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      Artist Honey Blackwell is happy with her life. Well, almost. She lives in the picturesque village of Heatherlea, has three close friends and a soft spot for local supply teacher Dane Ackerman. If only she could put her past behind her and embrace the present.

      

      Dane is working hard to prove himself at the village primary school and doesn’t really have time for love, but he’s drawn to Honey and hopes she feels the same. When a permanent teaching position is advertised in Heatherlea, he faces stiff competition to secure it.

      

      As Honey and Dane deal with the ups and downs of life, will they be able to find a way to be together, or will they have to accept that sometimes love just isn’t enough?
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      “It’s all about new beginnings isn’t it?” Honey Blackwell smiled at her friend, Camilla Dix.

      “What is?”

      “Spring. It’s such a beautiful time. I love how it chases those dreary winter days away, offering a sense of hope and renewal.”

      “Mmm. I love spring too. But then I love summer, autumn and winter.”

      “You love any season as long as Tom’s around.”

      Camilla giggled. “Am I that transparent?”

      “You are, but that’s okay. I’m happy for you.”

      “I’m happy for me too.”

      They strolled along, arm-in-arm, through the pretty village of Heatherlea. It was a beautiful morning, the first Saturday in March, and Honey had suggested they go for a walk to make the most of the sunshine.

      The sun glinted on car windows as they passed and birds sang in the trees and from their perches on rooftops. It was as if nature shared Honey’s feeling of optimism and anticipation, as if something wonderful could happen at any moment.

      “What did you say Tom was doing again?”

      “He’s gone to see his parents for the weekend. He tries to get back to Brighton at least once every six weeks, although it’s not always possible with the surgery… and the fact that he wants to spend time with me.”

      Honey nodded. Camilla and the local vet, Tom, had been together since Christmas and although Camilla had told her friends that they were taking it slowly, it was evident that they were very much in love.

      “And you got to look after Mr Squidgeyface.”

      “I did.” Camilla leant forwards and rubbed the head of the large British bulldog. “HP is a good boy, aren’t you?”

      The dog glanced over his shoulder at Camilla and Honey, his pink tongue dangling from the side of his mouth.

      “It still makes me laugh every time I hear his name.”

      “Hairy Pawter?”

      Honey nodded. “It’s brilliant.”

      As they strolled past the church, Honey admired the architecture of the old stone building. It hinted at the village’s history and strong sense of community. She found the worn headstones in the graveyard fascinating because they dated back hundreds of years and some of them belonged to ancestors of people who still lived in the village today.

      “HP was named by the man who owned him before Tom adopted him. It suits him and I can’t imagine him being called anything else.”

      “Is HP all right staying with you when Tom’s away?”

      Camilla nodded. “He’s happy to snore his head off in front of the fire and the TV while I work, and I have a key to Tom’s place, so I can take him home for a bit too.”

      “I see… swapping keys now and what…” Honey counted on her fingers, deliberately exaggerating each one, “you’re only around three months in?”

      Camilla’s cheeks coloured.

      “Camilla, I’m teasing. I really am so happy for you. Tom’s such a great guy.”

      “I know. I just never thought I’d get involved with someone. Let alone end up almost living with him.”

      “So you’re staying over more often than not?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why don’t you sell your cottage and move in properly?”

      Camilla chewed her bottom lip. “I might, but not just yet. I need to be sure.”

      “You have doubts?”

      Camilla met Honey’s gaze and her bright green eyes shone. “No. Not at all.”

      “Then why wait?”

      “He hasn’t asked me to move in.”

      “Well you could ask him.”

      “I could. But I don’t want to push him if he’s not ready. I figure he’ll ask when he feels the time is right.”

      Honey shook her head. “You’re such a bright and confident woman, Camilla, but when it comes to affairs of the heart…”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Camilla squeezed Honey’s arm.

      “Anyway, what about you and Dane? Any news there? I know you said he’s busy today because he has a pile of books to mark, and that he’s quite often got things on in the evenings, but how are things going between you?”

      Honey pressed her lips together. “All right, I guess. I mean… we’ve been seeing each other in a kind of… relaxed manner for a few months now. We’ve been out for a few meals and joined you all at the pub quiz, but we’re—”

      Camilla waved a hand. “I know all that! I’ve heard that at the café when you’re deliberately trying to be vague about how things are going between you, but don’t you want more? How do you feel about him?”

      Honey shrugged. “I like him. He’s smart, handsome, funny and a great cook but for some reason, we’re just… more like friends.”

      “Friends?” Camilla frowned, a line marring the porcelain skin between her eyebrows.

      “Well, yes.”

      “Hey, that’s okay. Perhaps it’s just too early for you to feel anything else… yet.”

      “Perhaps, but I’m confused about him. A few times, he’s walked me home and I’ve invited him in, and I’ve gone back to his house but… nothing ever happens. I’m too embarrassed to ask him if he likes me enough to want more.”

      “So you’re both a bit shy. It could be that.”

      “I don’t know… maybe. I’m just afraid to push for more in case it ruins what we have. Although, I’m not certain that we have anything at all.” She pushed her light-blue hair with its pink streaks back from her face.

      “And how does he feel about it?”

      Honey shrugged. “Dane seems fine. He’s never tried to do more than give me a quick kiss and has never asked me to stay over. He seems happy being friends.”

      “It could be that he’s just taking it slowly and that there are reasons why. Maybe he’s been hurt in the past or he doesn’t want to push you in case he scares you away.”

      “He could be gay.” Honey chewed her bottom lip. Now she’d actually said it out loud to someone, she realised it was a very real possibility. Not that he had to be gay not to fancy her, of course, but there was a very real possibility that she’d misread the early signals she’d thought she was getting from him, and he really didn’t fancy her at all.

      “Do you think he is?” Camilla’s eyes widened. “I didn’t see any signs.”

      “It’s not like a flashing light above someone’s head, you know, Camilla.”

      “I know that, Honey.” Camilla shook her head. “What I meant was that the way he looks at you… it just suggests that he’s into you.”

      “Or he’s very short sighted and he’s staring really hard.”

      Camilla giggled. “I’m convinced it was the look of a man who’s falling for a woman.”

      “I’d like to think so. You know, I’m probably just as much to blame for holding back as he is.”

      Honey suspected that she knew why she hadn’t been able to progress her relationship with Dane, but hadn’t admitted it to anyone, not even her closest friends when they met up on Tuesdays at The Cosy Cottage Café for food and drinks. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Allie, Dawn and Camilla, because she did; she’d trust them with her life. It was more that she didn’t trust herself. Honey was aware that if she started trying to explain why she felt the way she did, why she couldn’t let go and fully commit to a relationship with Dane, then she knew she wouldn’t stop and her whole life story would come pouring out. Then her friends would wonder why she’d kept it from them for so long and the last thing she wanted to do was to hurt or offend them. They’d been so good to her since she’d moved to Heatherlea; she’d never had friends like them before, and she would be devastated to lose them. So she’d kept her true feelings about Dane and their romance and her past to herself, buried deeply inside. Only now… Camilla was gently probing and Honey had already admitted more than she’d wanted to say.

