a wave of her hand. ‘Don’t worry about it. I was being silly and too sensitive after speaking to Kevin earlier.’

I’m flooded with relief. I may seem a bit narky when it comes to Alice and her matchmaking, but I don’t know what I’d have done without her, especially over the past year.

‘What happened with Kevin?’ I whisper the last part, just in case anyone is listening in. I wouldn’t put it past Francelia to earwig on a private conversation.

Alice sighs and sinks onto the nearest seat. I drag a chair closer to her and sit down. ‘It’s the usual: he’s annoyed with me for keeping him a “dirty little secret” as he put it.’

I want to stick up for my friend, but I can see where Kevin is coming from.

‘Maybe it’s time you told your family about him?’

Alice rests her elbow on the table and drops her head into her hands. ‘I want to, I really do, but…’ She twists so she can see Francelia. ‘You know what she’s like. She’ll ruin it for me. She always does. She’s had it in for me ever since that stupid necklace went missing. It’s like she wants me to be miserable for ever.’ She looks completely dejected for a moment, but then seems to rally, sitting up straighter and taking my hands in hers. ‘Anyway, enough of my moping! How did your date with Archie go?’

‘It was…’ I glance around the room as I try to conjure the correct words. The words that will keep Alice happy without telling outright porkies. I spot Tom chatting with Carolyn by the drinks trolley and can’t help smiling. See! I knew they could be friends again, given the chance!

‘That good, eh?’ Alice gives my hands an excited little squeeze. ‘I knew it!’

‘What?’ The smile vanishes in an instant. I’m about to explain when Ned calls out for everybody to return to their seats.

Ned holds up his question sheet and clears his throat. ‘We’ll go straight into round five: history.’

At least Piers will be happy, I think as I shuffle towards my seat. We should be able to get most, if not all, of these ones correct. We just need to find a way to get Carolyn to zip it.

We do exceptionally well in the history round, but the rest of the categories haven’t been too kind and there’s only one more category to go.

‘Well, this was a waste of an evening.’ Piers screws up our answer sheet and drops it onto the table.

‘Not everybody can be a winner.’ Carolyn picks up the sheet and unfurls it, doing her best to smooth out the creases.

‘We didn’t stand a chance though, did we?’ Piers heaves a huge sigh. ‘I don’t know why we bothered.’

Carolyn lays the crumpled answer sheet out on the table. ‘It’s a bit of fun.’

‘Is it?’ Piers folds his arms across his chest, his mouth pouting. ‘It doesn’t feel fun coming last.’

‘Don’t be such a baby.’ Carolyn grabs the pen and twists in her seat so she’s facing her uncle. I can’t believe these two are getting married. They’re like chalk and cheese – if the chalk liked to party and the cheese had the maturity of a toddler.

‘Everybody ready for the final round?’ Ned asks, and everybody responds with a chorused ‘yes’, apart from Piers, who’s still sulking. ‘The final round is a personal favourite of mine…’ Ned holds up his question sheet and gives it a waggle in the air. ‘British sitcoms.’

I’m suddenly alert, my back straight, ears tuned in to Ned. My eyes meet Tom’s gaze and our mouths stretch wide.


Making a fist, Tom brings it in close to his body. ‘Yes! This is our round, Em.’ He slides the sheet of paper away from Carolyn, whose mouth creates a wide ‘O’ of outrage.

Piers’ mouth flattens out of its pout as he leans across the table towards me and Tom. ‘Know much about sitcoms?’

Tom shrugs. ‘Only everything.’ He winks at me while Piers plucks the pen from his beloved’s fingers. He passes it to Tom, which is a great honour as Piers has commandeered the writing apparatus all evening.

‘Do us proud,’ he says, and I think we do. We don’t win the whole quiz – we were lagging too far behind to catch up – but we do come a respectable second, which even Piers is pleased with.

‘Well done, partner.’ Tom holds up his palm and I slap my hand against it.

‘You too. And well done getting that My Family question right. It was beyond my expertise.’

Tom shrugs and starts to trace the grain of the wood in the tabletop. ‘It was never a favourite of mine, but my ex used to watch it. Anyway, I’d better get going. I need to be up early tomorrow. Lots to do, including setting up the bonfire.’

‘Thanks for that.’ Carolyn reaches across the table and gives Tom’s hand a squeeze. ‘I know it isn’t exactly your job.’

He shrugs. ‘It’s no problem. We aren’t short of firewood, as long as it doesn’t rain tonight.’ He stands up, but I put a hand out to stop him.

‘Do you need a hand? With the firewood?’ Anything to get out of spending more time with Archie, especially now Alice thinks we’re love’s young dream.

‘Sure.’ Tom gives me an odd look. ‘I didn’t know it was your kind of thing.’

‘It isn’t, but I’m feeling helpful.’ I can see Alice approaching out of the corner of my eye. ‘See you tomorrow!’ I need him gone, quickly, before Alice scuppers my plans.

‘Are you going?’ Alice’s shoulders droop. ‘I thought we could have a Durban Special, since we’re all here. For old time’s sake.’

‘Oh, God.’ Tom clutches his stomach, his head shaking as he backs away towards the door. ‘Not for me. Some of us have to get up for work in the morning. I’ll leave you to it. Goodnight.’

‘Goodnight, Mr Wussy Pants,’ Alice says with a smirk.

‘That might have hurt fifteen years ago, but I’m much more sensible now.’

‘Boring, more like,’ Alice says, but she’s grinning. ‘Go on, get off to bed with your hot cocoa.’

I watch as Tom leaves, raising a hand in a quick goodbye as Alice crosses the room towards the drinks trolley. She starts to slosh an array of drinks into the glasses she’s set out on the nearby table, creating a drink of an unpleasant brown colour.

‘What exactly is a Durban Special?’ I ask as she hands one of the glasses to me.

‘It’s a cocktail of whatever booze you can get your mitts on,’ Archie says, grabbing one of the glasses himself. He gives a tentative sniff before pulling a face.

‘It was surprisingly easy to swipe alcohol in here, so we used to get pissed in the woods out the back when we were growing up.’ Alice clinks her glass against mine. ‘Good times.’

I sniff the drink. Revolting and toxic are two words that spring to mind. I can’t drink it.

‘On the count of three,’ Archie says once Carolyn has a glass. ‘One, two, three.’ He, Alice and Carolyn tip the vile concoction down their throats while Piers and I hesitate. He puts his glass down on the table, making my mind up for me. I won’t be boring like him. I may live to regret this, but I pour the drink into my mouth, swallowing quickly before I can change my mind.





Chapter Twenty-Six

I’m feeling a little delicate as we make our way down to the dining room the next morning. The lights are too bright, the background hum of the castle too loud, and I fear the sight of the breakfast buffet will cause the contents of last night’s drinks trolley, seemingly still swishing around my stomach, to make an unwelcome reappearance.

‘Whose idea was it to sneak all that drink up to our room last night?’ I sit carefully in the nearest available chair in the dining room, leaning my elbow on the table and resting my poor, throbbing head in my hand.

‘Pilfering the booze was my idea.’ Alice joins me at the table just as carefully, but instead of slumping, she reaches for the jug of water and pours two glasses. ‘But I didn’t chuck it down your neck. That was all you.’


I try to drink the water Alice passes to me, but it’s barely touched my lips and it’s making me gag.

‘I think I’m going to die.’

Alice pushes the glass of water towards me again. ‘You are not going to die. We had way worse sessions than that when we were at uni.’

This is true, but we were younger back then, and we’d built up a tolerance. I can’t remember the last time I got properly trashed. It isn’t a good idea to mix hangovers with a class of thirty kids who are programmed to detect even the slightest weakness in a teacher, so I manage my alcohol intake with precision normally.

‘You need to eat. Soak up some of the alcohol.’ Using the table for leverage, Alice pushes herself onto her feet and heads towards the buffet trolley. I don’t follow. I’m breathing slowly through my mouth so I don’t smell any of the food because I swear I’m going to hurl if I pick up the slightest whiff. I should go back up to bed and sleep this off. You never know, I might be recovered enough to attend Carolyn’s wedding in two days’ time.

I try another sip of water, surprised when it stays down. It feels good in my parched mouth and throat, so I try another.

‘We should walk down into the village after breakfast.’ Alice sits down again, and I turn away from her so I don’t have to look at her plate piled high with fluffy pancakes swimming in gooey syrup. ‘The fresh air will do us good.’

I doubt that very much. The only thing that will do me any good is a time machine set to yesterday evening, just before Alice started to concoct that first disgusting cocktail.

‘Oh, wait.’ Alice shakes her head. ‘You can’t go off into the village for a wander.’

Too right. The only place I’m wandering to is my bed.

‘You’re helping Tom, remember?’

‘I am?’ I’m frowning at Alice, but it’s all starting to come back. It’s the bonfire tonight. Tom is going to be collecting firewood and setting it up. And I’ve only gone and volunteered to help him, haven’t I? I can only blame that shoddy wine from the restaurant.

‘Yes, I am. It should be fun. Right?’ I flash Alice a hopeful look, but she mustn’t be feeling very charitable this morning.

‘About as much fun as a smear test using a red-hot speculum.’ Alice winces and we both cross our legs under the table. ‘Rather you than me.’

‘Thanks.’ I push myself up out of my seat with a sigh. ‘I may as well go and get it over and done with.’

Alice happily slices off a chunk of pancake and swipes it through a dollop of syrup. ‘I’ll see you at lunchtime. If you’ve finished by then.’ She grins at me before popping the pancake in her mouth.

I kind of hope she chokes on it, just a little bit.

For once, I don’t get lost. I seem to have found my feet at the castle, and I soon find Tom out in the large field at the back. He’s kneeling on the ground, messing around with a mound of dirt. Quite why Tom is planting in the middle of the field, I have no idea, but he’s obviously changed his mind and we aren’t going to be collecting firewood after all. In an act of extraordinary fickleness, my stomach clenches with disappointment. Either that, or I’m in danger of hurling again.

‘What are you doing?’ I add a good dose of cheer to my voice, so Tom doesn’t pick up on the fact that I’m fussed by the change of plans. He turns towards me, a gloved hand up to his forehead to shield his eyes from the already baking sun.

‘I’m making a base.’ He turns back to his task. ‘I won’t be a minute, then we can go and collect the firewood.’

‘So we’re still doing that?’

‘Yep.’ Tom stands up and brushes his hands down his overalls. ‘At least I thought we were. I brought an extra wheelbarrow out for you.’ He nods at the pair of wheelbarrows standing nearby. ‘But if you don’t want to, that’s fine. Got plans with Archie?’

‘God, no.’ I press my lips together, before I say anything else incriminating, and shake my head. ‘No, no plans this morning.’

‘You’re still seeing him then?’ Tom picks up the handles of one of the wheelbarrows and starts to push it towards the woods.

‘I wouldn’t exactly say we’re seeing each other.’ I grab the other wheelbarrow and scurry after Tom. As always, he’s striding. ‘We only met a couple of days ago, remember?’

‘You looked pretty cosy when you arrived at the quiz last night. Alice said you’d gone out for dinner in the village.’ Alice and her big bloody gob! ‘You’ll keep in mind what I said, won’t you? About being careful?’

I cringe. I don’t want to lie to Tom and look as though I’ve disregarded everything he’s said about Archie, but I can’t tell him the truth, can I? That I’m using Archie as a shield against Alice’s matchmaking. It hardly paints me in a good light, and I quite like the friendship I’ve struck up with Tom. The friendship has come as a bit of a surprise to me; I’m usually a pretty good judge of character – which comes in handy when Alice keeps throwing men my way – but I’ll admit I judged Tom too harshly in the beginning. He isn’t the moody git I thought he was just a few days ago.

‘Sorry.’ Tom shakes his head. ‘Ignore me. Tell me to mind my own business. You can choose to date whoever you want. It has absolutely nothing to do with me.’

‘It isn’t that.’ I’m already getting out of puff as I push myself to keep up with Tom. ‘I’ve absolutely taken onboard what you said about Archie, but Alice has this idea he’s my Prince Charming.’

Tom splutters. ‘Your what?’

I feel my cheeks heat up, and it isn’t due to the exertion of keeping up with Tom’s stride while pushing the wheelbarrow. ‘My Prince Charming. I know it sounds daft – and it’s a bit of a long story – but I used to have this fairy tales book when I was little, back when I was young and naïve and believed in happily ever afters.’

Tom turns to frown at me. I’ve already started to lag behind. ‘You don’t believe in happily ever afters now?’

I shake my head. ‘Not really.’ Not at all, actually. There’s always something lurking around the corner to stuff it up.

‘Sounds like you’ve experienced a pretty bad break-up.’ Tom has slowed down his pace and is walking beside me again.

I shake my head. ‘Nope. At least not for me. Edward – my last boyfriend – wasn’t all that happy about it, but life’s worked out pretty well for him since.’

‘Why did you break up?’ We’ve reached the edge of the woods now. Tom ducks below a low-hanging branch, but I pass under it easily.

‘It was all getting too serious, too soon.’

‘How long were you together?’

‘Two years.’ I scrunch up my nose, knowing Tom will never understand. Alice never did.

‘Wow, you really like to take things slowly.’

I manoeuvre my wheelbarrow around a large tree root. ‘I guess, but things were… complicated.’

‘How so?’

I don’t usually open up to people about my past, but I find myself confiding in Tom. Perhaps it’s the woods, creating a safe, private space. Who knows?

‘My mum died a year ago, and I guess I couldn’t deal with that and a relationship. Edward wanted more than I could give him.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Tom has stopped, the wheelbarrow resting on the ground. ‘About your mum.’

‘It’s okay. It wasn’t a massive shock. I’d been expecting it for a long time, to be honest.’

‘Still, it must have been tough.’ I’m expecting Tom to push, to ask for more, but he simply picks up the handles of his wheelbarrow and forges ahead. I don’t say anything more about Mum, and he doesn’t probe, unlike Edward who wanted to know every last detail of my life prior to our meeting. In the end it became too much and I’d felt suffocated by his questions.

Tom stops in a wide clearing and puts his wheelbarrow down. ‘Right, I thought I’d collect the fuel wood while you concentrate on the kindling, if that’s all right with you?’

‘It would be.’ I place my wheelbarrow down on its legs. ‘If I knew what the hell kindling was.’

‘Oh, yes.’ Tom nods. ‘I forgot you’re not exactly outdoorsy. Unless it comes to…’ He grins at me, his eyebrows lifting. I look back, uncomprehending. ‘Al fresco adventure?’

My cheeks burst into flames. The umbrella tree. Archie. Me, half-naked. Tom assuming we were…

‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘Whatever you’re imagining, it didn’t happen, okay?’

Tom shrugs, but he’s smirking. ‘Yeah, whatever.’

‘It didn’t!’ I need him to believe me, to stop smirking like that, but I’m not sure how to convince him other than confessing all about Archie, which I absolutely won’t do.

‘So, kindling.’ I decide the best tactic is to change the subject and get on with the job at hand. ‘What am I looking for?’ I turn on the spot, my eyes wandering all around, but nothing is jumping out and screaming ‘hey, I’m kindling!’ at me.

‘Aim for small twigs and branches, about the width of a pencil.’ Tom reaches into his pocket and pulls out a pair of thick gloves. ‘And wear these, just in case.’ He chucks the gloves at me and I manage to catch them, which is a miracle considering the lack of throwing and catching skills I displayed at the rounders game yesterday.

‘What, you think I’m going to stab myself on a twig?’

‘Maybe.’ Tom is already moving away from his wheelbarrow. ‘But also, bears aren’t the only animals who shit in the woods, you know.’

Lovely, I think as I pull the gloves on. Just lovely.

It turns out Tom wasn’t planting in the middle of the field earlier; he was building a sort of platform for the base of the bonfire. Under Tom’s instruction, we start to build up a teepee structure out of the kindling and more substantial fuel wood, as well as some dry leaves and bark for tinder. It’s exhausting work, especially under the sun, but we also have a bit of a laugh now Tom has stopped teasing me about the supposed incident under the umbrella tree.

‘You’ve done a good job,’ Tom says once we finish for lunch.

‘Really?’ I’m standing up taller now, with my shoulders back, feeling strong and purposeful.

‘Yeah, even if we did have that incident with the dormouse.’

I don’t feel quite so tall any more. ‘Hey, I didn’t squeal that loudly, and it took me by surprise, shooting out of the undergrowth like that.’

Tom laughs. ‘You really don’t like wildlife, do you? Bees, dormice…’

‘Arrogant sods in overalls.’ I stick my tongue out at Tom and he laughs again.

‘Seriously, you’ve worked hard this morning. And it’s been nice having some company. You’re all right.’

‘Such high praise?’ I fold my arms across my chest. ‘Please stop before my ego overinflates.’ You’re all right, indeed. ‘Anyway, I should get going. I said I’d meet Alice for lunch.’

‘I’ll probably see you tonight. At the bonfire.’

‘You’re going?’ Wow, first the quiz and now the bonfire. Tom’s turned into quite the little joiner over the past couple of days. Who’d have thought it?

Tom shrugs and scratches the back of his neck. ‘Carolyn asked me, and I’ve got nothing on, so I thought I may as well. Plus, I hear there are going to be toasted marshmallows, so who am I to say no to that?’

‘Great. I’ll see you tonight then.’ I peel off my gloves and hand them to Tom. ‘Unless… Nah, you probably won’t.’ I shake my head, backing away from the bonfire structure.

‘Probably won’t what?’

‘There are lawn games this afternoon, apparently. It might be fun.’ As long as I’m not paired up with Archie – which I will be if Alice has anything to do with it. If Tom is there, he can provide a useful buffer, like he did with the treasure hunt. Plus, I’d quite like to spend a bit more time with Tom. I’m enjoying his company and it isn’t complicated with him; we have a laugh and although it got a bit deeper than I’d planned earlier, Tom didn’t push me to reveal more about myself than I was willing to. I feel at ease with him in a way I never really did with Edward.

Not that I’m thinking of Tom in a romantic sense. He’s taken. Very much so.

I think I should probably let him get back to work now.

‘It probably isn’t your thing though.’ I shake my head. ‘Never mind. I’ll see you later. Tonight. The bonfire.’ I point to our structure before I turn and dart back to the castle.





Chapter Twenty-Seven

A large crowd had gathered on the field behind the castle for this afternoon’s scheduled activity, but most of the older guests had peeled away when they realised they wouldn’t be partaking in a gentle game of croquet or skittles.

‘There’s rumour of a showing of Casablanca in the parlour,’ Francelia told Piers’ mother as they backed away from the Twister mats set out on the lawn. ‘Sounds much more up my street.’

‘Mine too,’ Henrietta admitted before they turned and practically sprinted back into the castle.

There’s still a good-sized gathering remaining though, and Carolyn instructs us to organise ourselves into groups of five. I immediately glue myself to Alice’s side, in case we end up with another rounders incident and I find myself being picked last again.


‘Why don’t we team up with Archie?’ she asks, as I knew she would.

Because I’d rather chew my own toenails off and eat them for dinner, that’s why. But I keep it zipped and simply force a smile onto my chops as I nod my (reluctant) agreement. Our team of five is completed when Josephine and Thea join us.

‘So.’ Carolyn smiles brightly from her own mat once all the teams have been arranged. ‘Let’s play Twister!’

‘Is it too late to join in?’ Tom, surprisingly, is making his way over. His hair is damp, and he’s changed out of his overalls and into a pair of long cargo shorts and a T-shirt, showing off tanned, toned arms and calves. I avert my gaze, even though Tom has seen me wearing less.

‘No, of course not.’ Carolyn looks around at the mats, biting her lip. ‘All the teams are full, but we can squeeze you into one of them, don’t worry.’

‘Come and join our group.’ Alice beckons him over to our mat. ‘I’ll man the spinner, shall I?’ She’s grabbed it and plonked herself down on the grass before anyone else can volunteer their services.

‘Ooh, sneaky move, Alice.’ I wish I’d have got in there first! ‘Manning the spinner takes the least amount of effort as you don’t have to spaghetti your body into silly, unnatural positions.’

Alice smiles at me with such innocence, I almost believe her.

‘It’s not as much fun, though, is it?’ Tom is already toeing off his trainers in preparation for the game.

‘No, I guess not.’

Tom laughs as I give him a puzzled look. ‘Don’t look so shocked. I’m not the miserable git you think I am.’ He winks. ‘Not always, anyway.’

‘I don’t think you’re a miserable git.’ Not any more, at least. I’ll admit I was wrong to be too hasty in my judgement.

‘Can I go first?’ Thea asks as she steps towards the mat.

‘You’ll have to take your shoes off.’ Alice’s spinner finger is poised, but she nods at Thea’s five-inch heels, which are most unsuitable for a game of Twister. If she doesn’t break an ankle, she’ll undoubtedly pierce the mat.

Thea bends to unbuckle the shoes, slipping them off and placing them at the far end of the mat. ‘These are Michael Kors, so I’ll be keeping an eye on them.’

‘You’ll be keeping an eye on your shoes?’ I blink rapidly at Thea. ‘What do you think is going to happen to them? A dog will come and play fetch with them or something?’

Thea’s eyes slide – briefly – towards Alice, who’s still waiting with the spinner. ‘There’s this rumour going around… I mean, I don’t believe it or anything, but…’ She shrugs before looking down at the grass.

‘You seriously think I’m going to nick your shoes?’ Alice rolls her eyes before giving the spinner an angry flick.

Archie holds his hands up. ‘There was a misunderstanding – years ago – but it’s nothing to worry about. Nobody will be taking your shoes.’

‘They’re last season’s anyway,’ Josephine pipes up, which earns her a glare from both Alice and Thea.

‘Right hand, red.’ Alice’s instruction is a growl, and she doesn’t hang about before flicking the spinner again. This is going to be the speediest game of Twister known to man, and the five of us are soon balancing on the mat in an array of abnormal poses. But the game comes to a halt when there’s a vibration from Archie’s trouser pocket.

‘Sorry.’ Archie straightens from his single-legged downward dog position and pulls his phone out of his pocket, frowning down at the screen. ‘It’s work. I have to take this.’ His thumb is already hovering over the ‘accept call’ button. ‘I’ll be as quick as I can, but you’re better off playing without me.’ He strides away, the phone already at his ear.

‘Can we get on with the game, please?’ Alice gives the spinner another vicious flick. ‘Right foot, yellow.’

We play the game and I somehow end up face-up underneath Tom, whose arse is practically touching Josephine’s face (and don’t we hear all about it? You’d think he’d let one rip with all the fuss she’s making).

‘This isn’t awkward at all,’ Tom says as he looms over me while we wait for the spinner to stop.

‘Nope,’ I manage to squeak. My arms are shaking beneath me, about to give way. Will that mother-fudging spinner hurry the feck up? Alice has been romping through the game, but now she’s decided to mellow out?

‘Left hand,’ Alice calls. Slowly, I swear. ‘Blue.’

Right. How to carry out this manoeuvre without collapsing in a heap? And without causing Tom to collapse on top of me in a double-layered heap?

With superhuman strength, I push my left hand off its yellow circle and somehow twist my body, while keeping my feet on their designated patches, so that I can slam it down on a blue circle, panting with the effort. Tom is still managing to hover above me, but at least we’re no longer face to face, so he can’t see me gurning with the effort to keep my torso from slumping to the ground.

‘I saw this position in a book once,’ Tom whispers, which is clearly cheating as I start to giggle, the movement causing extra strain on my arms.

‘What kind of books have you been reading?’ I can hear Tom panting behind me, and not because he’s remembering the dirty book. He could go at any moment, taking me down with him.

‘I’m not making myself sound very wholesome here, am I?’ He groans with the strain his arms and legs are under.

‘Do you want to sound wholesome?’

Wholesome = boring, surely.

‘You have a point.’ Tom groans again, louder. He won’t last much longer.

‘Erm, excuse me.’ Alice waves a hand. ‘I said right hand blue.’

I try to shift so that my body isn’t quite so twisted in the middle. I feel like a human pretzel. ‘Which hand was it?’ All my concentration is going on keeping my body off the ground.

‘Right,’ Alice says. ‘Which you’d know if you actually listened and stopped flirting with Tom for two seconds.’

‘We’re not flirting,’ Tom and I say together and, despite everything, I’m most put out he’s quite so rapid in his response. Is it such a monstrous notion that he’d flirt with me? Am I that grotesque?

‘Doesn’t look that way to me.’ Alice attacks the spinner again. She must be annoyed with Thea’s earlier comment if she isn’t jumping up and down with joy at the prospect of me flirting with a man. Which I am not, FYI.

Tom manoeuvres himself to his new position. From the sound of the panting above, he’s shifted away from me slightly.

‘If you’re going to hook up with Tom,’ Thea says from somewhere behind me, ‘does that mean Archie is fair game now?’

‘Tom and I are not going to hook up.’ Thea’s more than welcome to Archie, though.

‘Can we get on with this, please?’ Tom’s groans have morphed into grunts now. I feel his pain – my own arms are on fire. ‘Some of us are practically doing the plank here.’

‘Sorry.’ Alice gives the spinner a more sedate spin. ‘Left foot yellow.’

The game of Twister goes on for far too long. By the time Tom collapses, taking me with him, I’m so relieved it’s ended that I don’t mind losing the game, especially when the next round starts. The three winners of the first round now have to go through it all again to find the ultimate winner, and I’m definitely not up for that.

‘I feel like I’ve put in three hours at the gym.’ Tom flexes his arm. ‘I don’t remember that game being quite so brutal.’

‘When was the last time you played?’ I grab one end of our Twister mat, which is no longer in use, while Tom grabs the other.

‘It was probably the last summer I spent here with the others.’ We meet in the middle with the mat and combine the edges. ‘So we’re going back… ten years? Eleven? It must have been the summer of the infamous necklace snatch. We never met up again after that.’

Leaving Tom holding the edges together, I grab the loose end and bring it to him. ‘I can’t believe anyone would think Alice would do it.’ My eyes find Thea, narrowing as I watch her taking her place at the mat where the next round is about to start. ‘I’d love to prove her innocence, but I don’t know how.’

Tom grabs my mat edges and folds up the remainder by himself. ‘You could get Archie to talk. Admit it was him all along.’

‘Even if it was Archie,’ I say, grabbing the Twister box as Tom presses the mat into it, ‘he’s not going to confess, is he?’

‘True.’ Tom sighs as he adds the spinner and I push the box’s lid on. With the Twister box tucked under his arm, he heads towards the new game, where Thea is battling against best man Teddy and Piers.

‘Do you remember the last time we played?’ Tom asks Alice as we join her on the outskirts of the game. ‘We’d had quite a lot to drink, which helped us block the pain, but I needed to pee halfway through. When Carolyn fell on top of me, I nearly wet myself.’

‘I remember that.’ Alice giggles at the memory. It’s good to see her happy again. ‘I nearly wet myself laughing as you legged it to the loo.’

‘She landed right on my bladder with her stupid, pointy elbow.’

‘Hey!’ Carolyn has overheard and is lifting her arm, trying to get a good look at her elbow. ‘I do not have pointy elbows.’

‘Try ramming one into your bladder,’ Tom says drily. ‘It’ll feel pretty pointy then.’

Carolyn nods, conceding the point, before turning towards the game playing out in front of us. Piers has moved his hand onto a red circle, wobbling slightly at the change, but he’s holding on.

‘Come on, Piers!’ Carolyn claps her hands together and bounces up and down like a cheerleader. Piers, already red-faced, grunts in response. ‘You got this, baby!’

‘Erm, you do know this is only a game of Twister, don’t you?’ I ask Carolyn, because she’s acting like a soccer mom right now.

Carolyn shrugs. ‘I know, but Piers is super-competitive, no matter what the competition is. He doesn’t bake, but if Mary Berry challenged him to a Victoria sponge bake off, he’d give her a run for her money. He hates to lose. At anything.’

‘Doesn’t it drive you nuts?’

Carolyn shrugs. ‘Sometimes, but I think it’s my duty to support him, just like he supports me.’ She winces as Piers has a wobble. ‘Come on, baby. You can do this!’

Thea is the first to succumb, tumbling down to the Twister mat with a thud, leaving just Piers and Teddy to fight it out. It’s groom against best man and neither wants to lose, but Piers has worked out how to play dirty, ensuring Teddy’s body is entwined like spaghetti beneath his. But Teddy, despite the ridiculous name, is no fool and ends up taking the victory when he ‘steals’ the red circle Piers was heading for, causing the super-competitor to stumble and collapse, losing the game. Piers tries to be gracious in defeat, but the amount of swears that tumble out of his mouth when he thinks nobody is within hearing distance spoils the effect somewhat.





Chapter Twenty-Eight

Tom stares at me, eyes slightly narrowed as they focus on my own, unnerving in their stillness. I stare right back, but fear I’m coming across as petrified rather than ready to do battle. I think I catch the tiniest movement from the corner of my eye; perhaps it’s Tom’s fingers flexing, or perhaps I’m imagining it. Either way, my eyes flick down to Tom’s right hand and that’s when he senses my concentration is broken. It happens in a flash – one second we’re standing perfectly still, our eyes the only weapons as we psyche each other out (or at least attempt to, in my case), and the next the fat, red missile is arcing through the air, whizzing its way towards me. With a yelp, I leap out of the way, my arms reaching up to shield my face in a raised X-Factor-style symbol. I hear the pop and splash as the water balloon makes contact with the ground, feel a couple of drops of water on my calf, but I’m safe. More than safe, in fact. Still clutching a water balloon of my own, I now have the upper hand. I may be crap at the staring thing, but I’m now the only one left with a weapon.

With a roar, I pull my arm back and fling my water balloon at Tom, aiming for his torso. Even before it’s made contact with either body or ground, I’m pounding my way across the soggy grass to grab a new balloon from the bucket at the edge of the battleground.

Once the Twister tournament was over with, we’d moved on to Giant Jenga before letting off some steam in a game of dodgeball, water balloon-style. Somehow, Tom and I have ended up as the last people standing, pitted against each other on opposing teams. Our teammates, who have all been hit and therefore knocked out of the game, are shouting and cheering from the sidelines. I can’t tell what they’re saying as the noise has merged into one roar of encouragement.

I chance a glance at Tom. The balloon has missed and he’s also grabbing a fresh balloon from his team’s bucket. I step back, treading over the spent balloons, scattered across the grass like brightly coloured confetti thrown a couple of days too early. The ground is soft underfoot, squidgy in patches from the mini explosions of water.

The volume of the sideline roar suddenly increases, and I know, without looking, that a balloon is heading my way. I make a leap for it, throwing my body sideways like a goalie, landing in an inelegant heap on the damp – and now a bit muddy – ground. And if that wasn’t humiliating enough, the water balloon hits me – with unnecessary force, I think – right on the arse. There’s another surge in the roar from our teammates – but thankfully from victory and loss rather than laughter.

‘Sorry,’ Tom calls as he jogs towards me. He doesn’t look sorry, the git. He’s grinning from ear to bloody ear, but then so am I. I can’t help seeing the funny side. ‘Are you okay?’

‘I’m a bit soggy.’ I grimace at the wet patch I can feel along the length of my right thigh. How many balloons did we get through? A lake’s worth? ‘But I’ll live.’

‘Are you hurt?’ The others have gathered around us, with Tom crouching in front of me, concern etched on his face. He reaches out and helps me to my feet, leading me to one side.

‘I’m fine, honestly,’ I tell him as he looks me over, searching for any obvious damage. ‘I’ve just knocked my wrist a bit. It’s nothing serious.’ I hold out my hand, bending it back and forth to prove my point.

Tom takes my hand gently in his. I must have been exerting myself even more than I thought out there because my heart is hammering in my chest.

‘Are you sure?’

I nod. ‘Absolutely.’

Tom brings my hand to his lips, kissing my wrist softly. My heart rate takes it up a notch. It’s actually starting to feel quite painful. I hope I haven’t done myself an injury.

‘There. All better?’

I nod, not making any effort to remove my hand. ‘All better.’

‘Good.’ Tom is still holding my hand. My heart is still galloping. ‘You were quite the competitor, you know.’

‘I was, wasn’t I?’ I’m amazed by this fact as sports really isn’t my thing. Alice, on the other hand, loves getting physical and she was out quite quickly. Perhaps her sportiness made her an instant target. Being rubbish at physical exercise does have its advantages, it seems, apart from the fact I may be on the brink of a heart attack from the effort I put in.

‘Not that you’d sing your own praises about it or anything.’ Tom grins at me and I laugh.

‘Nah, course not.’

He’s still holding my hand, I realise, his thumb now making the tiniest strokes along my fingers, sending delicious little sparks of electricity through my entire body. I should pull away. I know I should. This is wrong. Any yet…

‘Sorry about that.’ I feel an arm around my shoulder, pulling me in tight. It’s Archie, back from his work call, and I have to fight the urge to shove him off me. ‘Did I miss much, babe?’

Babe? Ugh.

‘I should be getting back to work.’ Tom has finally released my hand, and raises his own in farewell. ‘I’ll see you tonight?’

‘Yes.’ I manage to shift away from Archie’s grasp without it seeming too obvious. ‘I’ll see you tonight.’ I watch as he slopes away, my heart rate only slowing when he disappears out of sight.

Alice’s mood had improved after the Twister match, but it’s plummeted again by the time she finds me holed up in the library, where I’ve been sitting by the window with an extremely interesting book on the heritage of Durban Castle and the wider area of Little Heaton while Alice had a pre-dinner Skype session with Kevin. She flops onto the window seat beside me with a heavy sigh.

‘Your chat didn’t go well, then?’

Alice shrugs as she looks out onto the tennis courts. ‘It was fine. It’s just…’ She sighs again. ‘I’m not sure how much more Kevin will put up with.’

‘But you’re going to tell your family about him soon. Right? Did you tell him that?’

Alice grimaces. ‘Not exactly.’

‘Why not?’

Alice shuffles right back on the seat so she can draw her knees up to her chin, hugging her calves with her arms. ‘It’s not that simple.’

‘Isn’t it?’

Alice gives me a look. ‘You of all people should know that family dynamics can be complicated.’ I flinch, but she has a point. ‘I’m scared Francelia will drive a wedge between us – she really can’t stand to see me happy – but I’m also scared I’ll drive Kevin away myself if I keep shoving him aside.’ She sighs. ‘I really don’t know what to do for the best.’ She drops her face into her hands with a groan. ‘Why can’t life be simple?’

I wish I knew the answer to that one.

‘You need to tell them, Alice, before it eats away at your relationship.’

I’m talking from experience here; I always kept my two worlds separate, with my relationships on one side and my mother on the other. I never let the two collide, not even with Edward, and in the end it destroyed us.

‘I know.’ Alice nods, but I’m not convinced. ‘And I will.’ She pats me on the knee and stands up. ‘Shall we go down to dinner? I said we’d meet Archie at six.’

Great, I think as I return the book to its shelf. Dinner with Archie is just what I need right now.

It’s already starting to grow dark and there’s a faint whiff of smoke in the air as we make our way outside after dinner. I’m immediately taken back to childhood Bonfire Nights, shifting from the injustice of being cooped up inside, imagining all the fun everyone else was having while I sat in Great Aunt Dorothy’s claustrophobically cluttered living room, to the mad parties Mum would throw in the back garden, the atmosphere as well as the bonfire on the brink of becoming out of control. Both sets of memories are as ghastly as the other in their own ways, so I’m looking forward to adding at least one good bonfire party to recollect in the future.

The bonfire is massive – even bigger than the bonfire that spread across to the neighbour’s shed one year. Mum had laughed hysterically as the flames licked the sky. The neighbour had not. And neither had I when it resulted in another extended stay with Great Aunt Dorothy. I was there until after Christmas, which wasn’t much fun at all once we’d run out of the sitcoms’ festive specials to watch. Plus, Great Aunt Dorothy made me dress up in a scratchy dress to attend the church service on Christmas morning instead of opening my presents – though at least there were presents to open later on, which wasn’t a given at home, and I did secretly enjoy the stocking filled with fruit and shiny coins. I wish she hadn’t forced me to eat those three soggy Brussel sprouts though…

The bonfire at Durban Castle is made up of the neat, triangular wooden structure Tom and I made earlier. There isn’t a half-charred mattress or armchair in sight, and I doubt anyone will be throwing aerosol cans into the flames for a laugh. There’s a hot chocolate station set up to one side, which consists of a huge urn filled with the warm chocolatey drink, bottles of different flavoured syrups, squirty cream, and bowls filled with mini marshmallows, and white, dark and milk chocolate shavings. Alice and I head straight over, and I pick up one of the mismatched mugs from the large collection, filling it with hot chocolate and orange syrup before topping it with marshmallows, cream and milk chocolate shavings. I take a look around the field as I lick the creamy moustache from my top lip after my first sip. A large crowd has already gathered, and I see Tom ahead, blowing on his own hot chocolate as he watches the dancing flames of the bonfire. I want to go over and say hello, but I’m afraid after the hand-holding this afternoon. Or rather, the way it made me feel.

Alice threads her free arm through mine. ‘Shall we go and find the toasted marshmallows?’

I tear my eyes away from Tom, hoping Alice hasn’t spotted me gazing across at him. ‘Obviously. They’re the reason I’m here.’

It definitely has nothing to do with the brooding, handsome gardener.

Nothing at all.

‘Hey, Carolyn.’ Alice waves her sister over as she passes on her way to the hot chocolate station. ‘Where are the toasted marshmallows at?’

‘They’re on the other side of the bonfire.’ Carolyn points at the dancing flames. ‘Piers has taken charge. He’s gone all caveman about it. They’re apparently the best toasted marshmallows in the history of toasted marshmallows.’ Carolyn rolls her eyes. ‘You know what he’s like. I may have to tease him a little bit and tell him they’re too gooey – as if that’s even possible. The more gooey the better, right?’

Piers doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who would take a gentle ribbing too well. Tom and I tease each other, and that’s fine, it’s all fun, but I can’t imagine a lighter side to Piers at all. Carolyn must clock my look of incomprehension, because she feels the need to reassure me of their excellence.

‘They really are delicious. And anything served on a stick doesn’t contain any calories, right?’ She grins at us. ‘I’m thinking about having them as my craving when we get pregnant.’

‘Um, you don’t get to choose your cravings,’ Alice says.

Carolyn winks at her sister. ‘That’s what you think.’

Alice laughs and shakes her head. ‘Are you going to start trying straight away then? Because I can totally see myself as an aunty. It’ll be fun.’

I’m not entirely sure I agree with that. I doubt Great Aunt D found it fun being lumbered with me for weeks – sometimes months – on end while Mum got her shit together.

‘Not straight away, no, but it’s something we both want in the next few years. We’re off to Denmark next month to start my new job, so I want to get settled there before we even think about babies. Besides, Piers wants the children to be born here, so you’ll have to wait a bit longer, Aunty Alice.’

‘Speaking of waiting, can we get a move on?’ Alice starts to edge towards Piers’ infamous bonfire treats, but I remain still.

‘I’m not that hungry, actually.’ I place a hand on my stomach. ‘I had way too much of that cheesecake for dessert. I might just go and veg out on one of those deckchairs.’ I point back towards the castle, where a row of chairs and blankets has been set out. ‘I’ll grab one later.’

‘Are you sure?’ Alice asks, but I’m already backing away.

It’s started to turn cool now it’s dark, so I wrap my hands around my warm mug. ‘I’m sure. I’ll see you in a bit, yeah?’

Carolyn holds up a hand in farewell as she’s tugged away. I wait until they’ve disappeared around the other side of the bonfire before I make my way over to the deckchairs. I settle myself into one (and fear I will never get back out of it again) and sip my hot chocolate. I can see Tom ahead, still watching the mesmerising flicker of the flames. I wonder if he’s invited Lydia along this evening. My stomach rolls uncomfortably, which is either caused by the prospect of seeing Tom with his pregnant fiancée, or from really eating too much cheesecake.

I place my hot chocolate on the ground carefully before reaching for a blanket from the neighbouring deckchair, feeling its woolly warmth as soon as I drape it around my shoulders.

‘I used to love coming here on New Year’s Eve.’ I hadn’t realised Tom had approached, so I start. ‘It was a lot colder, obviously, but we’d layer up and bring blankets out.’ He picks up a blanket of his own and settles down in the deckchair next to mine. ‘The castle’s usually hired out for corporate events or weddings these days, so I have to make do with the Royal Oak, which isn’t quite the same.’

‘What was it like? Growing up so close to a real-life castle?’

In my head, it’s magical. It’s every fairy tale happily ever after come to life. It’s the sense of calm, of security and contentedness. It’s a far cry from the childhood I had, where I didn’t know whether I’d spend the night at Mum’s or Aunt Dorothy’s, where I couldn’t keep up with the barrage of men I’d find smoking at the kitchen table, as though Mum had a revolving door for boyfriends to pass through. Sometimes, I didn’t even find out their names before they moved on, but I always had to deal with the fallout.

‘It was bloody hard work, to be honest.’ Tom laughs at my surprised face. ‘I mean, it was lovely hanging out with Alice and Carolyn, obviously, but it also meant I had to learn Dad’s trade. I love it now, but back then I wanted to climb trees, not prune them. I wanted to paddle in the stream and play truth or dare in the woods, but there was always something to do.’

‘It can’t have been that bad if you stuck around to work here.’ I pick up my drink and blow on it before taking a tentative sip, trying to avoid covering my lip in cream again.

‘Like I said, I love it now. It’s my dream job. I’m glad I’m not one of those people who despises their job.’

I wipe my lip, just in case. ‘Me too. Teaching isn’t for everyone, but I love it.’

‘I bet you love the long stretch of the summer holidays,’ Tom says and I roll my eyes.

‘Says you with your outdoorsy job. I bet you can’t get a more beautiful setting.’

Tom shakes his head. ‘Nope. I wouldn’t trade this job for anything.’

I glance sideways at him. ‘Do you still want to play truth or dare in the woods?’

Tom laughs and nudges me gently. ‘You mock, but it was actually a lot of fun.’ He indicates the woods in the distance. ‘I had my first kiss in there during a game of truth or dare.’

‘Alice?’

Tom shakes his head and I suppress a giggle.

‘Archie?’

‘Piss off,’ Tom says, but he’s laughing again. ‘It was Carolyn. We were twelve and I thought it was the most disgusting thing ever.’

‘I’m sure Carolyn would be delighted to hear that.’

‘She thought the same thing. Doesn’t everybody when it’s their first kiss?’

I shrug. ‘Fair point.’

My eyes are drawn to Tom’s lips. I can’t help it, not when we’re talking about kissing. It’s a reflexive instinct, that’s all. Tom’s eyes meet mine, and I feel myself blush, as though I’ve been caught out. I adjust the blanket around me, feeling exposed suddenly.

‘So, what do you love most about teaching? Apart from the summer holidays?’