      “Shall we go back to mine and have a drink? I’ve got some chocolate muffins there and that coffee machine Tom got me for Christmas makes the best lattes. Not better than Allie’s at the café, of course, but pretty close.”

      “That would be lovely.”

      “Come on then.”

      They turned and made their way back to Camilla’s pretty little cottage, and Camilla chatted as they walked, about the weather, about her latest trip into London to meet a very wealthy and rather famous client, and about anything other than Honey and Dane. And Honey was grateful to her friend for understanding that she needed to change the subject, because it was making her head hurt. Honey needed time to think but she also needed time to take some head space away from it all.

      Besides, Dane didn’t seem in any rush with their relationship either, and Honey wondered if he had secrets of his own. If only she could ask him openly, and find out. But that would mean opening up to him too, and she didn’t know if she was ready for that, or if she ever would be.
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      Honey closed her front door behind her and kicked off her shoes then pushed her feet into her battered old slippers. She tucked her shoes under the bench that had sat there for as long as she could remember. The old stone cottage had belonged to her aunt, and when she’d passed away over two years ago, she’d left everything to Honey. Honey’s aunt hadn’t had any children of her own and Honey was an only child, so she’d inherited everything.

      She caught sight of herself in the mirror as she shrugged out of her coat. Sometimes, she wondered what other people thought of her with her blue and pink hair and her tiny sparkling diamond nose stud. The residents of Heatherlea weren’t hugely conservative, but apart from the local hairdresser and beautician Jenny Talbot, she was the only person she knew who had hair that would make a unicorn or mermaid proud. But Honey liked her dyed hair; it lifted her, whereas her natural straw-blonde shade had seemed to drain her face of all colour. The nose stud had replaced a hoop that she’d worn for several years and she liked the sparkle of the tiny diamond that caught her eye whenever she looked in the mirror. Dane had told her that he liked it too, and described it as cute. Honey had no idea whether that meant he fancied her or just thought she was cute like a puppy or a kitten.

      She sighed as she hung her coat on the peg and trudged through to the kitchen where she opened the door of the bright red Smeg fridge and gazed at its contents. She didn’t feel hungry, as she had eaten two chocolate muffins and drunk three coffees at Camilla’s, so she could probably wait until later to eat a proper meal.

      “Saturday afternoon,” she said to her kitchen, turning around and gazing at the solid oak units and the granite surfaces. All of it was her aunt’s choice of décor – except the fridge, which Honey had ordered to replace the old one when it had conked out last summer – but she didn’t mind because her aunt had had great taste and the things she’d bought were quality and meant to last. Even the old fridge had had a good run, but Honey had been glad to have the excuse to buy a new one, as she liked how the red fridge brightened the kitchen. “Now, what shall I do?”

      Movement from outside the kitchen window, that overlooked the back garden caught her eye, so she peered through the glass. It was just her chickens moving around in their enclosure, their heads bobbing as they pecked at the ground, eager to find tasty morsels. She loved her chickens and she’d had the enclosure built in the extensive back garden to provide extra protection from foxes. She could have just had a small pen built and put in a hen house but the thought of her girls being attacked one night was more than she could bear, so she’d sought out a local carpenter and gone for a more secure construction. And so far, so good.

      The garden was a combination of neatly mown grass and wildflowers. Either side of the lawn ran hedges and in front of them, the flowerbeds were awash with the colour of spring flowers. The first part of the garden led to a wooden archway abundant with spring-flowering alpine clematis, and beyond that were her raised beds where she grew herbs and vegetables, then her greenhouse where she grew tomatoes and peppers in the summer months. Past this was the third section of the garden where she had her studio. In the studio, she kept her kiln and her easel; it was the sanctuary where she let her creativity flow. Honey sold some of her pottery and paintings locally – under a company name and not her own, because she liked the air of mystery this brought – and some on Etsy, and she even took commissions when she was approached via email. Her aunt had left her a generous inheritance, but Honey liked working and earning her own money from her artwork, her pottery, and the yoga classes she taught. And a percentage of it went to a special charity.

      One in four women…

      She shook her head. She didn’t want to think about that, especially not when she had a whole Saturday afternoon and evening stretching out ahead of her. If she sank into dwelling on that now, then…

      No, she would change into her yoga gear and work through her routine. The familiar stretches and poses would soon transport her to a positive mindset and relax her, then she could take a long hot bubble bath and watch some TV.

      She headed for the stairs and emptied her mind as she climbed them, focusing instead on her breathing and the way her muscles yearned to form the yoga poses that had become her salvation over the past few years.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Okay, great. See you tomorrow.” Honey ended the call and flopped back on the sofa. When she’d seen Dane’s name on the caller ID, she’d hoped he was ringing to invite her over for an impromptu dinner, but no. He was just calling to see how she was and to tell her that he’d finished marking his pupils’ maths books but now needed to move on to the history work. However, he had invited her out for Sunday lunch tomorrow, so that was something.

      Just as well that she’d put her pyjamas on after her bath and not bothered to get dressed again. She put her mobile on the side table and switched on the lamp that instantly bathed the corner of her lounge in a golden glow. Outside the French doors, the shadows were deepening in the back garden and the beautiful spring day was giving way to twilight. At least the evenings were getting lighter. It could be difficult through the winter months when the nights were so long. Not that Honey allowed herself to wallow in despair, but sometimes she did get lonely and it was always worse in the winter months. That was why meeting Dane and sensing a mutual attraction had been so exciting; it had been years since Honey had even looked at a man but something about Dane had been different. Although as the months had passed, she’d begun to wonder if there was a physical attraction there or if Dane was just lonely too. If he only wanted her companionship, then Honey would be disappointed, yes, but she’d also be happy to have him as a friend. Dane was a great guy and friends were so important. She’d just have to push all thoughts of tearing off his clothes and admiring his rugby-player physique, the physique she’d been up close to when she’d helped him to master some of the more challenging yoga poses at her classes, from her mind…

      Pizza!

      Pizza would help her to think of something else. She’d picked up a sundried tomato and mozzarella pizza when she’d done her weekly shop, so she’d pop that in the oven, throw together a green salad and maybe even open a bottle of wine. It was Saturday, after all.

      An hour later, Honey sat cross-legged on her big squishy dark-green sofa, a plate of pizza balanced on her knees and a glass of ice-cold sauvignon blanc on the side table, the droplets of condensation on its surface glowing in the warm lamplight. Honey took a bite of pizza then washed it down with a sip of cool wine, savouring the aroma of apricots and the crisp dry finish. And as the opening music of her new favourite show Peaky Blinders filled her lounge, she smiled to herself.

      “See Honey, who needs Dane Ackerman when you have Thomas Shelby, pizza and wine? Not you, that’s for sure.”

      As she took another bite of pizza, she almost believed it.
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      The next morning, Honey was pottering around in her kitchen when her mobile buzzed on the counter. She took a deep breath before picking up her mobile, steeling herself in case it was Dane cancelling their lunch date, but when she swiped the screen, she found a brief message from Camilla.