‘It’s the kids.’ Tom quirks an eyebrow at me, and I laugh. ‘Seriously. I mean, some of them are horrors – a lot of them, in fact – but then you have the great kids, the sweet ones, the ones who show so much potential.’ I pull the blanket even tighter around me. ‘And then there are the vulnerable kids. The kids with holey jumpers, the ones who “forget” to bring pens and pencils to every lesson because they can’t spare that little bit of money to buy any. The kids who turn up to school with empty stomachs, not because they rolled out of bed late and didn’t have time to grab breakfast, but because there simply isn’t any food in the house for them to eat. They have shitty lives and most of them don’t believe for a second that it can be any different. They think this is it, for ever. They don’t have the faintest clue they can change their paths in life, never mind know how to go about it. If I can help in the tiniest way, then I’ve done a good job.’

‘Wow.’ Tom puffs up his cheeks. ‘My job feels totally unworthy now.’

‘Are you kidding? You make people happy. You make this place beautiful. Plus, you taught me how to build a massive bonfire.’ I turn to watch the flames of the fire rise and flicker. ‘You taught me about kindling and tinder and… that other kind of wood.’

Tom barks with sudden laughter. ‘I clearly did an amazing job.’

I shrug, trying not to giggle myself. ‘Blame the student, not the teacher. I’m not outdoorsy, remember?’

I recall a similar conversation earlier, in the woods, where Tom alluded to his assumption that Archie and I had enjoyed one another’s company under the umbrella tree, and it feels like I’m standing too close to the bonfire. I’m too hot. Too short of breath. I want to tell Tom the truth, to convince him that nothing happened between me and Archie– and it never would. But I don’t get the chance to say a word as a sudden shriek of distress pierces the air.





Chapter Twenty-Nine

It’s Carolyn, squealing away as she batters her betrothed. Slung over Piers’ shoulder in an ungainly fireman’s lift, Carolyn is pummelling away at his back as he strides towards the bonfire. Surely he isn’t going to toss her onto the flames for dissing his marshmallows?

‘Oh my God.’ I sit up straighter in my deckchair – not easy, FYI – as Piers continues to stride towards the fire, Carolyn’s squeals getting higher and longer as she bashes away at his spine. But then she’s on the ground – a safe enough distance from the flames – and they’re both doubled over laughing. She lunges at Piers, ruffling his hair while he picks her up and twirls her round. It’s the most playful I’ve seen Piers, including the times we’ve played actual games.

‘What do you think about those two?’ Tom nods at the pair, who are now snogging like a pair of teenagers. ‘Do you think they’re suited?’

‘I didn’t.’ I place my mug down on the ground and settle back down into my deckchair. ‘But now I think they could make a good match. I mean, they’re like chalk and cheese, obviously.’

‘Right?’ Tom nods. ‘I thought that too. I know I haven’t been in contact with Carolyn for a while, but she was never the type for a big flashy wedding. Her dad had all that money, but she was so down to earth. I never felt like the poor kid next to them.’

I flinch at the term. Tom probably has no idea what it’s really like to be the ‘poor kid’.

‘I think they’re more suited than it first appears. On the surface, they’re completely different, but Piers can be caring.’ I think about yesterday, when Carolyn was in the midst of a killer hangover, and instead of ranting and raving like I suspected he would, he’d been soothing and kind, finding solutions for the tricky situation Carolyn had found herself in. He’d even washed her hair because she didn’t feel up to it, for goodness’ sake. And then there’s the fact that they’re moving away to begin their married life in Denmark to enhance Carolyn’s career. That I wasn’t expecting at all.

‘And just look at them now.’ They’ve stopped snogging now, but Carolyn is resting her head on his chest while he pulls her in close, his arms shielding her from the cold.

‘I guess I just have a warped view of relationships,’ Tom says.

Join the club, I think, but I don’t want to open that particular can of worms and decide to change the subject.

‘What was your nickname? When you were kids?’

Tom’s eyes widen momentarily, but he recovers quickly, giving off an air of nonchalance. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Yes, you do.’ I’m trying not to crack a smile, but it’s hard. ‘Archie told me about the nicknames: Archie the Great, Alice in Wonderland, Queen Carolyn. But he never told me what yours was.’

Tom scratches the back of his neck. ‘I, er, didn’t have one.’

‘You did!’ I try to jump out of my deckchair, but it doesn’t happen quite as efficiently as I’d have liked, and I end up toppling out of it onto the grass. Tom is laughing at me, but I don’t let it get to me. Brushing my hair off my face, I sit up on my knees, leaning over so I can look Tom right in the eye. ‘Come on, tell me what it is. I promise not to laugh.’

Tom shakes his head. ‘You can’t make a promise like that.’

‘So, it’s bad?’

Tom cringes. ‘It isn’t good.’

‘Come on.’ I give him a playful nudge. ‘Tell me what it is, otherwise I’ll just go and ask Alice.’

Tom drops his face into his hands with a groan before peeping up at me. ‘Fine. It was Tom Thumb.’

My first instinct is to laugh, obviously, but I made a promise. Besides, it’s quite cute.

‘Cute?’ Tom asks when I tell him so. ‘Ugh. Just what every man wants to hear. Not manly. Not heroic. Cute.’

‘Not just cute.’ I reach for Tom’s cheeks and give them a squeeze. ‘Utterly adorable.’

‘Oi, gerrof!’ Tom is laughing as he tries to bat me away. When that doesn’t work, he grabs hold of my wrists, and I’m reminded of earlier today, after the water balloon dodgeball when he’d held my hand. There’s that frisson of electricity again, appearing so suddenly it makes me gasp. Tom releases my wrists and I leap away, dropping back down into my deckchair.

‘Right.’ Tom clears his throat as I rearrange my blanket so it’s covering as much of my body as possible. As though I can shield myself with it. ‘Your turn.’

‘My turn?’ I frown. ‘I never had a nickname.’ Not one I would ever admit to, anyway. They were never given in friendship or even jest.

‘I’ve told you all the gory details about my childhood.’ Tom grins at me. ‘Now it’s your turn.’

My gaze flits around the field. Would it be rude if I excused myself to go and grab a toasted marshmallow, mid-conversation?

‘There isn’t much to tell. I didn’t grow up around a fairy-tale castle, though I suppose I always wished for it. I had a fantasy of being rescued by the handsome prince and being carried away to his fairy-tale kingdom.’ I sigh theatrically in a bid to mask my discomfort. ‘And I’m still waiting.’

‘I’m afraid old Wallace is the closest we’ve got to a prince around here,’ Tom says. ‘And I don’t think he’d be able to carry you far – he’s a bit rusty.’

I give a dismissive wave of my hand. ‘Who needs a prince anyway? I soon learned you can’t rely on some fantasy hero to pick you up and whisk you away to your happily ever after. You’ve got to carve your own path in life. That’s why, at the age of seven, I tossed my fairy tales book on the bonfire and started believing in reality.’

Tom folds his arms across his chest and shifts so he can observe me. I squirm under his scrutiny but try not to let my discomfort show. ‘You stopped believing in fairy tales when you were seven?’

‘Yes.’ I can still remember that feeling of freedom as the book sailed through the air and landed on the flames, the way it quickly started to char as though it had even less substance to it than I’d assumed. I’d been dragged away from the bonfire – it had started to engulf the fencing between our garden and the neighbour’s by then, so somebody must have rescued the book as I was ushered inside. It wasn’t Mum; she was dancing next to the flaming fence.

She’d kept hold of the book, though, for all these years. Kept it hidden away for Aunt Dorothy to discover while she was clearing out Mum’s house after the funeral. It was like a bad penny, that book, turning up when I least expected it to.

‘What made you stop believing so young?’

I draw my knees up to my chest (not an easy task while being swallowed by a deckchair) and hug the blanket closer to my body. ‘I guess I realised happily ever afters don’t happen. Not in real life, anyway.’

Tom sits up in his deckchair, leaning towards me. ‘You realised that at seven though?’ He shakes his head. ‘It took me thirty-two years to come to reach that conclusion. Why so young?’


I shrug, though I know exactly why. Seeing the string of failed relationships my mum had, seeing her devastated time after time, put a negative spin on falling in love even when I was a little girl. Tom remains in his leaning-forward position, waiting for me to elaborate. Maybe it’s the smoke billowing from the bonfire scrambling my brain, or the effect of all that sugar in my hot chocolate, or maybe there’s just something overwhelmingly trustworthy about Tom, but I roll my eyes and allow the sorry tale of Emily Atkinson to tumble out.

‘My dad left a couple of months after my sixth birthday. I didn’t know it at the time, but he’d found someone else and decided to play happy families with her instead. All I knew was that one morning he left for work and never came home again, though I suppose he did because all his stuff was missing from the wardrobe when I got home from school. I checked, when Mum said he’d left and wasn’t coming home again. I checked every day for two weeks, but I never really wished for him to come back – I suppose even then I knew he couldn’t fix Mum.’

‘Fix her?’ Tom’s voice is gentle, almost not there at all.

‘She had… issues. With drugs at first, and then men too, after Dad left. She couldn’t always keep either of them under control. She used them both as a prop, to give her confidence and self-worth. All her relationships were disastrous, and I swore I’d never follow in her footsteps. If you don’t have relationships, you don’t get hurt, right?’

‘I guess I can understand that.’

Finally! It’s so refreshing to find someone who doesn’t dismiss my feelings, or think they can fix me by shoving their own opinions down my throat.

‘So your mum really put you off men – for life?’

‘I’m afraid so. She was pretty screwed up. She’d do anything to keep hold of a man – no matter how badly he treated her – and she was inconsolable every time she was dumped. Which was a lot. She’d spiral out of control and I’d end up being packed off to stay with my great aunt until she’d managed to sort herself out. We didn’t have much family around us, just Mum’s aunt, so I spent a lot of time with her. Aunt Dorothy was the wicked witch in my fairy-tale fantasy.’

‘She’s the one you wanted rescuing from?’

‘Actually, no, not always. It was mostly Mum. I know that makes me sound like a terrible person, but it was tough. I didn’t have a regular mum like my friends did. She never picked me up from school on time – if at all – and I could never invite my friends round for tea. Not because I was embarrassed by Mum – I was, she was a mess – but because there wouldn’t be tea for us to eat together. If I was lucky there was cereal or toast or chocolate biscuits, but not the home-cooked meals my friends had. Sometimes, there wouldn’t be any food at all in the house for days. Funnily enough, there was always enough money for Mum to get off her face.’ I grab my mug of hot chocolate, but find there’s no way I can drink it as my stomach is in knots, so return it to the ground. ‘I went away on an overnight trip when I was about nine, but when we got back to school, it wasn’t Mum waiting for me but Aunt Dorothy, looking most put out that her afternoon quiz shows were being interrupted. That was the first time I had to go and stay with her. I asked where Mum was, but she wouldn’t tell me. Just said she was “away” and she’d be “home soon”.’

‘It must have been confusing.’

‘It was, but it was also a relief. Mum had really gone downhill. She was erratic – one minute dancing around the living room to music so loud the neighbours banged on the wall, the next sobbing in her bed and refusing to get up.’

And the vomit. I can still smell it, as if I’m cleaning it from Mum’s grubby dressing gown even now. And I can still hear her choking in the night, paralysed with fear and not knowing what to do. Finally bursting out into the cold winter night in my flimsy nightie, screaming for help. The relief as a neighbour rushed past me. Relief that she was no longer my problem, my responsibility, at least for a little while.

‘Aunt Dorothy was strict. There was no telly during the week – for me, at least. She loved her quiz shows and sitcoms, but there’d be no cartoons – and toys were limited, so I had to entertain myself with the books crammed on her shelves. They were mostly history books, which must have rubbed off on me, despite my reluctance.’ I smile wryly. ‘I wasn’t used to rules at home. But I felt safer within the confines of Aunt Dorothy’s house and her boundaries. I had a bedtime and I had to wash my face and brush my teeth every day, which I hated, but I also had proper, regular meals. I did miss the chocolate biscuits a bit though.’

‘Did your mum get help?’

I nod as I let the melted marshmallow drop from my fingers onto the grass. ‘Lots of it, time and time again, but she was never sober for more than a few months at a time. I sort of got used to the cycle, if I’m honest. I learned to predict her moods, so I knew when to start packing for another trip to Aunt Dorothy’s.’

‘You must have missed your mum during those times.’

‘I did, but I only missed my real mum, not the monster she became when the drugs took hold. And I got to see her sometimes. Aunt Dorothy would take me to visit her and we’d sit in this big room filled with lots of different families, all crying because they missed their loved ones or because they hated them. Mum would sometimes scream at me and tell me I’d ruined her life, that Dad would have stayed if I hadn’t been around.’

‘Blimey. That’s horrible.’ Tom sits up as straight as he can in the deckchair and I feel my hand being tugged gently with his movement. When I look down, our fingers are intertwined. When did that happen?

‘It wasn’t as bad as the times she stared vacantly at the wall opposite, her eyes dead. If she did look at me, it was like she didn’t even know who I was or why I was there.’ I shrug. ‘At least if she was screaming at me, she was there, you know?’

‘I’m sorry you had to go through all that.’ Tom’s hand feels warm in mine. Comforting. I’d normally snatch it away, but find I can’t.

‘I suppose it was a normal way for me to grow up. I didn’t know any different. It did teach me I can only rely on myself though, that I shouldn’t rely so heavily on a man that I can’t function without him. Because that’s what she did, over and over again, and I had to deal with the consequences when they left. I never want to end up like that. Out of control. Lost.’

‘What about your ex? Edward?’

I smile wryly. ‘Edward was an anomaly. He’s the only one who ever managed to break through the wall I’d built around myself. But even when I was with him, I held myself back. I couldn’t give everything to him. Could never truly let go.’ I shake my head and give a humourless laugh. ‘I never even told him half of what I just told you.’

Tom’s eyebrows lift. ‘You didn’t?’

‘Nope. He never even met Mum – I wouldn’t let him, no matter how much he pestered to meet my family – and I never told him about any of her problems. I could pretend, you see. I could pretend to be a normal person, with a normal family, if he didn’t know. But when Mum died last year, he wanted to come to the funeral. To support me. But how could I let him be there? How could I let him see the real me?’

‘I can see the real you.’ Tom’s eyes are fixed on mine, and I want to look away, want my stomach to stop churning under his intense gaze, but I can’t move. ‘The real you is beautiful and strong. Don’t ever hide her away.’

I finally break the eye contact. I feel too raw. Too exposed. I should go. I should find Alice and eat toasted marshmallows and pretend this conversation never took place.

But I remain seated, my hand still in Tom’s. I know he’s still watching me, but I’m afraid to lift my gaze and meet his again. Afraid of what he will see. Afraid of what I may say or do.

It’s all too much. I’ve said too much, given too much away. Panic starts to rise, taking my breath away, choking me, but I’m rooted to the spot, anchored down by the horror of what I’ve done. I’ve never felt as vulnerable as I do right now, and I realise this is why I’ve always pushed people away, to protect myself from this utter powerlessness.

My breath is ragged. I’m too hot, clammy. The blanket is shed, tossed to the ground.

Why did I spew the secrets I’ve worked so hard to guard all these years? Why now? Why Tom?

Because I wanted him to see the real Emily instead of the woman I present to the world. The Emily who cried herself to sleep as a child, lonely and confused and afraid. The Emily I push deep down inside in case she accidentally reveals herself. The Emily I could never give to Edward.

What have I done?

Tom’s fingers are tight against my own. I squeeze back, but I can’t look at him.

‘I’m fine,’ I say, but as the first firework shoots up into the inky sky and bursts into a rainbow of colour and sparkle, I burst into tears.




Chapter Thirty

I’m mortified as soon as the shock of bursting into tears in front of another person has worn off. My hands are at my face, as though I can mask the tears, but I hear Tom shift beside me, his deckchair creaking as he shifts his weight.

‘I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have probed about your childhood. I wouldn’t have asked… God, I’m such an idiot.’

I lift my face from my palms and give a watery smile. ‘I should have warned you that my childhood was dull.’ I’m trying to be funny to lift the mood and deflect my embarrassment, but it doesn’t even work on me, let alone Tom, and I start to snivel again.

What is wrong with me? I never cry in public – not even in front of Alice – and here I am blubbering like a baby. It’s hardly the image of the strong, independent woman I claim to be. I used to watch my mum cry over her latest lost love and I’d feel anger rather than sympathy towards her. For being weak. For allowing another human being to control her emotions when they weren’t even around any more. It would bubble up inside me, and I’d want to shake her and tell her to get a grip, to show strength instead of vulnerability. And yet here I am, doing the same.

‘Hey, it’s okay.’ I jump back as Tom places a gentle hand on my shoulder. I don’t want him to touch me or show compassion. I don’t want him to acknowledge my tears (and probably snot if I don’t pull myself together). I need him to make a joke, to laugh and pretend I haven’t made a fool of myself.

‘Sorry.’ Tom holds his hands up, to show he isn’t a threat.

‘No, it’s fine.’ I pull my sleeve over my hand so I can mop my face. ‘I’m sorry. I’m being silly.’

‘Getting upset isn’t being silly,’ Tom says, but I snort. Isn’t it? It doesn’t achieve anything, unless you want people to think you’re feeble. ‘You’ve been through a lot. It can’t have been easy, especially losing your mum.’

I didn’t lose my mum. I didn’t misplace her. She chose to leave me, just like she chose the drugs and the men over me time after time. I wasn’t important to my mum. I wasn’t enough. And I’m angry – livid – that I’ll never get to ask her if I ever was. With her gone, other people have been on the receiving end of that anger: Alice, as she tried to coax me out of my bedroom during the first few weeks, when I refused to talk to her – about Mum, about anything – and Edward. Poor Edward, who did nothing but love me. But I couldn’t love him back. How could I ever be enough for him when my own mother found me lacking? When my own father couldn’t be bothered to stick around? Edward deserved better than me, so I let him go. It hurt, obviously, but the pain simply merged with the pain of everything that went before. And he’s happy now, according to his Facebook updates, which I occasionally have the tiniest peek at.

‘You’re shivering.’ Tom places a hand on my arm, his fingers barely touching me. ‘Let’s get you inside. We’ll get you a drink, something to warm you up.’

I look up as the sky fills with bright pink sparkles. ‘I want to stay out here. I want to watch the fireworks.’

So that’s what we do. Tom removes his jacket, despite my protests, and drapes it over my shoulders when even the blanket can’t warm me. His arm remains across my back, his hand resting on my shoulder, as we watch the sky light up, and I allow it to remain there. At some point, I rest my head against his chest, enjoying the warmth seeping through his T-shirt, the solid, reassuring beat of his heart.

The fireworks are spectacular. So vibrant and glittering against the dark sky, their shrieks and crackles and booms filling the field around us. I don’t want it to end, but of course it does, and Tom stands up, wiping down his jeans where he’s been kneeling beside me on the ground, scrubbing at the two damp patches at the knees.

‘Another hot chocolate?’ he asks, and I nod before trying to struggle out of the deckchair. But I’m trapped. The chair has swallowed me whole. My arms and legs are flailing as I try to gather the momentum to tip me out of the bloody thing. With all those chairs inside the castle, whose genius idea was it to provide the most difficult, frustrating seating known to man?

‘Would you like some help?’ Tom holds out a hand and I take it, smiling my gratitude as he hauls me up onto my feet. But he’s pulled me with a bit too much force and I’m propelled forward, slap bang into his chest. Tom staggers ever so slightly before managing to right us both, his hands firm on my shoulders.

‘Sorry,’ I say, but we’re both giggling.

‘My fault entirely.’ Tom is still holding me by the shoulders, and though his grasp has loosened now I’m steady on my feet. I’m waiting for the instinct to bat his hands away to take over, but it doesn’t materialise. ‘Shall we go and get that hot chocolate now?’


‘Yes.’ I nod, but neither of us moves. Tom’s hands are still on my shoulders, as though he’s accidentally superglued himself to me but is too embarrassed to confess his predicament. And then his hands are on the move, but they aren’t lifting off my body. They’re gliding, ever so slowly, across my shoulders and to the back of my neck, and then they’re in my hair and Tom’s face is inching closer to mine. This is usually the part where I take a step back, make my excuses and run like the flipping wind, but I do none of those things. In fact, I’m up on my tiptoes, my hands reaching for Tom, pulling him closer, quicker, and we’re kissing. Right there in the field. And it is the most spectacular kiss of my life. Butterflies are erupting in my tummy like the fireworks in the sky a few moments ago, lighting up my entire body.

Blimey, I did not see this one coming.

What am I doing?

And should I stop it?

But of course I should. An image of the scan photo I found in Tom’s drawer pops into my head. The baby. Lydia. This is wrong.

My hands are on Tom’s chest, pushing gently but firmly.

‘I’m sorry – again.’ Tom closes his eyes and shakes his head. ‘That shouldn’t have happened.’

‘No.’ My fingers are on my lips, as though I can capture the remnants of magic.

‘You’re seeing Archie, and this isn’t me. I don’t kiss girls who are involved. It’s shitty. It’s unfair.’ He takes a step back, his hand combing angrily at his hair.

‘And I don’t kiss men who are engaged.’ I turn, running back towards the castle as Tom calls out my name. I need to get away, because I would – more than anything else in the world – like to kiss him again. And again. And I know it’s wrong and I feel terrible, but that’s how I feel. The safest option is to steer well clear of temptation.

‘Emily, wait.’ Tom has caught up with me – easily – and I come to a halt as he takes my arm. I tug my arm away and set off again. I can’t be near Tom right now.

‘Please listen to me.’ He’s back again, his hands on my shoulders, turning me to face him. I shake my head, my eyes refusing to look at him, because I know I’ll cave if I do. I’ve never felt this before, this insane need to be with someone, to kiss them, to touch them. To forget anything and everything but them. It’s exhilarating. Thrilling. Terrifying. And I’m greedy for more.

‘Sorry I’m late, babe.’

Tom starts. His hands snatch away from my shoulders as he stumbles away from me. I turn to see Archie striding towards us, shaking his head as he waggles his phone in the air.

‘Work, again. They can’t cope without me.’ He rolls his eyes and loops an arm around my waist. There’s the instinct to bat away the contact, the urge to squirm away. ‘Aww, did I miss the entire display?’

‘Every little bit.’ I move away from Archie and his clutching hand. ‘I was just heading back inside.’

‘Oh?’ Archie frowns as he looks from me to Tom and back again. ‘It looked like you were chatting with Tom when I came out.’

I nod, swallowing hard. ‘Just saying goodnight. I’m really tired. Going to have an early night.’

Archie leans in close. ‘Would you like me to tuck you in?’ He’s whispering, but I’m sure Tom overhears.

‘I think I should go.’ Tom reaches for me, and I feel a spark of hope. But he simply takes the jacket that is still draped over my shoulders.

‘Goodnight, Tom.’ Archie places his hand around my waist again and pulls me in close. ‘Let’s get you up to bed, babe.’

I open my mouth, but Tom is already striding off and Archie’s guiding me towards the castle.

What would I say, anyway?

I’m never very good at waking up in a new place, my mind, still foggy from sleep, trying to work out where I am, a sense of dread weighing heavy on my stomach as I figure out what will greet me when I manage to prise my eyes open fully. It happened constantly when I was growing up; was it my bed at home that I was waking up in, or the bed in the guest bedroom at Aunt Dorothy’s? Who would greet me as I crept down for breakfast: Aunt Dorothy, or one of Mum’s crusty boyfriends? The only place I’ve ever really felt safe is the bed at home, the home I share with Alice. I know what will greet me as I head down the stairs: first Carrot, winding his way around my legs, and then Alice with the offer of a cup of tea if she’s up before me. Lately Kevin has been there too, but it doesn’t bother me like the presence of Mum’s boyfriends did. He doesn’t scowl at me or scratch himself with one hand while buttering his toast with the other. Alice and Kevin are my family now, more so than Mum was ever capable of being in any capacity other than blood.

Waking up this morning, I instantly know I am not at home. The bed is too narrow, the room too dark due to the thick curtains at the castle rather than the flimsy ones at home that let too much brightness in first thing in the morning.

Ah, yes. I’m at the castle.

Last night was the bonfire and fireworks display.

Tom…

I stretch out in the small bed, keeping my eyes tightly closed to put off the moment I have to face reality.

‘Good morning, honey.’ Alice’s voice is warm and familiar, but I’ve still been dreading it. I cover my face with my hands and give my eyes a rub with my fingertips. Colours in weird and wonderful shapes are dancing in front of my eyes, but I continue kneading at my eyelids just to delay the inevitable, awkward chat we’re about to have.

‘I saw you.’ I feel Alice’s weight on the edge of my bed. ‘Getting cosy last night.’

‘Oh, God.’ I force my eyes open and wriggle up into a sitting position. ‘You did?’

‘Yep.’ Alice draws her knees up to her chest and rests her cheek on them, sighing. ‘I wish Kevin was here to feed me toasted marshmallows by the fire. I don’t think our electric fire will have quite the same romantic feel, do you?’

My heart rate has been galloping, but it starts to slow as I flop against the pillows.

Archie! She’s talking about Archie, not Tom. Dreading the prospect of being alone in my bedroom with Archie last night, I’d convinced him I’d changed my mind about sleep and wanted to enjoy the bonfire for a bit longer. An image of Archie feeding me the marshmallows I was definitely not in the mood for pops into my head and I feel a bit queasy.

‘It really wasn’t as romantic as you think.’ I swing my legs out of the bed and shove my feet into my slippers. ‘I felt a bit sick after the first one.’

‘You didn’t look sick.’ Alice purses her lips as she watches me slip my dressing gown on. ‘You looked really happy.’

I didn’t feel it, believe me.

‘It was inspiring.’

Okay, she’s gone too far now. Romantic, I sort of get if you’re observing the couple in question and don’t know one of them is practically being forced-fed the sickly treat. But inspiring? Was the woman high?

‘Seriously, Emily. You’ve been so brave these past few days, putting aside your issues and giving Archie a proper chance. You’ve inspired me to do the same.’

‘You’re going to let Archie feed you marshmallows until you want to hurl too?’

Alice rolls her eyes. ‘Funny.’ She hops off the bed. ‘I’m going to be brave, like you. After the wedding, I’m going to tell my family about Kevin, and if they don’t like it, it’s tough luck on their part. I want what Carolyn has.’ Alice holds up a finger. ‘And no, I’m not talking about Piers. I want the wedding. The babies. The whole shebang.’

‘That’s fantastic!’ I wrap my arms around Alice and give her a squeeze. It really is fantastic, but it sucks for me. I can’t exactly come clean about using Archie as a human shield from her matchmaking now I’ve given her the courage to stand up to her family, can I?





Chapter Thirty-One

Alice has to go to the wedding rehearsal this morning, so she grabs a piece of toast and an armful of fresh fruit from the dining room before hurrying off to the chapel. I grab myself a more leisurely bowl of cornflakes, sitting by the window that looks out onto the courtyard. Part of me is hoping to see Tom working out there, but the more sensible part is relieved to see the courtyard is empty. After last night’s kiss, it’s probably best if I avoid contact with Tom for the duration of my stay at the castle.

‘Mind if I join you?’ I groan inwardly as Archie drops himself into the chair next to mine. ‘I’m surprised you can eat after all those marshmallows last night. I didn’t think you were ever going to stop.’ He chuckles, but I can’t even raise a flicker of a smile. Talk about rewriting history! It was Archie who insisted I eat them, practically skewering me on the end of the stick as he shoved marshmallow after marshmallow in my face.

‘What do you want to do today?’ Archie takes my non-spoon-wielding hand in his and gives it a squeeze. ‘We can have another walk in the woods if you’d like. Go back to the umbrella tree.’ He raises an eyebrow at me suggestively. ‘I promise not to lose you this time.’

‘Actually, Archie, I think we need to talk.’ Archie has a pretty tight grasp of my hand, but I manage to tug it free.

‘I don’t want to talk.’ Archie leans towards me, kissing me on the lower cheek, dangerously close to my mouth. I shift away from him in case he goes in for another. ‘Shall we get out of here?’

‘No, I’d rather not.’

‘Oh, really?’ Archie leans in towards me again, but he doesn’t make any attempt to kiss me this time. ‘And why’s that?’

‘I haven’t finished my breakfast.’ My voice comes out infuriatingly feeble, but I pull my bowl closer to back up my argument.

Archie laughs, but there isn’t a hint of hilarity. It’s a cold sound. Harsh. ‘You’re choosing a bowl of soggy cereal over me?’

I give a weak shrug. ‘I’m hungry.’ I scoop up a spoonful and pop it into my mouth. It is soggy. Like cardboard left out in the rain overnight.

‘I don’t think it’s that at all.’ Archie reaches past me and pushes the bowl away. ‘I think you’re playing games with me. And not the good kind.’

‘What are you talking about?’ I don’t deny it; I can’t. But I will try to dodge it.

‘I’m not stupid, Emily.’ He grabs my hand again, but his grip is fiercer this time, almost painful. I try to pull away, but he increases the pressure and pulls me closer to him. ‘If you’re not into me, just say so.’ His voice is low. Menacing. ‘Don’t piss me around and make me look like a fool, or you’ll regret it.’ He’s really squeezing my hand now and I’m about to yelp when Francelia marches towards us. He drops my hand, a charming smile fixed firmly in place before he looks up at her.

‘Good morning, Aunt Francelia. You’re looking as beautiful as ever this morning.’

Francelia flickers a smile before she gets down to business. ‘I need you down at the chapel.’ Her eyes dart towards me, watching briefly as I rub at my fingers, but she’s more interested in her psycho nephew. ‘It’s the wedding rehearsal and Roderick hasn’t managed to get up here yet, so you’ll have to step in and give Carolyn away.’

Archie pulls a face. ‘Can’t she just pretend her dad’s there?’

She’s had good practice with that, I’m itching to add, but wimp out. Francelia looks like she’s on a mission and any quips from me won’t go down well.

‘No, she can’t.’ Francelia looks down at my hands again, but I’ve hidden them under the table. ‘But I’m sure you’ll do your favourite aunt a favour and step in.’ She sighs and rubs at her temple. ‘You wouldn’t believe the pressure I’m under, Archie. Seriously. There’s the rehearsal dinner tonight, which is still being organised as we speak because Carolyn hasn’t finalised the photos she wants projected on the screen. I said to just leave it for the reception, but no, she wants a preview tonight. We’ll have to scrap the idea altogether if she doesn’t pull her socks up.’ She sighs again. ‘And then we have the stag and hen nonsense tonight, not to mention the rehearsal at the chapel in…’ She looks at her watch. ‘Oh, goodness. Ten minutes ago. You need to hurry.’

‘This is just for today, right?’ Archie scrapes back his chair and stands up. ‘I don’t have to actually give her away at the wedding?’

‘Of course not.’ Francelia tuts. ‘Roderick will be here by then.’

She doesn’t sound convinced.

‘I guess I’ll see you later then, Emily.’ Archie stoops to kiss me on top of the head, which should be a sweet gesture but isn’t after he almost crushed my fingers moments ago. He strolls away with his usual confident stride, but Francelia doesn’t join him just yet.

‘Everything okay here?’ Her eyes flick to the table, where my hands are clasped underneath. Should I tell her what just happened? Even though I’m not entirely sure myself? ‘Because, you know, Archie is incredibly busy with work at the moment. It’s non-stop, even when he’s here, celebrating his cousin’s wedding. He can’t relax. Not for a minute. It must be terribly stressful, don’t you think?’

‘I suppose.’ It still doesn’t excuse his behaviour just now.


‘Archie is a good boy. Always has been.’ With a nod, Francelia backs away and I’m left with a bowl of mushy cornflakes and throbbing fingers.

I know what I said about avoiding Tom over the next couple of days, but I find myself tracking him down after breakfast. He’s the only one who’ll be able to help me understand what just happened with Archie. He isn’t fooled by the ‘Mr Charisma’ screen, so I’m sure he’ll believe me when I tell him my suspicions that Archie is a whack job. I’m not so sure Alice will as she’s so blinded by Archie’s so-called charm.

I’m beginning to think I’ve been a bit harsh with my judgements of my recent dates; so what if that one guy had four cats, all named after the girls from Little Mix – at least he cares about animals and isn’t a psycho like Archie! The men I’ve dated over the past year have all been essentially good guys – quirkiness and overeagerness are harmless traits – so perhaps I shouldn’t be so quick to reject the guys that don’t fit my – perhaps unachievable – ideal in the future.

So at least pretending to date Archie has had one positive outcome. Silver linings and all that.

I eventually find Tom trundling along the lawns to the front of the property on a ride-on mower. The noise is thunderous, but I manage to flag him down by waving my arms about like an idiot until he switches off the engine.

‘I was going to come and find you later,’ Tom says as he removes his earmuffs and hops down from the mower. ‘I need to talk to you.’

‘I need to talk to you too. About Archie. Can we go somewhere more private?’

Tom nods. ‘How about the cottage?’

Tom’s cottage would be private, but I’m not sure it’s a good idea to go there, especially after last night. Besides, I really don’t want to be surrounded by Lydia’s things, reminding me of our betrayal.

‘Or maybe the library? It’s closer and I’ve never seen anybody else using it while I’ve been here.’

‘Good idea.’ Tom starts to walk towards the castle, but he isn’t striding with his usual haste. Perhaps he isn’t looking forward to our chat. I’m pretty sure this will be the end of our friendship – or whatever it is we have going on. As much as I want to throw myself at Tom and snog his little face off (which I do – I’ve shoved my hands in the pockets of my jeans to stop myself from making a grab for him), I can’t ignore the fact that he’s engaged and about to become a father. Getting involved with a man already in a relationship isn’t my style, and I’m pretty sure Tom has similar ethics.

Maybe I shouldn’t burden Tom with my Archie problem after all. Maybe it’s best to break off all contact now, before we make matters worse.

‘I’m sorry about last night.’ It’s the first time either of us has spoken since we set off for the library. We’re in the castle now, making our way along the corridor, our feet sinking into the plush carpet. The library is just around the corner, but I can’t wait. My stomach is in knots, the words bubbling up inside. ‘Did you tell Lydia what happened?’ Tom shakes his head, and I puff out a sigh of relief. ‘Good. It’s probably for the best. I mean, nothing really happened. Nothing that should destroy your relationship. Your family.’ I picture the scan photo – it’s been on the outskirts of my mind since last night and keeps popping over to say hello – and my chest aches. Tom is going to make an amazing father, but I’ll never get to see it for myself. After this, I won’t be part of his life at all.

‘Emily.’ Tom stops and turns to face me, his eyebrows low, hands wringing in front of him. ‘I’m not engaged. Not any more.’

Oh my God. My hand flies to my mouth. He’s broken off his engagement. For me? Are the knots in my stomach tightening through excitement or fear? I mean, this is too much, surely? We’ve only known each other for a matter of days! He can’t change the course of his life over one kiss, no matter how incredible it felt.

But can I imagine a life without Tom in it? Can I imagine going home on Sunday morning and never seeing him again?

I give it a go. The thought isn’t pleasant, and those knots in my stomach aren’t in agreement with a life without Tom.

What is happening to me? I arrived here just four days ago with a severe loathing of relationships and commitment, yet I’m already mourning Tom’s loss. This is madness, without factoring in Lydia and the baby.

My hand reaches for my stomach. The baby. He can’t do this. I can’t let him do this.

‘Tom, no.’ I shake my head, fighting the urge to grab hold of his gorgeous face and kiss him. Because as much as I feel it’s wrong for Tom to go down this path, I really, really want to kiss him again. ‘You can’t end your relationship with Lydia because of me.’

Gosh, it pains me to say that, but it’s absolutely true. There’s something between us – a spark, an attraction – but the timing is shitty. Really, humongously shitty. Maybe if we’d met a few years ago, before he met Lydia… But no. A few years ago I wouldn’t have been able to give myself to Tom. I’d have pushed him away like all the others. It seems Tom and I simply aren’t destined to be.

‘I’m sorry, Tom, but I can’t do this.’

Turning around, I run back down the corridor, ignoring Tom’s call for me to wait, to let him explain. Ignoring the voice inside me that’s telling me I’m making the biggest mistake of my life.





Chapter Thirty-Two

I’ve chosen a navy-blue fishtail gown with a diamante halter neck for the rehearsal dinner. It’s the most glamorous dress I’ve ever owned, and I’ve even gone the extra mile and bought a matching clutch. The dress was on sale, but even with the pretty hefty discount, this is the most I have ever spent on one item of clothing; I’d usually expect two or three outfits for the price. But, I’d reasoned as I admired my body from all angles in the changing room’s mirrors, I’ll get my money’s worth from it. I’ll wear it often: the staff Christmas do, swanky dates (if I’m ever invited on one – and if I accept), doing the washing up… Yes, I’ll get lots of wear out of this extremely expensive, not-very-practical dress.

‘Wit woo.’ Alice gives a wolf whistle when she emerges from the bathroom and sees me twisting in front of the dressing-table mirror, trying to convince myself that my bum can’t possibly look that good. ‘Nobody’s going to be paying any attention to the bride-to-be tonight.’ Alice joins me at the mirror and rests her head on my shoulder.

‘Is it too much?’ Alice has seen the dress before – she’d convinced me to part with the weep-inducing chunk of my salary – but now I’m worried it isn’t suitable after all.

‘Don’t be daft.’ Alice sits on her bed and removes the towel she’s wrapped around her hair. ‘There’s no such thing, honey. You look amazing. Own it.’

Alice starts to towel dry her hair while I turn back to the mirror. I do look amazing, even if I’m not feeling so hot inside.

‘Do you think Tom will be there tonight?’

I haven’t spoken to him since my little disappearing act this morning. I found the old buttery down near the kitchens and hid out there for a while before returning to my room to attempt to lose myself in my book, but the dashing Tudor hero was doing nothing for me. Tom is all I can think about. And that damn scan photo.

‘Carolyn invited him, so I hope so.’ Alice drops the towel on the floor and grabs the hairdryer. ‘Why do you ask?’

I shrug. ‘Just curious.’

Alice watches me for a moment. ‘You’re wearing that dress to impress Archie, right?’

I turn around to look at Alice and place my hands on my hips. ‘I’m dressing to impress myself.’

I turn around again and catch Alice’s eye-roll in the mirror. ‘Whatevs, Ms Pankhurst.’

I ignore her jibe and sit down carefully at the dressing table, running my fingers through my hair. I’m thinking a loose plait to the side, with a diamante clip to keep the wispy bits off my face.

‘Emily? Is everything… okay?’

I move my hair to the side and start to plait it. ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’

‘You just seem a bit quiet.’

I turn to Alice and smile sweetly at her. ‘Are you saying I usually have a big gob?’

‘Who could ever accuse you of that?’ There’s a good dollop of sarcasm in Alice’s voice. ‘Seriously, though, is everything okay with you and Archie? He really is a great guy and I don’t want you to just dismiss him like you usually do. You two could be good together.’

‘Oh, Alice.’ I sigh as I twist around on my stool. ‘I don’t think Archie is half as charming as you think he is.’ I start to rub my fingers without meaning to. ‘In fact, I don’t think he’s very nice at all.’

‘Is this about your dinner date? Because Archie told me all about it: the crummy service, the bad wine, and the waiter washing his feet in the sink!’ She shakes her head. ‘You can hardly blame him for being peeved. Plus, he’s really stressed with work at the moment.’

‘It isn’t just that,’ I say, but Alice has already switched the hairdryer to its maximum setting, drowning out my voice.

Alice looks stunning in a red, floor-length dress overlaid with red lace and sequins that dance in the light. But, for perhaps the first time during our decade-long friendship, I don’t feel like the booby prize next to her. My confidence hasn’t dimmed since we left the safety of our room and the dressing-table mirror.

We’re eating in the great hall for the rehearsal dinner, and the room looks magical. The two seemingly endless tables running parallel along the length of the room are swathed in white tablecloths, and they sparkle with perfectly polished cutlery, crystal glasses, and the silver candelabra set out at intervals, their candles creating a soft glow around the vast room. Fairy lights have been strung from the ceiling, while more are wound around pillars and threaded tastefully through huge floral displays. The whole room looks like a fairy tale come to life in front of my eyes and I’m doubly glad I decided to buy this dress. I would have looked out of place in my usual clobber.

Carolyn and Piers greet us at the entrance, kissing both our cheeks in turn. Carolyn is wearing a simple wrap dress, but she looks elegant and the radiant smile on her face would make any outfit shine.

‘Look who’s here.’ She grabs Alice’s hand and steers her to the right, where Francelia and Roderick are standing. ‘Dad finally made it.’ If it had been me, I’d be pretty pissed off my father had arrived four days later than planned, but Carolyn tinkles out a laugh and beams up at him. ‘Just in time for the stag-night fun.’ She winks at her father before leading Alice and I towards the tables.

‘I thought Archie would be walking Carolyn down the aisle for real,’ Alice whispers. Carolyn is striding ahead, out of earshot.

‘Your dad didn’t look very apologetic.’ In fact, Roderick had merely smiled benignly at his daughter while appearing on the verge of yawning.

‘Dad never apologises for anything.’ Alice rolls her eyes before nudging me lightly and pointing out the huge projector screen set up at the far end of the room, showcasing a slideshow of photos of the happy couple. Currently, there’s a black and white shot of Piers feeding strawberries to a blissful-looking Carolyn. ‘That reminds me of you and Archie last night.’ Alice presses her lips together as I pull a face. I feel just as sick as I did while having numerous toasted marshmallows foisted upon me.

Carolyn, seeing us watching the slideshow, wanders back towards us. ‘This is just a little preview we put together. There’ll be loads more tomorrow for the actual reception, with video clips and everything. Francelia and I put it together and it’s taken us for ever to agree on the content, so I hope everybody enjoys it. Ah, here you are, Emily.’ Carolyn indicates my place setting, and it feels as though my stomach has dropped to the floor. I’ve been seated between Archie and Tom, while Alice is seated further down the table, among the bride and groom’s close relatives and the wedding party.

I sit down as gracefully as I can, trying to channel Audrey Hepburn, and resist the urge to fidget with my hair as I wait for the other guests to arrive. Carolyn seems to be in her element as she greets her guests, chatting and laughing with them, and although Piers looks as reserved as ever, he does keep touching Carolyn – a hand on her arm, an arm around her waist, even a kiss on her cheek at one point – and it’s warming to see. They are clearly two very different people, but perhaps this will work out and Carolyn will get the happily ever after she deserves.

My attention is taken away from Carolyn and her betrothed when I spot Archie in the doorway. He looks dashing in a dove-grey tuxedo, his eyes crinkly as he smiles in greeting at the happy couple, but my stomach churns as he saunters towards me. What do I say to him? What will he say to me?

‘Good evening, Emily.’ Archie smiles brightly at me. Has his smile always looked this sinister?

‘Hello.’ I tuck my hands under my thighs as he sits down next to me.