      

      Hey Honey,

      Hope you’re okay this morning. Saw Dane running past my cottage earlier. He’s a hottie! Get in there, girl! Nothing to lose…

      Speak soon, C x

      

      Honey sighed as she placed her mobile back on the counter. Camilla was right; Dane was a hottie but he certainly wasn’t warming Honey up at the moment. However, that was fine… she could settle for friendship.

      Friendship was good, right?

      She filled the kettle and switched it on, then slid her feet into the wellies that she kept by the back door and headed out into the slightly misty morning to check on her chickens. She let herself into the enclosure then did a quick clean around, picking up any mess she’d missed last night and disposing of it.

      After refreshing their water dispensers, she filled the feeders with pellets, before lifting the wooden hatch that led into the chicken coop. One by one, her girls made their way out into the daylight, and she watched them carefully to ensure that each one looked fit and healthy. As they bobbed around her ankles, she scanned the enclosure for stray eggs then did a check of the nesting boxes, where she found five fresh eggs that she deposited into the basket she’d brought with her.

      The eight Bantam Welsummer chickens always made Honey smile. With their beautiful golden brown feathers – that glowed amber in the sunlight – and their easy-going natures, they laid enough eggs for her, as well as some for the café, and their unique personalities meant that she had named each one accordingly. She ran through their names as she watched them enjoying their breakfast: Princess Lay-a, Hen-solo, Cluck Rogers, Albert Eggstein, Mary Poopins, Maid Marihen, Henifer Aniston and Tyrannosaurus Pecks.

      “Looks like it’s eggs for breakfast then,” Honey said, as she let herself out of the wire enclosure and made her way back to the cottage.

      She left her wellies just outside the backdoor, where she could wash them off later with the garden hose, and took the basket of eggs inside. Initially, she’d decided to get some chickens as a kind of hobby, but their egg laying had been a bonus. She’d done her research and knew that Bantams weren’t always the friendliest breed and that they didn’t always lay the most eggs, but her girls (as she liked to think of them) were as good a reason as any for getting out of bed in the morning. She had time to run through a yoga routine before taking a shower and eating some scrambled eggs, then she could spend the morning reading a good book and looking forward to her lunch at the local pub with Dane.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Honey walked through the village at just after one o’clock and was surprised to find that her stomach was full of butterflies. And why? She’d been out with Dane on several occasions, been to his house and he’d been to hers, but for some reason this felt like a first date all over again. If dating was what they’d been doing… Otherwise, she might have got the wrong end of the stick and would need to adjust her mindset about the handsome teacher. It was possible that she had been wrong about him, wasn’t it?

      A sudden gust of wind brought goosebumps to her skin, so she pulled her coat together over her chest. She’d dressed simply in a grey long-sleeved top, black skinny jeans and knee-high suede black boots. She’d wound her long blue and pink hair up into a bun that she’d pinned high on her head and her makeup was minimal – tinted moisturizer, mascara and a pale pink lip gloss. Having thought long and hard about Dane and where their relationship was headed, the last thing Honey wanted to do was to seem as if she was making a huge effort to attract him when he could well see her as just a friend.

      Honey soon reached The Red Fox and went through the side door. The delicious aroma of cooked dinner made her mouth water. She scanned the bar and smiled at a few locals before spotting Dane at a corner table. He waved her over, so she pointed at the bar, but he held up a bottle of wine.

      “Hi Honey, I hope this is okay? I know you like white wine, so I thought seeing as how we’re having lunch, we could share a bottle. Probably shouldn’t, you know, as I still have marking to do but I can get back to that later.”

      “That’s lovely, thanks.” Honey removed her coat then sat down and Dane poured two glasses of wine.

      “How has your morning been?” Dane asked as he smiled at her.

      Honey looked at him, taking in how broad his shoulders were in a fitted black t-shirt and how slim his waist was in his low-slung indigo jeans. His bright blue eyes gazed back at her, framed with thick dark lashes, and his black hair was short but stylishly messy, as if he’d just got out of bed. Even the scar on his full upper lip – from a collision with another rugby player’s knee – and the widened bridge of his nose, from where he’d broken it in another rugby game, added to his allure. As much as she wanted to deny it, Honey found Dane incredibly attractive and the fantasy of wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing his beautiful mouth played through her mind as it always did whenever she was near him.

      “Honey?” A quizzical expression passed over Dane’s face. “I asked how your morning was.”

      “Oh! Uh… very relaxing, thanks.” She lifted her wine and took a sip, keen to hide her embarrassment at being caught out staring at him, while thinking about what she’d like to do to him if she ever had the chance. “I fed the girls, did some yoga, had a nice warm shower… you know…” Why had she told him about her shower? “And I read some of my book.”

      “Sounds good to me. I went for a run then tried to settle to marking again but I must be a bit tired today because I struggled to focus.”

      “Well you have been working really hard, Dane.” Honey thought of the numerous times he’d told her he had marking and planning to do and she’d wondered if he did, or if it was just an excuse not to see her. But then teachers did work hard and he probably did have a heavy workload.

      “I know.” He nodded. “It’s just that with this being a supply post, I feel… that I have to make a good impression.”

      “I’m sure you have done. Dawn said that you’ve got a fabulous reputation at the school already.”

      “That’s good to hear but it doesn’t make the position permanent, does it?”

      “I guess not.”

      Dane was currently covering at the local primary school for a teacher who’d been on long-term sick leave. He was renting a cottage in the village and had told Honey that he wanted to move to Heatherlea permanently, but it depended on the work situation.

      “I wanted to tell you actually, that I found out on Friday that Mr Brown, the teacher I’m covering for, isn’t coming back, so I want the school to know I’m good enough to employ permanently. Not that I want to steal anyone’s job, but… well… they’re advertising the post externally.”

      “That’s brilliant news… for you, not for him.”

      “Initially, the head teacher told me there would be supply work until the end of the summer term but now there will be a full-time and permanent position. She said there will be a very short turn around, as they want to know they have a teacher in the post for the summer term, and they were just waiting on finalising some figures before advertising it.”

      “When are the interviews?”

      “Next week.”

      “Wow! That is fast.”

      “I’m going to apply for it but, of course, I have to face that fact that I might not get it.”

      Honey’s stomach lurched. “I’m sure you will.”

      “There’s no guarantee, is there?”

      “I guess not but you deserve it. But… if the worst happened, then you could always commute to another job.” She scanned his face, hoping that her words wouldn’t hurt him. She wanted him to get the job and believed he should, but it depended on other factors that they had no control over.

      “I could.” Dane sipped his wine. “But the main reason I rented instead of buying was because the position was temporary, and – aside from the fact that I might not have got a mortgage as a supply teacher – I didn’t want to put down roots until I knew how things were looking.”

      “Well you have to do what’s right for you.”

      Dane gazed at her and she felt a flush rising up her chest into her neck.

      “Is that how you feel then, Honey?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well… oh it doesn’t matter. Let’s just have a good meal and some wine and enjoy the afternoon. We could even go for a long walk afterwards and blow the cobwebs off.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      But as she perused the Sunday lunch menu, she wondered what he was going to say. He’d asked how she felt. Did he mean about him moving on if he didn’t get the job, or something else? Would he consider staying if she told him she wanted him to? And she did want him to, but she just couldn’t get the words out, because if she was wrong about his feelings for her, she could make an enormous fool of herself and then their friendship would be ruined.

      So she swallowed her doubts and her questions and her desire for the man sitting opposite her, and focused instead on making light conversation about films and books and good places to holiday. Safe subjects, as Camilla would describe them.

      But deep down, her heart ached, her desire fluttered and her confusion grew. Honey knew that she’d have to decide what to do about Dane one way or the other, and soon, but for this afternoon, she would go with the flow.

      Tomorrow would be another day; tomorrow could be when she plucked up the courage to make or break whatever it was that they had between them.
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      The following Tuesday, Honey opened the gate to The Cosy Cottage Café, and some of the tension that had settled in her shoulders since the weekend loosened. She loved the evenings she spent at the café with Allie, Camilla and Dawn. The three women were her closest friends in Heatherlea and the closest thing she had to a family.

      The sky above the café garden glowed in shades of gold and orange. The air smelt fresh and new, delicately fragranced with spring flowers. In the borders surrounding the green lawn, daffodils, crocuses and tulips waved their colourful heads in the gentle breeze, a beautiful sea of yellow, white, red, purple and pink. The plants that climbed the front of the café were green and strong, and would soon be awash with colourful flowers, bringing a beautiful summer vibrancy to the old stone cottage.

      Honey reached the café steps and admired the purple shutters that surrounded the windows, realising that they’d had a recent lick of paint, as had the white front door. Not only was the café a very pretty place, it was also warm and friendly, and the exterior conveyed this, from the garden to the warm glow that emanated from the windows.

      A sound off to her right made Honey turn and she spotted Luna, one of Allie’s cats, stretching out on the path just behind the wooden specials board. Honey knew that the cats weren’t meant to be at the café since Allie had moved in with Chris, but she also knew that Luna, in particular, sneaked back some days to check on her old haunts.

      Honey pushed open the door to the café and entered, immediately appreciating the warm interior, as well as savouring the delicious aromas of baking and coffee that always greeted her here.

      “Honey!” Allie smiled from behind the counter. “We thought you’d never get here. Dawn is starving.”

      Honey smiled in return. “Sorry. I don’t know what happened. I went out to put the chickens in the coop for the night and got distracted by a few weeds growing in one of my raised beds and when I next checked the clock, it was gone five and I still needed to shower.”

      “Well you’re here now and didn’t make me wait any longer so I’ll forgive you,” Dawn said from the table near the log burner. “But I’m not sure about this little one.” She rubbed her swollen belly that stretched the navy and white striped material of her maternity dress.

      “How’re you feeling?” Honey asked Dawn as she approached the table and took a seat next to Camilla.

      “About to pop. Full yet ravenous. Uncomfortable. In need of a good night’s sleep yet I can’t sleep, because if I stay in one position for more than twenty minutes I get leg cramps. My boobs have already started leaking and don’t get me started on how many times I have to get up to pee.” Dawn shook her head.

      “Did you have to ask her?” Camilla frowned at Honey then laughed. “My poor baby sister is SO ready to get this baby out.”

      “It’s true.” Dawn nodded. “I can’t wait and then I’m keeping my legs crossed forever.”

      “I’m not sure that’ll work, Dawn,” Allie said as she set a plate of fresh bread rolls down on the table along with a jug of dark red liquid.

      “What’re we drinking?” Honey asked, wondering if Allie had made them cocktails to have instead of wine.

      “This is cranberry juice for Dawn, but you can have some if you want.”

      “I do like cranberry juice but I also like—”

      “Wine?” Camilla asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Wine is on its way.” Allie gestured behind her at the kitchen.

      “I cannot wait to have some wine,” Dawn said. “I also can’t wait to be able to see my feet, to paint my toenails and to do a lot of other things.”

      “I am never going through that.” Camilla sniffed. “How you can do it three times I have no idea.”

      “Well I didn’t exactly choose to go through it this time did I, Camilla?” Dawn filled a glass with cranberry juice.

      “I know the pregnancy was an accident but you don’t regret it now, do you?” Honey asked.

      “Not at all,” Dawn replied. “And one day, Camilla Dix, you might change your mind. Especially when you see the beautiful baby at the end of all this.”

      Camilla shuddered dramatically and Dawn laughed.

      “You wait, big sister!”

      “Perhaps Tom doesn’t want babies.” Camilla leant forwards, resting her arms on the table.

      “Have you asked him?”

      “We’ve talked about children.” Camilla looked around the table at her friends. “Not as something we were planning but just… you know… discussed other people who have children and how they always seem so tired, and about how we’re both lucky that we don’t have that drain on our energy and resources.”

      “Give them a year.” Allie held up a finger. “And we’ll see what they’re saying then.”

      Camilla sighed. “I doubt it very much. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again… not everyone wants to be a mother. Besides, Dawn’s done enough procreating for both of us.”

      “Honey, could you give me a hand bringing the food through?” Allie asked.

      “Of course.”

      Honey followed Allie into the kitchen.

      “Thought we better give the Dix sisters a chance to get that subject out of their systems. I’m not sure that Camilla will change her mind about children; she’s always been so set against it.”

      “But then she was set against relationships until Tom came along.” Honey picked up a serving plate of miniature roasted vegetable quiches that sat on a bed of dark green spinach.

      “True.”

      “Not that everyone has to have children, of course,” Honey added, thinking not just of Camilla but also of herself. “It doesn’t happen for everyone.”

      “It certainly doesn’t and as long as she and Tom are happy then that’s all that matters.”

      “And they have HP.”

      “That they do.” Allie giggled. “And he’s a handful all right.”

      “Speaking of animals, I think I saw Luna outside.”

      “Darn her!” Allie tutted. “She keeps coming back, but then she wanders the village all the time. She always finds her way home but I do worry sometimes that she might go too far, or be picked up by someone.”

      “All the villagers know she’s yours.”

      “They do but Luna does keep pestering poor Mrs Burnley. I think that she encourages Luna by feeding her to be honest, but when Luna takes her a gift… she comes in here to complain.”

      “Is Luna still taking mice to Mrs Burnley then?”

      “Not just mice, Honey, but anything she can get her jaws around. She took her poor old dead Wallace, and since then she’s taken her a squashed frog, a squirrel and a pair of boxer shorts that she must have pulled off someone’s washing line.”

      “Really? I mean, I knew about Wallace but not about the boxers!”

      Dawn had been distraught the previous autumn when her children’s guinea pig had died then been stolen by Allie’s cat and left as a gift on Mrs Burnley’s doorstep. The elderly woman had thought it was a giant white rat and Dawn’s husband Rick had been forced to retrieve the guinea pig from Judith Burnley’s bin then bury it in their garden before their children found out.