‘You look spectacular.’ I flinch as Archie reaches for a loose tendril of my hair. ‘Emily, sweetheart.’ He tuts and shakes his head. ‘I am so sorry about our misunderstanding earlier. It was unforgivable of me to talk to you in that manner. I’m ashamed.’ He places a hand on his chest. ‘Deeply ashamed.’

I don’t know what to say. Do I accept his apology but make it clear I don’t want anything more to do with him? Or will that make him angry? I don’t want to cause a scene, but I also don’t want to play nicely either. Luckily, we’re distracted by the arrival of Tom, who has certainly scrubbed up well for the occasion in a pair of fitted charcoal trousers teamed with matching waistcoat and tie. The sleeves of the shirt underneath have been rolled to just below his elbows, his tanned forearms displayed beautifully against the stark white. To say Tom looks gorgeous would be doing him a disservice.

He. Looks. Hawt.

I fear I may be drooling.

Too late, I realise Archie is watching me, his eyes narrowed as he observes me gawping at the gardener.

‘Hello again.’ Tom slips into his seat, which is ridiculously close to mine. His thigh is only a gnat’s bollock away from my own. I’d only have to shuffle over ever so slightly to touch him.

Which I won’t, obviously.

‘Hi.’ I’m aiming for a neutral tone, but it comes out squeaky and alarmingly Mickey Mouse-like. I clear my throat and try again. ‘Hi. It’s nice to see you again.’

I cringe inwardly – and perhaps outwardly too. Our conversation is so stilted. You’d never have guessed we kissed last night. Which is a good thing, I guess.

‘Hello, Tom Thumb.’ Archie leans across the back of my chair so he can pat his old friend on the back. ‘Good to see you, mate. We haven’t had much chance to catch up, have we? Alice says you have some rather exciting news to share?’

Tom rearranges the perfectly set out cutlery, his head shaking slowly. ‘Nope, nothing exciting to share on this front, I’m afraid.’

‘Oh, don’t be so coy!’ Archie chuckles. ‘I hear there are wedding bells on the horizon for you too. And the patter of tiny feet?’ He reaches across, making me scoot back as he invades my personal space. ‘Congratulations, mate! We’ll have a proper toast later, once our glasses have been filled.’

Tom doesn’t take Archie’s proffered hand. Instead, he offers a tight smile and gives another shake of his head. ‘There isn’t going to be a wedding.’

Archie snatches back his hand and raises his eyebrows. ‘Oh?’

‘I’m afraid you’ve received some old news.’ Tom catches my eye. ‘There isn’t going to be a wedding, because Lydia broke off the engagement. Months ago.’




Chapter Thirty-Three

The chatter all around us seems to dim as my mind focuses on Tom’s words.

Tom isn’t engaged.

Lydia broke off the engagement.

Months ago.

‘You’re not getting married?’ My voice is raspy, barely even there, but Tom must hear as he shakes his head.

‘I’m single, very much so.’

He isn’t getting married! He’s single. Very much so. I can’t quite believe it!

‘Are you sure?’


Tom laughs, and the sound removes a massive weight that has been sitting on my chest since the kiss last night. ‘I’m absolutely sure.’

I cross my arms as something occurs to me. ‘But why did you tell me you were engaged?’

‘I didn’t.’

My brow lifts, because he most certainly did.

‘I told you Lydia bought that T-shirt when we got engaged. Which she did. I never said we were still engaged.’

‘But you never said you weren’t.’

Tom grimaces and massages the back of his neck. ‘Okay, I’m guilty of that.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me last night?’ My eyes slide briefly towards Archie. ‘When we were talking at the bonfire?’ And kissing, but I don’t mention that part, for obvious reasons.

‘I tried to, but…’ Tom’s eyes flick towards Archie, and I get it. Archie arrived and started shoving marshmallows in my face. And then this morning, when Tom and I were alone, I’d legged it.

‘There were loads of times you could have said something, though.’

‘I know.’ Tom is fiddling with the cutlery again. ‘But it’s not something I like to talk about.’

I can understand that, being prone to keeping stuff locked tight inside myself.

‘Maybe we could talk more later.’ Tom’s eyes dart towards Archie. ‘When we’ve got a bit more time.’ And privacy. ‘It looks like they’re about to start serving.’

The rehearsal dinner is agonising as I wait for my chance to talk to Tom, to find out everything and see where we go from here. Because there’s nothing standing in our way now. Obviously, I’ll have to come clean about Archie, but once that’s out of the way… I feel a little shiver of anticipation.

Our meal looks delicious as course after course is served, but I can’t stomach it. I’m too excited about what’s in store for Tom and me, plus I can’t help feeling a little apprehensive. This is new territory for me. I’m so used to fighting against relationships that I’ve never actively dived headfirst into one.

As well as the gourmet food, there are speeches aplenty. Both Carolyn and Piers get up to say thank you for their guests’ company and the wedding party’s contributions, followed by speeches from best man, Teddy, the fathers of the bride and groom, and some rather lengthy babbling from Francelia. But finally, the rehearsal dinner is over, and the guests are free to freshen up for the stag and hen nights that are taking place this evening.

‘Are you playing poker with the others?’ I ask Tom as guests start to file out of the great hall. The male guests will be gathering in the parlour to play poker – and no doubt work their way through the drinks cabinet – while the women will be enjoying pampering and cocktails by the poolside.

‘I am, but maybe we could talk first?’ He leans in towards me and lowers his voice. ‘Alone?’

I nod, but it proves difficult to shake Archie, as he seems to be glued to my side, his arm clamped territorially around my waist. I head upstairs to change for the pampering session, but he’s still attached to my side as we step into the room.

‘Aren’t you going to be late for the poker game?’ Tom is downstairs in the entrance hall, waiting for our chat, but he can’t wait there all night.

‘Nope.’ Archie flops down on my bed and stretches out. ‘There’s still plenty of time.’

‘I need to change.’

Archie winks at me, not budging from the bed. ‘I promise not to peek.’

Damn it! Not taking any chances, I grab my swimsuit and robe and take them into the bathroom, emerging in record time with the gown draped over my arm.

‘Right! Let’s go.’ Dumping the gown on the chair in front of the dressing table, I’m at the door in three long strides.

‘What’s the rush?’ Archie is still lounging on the bed and I want to roar with frustration.

‘We’ll be late.’ I grab my phone and check the time. We’re not late at all. Bugger. I shove the phone in my robe’s pocket and reach for the door. ‘I need to catch up with Alice too. I think she was helping Carolyn set up for the hen night.’

Archie sits up before rising slowly to his feet. His face is flushed and he loosens his tie, his eyes never leaving mine. ‘You think I’m stupid, don’t you, Emily?’ There’s a coldness to his eyes, and I’m reminded of this morning as he warned me not to play games with him. ‘You think I don’t know you’re planning to meet up with Tom for a cosy little chat.’ He barks out a laugh. ‘Like you were chatting last night? I saw you, Emily.’

The edge to Archie’s voice tells me it was the kiss Archie witnessed and not our discussion. My hand is on the door handle, ready to create my escape route.

‘Why are you messing with me? Is it funny? Have you been laughing about me behind my back? You and my old pal, Tom?’

‘No, of course not.’ I twist the handle and feel the catch give. ‘But I don’t think we’re very well suited, do you?’

Archie laughs, but there’s not a drop of amusement there. ‘I could have told you that days ago. Prevented you from wearing out those little brain cells.’ He yanks off his tie and bundles it into his pocket. ‘You’re not the only one who can play games, Emily. Pity it isn’t fun any more.’ I flinch as he takes a step towards me, but he laughs again before stalking from the room.

The pool room is set up like Wham!’s ‘Club Tropicana’, with low lighting, palm trees and pool inflatables bobbing on the water. There’s a cocktail bar between a couple of palm trees and pampering stations set up at intervals.

‘Welcome to paradise!’ Carolyn presses a glass into my hand as soon as I step into the room and pops a silk flower behind my ear. I have no idea what the cocktail contains; it’s a sickly pink and smells like Calpol. ‘Feel free to head to the bar for a top-up whenever you like, and there are beauty therapists ready to work their magic.’ She wiggles her fingers at me. ‘Manicures, pedicures, massages, facials… Relax as you help me celebrate my final night as a single lady.’ She grabs another cocktail from a nearby table and clinks it against mine.

‘Happy hen night.’ I try to smile, but my mind is on Archie and Tom, who has given up waiting for me in the entrance hall. I need some advice – or directions to the parlour. ‘Is Alice about?’

Carolyn shakes her head as she sips from her cocktail’s curly straw. ‘Nope, she left a few minutes ago to get changed. Speaking of which…’ She looks down at the strapless dress she wore for the rehearsal dinner. ‘I should probably do the same. Would you be able to look after things here while I nip to my room? I won’t be long, I promise.’ Before I can either agree or disagree, Carolyn has kissed me on the cheek, pressed her cocktail into my hand, and scuttled from the room. So, instead of going in search of Tom, it looks like I’m stuck by the poolside.

I’ve sunk a couple of the Calpol cocktails (and am well on my way to the bottom of a third) and had my toenails painted a navy blue to match the dress I’ll be wearing for the wedding tomorrow by the time Alice arrives. She heads straight for the bar before joining me on a sunlounger with a sigh.

‘You don’t look like a happy bunny.’ I wonder if Alice has had a chat with Archie. Will she take his side or mine?

‘I’ve just been speaking to Kevin.’ She sighs again. ‘I really wish he could be here tomorrow.’


‘He could be.’ I shrug. ‘If you really want him to be. Woodgate’s only an hour or so away.’

Alice drops her face into her hands and rubs at her eyes. ‘It isn’t as simple as that, and you know it.’

‘What I know is, you love Kevin and he loves you. I don’t see why you wouldn’t want to shout that out to the world.’

Alice lifts her head and grins at me. ‘Look at you, getting all soppy. It must be Archie’s influence.’

‘It really, really isn’t.’ I cringe, knowing Alice isn’t going to like what I’m about to say. ‘I don’t like Archie. Not one bit. Not as someone to date or a person in general.’

Alice frowns. ‘But Archie is perfect for you.’

I shake my head. ‘He isn’t perfect. Far from it.’ My hands are on my lap, my thumb running over the fingers of the other hand. ‘He was horrible to me earlier, and this morning too. I felt threatened.’

‘Threatened?’ Alice snorts. ‘By Archie? But he wouldn’t hurt a fly.’

‘I think he would, Alice.’ My voice is firm, but still Alice shakes her head.

‘You’re doing it again, Emily. Finding excuses.’

‘I’m really not,’ I say, but Alice isn’t finished. She puts a hand up to cut me off.

‘Edward loved you. That should have been your happily ever after, but you had to screw it up. You had to push him away, just like you push everyone else away. That’s why you’re finding fault with Archie, so you can push him away and keep yourself safe. You’re too afraid to let yourself fall in love. But honey…’ She cups my chin gently in her hand. ‘You’ll never find true happiness if you don’t take a risk with your heart.’

‘And you’ll never find true happiness if you keep treating Kevin as your dirty secret. You’ll lose him.’ Alice’s mouth drops open, and I feel bad for saying it, but it’s true. Alice wants the best for me, but I want the best for her too.

‘That may be true.’ Alice swallows hard. ‘But it doesn’t change the fact that you’re making a mistake by pushing Archie away. You could have something really special, if you’d only let yourself.’

I nod. I agree with her. Just not the bit about Archie.

‘I need to find my way to the parlour.’

Alice brightens. ‘Are you going to find Archie?’

‘Nope.’ I down the remainder of my cocktail. I’m going to find Tom, tell him how I feel – about him and Archie – and hopefully snog his gorgeous face off before we live happily ever after. 









Chapter Thirty-Four

Alice is reluctant to give me directions for the parlour without knowing the details of my plan, but I ask her to trust me, which thankfully she does, and I find myself peering around the doorway. There are several games going, with five or six men seated around the tables. The room is pretty much silent, apart from the clink of plastic chips joining the piles in the centre of the table, and the odd murmur as bets are made.

I can see Archie at the table closest to me, though I’m glad he’s facing away from the door and doesn’t spot me lurking. Tom is at a table further into the room, playing against Teddy, Piers, Roderick and Ned. He seems deep in concentration as his eyes flick from his cards to his fellow players, but he looks up and sees me watching, whether due to some instinct or pure coincidence. I hang back, not wanting to interrupt – or to leave myself in Archie’s view – and wait until Tom can break away from the game.

‘Sorry about being late before,’ I whisper as I pull Tom aside. ‘I couldn’t get rid of Archie.’

‘It’s okay. I’d have waited longer, but Piers was about to explode from impatience.’ Tom smiles, and he looks so handsome, I want to smooch his face off right now, right here in the corridor. But Tom still thinks I’m cheating on Archie, so we need to clear this matter up, and fast.

‘Have you got time for a quick word?’

Tom nods. ‘Ned says we should have a break. I think it’s due to the fact he’s already twenty quid down.’ He laughs. ‘Where do you want to go?’

I’d quite like to sprint over to Tom’s cottage to make up for the last year of celibacy, but I force myself to calm down.

‘We can go to the library?’ It’s one of the few rooms I now know the whereabouts of in the castle, so I lead the way. I’m jittery with nerves, wondering what will happen next; will Tom declare he feels the same way as me, or not? I’m half-dreading, half-anticipating either option.

The library is, as I suspected it would be, completely empty. I switch on the lights before sitting down at the window seat, patting the space beside me. Tom sits down, his hands wringing in his lap.

‘First of all, I think I should explain. About Lydia.’

‘You don’t have to.’ That Tom is no longer involved with another woman is enough for me, but Tom shakes his head.

‘I want to. You were so open with me last night, and I feel I can be open with you too.’ He looks at me questioningly, and I nod my head. He takes a deep breath, his hands still working away. ‘As you know, I was engaged, to Lydia, my ex. I loved her so much and thought we were going to live happily ever after.’ I hear him laugh, but he isn’t amused. ‘We got engaged last summer, found out Lydia was pregnant soon after.’ The scan photo. Of course. But we can still make this work. ‘Life was pretty perfect, but we both know life is never that simple, don’t we?’

Oh, God. What happened? I swallow hard against the nausea that’s starting to build up as I nod.

‘She’d been seeing someone else. Some married bloke from work. It’d been going on for months, apparently. She told me about him just before Christmas. He’d left his wife and they were going to live together. She was leaving me for him. Leaving with our baby.’

I’m stunned into silence, but I reach for Tom’s hand. It feels warm in mine. Safe.

‘She said the baby might not be mine.’ Tom’s voice, sudden in the stillness, makes me start. ‘It could be his. She never said so, but I know she hoped it was. That the three of them could make a fresh start without any complications.’

‘That must have been tough.’ To have everything one minute, and the possibility of losing it again the next.

‘We had to wait until he was born to find out. Six months in no man’s land. Six months of not knowing whether I was still going to be a dad or whether that was going to be snatched away from me too. I tried my hardest not to hope, but I couldn’t help it. He’d been mine for just a few weeks, but I loved him as though I’d known him for ever.’

My heart aches for him, but I can’t seem to offer more than a gentle squeeze of his hand. I wish I was the kind of person who could offer words of comfort to him, but I’ve spent my whole life shying away from emotions. But I want to be better. To connect on an emotional level, to be there for him and to let him be there for me too.

‘I wasn’t allowed to go to the scans or the birth. That was his job now. Lydia texted me when the baby was born. Tyler. Eight pounds two.’ Tom smiles, but it’s edged with pain. ‘I met him when he was six days old, and he was perfect.’

‘Was he…?’ Yours?

‘We did the test that same day. Lydia wanted it over and done with. I was happy to wait, to hold on to the possibility for just a bit longer.’ He clears his throat and I inch a bit closer, my grip firmer on his hand. ‘The test was easy. Too easy. It should be complicated, shouldn’t it? The unravelling of somebody’s world? But no, it was a simple thirty-second job, then send it off and wait. The waiting was the hard bit. Agonising. Lydia let me see him a couple of times. At the time, I thought it was a great kindness. Now I’m not so sure.’

My other hand is at my mouth, my eyes squeezed closed.

‘He wasn’t mine. Never had been, not even for those first few weeks.’

My heart sinks, and I can only imagine the pain Tom must be going through. I wish I could take it away from him, but how do you fix something like that?

‘He’s six weeks old now. I try not to think about him.’

I hate that I’ve conjured up the memories, that I’ve ripped open the wound before it could heal. That I’ve left Tom raw and exposed. Why did I have to pick up that photo?

‘I was so angry. With everything. Everyone. Constantly.’

I remember the Tom from just a few days ago. I thought he was a bit of an arsehole, but he was hurting. Grieving. I feel callous for intruding on his life, stampeding through it without a thought for Tom and what he might be going through.

‘Being in this place – with its happy couples, so hopeful for the life they’re about to start, a life that was taken away from me – it’s been torture. I’ve felt like screaming in the middle of the woods some days. I couldn’t stand seeing people so happy, knowing how it could all be taken away in a second. And I didn’t think it was fair that they got to have their weddings and I didn’t. How selfish does that make me?’

‘I don’t think you’re selfish in the slightest. I think you’re strong. Brave. Amazing to get through all that without cracking.’

‘Oh, I’ve cracked.’ Tom smiles at me, but his eyes are dejected. ‘I’ve cried, screamed, thrown things.’ He lifts our hands, still entwined. ‘I even punched a wall or two.’

I use my free hand to rub at Tom’s, as though the physical pain is still there and I can soothe it with a magic touch.

‘When Lydia left, even before I knew the baby wasn’t mine, I vowed to never put my heart back out there. It wasn’t worth it. Having your heart shattered into a million pieces allows you to see more clearly.’

Finally, I’ve found someone who’s singing from the same hymn sheet as me. Someone who doesn’t subscribe to Alice’s sunshiney, isn’t-the-world-a-marvellous-place-full-of-happiness mentality. I should feel victorious, but I feel hollow.

‘And then you showed up, with your big gob, dragging me into the celebrations I was trying my hardest to avoid. I wanted to be left alone, but you always seemed to be there, involving me.’

All right, all right. There’s no need to make me feel even more of a cow than I already do.

‘Thank you, Emily.’

You what?

‘These past few days have been so much fun, even if I tried to resist. You’ve shown me that life can be good, if I just let myself be open again. Do you know how bloody tiring it is being miserable all the time? Especially when you’re surrounded by blissful couples and wedding cake?’

Try living with love-aholic Alice, I think.

‘Lydia really messed me up for a while, but I need to start learning to trust again. To not think everyone is going to lie to me and make a fool out of me.’

I think of Archie, and the way I’ve tricked not just Alice, but everyone. Including Tom. How can I tell him it was all a big farce now? That he should never have trusted me from the start?

But equally, how can I continue to lie to him?





Chapter Thirty-Five

I had a rubbish night’s sleep, tossing and turning while thoughts of Tom, Alice and Archie flashed through my mind. I didn’t go back down to the pool room to continue the hen night revelry as my mind was mashed and I needed a bit of space to think. Unfortunately, my early night has done nothing for me and I’m still as confused as ever.

I must have dropped off at some point, because when I wake just after six, Alice’s bed is empty. There’s a note letting me know she’s had to go off to the bridal suite for wedding prep, but she’ll try and pop back later.

I don’t see Alice until mid-morning, after I’ve showered and tried to eat a stack of fluffy, American-style pancakes. My stomach is churning too much to eat, so I simply push the food around my plate until I give up the pretence and return to my room. I’ve been sitting on the bed ever since, attempting to read the historical romance Tom mocked earlier in the week, but I keep rereading the same two lines over and over again. I’m relieved when I hear the door opening and I can put an end to the charade and put the book down on the bedside table.

‘Hello!’ Alice’s head pops around the door, revealing a mass of giant pink rollers. ‘I have a visitor to see you.’

My stomach churns. I’ve been dreading seeing Archie again now I know what he’s really like behind the charming veneer, but it isn’t Archie who steps into the room behind Alice.

‘Ta da!’ She presents her guest with an elaborate flourish, as though she’s one of the dolly birds from one of the gameshows Aunt D used to watch, showing off the prize up for grabs.

‘What are you doing here?’ I scrabble off the bed and pull Kevin into a hug, which surprises us both as I’m not always the most tactile of people. I think this is the most contact I’ve had with my colleague, but I’m so pleased to see a familiar face.

‘I phoned him last night and asked him to come.’ Alice wraps her arm around his waist and kisses his cheek. ‘I missed him too much, and he should be here. You were right.’

‘I was?’

Alice nods. ‘I can’t risk losing him. It’s time I was brave and faced my family. Kevin will no longer be my dirty secret.’ She grins at Kevin’s mock-outraged face. ‘We’re going to live happily ever after, mister. Now we just have to convince Emily to do the same.’

I open my mouth to speak, but there’s a knock at the door and Carolyn barges her way into the room with a heavy sigh.

‘Thank God you’re here. Can I hide out in your room for a bit? Francelia is doing my head in. She’s like a woman possessed! I only managed to escape because she was too distracted by her to-do list within her to-do list.’ She holds up the bottle she’s carrying in her hand. ‘I have champagne. Good stuff too. Ooh, hello. Who is this?’ Carolyn appraises Kevin before turning to me with her eyes wide and her lips pressed together. ‘You sly horse, Emily. You never mentioned you had a friend.’

‘Oh no.’ I shake my head emphatically. ‘He isn’t…’ My eyes flit from Alice to Kevin and back again, willing one of them to step in and help a girl out. ‘He’s nothing to do with me.’

Kevin laughs as he dumps his overnight bag on Alice’s bed. ‘Charming. You know, you could really dent a guy’s ego.’ He takes a step towards Carolyn and holds out a hand. ‘I’m Kevin Jackson.’