      “At least they were from Marks and Spencer.”

      Honey snorted and they both burst into laughter.

      “Come on let’s take all this through and feed the pregnant one.”

      They carried the serving plates and a bottle of chilled Pinot Grigio through to the café and set them down on the table. As they tucked into the freshly prepared food, Honey enjoyed every mouthful of Allie’s wonderful spread, from the mini quiches with their crumbly melt-in-the-mouth pastry and herby roasted peppers, to the home-grown spinach and the crusty rolls spread with locally-made creamy butter. Allie had also provided a plate of skin-on potato wedges with a bowl of garlic mayonnaise and another bowl of coriander and lemon houmous.

      “This is so good,” Dawn mumbled as she stuffed another wedge into her mouth. “So, so good. The heartburn will be worth it.”

      “I did wonder about that as I was baking, but thought that if you’re anything like I was when I was pregnant with my two, then everything will give you heartburn at this late stage.”

      “Oh it does!” Dawn nodded. “I’ll follow up with a pint of milk and I’ll be fine.”

      The next hour passed in a flurry of chatter, clearing of plates and laugher, as the four friends enjoyed one another’s company and Honey’s heart brimmed with happiness that she had such good friends. Even though they didn’t see one another every day, because they were all busy, she knew that they were there for her just as she was for them.

      “Right I need to pee!” Dawn announced as she wiped her hands on a white napkin. “Help me up, Honey.”

      Honey stood then took Dawn’s hands and leaned backwards as her pregnant friend hoisted herself up. There was a loud pop then a gush of fluid covered Dawn’s shoes.

      “Oh my god, Dawn! What was that?” Camilla grimaced.

      Honey and Dawn looked down at the puddle on the floor then back at each other.

      “I think you might have left it too long before going to the toilet,” Honey whispered, even though Camilla and Allie were right there with them and could hear every word.

      “It’s not her bladder that’s emptied, Honey.” Allie stood up and pushed her chair back.

      “It’s my waters…” Dawn’s eyes were wide as she gazed around the table in shock. “And… ouch!” She hunched over and grabbed the edge of the table. “I think the baby’s on its way.”
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      “What?” Camilla shrieked. “How can the baby be on its way? It’s too soon.”

      Honey and Allie helped Dawn over to the leather sofa in the corner of the café and she sat down, cradling her bump.

      “Not really, Camilla.” Dawn shook her head. “I’m thirty-eight weeks along.”

      “Noooooo!” Camilla was shaking her head vigorously as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “It should be forty.”

      “That’s not strictly true, Camilla.” Allie placed a hand on Camilla’s arm. “Anything from thirty-eight to forty weeks… sometimes up to forty-two weeks, is considered acceptable.”

      “Nope.” Camilla had paled and her green eyes seemed huge in her pretty face.

      “What do you mean, nope?” Dawn scowled at her sister from the sofa where Honey was holding her hand. “You don’t have power over this, Camilla. Your niece is on the way… Ouch!”

      Dawn started to pant and Camilla stumbled forwards but Allie caught her.

      “It’s all right, Camilla. Dawn will be fine but we do need to call Rick and probably an ambulance.”

      “No time!” Dawn squeezed Honey’s hand as she panted. Honey bit down on her own lip to prevent herself from crying out as her knuckles were squashed together. “But call Rick… and tell him to hurry.”

      Allie helped Camilla to sit down opposite Dawn, then ran to the counter and grabbed her mobile from behind the till. Honey heard her mutter into the mobile, clearly telling Rick to get there immediately.

      “Oh… oh…” Dawn panted and squeezed Honey’s hand tighter. “I’d forgotten how much this hurts. The stinging! The awful stinging…”

      “Are you sure the baby is coming now?” Honey tried to keep her voice calm, but the pain in her hand and the fluid that ran down Dawn’s legs every time her belly tightened to a point under her fitted dress, were all making her own panic rise.

      “Have a look!” Dawn said as she spread her legs and pulled her skirt up to her thighs.

      “I can’t look!” Honey replied. “I don’t know what I’m looking for.”

      “Camilla?” Dawn asked her sister but Camilla buried her face in her palms.

      “I can’t, Dawnie. I feel faint.”

      “It’s all right, I’ve got this.” Allie pushed the coffee table out of the way. “Honey, you keep holding her hand and Camilla… CAMILLA!”

      “What?” Camilla raised her head but kept her eyes averted from her sister. “Go through to the cottage and get some clean towels. Jordan and Max should have some in the kitchen but if not, check upstairs.”

      “Can Jordan help with this?” Camilla asked hopefully.

      “He’s not here. Max has taken him into London for a night out.”

      “Oh… okay.”

      “Hurry up!”

      Camilla nodded then disappeared through to the living quarters that formed the rear of the cottage. Allie had lived there with her son, until Chris returned to the village and had asked Allie to move in with him. Since then, Jordan’s boyfriend Max had moved in.

      “Right, Dawnie, Rick is on his way. He’s going to drop the children with your mum and dad then come straight here.”

      “Okay.” Dawn nodded then closed her eyes, squeezing Honey’s hand again as another pain overwhelmed her body.

      “I’m going to remove your underwear and have a look now. Is that okay?”

      “Yes.” Dawn’s lips blanched as she pressed them together.

      “Can I do anything else?” Honey asked, feeling utterly helpless as she watched her friend in pain.

      “Just hold her hand and say comforting things,” Allie said.

      What classed as comforting to a woman in labour?

      “There, there, Dawnie. It’ll all be fine.” Honey grimaced as the words sounded so weak in the face of what Dawn was going through. “You’ve done this twice, so third time’ll be a doddle.”

      Dawn opened her eyes and guffawed. “A doddle? Shit, Honey, you can tell you haven’t done this. Childbirth is never a doddle.”

      “Sorry.” Honey’s cheeks burned. “I just didn’t know what to say.”

      “Ouch!” Dawn jolted on the sofa.

      “Oh god, Dawnie, I can see the head!”

      Honey leaned forwards and gasped. “Is that the baby’s hair?”

      Allie pursed her lips but her shoulders shook.

      “No, that’s not the baby’s hair…” She gestured at the place where Honey was looking, and Honey realised that what she’d seen was in fact hair that belonged to Dawn. “Come around a bit and look… there.”

      Honey peered at where Allie was pointing.

      “Oh… I see it! I can see the baby’s head. You’re having a baby, Dawnie!”

      “Gaaaahhhhh!” Dawn groaned and Honey quickly looked away as the baby’s head stretched parts of her friend that she’d never wanted to see.

      “Arghhh!” Honey cried as Dawn crunched her fingers together.

      “Hurry up, Camilla!” Allie shouted.

      Camilla appeared, clutching a pile of multi-coloured towels and threw them down in front of Allie, who quickly tucked some under her friend then draped one over her arm.

      “Here. We. Go.” Dawn pressed her chin to her chest and emitted a sound that Honey could only describe as raw animal pain. The noise was echoed by Camilla as she swooned to the floor, while the door to the café swung open and Rick appeared, his eyes wide and his face coated in a sheen of sweat.

      “Dawnie!” he cried as he dashed to his wife’s side.

      “Rick… You made it.” Dawn’s voice was full of relief.

      “You have a beautiful baby girl.”

      A cry filled the room as the newborn took her first breath, and something inside Honey fluttered like the wings of a moth about to take flight. She swallowed it down, refusing to acknowledge the surge of emotion and deep sense of loss.

      Allie carefully wrapped the baby in a towel then placed her on Dawn’s stomach, and Honey slumped against the wall as the pain in her hand subsided now that Dawn had released it.

      “Where’s Camilla?” Allie asked.

      “Over here.” Camilla emerged from behind the coffee table rubbing her forehead.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I think so. I just can’t stand to see Dawnie in pain and I must’ve fainted.”

      “We’d better get you checked out,” Allie said as she helped Camilla to sit on a chair.

      “Me too,” Honey said as she held out her squashed hand.

      “Welcome to The Cosy Cottage Café little one,” Dawn said as she gazed into the face of her tiny baby. “Say hello to your daddy and three aunties.”

      Honey smiled in response, but she couldn’t see a thing because her eyes were filled with tears.
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* * *

      Dawn’s midwife made it to the café before the paramedics. She’d been in the area seeing her own pregnant daughter, and Rick had called her straight after Allie had spoken to him.

      Once she’d checked Dawn and the baby over, cut the cord and ensured that the placenta had come away, she accepted a cup of tea from Allie and sat opposite Dawn and Rick who were cuddled up on the sofa with their new baby.

      Honey was on the chair next to the midwife, nursing her own cup of tea and wondering when she’d be able to talk properly again. She was so overwhelmed that she kept choking up. Dawn had just given birth to her third child in Allie’s café and everyone was fine. It was all fine. Sometimes things did work out the way they were supposed to.

      Honey turned to the midwife, a rosy-cheeked woman in her early fifties who seemed to have a permanent smile on her lovely face.

      “Will…” She cleared her throat. “Will they both be okay?”

      “Yes, dear, of course they will. That was a very straightforward labour. Dawn’s done it twice before so third time was a charm.”

      “They don’t need to go to hospital?”

      “Not at all. Many women have successful home births, and although this is a café, she had no problems in her labour and the baby is feeding well.”

      Honey nodded and returned her gaze to Dawn, who was cradling her daughter in her arms as she took her first feed. Allie had replaced the wet and bloodied towels with clean dry ones and fetched a soft blanket from the café cottage to wrap around Dawn. Rick had brought Dawn’s delivery bag along, so Dawn would be able to change into fresh pyjamas before they made their way home.

      “Hello!” Chris, Allie’s partner, entered the café and grinned at everyone. “I hear there’s a new baby in the village?”

      “Hi love.” Honey watched as Chris’s eyes lit up when they roamed Allie’s face.

      “I’ve brought a little something to celebrate.” Chris held up two bottles of champagne. “We had them in the fridge at home ready for a special occasion and this is evidently the right time.”

      “I’ll get some glasses,” Allie said.

      “I think you’d better change too, Allie.” Chris pulled a face as he pointed at her jeans.

      “I hadn’t even noticed.” Allie looked down at the dark damp patches on her legs.

      Honey suspected that they’d need to give the sofa and café a thorough clean the next day before opening, but knew that big-hearted Allie wouldn’t mind. Her best friend’s baby had just made its way into the world in her café; there was nothing negative in that at all.

      Honey had to blink hard again as tears flooded her eyes. She wasn’t usually so emotional but this… this was incredible and, of course, it brought some of her suppressed emotions to the surface. How could it not? But right now she was extremely happy for her friends. She also realised that she wished Dane was there to share this perfect moment.

      “Right lovelies, the paramedics are here,” the midwife peered through the window, “so I’ll have a quick chat with them before they check you over, then we’ll leave you to it.”

      “Thank you so much,” Rick said.

      Twenty minutes later, the midwife and the paramedics had gone and Allie and Dawn had both changed; Dawn into the pyjamas from her delivery bag and Allie into one of Jordan’s large hoodies and a pair of his jogging bottoms that she’d retrieved from upstairs.

      Chris had popped the cork on one of the bottles of champagne and poured the bubbly liquid into glasses that Honey had fetched from the kitchen while Allie and Dawn changed.

      Chris handed everyone a glass, except for Dawn, who shook her head, then raised his own.

      “Congratulations to Dawn and Rick on the birth of little… uh…” He frowned. “Do you have a name yet?”

      Dawn and Rick looked at each other then back at Chris.

      “Alison.” Dawn stroked her baby’s cheek. “For Allie because she helped me deliver this beautiful girl.”

      “You don’t have to do that, Dawn. “ Allie shook her head.

      “We want to. If we call her Allie, it’ll be too confusing, so we’ll go with Alison.”

      “In fact,” Rick said, “her full name will be Alison Camilla Honey Dix-Beaumont.”

      “Really?” Honey squealed then covered her mouth. “Oh my goodness. I can’t take any more emotion! It’s all just too lovely.”

      “So,” Chris said, raising his glass once more, “congratulations to Dawn, Rick and little Alison Camilla Honey!”

      They all clinked glasses then drank the cool, crisp champagne and Honey gazed around the café at her friends, old and new. Moments like these were so precious and she took a mental snapshot, intending to treasure it, and hoping she’d get the chance to tell Dane all about it soon.
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      The two glasses of champagne had made Honey lightheaded and as she made her way home, she had the sensation of walking on air. It made her want to continue the evening, to make the most of such a wonderful feeling. She could pop to Dane’s and tell him what had happened. Even if he was working, she hoped he’d have ten minutes to spare for a chat.

      On the way there, she stopped three times and almost turned back and made for home, but her desire to see him was strong so she surrendered to it and let her feet carry her to Dane’s rented cottage.

      She paused outside the front door. Honey had not always been sensible and thought things through before acting, but time and experience had made her cautious and what she was about to do was, in her opinion, a bit… reckless. But then, she was only popping to see a friend for a cuppa. What harm could it do?

      She knocked on the door before she could change her mind again.

      “Honey!” Dane looked genuinely pleased as he opened the door.

      “Hi Dane. Um… I hope it’s okay to just turn up. I know we didn’t have plans but I… uh… wanted to see you to let you know what happened this evening. I hope that’s okay? Oh gosh, I doubt it is, is it? I should go. You’re probably really busy and I don’t want to intrude on your evening. Ok… uh… I’ll be off.”

      She turned to go but Dane placed his hand on her shoulder. She paused, not wanting to pull away as that could be seen as rude, but she knew that if she turned around he would see that her face was scarlet with embarrassment.

      “Honey?”

      “Yes?”

      “Please look at me.”

      “Okay.”

      She turned slowly and he removed his hand from her shoulder.

      “I’m delighted to see you. It’s a lovely surprise and to be honest… I was thinking about you this evening. I thought you’d be at the café with your friends though. I know it’s your designated girls’ night in with them.” He smiled. “I’ve been struggling to concentrate on my marking and it would be nice to have a break. Come in and I’ll put the kettle on.”