‘He’s my boyfriend.’

All eyes turn to Alice. All of them are wide saucers of shock.

‘Your boyfriend?’ Carolyn is the first to speak. ‘Since when do you have a boyfriend?’

Alice is toying with the rollers in her hair and doing her best to avoid eye contact with any of us. ‘Since last summer?’ The answer comes out as a question, as though Carolyn would know.

‘Last summer?’ Carolyn sucks in a breath. ‘Why am I only hearing about this now?’

‘I thought Francelia might stick her beak in and ruin it for me.’ Alice finally looks at Kevin, checking his reaction. He doesn’t look happy, but he also doesn’t appear to be hopping mad. He’s heard it all before, though I don’t think he quite gets the dynamic between Alice and her family. I’m not sure I get it entirely myself, but what do I know about how a family should function? ‘You know what she’s like. She’s always interfering to the point we end up splitting up.’

‘But I’m not Francelia.’ Carolyn’s eyebrows are pulled down low, her mouth a straight line. The delighted Carolyn of a few moments ago has vanished before our eyes. ‘You could have told me. I’m your sister. We tell each other everything.’

Alice looks pained. She opens her mouth to speak but nothing comes out, so she closes it again. Carolyn takes Alice’s hands in hers and gives them a squeeze.

‘Don’t let her take this away from you. You deserve to be happy.’ She releases her grip and turns to Kevin, extending a hand. ‘Hello, Kevin. Welcome to the family.’

‘Get out while you can,’ I say out of the corner of my mouth. ‘They’re all crackers.’

Everybody laughs, though I’m not sure I was joking.

‘Hello, Carolyn. I’ve heard all about you. Sorry about crashing your wedding.’

Carolyn waves his words away. ‘The more the merrier. I’m sure we can find room for my sister’s boyfriend. Shall we have a little celebratory drink?’ She waggles the bottle of champagne. ‘But just a little one, to settle my nerves.’ She bites her lip. ‘You won’t let me get pissed, will you, girls?’

Alice takes the bottle. ‘One small glass. That’s it. No more shall pass our lips. Right, Emily?’

I’m only allowed a small glass too?

I never agreed to that.

‘One small glass,’ I say begrudgingly. I’m sure I can work my way through the rest of the bottle when they leave to get ready for the wedding, because Francelia absolutely will catch up with them eventually.

‘We need glasses.’ Alice places the bottle down on the dressing table. ‘Someone will have to go down to the kitchen without getting caught by Francelia.’ She gives a decisive nod. ‘I will accept this mission. I’m feeling brave today.’ She grins at Kevin before scurrying down to the kitchen.

‘What took you so long to get here?’ Alice asks once the drinks have been poured. We each have what must amount to a thimbleful of champagne in our glasses.

Kevin rolls his eyes. ‘I had to endure forty minutes with Mrs Hodgkinson from next door. I only popped round to ask if she’d keep an eye on Carrot, but I ended up being roped into tea. And cake. And more tea.’ Kevin shrugs and tips the tiny measure of champagne down his throat. ‘It wasn’t so bad, actually. Even if I did have to hear all about her hanging baskets of Babylon for eternity.’

‘Poor baby.’ Alice starts to stroke Kevin’s face, but she jumps back when there’s a sharp rap at the door. Alice and Carolyn share a look of resignation, and their fears are confirmed when Alice opens the door.

‘There you are.’ I almost expect to see a bolt of lightning flash above Francelia as she stands in the doorway, her face even more stony than usual. ‘The stylist has been waiting for you for twenty minutes. Come!’ She’s so busy ticking the task off her agenda she doesn’t seem to notice Kevin at all. It’s the perfect opportunity for Alice to draw attention to him and make the introductions, but she keeps schtum.

‘Come. On.’ Francelia sighs as she aims a death glare at Carolyn. ‘You.’ She points at Alice with her pen. ‘You need to be down in the bridal suite in ten minutes. Got it?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Alice salutes, but quickly removes her hand as Francelia’s glare turns glacial. ‘Sorry. I’ll be there.’ She grabs hold of Kevin’s hand once Francelia has marched from the room, Carolyn scuttling behind her. ‘I’m so sorry. I chickened out.’

‘I can see why.’ Kevin puffs out his cheeks. ‘Man, she’s scary when she wants to be.’

‘I will tell them, soon.’ Alice wraps her arms around Kevin’s waist and pulls him in. ‘I promise.’

I excuse myself and slip into the bathroom as they start to kiss, sneaking the bottle of champagne in with me and pouring another cheeky glass.

I can hear the organ music as I hover outside the chapel. I look the part of wedding guest in my navy-blue, layered shift dress and metallic strappy sandals, my hair gathered into a messy but chic bun, but I feel like a fraud. My fingers reach for the bow detail to the side of the halterneck collar, twitching nervously at the material. It didn’t occur to me until I arrived at the chapel that I was going to have to attend this wedding solo. Alice, as bridesmaid, will be on duty at the front, and Kevin is already inside, sandwiched between Carolyn’s old friends as she’s told everyone he’s a friend from work, someone who’d been on the same training scheme in Denmark (which would explain why nobody had met him before). As a ‘friend of Carolyn’, he’s further up the hierarchy of guests than I am, and is sitting accordingly. I plan to sneak into the back pew and hope nobody pays any attention to Billy-No-Mates, but I haven’t gathered the courage to step inside yet.

I’m still dithering when Archie approaches, but his gaze doesn’t even flicker towards me. He saunters towards the chapel’s doors with the neutral air of a catwalk model. The great knobhead.

‘Hello, Emily.’

I look over my shoulder and see Tom striding towards me. I feel my eyes widening but put a stop to it immediately. He looks so good in a navy, three-piece suit tailored to perfection.

‘Hi,’ I manage to squeak.

What the hell is wrong with me? It isn’t as though I haven’t seen a handsome man in a suit before! I need to pull myself together.

‘I’m sorry about last night.’ He looks down at the floor, but I can see his face has started to flush.

‘It’s okay.’

After his revelations in the library last night, Archie had excused him swiftly, so even if I’d wanted to confess all about Archie, I wouldn’t have been able to.

‘I was a bit embarrassed. I think I broke the speed of light as I legged it back to the cottage.’

‘You didn’t go to the poker game?’

Tom shakes his head. ‘I wasn’t in the mood. Probably saved myself a few quid though. My poker face sucks.’

‘I don’t know about that.’ I feel a cheeky grin starting to spread across my face. ‘You certainly fooled me into thinking you were a grouchy sod.’

‘Hey!’ Luckily, Tom laughs before he indicates the chapel’s doors. ‘Shall we?’

We head into the chapel, where organ music is playing over the murmur of several conversations. Pink and white flowers sit at the end of each pew, bound together by silky, candyfloss-coloured ribbons that spill down to the floor. Candles flicker throughout the room, creating a soft glow, while white fairy lights twinkle from floral arrangements and glass-jar lanterns. Petals are scattered on the floor of the chapel, forming softness and warmth against the hard, cool stone. It feels like I’ve stepped right into the pages of my fairy tales book.

‘Wow.’ I am a child again, staring with wonder at the vaulted ceiling as ribbons drape from the beams, twinkling with the fairy lights threaded along their length. I’m mesmerised by the magic of it all.

‘Impressive, isn’t it?’ I’d forgotten Tom was there, despite practically salivating over his tailored suit just moments ago. He’s right behind me, his breath on my bare shoulder as he stoops to whisper. My insides turn to mush, but I tell them to get a grip.

‘She’s done a good job,’ Tom is saying while I’m having an inner battle with my insides. ‘Francelia hates it, obviously. I heard them arguing about it when they came to have a look around the chapel a few months ago, but Carolyn put her foot down. Says it’s the only wedding she’s ever going to have so she wants it to be perfect and just how she imagined her wedding would be when she was a little girl.’

I nod. This is certainly it. This is the kind of place I imagined starting my happily ever after with my Prince Charming.

‘Shall we sit?’ Tom asks. I’m still gawping up at the twinkly lights, hypnotised and delighted all at once. ‘We’re creating a backlog.’

I turn away from the entrancing lights and see that Tom is right. Behind us, huffing and tutting, is a line of women in ridiculous, over-the-top hats. I step aside, and they glide past, flashing contemptuous looks as they go. They aren’t bothered in the slightest about the effort Carolyn has gone to – they just want the best seats.

‘Where are you going?’ Tom asks as I start to back away. He frowns when I indicate the back row, empty of guests so far. Friends and family have squeezed onto the first few rows of pews, but I am neither. Not really. I knew I’d end up feeling like a gatecrasher and my skin prickles uncomfortably. I’d quite like to sneak out of the chapel and hide in my room. I wonder if Alice would notice my absence…

‘Archie’s over there.’ Tom points towards the front of the chapel.

‘I’d rather sit on my own than with Archie,’ I say, and Tom’s frown deepens. ‘I mean, he’s sitting with his family, and I barely know them. I’d feel awkward.’

There I go with the fibs again. I’m my own worst enemy!

‘Sit with me then. Please? I don’t really know anyone other than Carolyn, Alice and Archie, and we haven’t seen each other for years. I’d feel more comfortable if you were with me.’

I’m sceptical (default setting – hard to break). Does he really feel uncomfortable, or is he saying that just to make me feel less awkward? Is he giving me a purpose, so I don’t feel like I’m intruding?

‘Or we could both sit at the back?’ Tom’s eyes flick to the empty row. He looks quite taken with the idea. ‘We wouldn’t have to join in the hymns then.’

Now he’s talking my language.

There’s a low hum of voices as we sit down on the back pew, but it suddenly stops as the organ starts to play the wedding march. We all turn to the back of the chapel as the doors open. Alice and the other bridesmaids are framed by heavy oak, and I can see her eyes darting among the congregation for Kevin, noting the exact moment she spots him as the smile spreads wide across her face.

Alice and the other bridesmaids start to glide down the aisle, followed by the star of the show. Carolyn looks radiant in her simple, knee-length dress, a pretty bouquet of candyfloss dahlias, raspberry gerberas and white calla lilies clutched to her chest. Her strawberry-blonde hair is twisted into a thick plait to one side, with a single pink gerbera tucked behind the ear, and she’s wearing soft, natural-looking make-up with just the tiniest hint of sparkle to her lids. She looks like a garden nymph, totally serene as she glances up at her father.

I watch as she makes her way towards Piers, and I can see their beams as they meet at the altar, even from all the way back here. All their differences, Carolyn’s chalk to Piers’ cheese, seem to melt away as they gaze at each other and take their vows. While I once thought they were incompatible, I now see I was wrong. They are a perfect match, because they love each other for who they are and don’t feel the need to change the other to fit their idea of perfection.

Nobody is perfect, especially not me. I just hope I can convince Tom that my flaws don’t have to mean the end of a potentially amazing relationship before it’s even begun.





Chapter Thirty-Six

The wedding goes smoothly, and we make our way back to the castle afterwards, where the ballroom has been transformed for the reception. The fairy tales theme of the chapel has been replicated in the vast room, with more twinkling fairy lights, swathes of pale pink ribbon, and pretty jars filled with pink and white flowers, as well as a machine pumping bubbles into the air. There’s a not-very-fairy-tale-like bar set up, a band playing awesome songs from the sixties through to the present day, and a photo booth with fun props. Dinner will be more formal and intimate in the great hall later, but for now we’ve got our party hats on.

I haven’t seen Alice since she and the other bridesmaids paraded past us at the chapel, but Tom and Kevin have been keeping me company. We’ve commandeered a table close to the bar and have been making the most of the free booze on offer while we make each other laugh with ever more elaborate tales. I’m having a fantastic time, even if I am psyching myself up to confess all to Tom.

‘I see I’ve found the fun table,’ Alice says as she drops into the seat next to Kevin. I grab my phone and take a photo of the pair of them.

‘Tom was just telling us some stories about growing up here,’ Kevin says once he’s posed with a cheeky grin, and I feel a little stab of glee when Alice’s eyes widen.

‘Oh, God. Nothing too ghastly, I hope?’

‘Relax.’ Tom shrugs. ‘It isn’t as though I’ve told them about the time we went skinny-dipping in the lake.’ Tom claps a hand to his mouth. ‘Whoops.’

Kevin and I laugh, more at Alice’s face than the story. She’s starting to turn a hilarious shade of scarlet.

‘I was ten.’ Alice folds her arms across her chest and glares at Tom. ‘And simply following the others, who were older and should have known better.’

‘To be fair, Carolyn and I were only twelve ourselves. We didn’t know better.’

‘It was freezing.’ Alice wraps her arms around herself, as though she’s warding off the cold right now. ‘And not something I’d want to repeat.’

‘That’s a shame,’ Kevin says. ‘I quite fancy a dip.’

Alice smiles coquettishly across the table. ‘There’s a heated pool here.’

Tom and I lean in towards each other and groan, both pulling ‘please-don’t-make-us-listen-to-your-sexy-talk’ faces.

‘Emily.’ Alice tears her eyes away from her beloved and stands up. ‘Will you come and give me a hand with something?’


‘It depends what that something is.’ If it has anything to do with her and Kevin getting it on in the pool, she’s on her own.

‘I’ll explain all in a minute.’ Without awaiting confirmation that I’m a willing helper, Alice yanks me up onto my feet and practically drags me to the opposite end of the ballroom.

‘First of all, ow.’ I rub my arm, where the police could now identify Alice’s fingerprints. They wouldn’t even need to dust for them. ‘Second of all, what the hell?’

Alice places her hands on her hips. ‘What’s going on?’

I look around the room, a finger resting on my chin. ‘Looks like a wedding reception to me.’

‘Funny.’ Alice grabs me by the shoulders and turns me a hundred and eighty degrees. ‘Why are you here and Archie is all the way over there?’ She nods towards the other side of the ballroom, where Archie is listening to Francelia drone on about something like the good little nephew he is.

‘Alice, you need to stop with the Archie thing. It isn’t going to happen.’ Alice opens her mouth to object, but I hold up a silencing finger. ‘I’ve told you I find him threatening, and yet you still want me to pursue him. And no…’ My finger is up again. ‘I’m not being “typical Emily”. One day you may just see what he’s really like, and then you’ll wish you never tried to inflict him on me.’

‘But he’s your Prince Charming.’ Alice’s voice is small, wounded.

‘I think you’ve inhaled too much hairspray.’ The air is clogged with it wherever Alice goes. I can taste it.

‘That I won’t disagree with.’ Alice pulls a face and pats her carefully constructed hairdo gingerly. ‘But what I’m saying is absolutely true.’

‘You’re forgetting a very important thing.’ Other than the fact Archie is a tool. ‘I don’t believe in Prince Charming, or fairy tales. It’s all nonsense.’

‘You didn’t always think so.’ Alice takes me by the hand and starts to tow me out of the ballroom. ‘Come with me. I asked Kevin to bring something with him and I want you to see it now.’

‘What is it?’ I ask, but Alice is already heading towards the door, towing me along behind her. She won’t tell me what it is she needs me to see, no matter how much I quiz her about it as she leads me up the stairs, and she keeps me hanging on until the moment we arrive at the room and she reaches into Kevin’s overnight bag, pulling out a familiar pink book, its cover slightly charred and stained with curry sauce.

‘I asked Kevin to bring this for you. Thought you might need a reminder of the little girl who craved her happily ever after more than anything.’

She holds the book out to me and I reluctantly take it, handling it cautiously, as though it could come to life and attack at any moment.

‘I hate to break it to you, Alice, but I’m a bit too old for a bedtime story.’

‘I’m glad to hear it, because I won’t be tucking you in. Though I know the right bloke for the job.’ Alice winks at me and I puff out my cheeks before letting the air out slowly. How can you love someone so much when you’d also take quite a bit of pleasure from strangling them?

‘This book is just a collection of silly stories.’ I toss it down on the bed.

‘Is it?’ Alice grabs the book and shoves it into my hands again. ‘Or is it a wonderful collection of stories that offer hope and the dream of a happily ever after?’ I snort with derision, but Alice ploughs on. ‘There are no actual princes here today, but that doesn’t mean you can’t find your happily ever after. You just have to believe and trust in yourself enough to allow it to happen.’

I’m about to tell Alice about Tom, because even though I still don’t believe in fairy tales, I’m dying to share my excitement for the future with Tom that is bubbling inside me. But she’s already slipping out of the room, and the door clicks shut before I can form any words. Left alone, I sit down on the bed and place the book down on my lap, running my fingers over the familiar embossed picture of Cinderella’s carriage. It was my second-favourite story as a child (Red Riding Hood was far superior, in my young opinion, with its real edge of peril). I’m hit with a memory of me as a little girl, safe and warm as I snuggled up to my mum. She’d slipped under the covers with me to read at bedtime instead of perching on the edge like Dad. My head was resting in the crook of her arm as I drank in the colourful illustration on the page between us.

It couldn’t have all been bad then. She hadn’t been constantly off her tits, at least not in the beginning. She’d functioned as a mother, for a fleeting moment, at least.

I open the book, intending to flick through to the Cinderella story, but I stop as I see Mum’s familiar scrawl on the inside of the cover.

Happy 6th birthday, angel! Keep smiling and laughing every single day. With a million hugs and every single drop of love, Mummy and Daddy xxxxxx

Angel? I can’t help frowning as my finger hovers over the word, not quite daring to touch it in case it disappears in a puff of smoke, never to be seen again.

There were smiles and laughter? Hugs and every single drop of love?

Why don’t I remember seeing this? Perhaps because, as a little girl, I was more interested in the adventures and vibrant illustrations within the book than a quickly scribbled message from Mum. But it’s been here all this time. The proof I needed. The proof that I was once enough for Mum, even for a short while. I am good enough for love. She had loved me. Every single drop had been for me. Not for the drugs. Not for the men who entered and left our lives as though we had a revolving door fixed to the house.

Me.

Emily.

Her angel.

As though it really does contain magic, the book gives me a boost of strength, and I vow to go back down to the ballroom right now and tell Tom – and Alice – how I really feel.

‘Thank you.’ I catch up with Alice, breathless, my hand reaching out to touch her arm as she’s about to open the door to the ballroom. ‘For this.’ I hold out the fairy-tales book. I can’t seem to put it down. It has become as enchanting to me as it was to the six-year-old who believed in happily ever afters.

‘You’re welcome, honey.’ Alice hugs me, long and soothingly, before she ruins the effect by saying, ‘Archie will make you happy, if only you’ll let him.’

‘No, Alice.’ I want to scream with frustration. ‘You don’t know what he’s really like. He can be really quite scathing and yesterday…’

Alice gives me a pitying look as she places her hand on my arm, interrupting me. ‘I need to get back inside. Bridesmaid duties. Sorry.’ She pushes open the door and steps into the ballroom and I figure I may as well follow her. Tom and Kevin are still at the table by the bar, so I head over and plonk myself down in the chair with a sigh.

‘I take it I should have left that at home?’ Kevin indicates the fairy-tales book, which I’m still carrying.

‘Oh, no. Thank you for bringing it.’ I lay it gently on the table and start to trace the silver lettering on the cover. ‘It’s made everything seem a little bit clearer.’

I can’t say the hurt and confusion of my childhood has been erased – I’m not sure I’ll ever feel content when I look back – but it’s like the wall around my heart has started to shift and crumble, just a little bit. I have irrefutable proof now that I mattered to Mum, that she loved me when she could, before the drugs took hold and clouded everything.

‘What is it?’ Tom asks, and I nudge the book towards him, slowly, my eyes fixed firmly on the table as my cheeks start to bloom pink. I know it’s silly and childish to hold the book so dear, but it’s important to me, more so now than before.

‘Your mum gave this to you?’ Tom has opened the book and is reading the inscription. ‘Wow, this must mean a lot to you.’

I nod as my cheeks heat up even more, turning almost the exact shade of the fairy-tales book.

He gets it. He gets you.

‘I’ll, er, just go and get another round.’ Kevin thrusts a thumb at the bar before scraping back his chair and dashing away.

‘Would you like to dance?’ Tom asks, and I’m about to decline, my mouth on autopilot, when I remember Alice’s words. I can find my happily ever after if I allow it happen.

‘I’d love to.’

Leaving the book on the table, I take Tom’s hand and allow him to lead me to the dance floor, which is already full of couples dancing to the wedding band’s music. It’s a slow number currently, and I’m stiff in Tom’s arms to begin with, but I soon start to relax. It feels a little odd, but I’m sure I could get used to it.

‘Mind if I cut in?’

I hadn’t realised I’d closed my eyes as we swayed to the music, but they snap open when I hear Archie’s voice. He’s standing beside us, so-called charming smile in place, hand already reaching for mine, so sure is he of himself that I’ll accept. That Tom will hand me over.

‘Actually, I mind. I mind very much.’ I start to guide Tom away, but Archie doesn’t give up that easily.

‘I beg your pardon?’ The smile is still in place, but I can see it’s strained. I don’t think Archie is used to being told no, but I’m not afraid. I’ve had enough practice at knocking guys back over the years.

‘I don’t want to dance with you, Archie. I never wanted to dance with you, or have dinner with you, or go for romantic walks in meadows. And if you’re truthful, you’ll admit you didn’t want any of those things either.’

Archie adopts a wounded look, a hand on his chest for added effect. For ever the actor. ‘What do you mean?’ His eyes slide to the side and, when I follow his line of sight, I see Alice heading towards us. He takes a deep, theatrical breath before lifting his chin. ‘Ah. I see. I get it.’ He shakes his head and claps Tom on the back. ‘But no hard feelings, eh?’