      Honey was suddenly conscious of his close proximity, of how his blue eyes held hers and of how good he smelt, like sandalwood with a hint of woodsmoke from the fire.

      It might have been the champagne, or it might have been months of longing, but she threw all of her caution to the wind. She pushed her concerns, worries and insecurities aside, flung herself towards him, then wrapped her arms around his neck. He froze for a moment, then slid his arms around her waist. And they were kissing. Gently at first, then with growing need, as if they’d both waited too long for this moment and needed to make up for lost time.

      Then he carried Honey through the door, pushed it closed with his foot and shut out the world.

      They were alone.

      At last.
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* * *

      Honey blinked several times, trying to make sense of her surroundings.

      She sat up with a jolt and pulled the covers to her chest as realisation dawned.

      Had that really happened last night?

      Had she gone to Dane’s and thrown herself at him and…

      A rustling made her turn. Yes. It was true. Dane was lying next to her, over six foot of muscular man, his chest bare for her to admire. And admire it she did, before forcing herself to do a reality check.

      She had spent the night with Dane!

      They had… done things… and she’d thoroughly enjoyed herself, but she had no right to allow herself to have so much fun, to feel so alive and to surrender to her emotions. Honey was good at being sensible and holding back. But last night she’d let her barriers down and made love to this beautiful man. And now, as she watched him sleep, his dark eyelashes fluttering gently and his full lips slightly parted, fear crawled over her, digging its icy fingers into her heart. She couldn’t do this. She’d held back for so long, doubting that Dane could want her and worrying about what might happen if he did.

      But Dane had been holding back too; that was evident from the outpouring of passion he’d shown last night and the sweet things he’d whispered as he’d held her and kissed her. Honey had pressed her lips together, not wanting to make promises she couldn’t keep and fearing telling him anything in case everything came pouring out, but it had been so, so difficult. Sealing their relationship by making love to him was the worst thing she could have done, because now her heart was laid bare and they were both vulnerable.

      Dane had told her as much last night and the thought of hurting him made her stomach churn. But if she left now, sneaked away and kept her distance, Dane might well be all right. He’d soon recover and see it as a one-night stand. Wouldn’t he? A one-night stand that had got the passion out of their systems in order to enable them to both move on.

      Honey hoped Dane would be able to move on, even as she hated the thought of him being with another woman. She would have to harden her heart to her feelings for him because she didn’t deserve to love and be loved. It was too risky, too dangerous; for her and for him.

      As much as they had seemed to know each other last night when their limbs had been tangled in Dane’s sheets and they’d been as close as two humans could be, the problem was that Dane didn’t really know Honey at all. He didn’t know what she’d done in the past and what had happened to her. She hadn’t told him the whole truth and she didn’t know if she ever could. She couldn’t bear to see the disappointment in his eyes, to watch as the light faded as he realised what she was really like. As it became clear that she had omitted to share the whole truth.

      Honey slipped from under the covers then rooted around on the floor for her clothes. Once she’d found them, she left the bedroom as quietly as she could and descended the stairs, her heart pounding in her chest with each step in case Dane came chasing after her. But he didn’t. He was fast asleep and for that she was grateful.

      She dressed in the semi-darkness of his hallway, pushed her feet into her boots, and grabbed her coat from the bottom of the banister. She paused for a moment, almost wishing that Dane would appear at the top of the stairs and ask where she was going, but the house stayed quiet.

      So she let herself out of his cottage, closed the door gently behind her, and hurried home, hoping that it was early enough that none of the villagers would see her walking home in the grey light of dawn. Hoping that she could go home and get into bed and wake up to find that this had all been a dream.

      But Honey had a terrible feeling that this would be there for the rest of her life, taunting her and reminding her that she let people down. Even the people she should be holding dear.
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      Honey turned her mobile off as soon as she got home then went straight to bed. She crawled beneath the cool duvet, shivering with cold and sadness, and tried not to think about how warm and solid Dane’s body had felt in bed next to her.

      It just wasn’t meant to be.

      It couldn’t be.

      She closed her eyes and tried to focus on her breathing, to allow the oblivion of sleep to claim her, but it just wouldn’t come. She tossed and turned, wondering if Dane was all right and if he’d got up and gone to school as usual. Was he wondering why she’d disappeared? Was he angry or confused, sad or hurt? She hoped he was none of those things and that he’d gone off to work to spend a day educating the local children and that he would secure the job next week at interview. At least then he could make some decisions about his future and know if he’d need to move on or if he could settle in the village.

      Not that Dane settling in the village would be a good thing for Honey, now. Knowing he was here every day, in Heatherlea, living his life while she lived hers would be so hard.

      She pushed the covers back and sat up. Did she really need to do this? Had she acted rashly in a moment of panic? Perhaps pushing him away wasn’t necessary. They evidently cared about each other, so couldn’t she find a way to tell him the truth about her past, then see if he wanted to try to make a go of things with her?

      Trying to sleep wasn’t going to work. Besides, she needed to see to the chickens, so she pulled on her clothes and trudged down the stairs. Whatever happened, the chickens needed her. When she opened the coop, they trotted out happily, oblivious to everything except the physical need for food, water and fresh air. If only life could be as simple for humans, if only she didn’t have needs and desires that went beyond food, water and shelter.

      Honey could run through as many renditions of if only as she liked, but she couldn’t escape the truth.

      She had some things to sort out and she knew where she needed to start.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “That’s it…” Honey walked around the village hall. “Don’t forget to breathe, Mrs Braithwaite. Yes, Mrs Hall… and elongate your spine.”

      She forced herself to focus on teaching her Wednesday evening yoga session, pushing her worries about Dane from her mind. The women in her class had every right to her full attention and Honey intended to ensure that they had it.

      Until the door opened and Dane walked in.

      Honey’s heart pounded and she tried to swallow, but her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. Her eyes followed Dane as he walked to the mini stage at the front of the hall, dropped his rucksack then unzipped his grey hoodie and dropped it onto a chair. In his fitted blue T-shirt and jogging bottoms, he looked so big and muscular, yet so vulnerable. There was hurt and confusion etched on his face and it made Honey’s stomach clench. She had hurt this lovely man and she hated herself for it.

      But he was here and that was a positive thing. If he hated her, he wouldn’t have come. It wasn’t as if it was compulsory to attend her yoga sessions, but he always did, without fail, even when his workload was heavy. When he hadn’t arrived ten minutes early as he usually did, Honey had assumed that he wasn’t coming. Yet here he was, ten minutes late, but here nonetheless.

      “Dane.” She smiled as she reached his side. “Are you… all right?”

      “I’m fine.” His jaw clenched and Honey decided to back off, not wanting to make him even more annoyed.

      “Okay. Well we haven’t long started so you can join in when you’re ready.”

      He nodded but didn’t meet her eyes, keeping his gaze fixed on a spot in the distance as if he couldn’t bear to look at her.