‘Bad feelings?’ A frown starts to form on Tom’s face. ‘Why would there be hard feelings?’

‘Because I saw you. The other night, at the bonfire.’ The volume of Archie’s voice has increased so he’s almost booming. ‘I saw you and Emily, out the back, kissing.’

‘What?’ Alice’s mouth is a round ‘o’ of shock as she looks at the three of us in turn before her eyes settle on me.

‘Emily?’ Her eyes flick to Tom for the briefest moment. ‘Is this true?’





Chapter Thirty-Seven

‘It’s true.’ I meet Alice’s eyes, my gaze unwavering. ‘And I’m not sorry in the slightest.’

‘I was devastated, obviously,’ Archie says before Alice can say a word. ‘But I thought I could make it work.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ I’ve had enough of The Archie Show. ‘You’re acting as though I cheated on you, but we weren’t even in a relationship! We hadn’t even kissed. I don’t like you, Archie, and never have. I only ever feigned interest to get Alice off my back.’

‘What?’ Alice’s mouth is gaping again, but my focus is on Tom and his reaction. I never wanted to let him know like this, in front of an audience of Alice, Archie and anyone else who happens to overhear, but at least it’s out there now.

‘You’re not seeing Archie?’ he asks, and I shake my head. ‘You lied about it?’

I swallow hard and nod again. This isn’t exactly painting me in the best light.

Shaking his head, Tom takes a step away from me. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘You will. I’ll explain everything. You might not like it. You might think I’m a total bitch, but you’ll know the truth.’

‘I’d quite like to know the truth myself.’ Alice’s hands are on her hips, her eyebrow quirked in a way that shows she means business. But again, I’m more interested in Tom’s reaction.

‘Please, Tom. Can we go somewhere and talk? So I can explain?’ I need to explain. I need Tom to understand that I never did any of this to hurt him or fool him. It was a stupid decision, born of frustration and self-preservation. Because if he doesn’t see that, this could be it for us. Game over before we even start the match. I’ve rejected so many guys over the past year, but I’m not ready to say goodbye to Tom. We have a chance, don’t we?

‘I need some air.’ Tom is backing away, his head shaking as though answering my internal question. I can’t let him go, not like this. But Alice’s hand is on my arm as I attempt to follow. I try to shake her off, but Alice is a feisty little one when she wants to be.

‘Is everything okay over here?’ Francelia, sniffing a bit of drama, is swooping in. She isn’t the only one to have noticed; several people are rubbernecking, ears pricked for the juicy goss.

‘Everything’s fine, Aunt Francelia.’ Archie flashes his well-rehearsed enigmatic smile. ‘I think I’ll go and check on Tom Thumb though, just to be sure.’

‘No.’ I make a fresh attempt to escape Alice’s clutches, knowing Archie will only make matters worse, but she isn’t letting go in a hurry. Archie strides away with his usual air of confidence while Alice quizzes me about her step-cousin and Tom. I tell her everything, in as few words as I can so I can try to catch up with Tom and reverse any further damage Archie might have caused in the meantime. Eventually, Alice releases me, though she doesn’t look happy about any of it. Still, I don’t have time to stick around and appease her.

Bursting from the ballroom, my head turns from left to right while I try to figure out which direction to head in. Tom wanted air, but there are so many exits from the castle. Would he head to the courtyard? The woods? Or perhaps the rose garden? Maybe he’s even gone back to the cottage, to call it quits with the wedding. To call it quits with me.

Surging forward, I head towards the pool room, so I can slip out of the door and into the field at the back, but I hear voices as I start to open the door.

‘That was a low blow, mentioning the kiss in front of everyone.’ It’s Tom, sitting with his back to me on one of the sunloungers. ‘Especially Alice. I get that you’re upset…’

Archie, who’s sitting next to Tom, barks out a laugh. He must have caught Tom before he reached the exit and now they’re sitting down to dissect everything that just happened. I need to stop this, but the laugh unnerves me. It’s a harsh sound. Cold. I decide to hang back for a moment.

‘I’m not upset. Far from it, mate, but the bitch deserves everything she gets.’

‘Easy. There’s no need for that,’ Tom says, and a little bit of hope that Tom has forgiven me flares up. If it wasn’t for his face when he found out I’d lied to him…

‘Isn’t there? She played me, and nobody humiliates me and gets away with it.’ Archie leans in towards Tom. ‘You of all people should know that.’

My cheeks are hot. I want to march into the room and tell Archie what a turd he is, but what would that achieve? If only Alice could hear Archie talking like this. Could see the real Archie and not the version he’s so good at presenting to the world.

But maybe Alice can see it for herself. Keeping the door wedged open a crack with my foot, I quietly slip my phone out of my bag and set it to record. The door creaks slightly as I need to widen the gap to capture the footage. I hold my breath, fully expecting both Tom and Archie to wheel round and catch me out, but luckily they haven’t heard a thing.

‘The silly little tart was only cosying up to me to make Alice jealous anyway,’ Archie is saying. ‘And do you know what?’ He snorts and shakes his head. ‘I was doing the same.’

‘You were trying to make Alice jealous?’

‘Yep.’ Archie sighs. ‘Didn’t work though. She’s been trying to push us closer together. She just doesn’t get it.’


There’s a pause, and I move back slightly in case their chat is over, but I keep recording. Neither makes any move, however, and then Tom speaks again, his voice laced with unease.

‘You’ve still got your little crush on Alice? After all this time?’

‘It isn’t a “little crush”.’

‘What?’ Tom shifts in his seat so he can take a good look at Archie. ‘You actually think you’re in love with her?’

‘I don’t think anything.’

Oh my God! Archie’s in love with Alice? And he’s been using me to try to make her jealous! I knew he was a creep, but still…

‘You do know she doesn’t feel the same way, don’t you?’

Archie shrugs. ‘She will do, once she realises there’s nobody else out there who’ll love her like I do. Francelia is doing a fine job of chasing them away, but I have stepped in and given her a gentle nudge when necessary.’ He laughs to himself. ‘There was this one guy who had a criminal record. I mean, he’d only been cautioned for possession of cannabis when he was fifteen, but my info was enough to convince Francelia he had to go. Bad for the family image and all that. The funny thing is, it was a much lesser offence than Alice would have been slapped with if I hadn’t convinced Old Francie not to press charges when Alice stole her necklace.’

‘She didn’t steal anything.’ Tom’s voice is firm, unwavering in its confidence.

‘We know that, but everybody else thinks she’s as guilty as.’

I press a hand to my mouth to stop myself from gasping. I’ve only gone and inadvertently proved Alice’s innocence! I can’t wait to replay this to Alice, especially as Archie seems to know this for a fact too but has kept some crucial evidence to himself. He’s well and truly shot himself in the foot.

‘But you’re not going to say anything, are you, Tom Thumb?’ Archie claps Tom on the back, quite hard. ‘Tried that already, didn’t you? And where did it get you? Nowhere. Nobody believed you – and your old pa nearly lost his job.’ He chuckles and shakes his head. ‘Couldn’t have planned it better, could I?’

Tom shrugs off Archie’s hand, which is still resting across his shoulder blades, and stands up. I try to move out of the way, to shield myself behind the door, but Tom turns around too quickly. His eyebrows shoot up when he sees me, my phone aimed at the pair. But it doesn’t matter. I have the footage I need to show Alice and Francelia and anyone else who’s been fooled by Archie.

‘The thing I don’t get,’ Tom says as he sits back down on the sunlounger, ‘is why you framed Alice in the first place. Why did you take the necklace and plant it in her room? I assume you were the one who tipped Francelia off too?’

Oh, good man! He’s fishing for more evidence! I could kiss Tom right now. Again.

‘She’d humiliated me.’ Archie shrugs, as though this alone is explanation enough for his actions. ‘Laughing at me with you and Carolyn behind my back. Stomping all over my feelings. I heard you all, taking the piss.’

So it was Archie. ‘Mr Charming’ himself set Alice up! She trusted him. Still trusts him to this day. Even I’m shocked and I already knew he wasn’t the charismatic character he presents to the world.

‘But you’ve forgiven her?’

Archie sighs. ‘I love her. I’d forgive her anything.’

I sincerely hope the feeling isn’t mutual once Alice hears his confession.





Chapter Thirty-Eight

‘Thank you so much.’ I slip out of my hiding spot behind a thick pair of curtains at the window at the end of the corridor when Tom emerges from the pool room by himself. My phone is tucked safely in my handbag, the video saved and ready to unveil Archie as the real villain at Durban Castle. ‘You got him to reveal everything. I can finally show Alice his true colours.’

Tom shrugs and scratches the back of his neck. ‘His confession was a long time coming. At least now everyone will know I was telling the truth.’

‘Speaking of telling the truth…’ My hands are clasped in front of me, wringing like Lady Macbeth trying to wash away the blood. ‘Do you think we could have that talk now? So I can explain?’

Tom doesn’t say anything, and he doesn’t look too convinced, but he gives the briefest of nods. I lead him outside, and into the rose garden at the front of the castle, and tell him everything, starting at the very beginning. Starting a year ago, when Mum died and I ended my relationship with Edward. How I let the fear take hold of me, how it suffocated me until I freed myself. Freed us both, really, as I’d never been able to give myself fully to Edward. He’d wanted marriage and babies and joint mortgages, while I’d wanted safety, independence, a way out.

I tell Tom about Alice’s matchmaking. The exhausting merry-go-round of first dates, second dates, sometimes – occasionally – a third. I tell him about our pact: one week of intense matchmaking, one chance to finally find my Prince Charming, and then I would be free to live the life I wanted to. A life without complications and fear. A life on my terms. A life on my own.

I tell him I found a way out. A way to appease Alice while protecting myself: Archie. Prince Charming personified – or so Alice thinks. I used him. I pretended to like him, even when I thought he genuinely liked me. I played a silly game that neither of us could win.

And I tell him about meeting a wonderful man. A man I thought was gruff and insolent, but was actually battling his own demons. A man who seems to understand me, which is a first as I’ve never let anybody get that close to me before. I’ve never let anyone peek behind the wall I began to build up around myself when I was just a little girl. But I let Tom in. I’ve shown him everything I am, and it’s terrifying. But I would never take it back.

This is me, the real me, laid bare before him. Never have I felt so exposed, and I feel raw by the time I’ve finished. Tom has yet to say a word, simply listening as I empty everything out. I haven’t looked at him the whole time, my gaze fixed on the plump pink roses in front of me, but I peer up at him now, trying to gauge his reaction. Does he despise me? Think I’m a fool at best? I don’t even want to think about the ‘at worst’ option.

‘Tom?’ He hasn’t said anything, and I’m finding it difficult to read him.

‘I thought… When I kissed you…’ He shakes his head, his hands in his hair. ‘I felt terrible. I’ve been on the other side, and it doesn’t feel good.’

‘I know.’ I want to reach out to him, but my hands are glued to my sides. ‘But Archie isn’t the good guy in this, remember?’

‘Still.’ Tom puffs out his cheeks before releasing the air slowly. ‘It’s just all way too complicated for me at the moment, you know? I just want life to be simple again.’

I nod, totally getting where Tom is coming from. ‘I’ve been there. A lot. I’ve pushed so many people away because I was afraid of getting hurt, and that’s what you’re doing now. Pushing me away to protect yourself. Running away from your feelings because of what Lydia did to you. And I get it. I totally do. But I also know I don’t want this to be it for us. I don’t want to leave tomorrow knowing this is all we’ll ever be.’

Tom scrapes back his hair with a sigh. ‘What is it that you do want, Emily?’

‘You.’ I answer without hesitation. ‘Before I got here, I didn’t think I’d ever find someone like you. Someone I can be myself with without fear. I don’t want to lose that, Tom. I don’t want to lose you.’ I lift my hand, but it doesn’t reach Tom. ‘But I also know this is your decision to make. You know everything about me, the good and the bad. Only you can decide if you want me too.’

I turn then, much as it pains me to do so, and start to wander back towards the castle. Hope surges when Tom calls out my name.

‘What are you going to do about Archie?’

I swallow my disappointment as I grab my phone from my handbag and hold it up to show Tom. ‘I’m going to expose him for what he is by showing this video to everyone. He’ll be mortified, plus I’ll get to clear Alice’s name.’

Tom gives a slow nod of his head. ‘I like the idea of that. But won’t it take ages to get round to everyone?’

‘Not necessarily.’ I tuck the phone back into my handbag. ‘I have a plan up my sleeve, but I’ll need Carolyn’s help.’

Tom gives a sad, half-smile. ‘Good luck.’

‘Thank you.’ I start to move away again, but stop and turn to look at Tom. ‘You’ll think about what I said, won’t you?’

He nods, but doesn’t say anything more, so I head back to the castle to carry out my mission.

Everybody has gathered at the far end of the ballroom, in front of the little stage where the wedding band is set up, though there’s no longer any music playing. I find Alice in the middle of the throng and make my way towards her, but she barely acknowledges my presence, let alone speaks to me. Hopefully that will change when she finds out what I’ve discovered about her precious Archie.

‘I think Carolyn’s about to throw the bouquet early.’ I start when Alice finally breaks the silence between us. She was practically jumping up and down on the spot at the idea during the run up to the Big Day, but now she’s subdued, and I feel bad that I’ve put a dampener on her sister’s wedding. Perhaps the Archie reveal can wait until tomorrow…

But it’s too late. Carolyn gives a little wave in our direction from her position on the stage. She grabs the microphone and strides to the centre. My stomach churns in anticipation of what is to come.

‘Sorry about the little delay, and I’m afraid there’s going to be another one before we all head into the great hall for our delicious meal. Sorry.’ She holds up her hand. ‘I know how ravenous you are, but I’ve got a wonderful little presentation for you.’

Alice frowns and leans in to whisper, ‘She never said anything about a presentation.’

I shrug as my stomach churns again. ‘Change of plan, I guess.’

‘Francelia and I have been working hard for months to put together a slideshow of photos and video clips spanning the duration of my relationship with Piers, from our very first date to our rehearsal dinner last night.’ I’m sure I hear a few groans as Carolyn indicates the huge projector screen set up on the wall to the right. ‘We had a little preview last night, but now it’s time for the main show.’ She leans her head briefly on Piers, who’s standing to her left, before placing the microphone in its stand. She gives the nod to Piers, who starts to fiddle with the laptop connected to the projector. The huge screen comes to life, but it isn’t displaying a shot of the happy couple. Instead, there’s a rather shaky video image of a doorway, with a row of sunloungers coming into view.

‘The silly little tart was only cosying up to me to make Alice jealous anyway.’

Alice’s eyes widen at the unmistakable voice of Archie, and she looks among the crowd to try to spot him.

‘And do you know what? I was doing the same.’

Alice looks at me, and I give an apologetic shrug. I am sorry Alice’s bubble is about to burst, however necessary it is.

‘It isn’t a “little crush”,’ the video continues, and I see Alice’s mouth widening more and more with the video’s revelations.

‘What? You actually think you’re in love with her?’

There’s a commotion from the crowd, and then Archie appears, darting towards the stage.

‘What is this? Stop it immediately.’ He’s up on the stage, heading for the laptop, but Carolyn blocks his path. ‘This is an obscene invasion of privacy!’ He attempts to manhandle Carolyn out of the way, but Piers steps forward, leaning in close to Archie’s ear. I can’t hear what he’s saying from here, but Archie blanches and stumbles backwards, hands held aloft in defeat.

‘There was this one guy who had a criminal record. I mean, he’d only been cautioned for possession of cannabis when he was fifteen, but my info was enough to convince Francelia he had to go. Bad for the family image and all that. The funny thing is, it was a much lesser offence than Alice would have been slapped with if I hadn’t convinced Old Francie not to press charges when Alice stole her necklace.’

Archie’s face is a picture. He knows he’s about to be busted, big time, and there’s no way he can charm his way out of this.

I feel Alice tense next to me, but I place a soothing hand on her arm. All will be put right in a few seconds.

‘She didn’t steal anything.’

‘We know that, but everybody else thinks she’s as guilty as.’

‘What?’ Francelia seems to pop up out of nowhere. She pushes her way through the crowd as the whole confession unravels on-screen and the true culprit is revealed. Archie, still on the stage and with a complexion that resembles an overripe tomato, tries to laugh it off.

‘It was a joke, obviously. We were just messing around. Right, Tom Thumb?’ He looks about wildly, but if Tom is in the crowd, he isn’t forthcoming.

‘You.’ Francelia jabs a finger at her nephew, and although she has yet to reach the stage, he flinches as though she’s harmed him. ‘You told me you’d seen Alice taking it. That she was jealous of my relationship with her father. You made me promise not to tell anyone, that they’d all turn on you if you “grassed” on her.’ Francelia makes the air quotes with her fingers. ‘And it was you all along, you little shit!’

‘No, Aunt Francelia, it isn’t what it seems!’

The verbal tussle continues ahead, but I turn to Alice, who is still watching the freeze-frame on the projector screen.

‘I’m sorry. I tried to tell you…’ My words feel weak. My friend has been lied to and betrayed by someone she trusted, and I had a part in bursting her bubble.

‘It was him,’ she whispers. ‘All along. He made everyone think I was a thief, and he’s been controlling my life through Francelia ever since.’

Alice barges through the crowd with the force of someone twice her size. I scuttle after her, but she’s a scorned woman on a mission. She climbs up onto the stage and faces her adversary.

‘You pathetic piece of crap.’ She shoves him, hard, with both hands, and Archie stumbles back, falling on his arse in front of everyone. There are a few giggles and a whoop of joy from the crowd. ‘You lied to me. To everyone. You made everyone think I stole that necklace, including my own father. And why? Because I didn’t fancy you? Because I saw you as my cousin? My friend?’

‘You don’t understand,’ Archie says as he scrabbles to his feet. ‘I only did those things because I love you so much.’

‘Love?’ Alice gives an incredulous laugh. ‘You don’t hurt the people you love.’

‘You hurt me. Every time you and that silly bitch sister of yours laughed about my feelings. Tore them to shreds for a giggle.’

‘Excuse me?’ Piers is next to Alice then. ‘Did you just call my wife a bitch?’

I think everybody hears the crunch as fist meets nose, even those at the very back of the crowd.





Chapter Thirty-Nine

Two blokes take pity on Archie and haul him out of the ballroom, while he whines about his nose and stems the flow of blood with both hands, though nobody seems too concerned about his injury. I doubt he’ll be welcomed back with open arms.

‘I’m sorry.’ I can’t stop apologising to Alice, who still looks rather shell-shocked by the whole thing. I’ve managed to guide her down from the stage and have sat her down with Kevin, who has his arm looped around her shoulders.

‘No, I’m sorry.’ Alice smiles weakly at me. ‘You were right about him. I should have listened.’

‘I hate to break it to you,’ Kevin says. ‘But listening isn’t your strong point. Talking, yes, you’ve got that down to a tee, but actually listening – oof.’ Grinning, Kevin clutches his ribs, where Alice has nudged him with her elbow. It seems to have done the trick though, as Alice is smiling again.

Love, I’m starting to realise, isn’t always straightforward. It isn’t always the perfect, walking-off-in-the-sunset-to-live-happily-ever-after you see in films. It can be hard work. It can mean making sacrifices, compromising, accepting the other person for who they are instead of trying to mould them into what you want them to be. But, no matter what, love is real. Valuable. Worth the risk, surely?

‘Alice?’ A shadow looms over us as Francelia descends. I hold in a shudder. ‘I just wanted to… To say… The thing is…’

I catch Alice’s eye. She looks as bewildered as I feel. I have never known Francelia to be lost for words, and she actually looks contrite (or is at least giving it a good go through the Botox).

‘It’s okay, Francelia.’

If I was shocked by the change in Francelia’s demeanour, I’m even more stunned as Alice reaches for Francelia’s hand.

‘No, Alice, it isn’t. We haven’t always had the best relationship, and I should have done more to put that right, I know that. Planning this wedding with Carolyn has been such a joy – when you take away the stress of it all, obviously.’ Francelia gives a wry smile and I’m further shocked by her teasing tone. ‘I hope one day I’ll have a little input in your wedding. If you’ll let me.’

‘We’ll see.’ It’ll take more than a wry smile to get Alice to agree to that, but it’s a start.

‘Oh, and Alice?’ Francelia has started to walk away, but she pauses and turns towards us again. ‘I won’t be interfering anymore. It seems my judgements may have been swayed in the past, and I’ll also admit to being a teeny bit vengeful.’ She winces as she holds up a tiny gap between thumb and finger. ‘That’s unforgivable of me, I know, but I am truly sorry for my part in this whole mess.’

I hope Satan has a pair of mittens and a bobble hat handy, because I’m pretty sure hell is freezing over right now.

‘Then, on that note, I’d like to introduce you to Kevin Jackson.’ Alice stands up, pulling Kevin up with her.

Francelia tilts her head to one side. ‘But we’ve met. You’re the sofa-surfing music teacher. Emily’s brother.’

‘Except he isn’t. Emily’s brother, that is. He is a music teacher, but he hasn’t been sleeping on our sofa.’ Alice takes Kevin’s hand in hers. ‘Kevin’s my boyfriend. We’ve been together for a year, and plan to be together for a lot more.’ She gazes up at Kevin. ‘I love him, and I want to have his babies. Lots of them.’

Excitement fizzes up inside me, gushing up from my belly and spreading through to my fingertips. I so want to high-five my best friend right now!

‘I see.’ Francelia’s eyes flick from Alice, to Kevin, and back again. ‘I’d ask why we haven’t been properly introduced before – or why you felt you had to lie to me about it – but I think it’s clear. Shall I go and coax your father away from the bar? I’m sure he’ll want to meet the future father of his grandchildren.’

Alice nods. ‘I’d like that.’

‘Wow,’ I say as Francelia marches off to grab her husband. ‘An apology from Francelia. Who’d have thought.’

Alice laughs and gives my hand a squeeze. ‘And it’s all thanks to you.’

‘Am I forgiven, then?’ I give my eyelashes a good flutter, which makes Alice laugh again.

‘Totally. Am I?’

I pull my friend into a hug. ‘Totally.’

‘So…’ A slow smile starts to fill Alice’s face as we pull apart. ‘You kissed Tom, then?’

‘Yes.’ My cheeks are starting to grow warm. ‘I like him. A lot. And I think he liked me, before all this Archie stuff.’

‘Wow, Emily. Look at you, using the L word.’ She grins at me, but her smile fades when I give a heavy sigh. ‘Blimey, you really do like him, don’t you?’

I nod. ‘I’ve never met anyone I could open up to about stuff before. I really let my guard down, but now I’m afraid I’ll never be able to put it back up again.’

‘Wait a minute.’ Alice holds up a hand. ‘What sort of stuff are we talking about here?’

I shrug. ‘Edward. My mum. Lots of things, really.’


‘Whoa.’ Alice’s mouth is gaping. ‘You told Tom about your mum?’

‘Sort of.’

‘Sort of? What bit did you tell him?’

I cringe. ‘Everything.’

‘Everything?’ The word is uttered with reverence, barely a whisper. ‘Wow.’ Alice places her hands on her cheeks, her mouth widening even further into a parody of The Scream. ‘You really told him everything? The drugs? How your mum died?’

I nod for each point and Alice looks increasingly shocked.

‘I even threw my dad in there for good measure.’

‘Flipping hell, Emily.’ Alice’s hand moves to cover her mouth briefly before she snatches it away. ‘This is a big deal. Massive.’

‘I know. I really felt I could open up to Tom. I feel… comfortable with him. Safe. I’m not ashamed of my past when I’m with him. I can be myself, warts and all.’

And I have some pretty big metaphorical warts.

‘Oh my God, Emily! No wonder you were fighting me on the Archie thing – you’ve been too busy falling in love with Tom.’

‘Hey, hold on.’ My hand is up, quick as a flash. ‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here. That is one giant leap for Emily Atkinson.’

‘But you like him. You actually like him.’ Alice grabs my hands and gives an excited squeal. ‘All I’ve ever wanted was for you to be happy. And if Tom makes you happy…’

‘He does, but I think I’ve wrecked it, without even trying this time.’

‘Oh, Emily.’ Alice’s face is a picture of misery as she pats my hand. ‘Please don’t give up now. I’m sure it’ll all work out.’

I wish I could be so sure.

‘I believe there are introductions to be made.’ Roderick is striding towards us, one hand clutching a glass of brandy, the other outstretched. Alice and Kevin jump to their feet, and the introductions are duly doled out. ‘And Francelia tells me I owe you an apology.’ Roderick clears his throat. ‘For not believing you about the necklace.’ He turns to Francelia with a quirked eyebrow, and she rolls her eyes before nodding.

‘Thanks, Dad.’ Alice sounds choked. It isn’t exactly a profuse apology, but it’s as good as it gets from Roderick, and it looks like Alice is going to get the happily after ever she deserves with Kevin.

I search everywhere I can think of for Tom, from the rose garden to his cottage and everywhere in between. I even have a go at finding the umbrella tree, but I soon find myself lost in the woods, with snagged tights, and make my way back out into the open as quickly as possible. Tom might not even be at the castle any more. He could have gone down to the Royal Oak, or further afield. He could be anywhere, and running around like a madwoman isn’t going to help, so I make my way back up to my room for a fresh pair of tights. Perhaps he’ll have rejoined the party by the time I’m done, and then we can talk. Again. And this time I’ll convince him to give me another chance.

I don’t know what I’ll do if I can’t.

I’ve just slipped my shoes back on after changing into a new pair of tights when there’s a knock at the door. I slip off the bed and head cautiously towards it. There are two things I’m dreading seeing on the other side: Archie or a canoodling Alice and Kevin. If it’s the latter, Hubert and I are finding a sofa to kip on tonight. But it’s neither. Tom is standing out in the hall, my fairy-tales book in hand. He’s ditched his jacket and tie now and the sleeves of his shirt are rolled up to the elbow, revealing golden forearms.

‘You left this behind.’ He hands the book over. ‘I know how important it is to you.’

‘Thank you.’ I flip the cover over and my finger automatically traces Mum’s words. To think I once tossed this precious book first on the fire and then into the kitchen bin!

‘You’re very welcome.’ Tom takes a couple of steps back, but changes his mind and returns, scratching the back of his neck as he studies the carpet in the corridor.

‘It’s my day off tomorrow, so I probably won’t see you again after tonight.’

‘Oh.’ I close the book and hug it to my chest, studying the buttons on Tom’s shirt so I don’t have to look at his face.

‘Unless…’

My head snaps up, my eyes widening with hope, even though I try to fight it. ‘Unless?’

Tom scuffs the toe of his shoe on the carpet. ‘It’s been great getting to know you over the past few days – even if I have had to rescue you on more than one occasion. I didn’t think I could… after Lydia… well, you know.’

‘I think so.’ I shrug. ‘Maybe.’

Tom looks at me, his eyes boring into mine. ‘I like you, Emily. You’re funny and beautiful, and yes, you’re a great big wussy pants when it comes to bees, but that doesn’t matter.’

I laugh, and a smile spreads across Tom’s face. He’s so gorgeous. Why the hell did I waste this week playing games with Archie when I could have been snogging the face off this dude?

‘I am pretty good at building fires now though.’

Tom gives a solemn nod. ‘Yes, I have to give you that.’

‘And I came this close to whooping you at water-balloon dodgeball.’ I make a small gap between my finger and thumb.

Tom grins. ‘It’s been a fun week. You’ve made it fun.’ He reaches to take my hand and I let him. As he threads his fingers through mine, I feel a whole kaleidoscope of butterflies fluttering in my tummy. ‘It really has been amazing meeting you, Emily. And although I’m still a bit scared of getting hurt again, I think you’re worth that risk.’

I think Tom’s more than worth the risk too.

‘Are you going to kiss me now?’

Tom gives a slow shrug. ‘Would you like me to kiss you?’

‘Yes, please.’ I don’t even have to think about it. I haven’t wanted anything this badly in a long time.

As Tom kisses me, I know this isn’t it. This isn’t the end of our tale. There’s so much more to come, and I’m both excited and terrified at the same time, but I won’t let the fear win. Not this time. I’m going to be brave with love.

‘Shall we go downstairs and toast the bride and groom?’ Tom asks when we eventually pull apart, and I nod, too shocked and happy to speak. But I can’t help thinking, as Tom leads me down the stairs, Cinderella, you shall go to the ball.
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Chapter One

Mae

Mae was in a mad rush that morning as she flitted from room to room, eyes flicking to whichever clock happened to be nearest every thirty seconds. Right now, it was the digital display on the microwave that made her eyes widen in panic as she trundled into the kitchen, dumping the armful of goodies she’d collected onto the breakfast bar. Where had the morning gone? She could have sworn it was only five minutes since she’d dragged her weary body from beneath her sheets, forcing it in the direction of the coffee machine. And now it was almost time to go and she wasn’t even ready. The caffeine hadn’t had chance to work its way into her system, even after her second giant mug, gulped down between bites of toast.

Taking a calming breath, Mae added the goodies to the baskets she’d set out on the breakfast bar with a practised hand, arranging the mini bottles of shampoo, conditioner and body lotion to the bed of scrunched-up tissue paper among the bottled water, individually wrapped teabags and sachets of coffee. The bar of chocolate, cellophane-wrapped biscuits and stick of rock added a sweet touch. Mae prided herself on attention to detail; it was the little things that stuck with guests long after they’d packed their suitcases and returned home, the unexpected touches they gushed over with their friends and family or added to their TripAdvisor review. Although the welcome baskets she left in the rooms of her bed and breakfast took time, effort and extra cost, Mae knew they could tempt a guest to leave a sparkling, five-star review instead of a four-star, and entice them back next year – and the year after that. Mae had dreamed of running her own bed and breakfast since she was a little girl. Now her wish had come true, she would put her all into the venture and make it the best bed and breakfast she possibly could.

‘Hannah!’ she called as she popped the final item – a note for her guests written on a postcard with a photo of the seaside town on the front – into the basket. ‘Have you got your shoes on yet?’

She grabbed the baskets – one each for the two rooms she had available in the house she’d inherited from her grandmother four years ago – and headed towards the stairs, stopping outside the family room where she spotted her four-year-old daughter still glued to the television. Shoeless.

‘Excuse me, little lady, but aren’t you supposed to be putting your shoes on?’ Mae arched an eyebrow at her daughter. ‘We need to set off for Nanny’s in two minutes.’

‘It only takes me one minute to put my shoes on,’ Hannah said, eyes travelling back to the screen.

Mae’s eyebrow arched further. ‘And how long does it take you to walk up the stairs to grab them?’

Hannah scrunched up her nose, eyes still on the television, as she calculated. ‘Ten seconds?’

‘And do you know where your shoes are?’

Technically, Hannah’s shoes should be lined up at the bottom of the wardrobe with her other shoes, but Mae knew her daughter too well. Mae might be a stickler for the little details, but her daughter was not. In Hannah’s world, there was a place for everything, but nothing was in its place.

‘One of them is under my bed,’ Hannah said. ‘I kicked it under there this morning when I tripped over it.’

Mae closed her eyes, briefly. ‘And the other?’

Hannah shrugged. ‘In my room?’

Mae hoped the shoe was in Hannah’s bedroom. They had guests arriving later and Mae lived in fear of the day one of them would trip over an abandoned shoe or toy. She did her best to keep the house in pristine condition, but it wasn’t always easy with a four-year-old tearing about the place.

‘So, actually finding the other shoe could take you more than the fifty seconds you have left. Plus, we’ve been discussing this for…’ Mae scrunched up her own nose as she calculated the wasted time. ‘Twenty seconds? So, really, you only have thirty seconds to find your shoe. Probably twenty-five by now. So do you think you should turn the telly off and go and put them on?’

Hannah sighed, her little chest heaving dramatically. ‘Fine.’

Mae watched as her daughter wriggled off the sofa and turned the television off before shuffling out of the family room and up the stairs. Hannah was four and already behaving like a teenager – how would Mae cope when hormones set up camp? But Mae didn’t have time to ponder. She had welcome baskets to set out and less than two minutes to do so. She followed Hannah up the stairs, pushing open the guest room they had on that floor, and placed the basket on the end of the bed, smoothing the bedspread with the palm of her hand. The left curtain wasn’t quite even so she moved across the room to open it a little more, smiling at the view as she did so. With the bed and breakfast on the seafront, Mae had the perfect view of the beach, with the pier in the distance, the Ferris wheel already turning slowly. The school summer holidays had started the previous week, so Clifton-on-Sea was jam-packed with holidaymakers hopeful of a warm and dry British summer. Growing up in Clifton-on-Sea, Mae hadn’t always appreciated the beauty of her little town. Building sandcastles with her grandpa, the delicious scent of sweet candyfloss and hot doughnuts mingling with the sea air, eating fish and chips from the paper with her feet dangling over the harbour walls – these were ordinary occurrences for Mae as a little girl, and it wasn’t until she left the town in her late teens, eager to see a bit more of the country, of the world, that she realised what a special place she’d left behind. Or how privileged she’d been to have such an idyllic childhood by the sea. She couldn’t imagine a better place to raise her daughter.

‘Mummy!’

Hannah’s voice broke Mae’s reverie and she backed away from the window, smoothing the bedspread one last time as she passed.

‘I can’t find my shoes,’ Hannah said, poking her head out of her bedroom.

‘What about the one under the bed?’

Hannah shrugged. ‘It’s not there any more.’

Mae pressed her lips together. She didn’t have time to hunt for misplaced shoes. She still had to take the second basket of goodies up to the little room in the attic and drop the keys with Mrs Hornchurch next door (where she would no doubt get caught up in a ten-minute chat while she did her best to politely escape) before ferrying Hannah across town. They were already cutting it fine.

‘You’ll have to wear a different pair.’ Mae was already shuffling backwards towards the narrow staircase that led to the fourth bedroom. ‘Your sandals. Or your trainers if you really must.’ Trainers wouldn’t really go with the red gingham summer dress Hannah was wearing, but desperate times called for mismatched outfits.

Mae scurried up the stairs as Hannah’s head disappeared back into her bedroom. Placing the basket on the end of the bed, she gave the pillows a fluff before heading back down to check on Hannah’s shoe status.

‘Wellies?’

Hannah looked down at the Doc McStuffins wellies and shrugged. ‘They’re all I could find.’

Mae could have made many arguments against the wellies – not least the ridiculous mismatching and the fact it was a glorious summer’s day – but she really, really didn’t have time to discuss the matter, nor locate more suitable footwear.

‘They’ll do.’ With a decisive nod, Mae led the way down the stairs, heading for her desk to grab the keys for today’s guests from the drawer. With her car keys, handbag and sunglasses in hand, she was ready to go.

‘Hannah?’ The girl had disappeared. ‘Hannah! We need to go!’

Mae scurried through the rooms of the house, finding Hannah crouched in the kitchen, her outstretched palm full of Frosties.

‘Hannah,’ Mae groaned as the cat nibbled at the proffered cereal. ‘I’ve told you not to feed him. And especially not Frosties. Come on, cat. Out!’

‘But he’s hungry,’ Hannah said, hand still outstretched.

‘And we’ll be hungry if I’m late for work again and lose my job. Come on.’ Mae swung the back door open and nudged the cat gently with her foot until it slunk away into the back garden. ‘Please stop feeding him. It’ll only encourage him to come back.’

‘But I want him to come back,’ Hannah said as Mae closed the door. ‘I love him.’

‘He isn’t our cat.’ Mae wasn’t sure he was anybody’s cat, judging by the state of his matted fur and lack of collar. The jagged ears from ancient fights gave him a definite alley cat vibe. ‘Now, let’s go, little lady. Nanny will be wondering where you are.’

As lovely as the Seafront Bed and Breakfast was, and as busy as it kept Mae, the profits generated from the small establishment weren’t enough to pay the bills, so Mae topped up her income by working part-time at one of Clifton-on-Sea’s pubs. The Fisherman sat opposite the harbour, in the quieter part of town away from the beach, but it was popular with the locals and the holidaymakers who liked to venture a little further afield. Mae had known the owners – Frank and Corinne Navasky – for as long as she could remember, as Frank and her grandpa had been friends since childhood. Mae had fond memories of sitting by the open fire in the pub with a glass of lemonade and packet of crisps while Frank, her grandpa and their friends played dominoes on chilly Saturday afternoons.

‘Ah, she’s here. I was about to send out a search party.’ Frank winked at Mae as she burst through the doors of the pub, breathless from the dash from the car. As predicted, she’d ended up chatting with Mrs Hornchurch for a good ten minutes when she’d dropped off the keys, plus she’d had to deal with a lady who wanted to book a room on her way out of the house, meaning she was even later for her shift. But she couldn’t complain too much about Mrs Hornchurch as her neighbour was doing her a massive favour. As Mae needed to work, Mrs Hornchurch often stepped in to help, keeping watch for any guests and showing them to their rooms when they arrived. Mrs Hornchurch was a godsend, so Mae could forgive her chatterbox nature.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Mae threw her handbag onto one of the shelves under the bar and rolled the sleeves of her cardigan up. ‘I’ll work through my break to make it up to you.’

‘You will not,’ Frank said. ‘There’s no harm done. It isn’t like I’m rushed off my feet.’

It wasn’t yet lunchtime so the pub was pretty much deserted, with only Tom Byrne, a permanent fixture in the Fisherman, sitting with his pint of bitter. Soon, however, the place would be filled with patrons wanting a pint to go with their fish and chips from the chip shop next door.

‘Do you need me to do anything before we get busy?’ Mae asked Frank. ‘Any glasses need washing? Barrels need changing? Do the loos need cleaning?’

Frank raised his eyebrows at the last suggestion. ‘You must be feeling guilty. But no, love, everything’s in hand. Why don’t we put the kettle on and have a quick game of dominoes before the rabble descends?’

Mae had learned to play dominoes by watching her grandpa play in the Fisherman, and the clatter as the pieces tumbled from the box onto the table always reminded her of him. Her dad hadn’t been around much when she was growing up, so it had been her grandpa who’d been the father figure in Mae’s life. She’d loved staying with her grandparents by the beach, going for a paddle with her grandpa, their skirts and trousers lifted or rolled up to their knees as the cold water washed over their feet, or sneaking off to the Fisherman with him when it was too cold to build sandcastles. Double trouble, that’s what her granny had called them.

Mae missed her grandparents, but she cherished the memories she had of them and smiled now as she picked up a cool tile.

‘So, how’s that goddaughter of mine?’ Frank asked as they set the dominoes out facedown on the table. ‘Enjoying the school holidays?’

‘She’s enjoying too much TV.’ Mae had lost count of the number of hours Hannah had sat in front of the box over the past few days, but Mae had been so busy with the B&B – preparing rooms, looking after guests and taking bookings – and the television provided an easy distraction. Though Mae felt guilty, the school summer holidays were the busiest time of year for Clifton-on-Sea, and Mae couldn’t afford to turn business away. She was fully booked from now until early September, with her largest booking due to arrive later that afternoon. Mae’s B&B only had two rooms to let, but as well as a double bed, the attic room had a sofa bed, which her latest guests would be making use of. The Robertsons – made up of grandparents Shirley and Len, plus their daughter, son-in-law and two young grandchildren – had stayed at the Seafront B&B for two weeks every summer since Mae had opened for business three years ago, and although Mae was looking forward to their stay, she knew looking after six guests – plus Hannah and her part-time bar work – was going to be a tough juggling act.

‘Why don’t you bring her over in the morning?’ Frank asked. ‘Corinne and I are popping into Preston to do a bit of shopping. Hannah can come with us on the train and we’ll take her for a burger for lunch. We might even throw in a trip to the cinema.’

Mae started to shuffle the tiles around the table to mix them up. ‘You don’t have to do that.’

Frank joined in the shuffling. ‘I know that, but we love taking Hannah out. What are godparents for?’ He gathered the tiles into the centre and, with a flick of his hand, invited Mae to choose a tile.

‘She’d love that, thank you.’ Mae plucked a tile and turned it over so they could both see it. ‘One-Three.’

Frank chose his own tile and turned it over, giving a little whoop of victory when he saw the pips he’d uncovered. ‘Five-Six. Me first.’ They both returned their tiles to the collection on the table and gave them another quick shuffle.

‘The vet was in here last night,’ Frank said as they drew their tiles from the collection and placed them in front of themselves, balancing them on their edges so only they could see the value of their own tiles.

‘Frank…’ Mae said with a heavy sigh.

‘What?’ Frank’s bushy eyebrows lifted and his mouth was agape. ‘I was only saying.’

‘Hmm.’ Mae rearranged the tiles in front of her, mostly so she didn’t have to make eye contact with her opponent.

‘He’s a fine young fella,’ Tom Byrne piped up, his voice making Mae jump. He’d been so quiet in his little corner of the bar, she’d forgotten he was there. ‘Our Tiddles had a tumour last winter. Thought she was a goner, but Alfie sorted her out. She’s got a new lease of life. She’s like a kitten again.’

‘Maybe I should take a trip to see our vet,’ Frank said as he placed his first tile face up on the table. ‘I could do with a new lease of life with all these barrels needing to be lugged around the cellar. I feel like I’m ready for the knacker’s yard some days.’


‘Rubbish.’ Mae selected a tile and joined it onto Frank’s. ‘You’ve got more energy than anybody I know, including Hannah. I hope I’m as fit and energetic as you when I’m in my seventies.’

‘Ssh!’ Frank’s eyes roamed the near-empty pub. ‘Will you keep it down? As far as everybody else is concerned, I’m not a day over fifty.’

‘Tom won’t spill the beans, will you?’ Mae asked and he shook his head.


‘What happens in the Fisherman stays in the Fisherman. Ain’t that right, Frank?’

Frank chuckled. ‘Sure is. The tales I could tell…’ Frank chuckled again and shook his head. ‘It’s like being in a confessional some days.’

‘I hardly think you can compare yourself to a holy man, Frank Navasky,’ his wife said, appearing in the doorway that led to the living quarters of the pub. Corinne joined them at the table and dropped a kiss on Mae’s cheek. ‘And I don’t think priests make a habit of mopping up vomit from their confessionals.’ Corinne pulled a face and turned to Mae. ‘Gary King, pissed as a newt, again. I’ve told him he’s on his last warning. Once more and he’s barred.’

‘He’s already barred from the Old Coach and the Lion,’ Tom said.

‘And no wonder. He’ll be barred from here in no time, no doubt.’ Corinne Navasky was short and slim with delicate features, but she was a no-nonsense kind of woman who had no qualms about chucking even the biggest, roughest blokes from her pub. She was so different from Mae’s granny, who would weep over sentimental films and always, always gave somebody the benefit of the doubt, but they’d become as close as their husbands despite their differences. Corinne and Frank were like family to Mae, almost filling the gap her grandparents had left.

‘That vet of yours was in here last night,’ Corinne told Mae. Mae groaned and fought the urge to drop her head onto the tile-covered table.
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