      “Right,” she said, steeling herself then taking a deep breath. “Here we go…”
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* * *

      Honey encouraged class members to stretch, telling them to breathe deeply and trying to ignore the usual occurrences like Mrs Gregory farting and the muttering of innuendos from Miss Peterson. Normally, Honey would smile at the farting and the innuendos, but today her heart was heavy and nothing held the usual amusement. She gently helped eighty-seven-year-old Fred Bennett to perform some stretches on his chair. He never achieved a lot but she suspected that he attended the classes for company and that was fine with her. Yoga was about improving all aspects of health and that included the mind and heart.

      She avoided looking directly at Dane, though she could see him from the corner of her eye as she walked around the hall, and it took all of her strength not to go over to him and hold him.

      When the hour had passed, yoga mats had been rolled and goodbyes said, the hall emptied and Honey found herself alone with Dane. Her chest tightened and her head felt light, but she couldn’t leave before him; she had to speak to him. They weren’t children and she owed him civility at the very least.

      She approached him cautiously.

      “Dane?”

      He kept rolling his mat.

      “Dane? Can we talk?”

      He stopped rolling and threw the mat to the floor making her wince.

      “What about, Honey? I can’t imagine why you’d need to speak to me.”

      His eyes were hard, not at all like the eyes Honey had gazed into for months, the eyes she had melted into and that had made her heart grow.

      “Well…” she licked her lips “about us.”

      “Us?” He frowned. “There’s an us? I woke up alone this morning after one of the best nights of my life to find you gone. You didn’t answer my calls or texts or even leave a note. How do you think I feel?”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Are you?”

      She nodded.

      “I feel used. Cheap. Unworthy. I thought we had a… a connection but you left after we made love and didn’t even say goodbye. Was it a mistake for you?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Well, yes. Kind of. Not in that way. Oh gosh… I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “Well don’t bother. I guess I know where I stand now. Goodbye, Honey.”

      He left his mat on the floor, grabbed his bag then marched to the door. Honey watched him, her heart pounding out his name.

      “Please don’t go.” Her voice was high with panic.

      “Why not? Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t walk out of here right now.”

      Honey took a deep breath. The words were on the tip of her tongue, teasing her but not emerging. She tried to articulate them, to push them into the air but her voice remained trapped in her throat.

      Then Dane was gone and an icy draft blew through the front door and into the hall, circling her ankles and chilling her flesh so that goosebumps rose on her skin.

      “Because I have things to deal with before I can move on. Because I need you to trust me while I sort them out. And… because I think I love you,” she whispered into the emptiness as a lone tear trickled down her cheek.
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      Saturday morning, Honey hooked the pink gift bag containing a present for baby Alison over her arm, locked her door then set off for Dawn and Rick’s house. They were having a few friends around and Honey was looking forward to seeing everyone, although she was hoping that none of them would ask about Dane.

      The air was heavy with the threat of rain and grey clouds hung low in the sky, creating a claustrophobic effect and making Honey long for clear blue skies and the heat of summer.

      When she got to Dawn’s house, she took a deep breath before knocking the door and ran through the answer she had prepared in case anyone did ask about Dane: He’s very busy this weekend marking books. It was a perfectly plausible excuse, as he was, very often, marking books.

      She knocked on the door with her free hand then waited until it swung open and Rick stood in front of her.

      “Honey! How are you?”

      “Oh, you know…” she smiled, taking in the dark shadows under his eyes, his stubbly jaw, stained black T-shirt and odd socks. “Not bad at all.”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “Well excuse the state of me but a new baby means that everything else – sleep included – has to take a back seat.”

      “So it seems.” She nodded. “But you’re all doing well?”

      “Yes, wonderfully!” He peered behind her. “Dane not with you?”

      Honey bristled. “No. Should he be?”

      “Oh… uh… he’s been invited too and as you are…” Rick scanned her face. “Oh… maybe you’re not quite uh… what I meant was.” He sighed. “You know what? I’m sleep deprived and I’m being rude keeping you on the doorstep. Come on in.”

      Honey stepped into the hallway then removed her boots and tucked them under the shoe rack with the others.

      “I really am sorry, Honey. I thought you and Dane were a couple now.”

      “Not exactly. But don’t be sorry.” She shrugged out of her jacket. “It’s fine, honestly.”

      But she didn’t feel fine. In fact, her heart ached. Rick had said that Dane was invited this morning too, so that meant he could turn up while she was here and that would be very awkward indeed.

      “Go on through to the lounge and I’ll put the kettle on.”

      “Where are Laura and James? It seems very quiet.”

      “Dawn’s parents took them out for the day to spoil them. We’re keen to ensure that they don’t feel at all put out now that little Alison is here. It’s such a juggling act making sure everyone feels happy and included.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      In the lounge, Dawn was on the sofa surrounded by pillows, with her feet on a large pouffe. She looked tired but she grinned when she saw Honey.

      “Hello, love!”

      Honey leant forwards and kissed her cheek then handed her the pink gift bag.

      “There was no need for this,” Dawn held the bag aloft. “But thank you anyway.”

      “It’s just a little something.”

      “Hi Honey,” Camilla said as she emerged from the kitchen carrying a tray laden with mugs. Tom followed her holding a plate of biscuits.

      “Hi Camilla, hi Tom.”

      “Oh Honey!” Dawn said as she unwrapped the gold tissue from around the unicorn ornament that Honey had made. “It’s beautiful.”

      “It has hair a bit like yours,” Tom said.

      Honey nodded. The small white unicorn had a mane of pink and blue hair to match its colourful horn.

      “Can I see it?” Camilla asked.

      She got up and took the unicorn from Dawn and held it up to the light. ‘It’s so pretty. It’s exactly like the…” She paused and looked at Honey. “Honey… Have you been keeping a secret from us?”

      Honey’s skin prickled and she looked away, feigning interest in the cards on the windowsill.

      “You have, haven’t you?” Camilla pushed her. “You’ve been hiding something.”

      Honey dug her fingernails into her palms, trying to work out how to explain her awful secret to her friends, to explain why she had kept it from them for so long.

      “What are you talking about Camilla?” Dawn asked, shaking her head.

      “I think Honey has been modest about her sculpting and painting. This is so much like the Purple Hen range, that I’m convinced it is one.”

      Honey looked from Camilla to Dawn and back again. She was talking about her designs not the other thing…

      “Oh! Yes… I’m behind Purple Hen designs.” She smiled as relief seeped through her.

      ‘Why didn’t you say anything? This brand has really taken off lately. I’ve seen it in several shops and online but I had no idea it was you.”

      “Well, it started as a bit of a hobby when I arrived in Heatherlea and I didn’t think anything would come of it. In fact, I didn’t think anyone would be interested but lately I’ve been getting more orders and I’m actually struggling to meet the demand.”

      ‘Well that’s fantastic!” Dawn said. “Good for you.”

      Honey’s cheeks glowed at the praise.

      “I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to seem like I was boasting.”

      Camilla shook her head. “Honey, it’s not boasting to tell your friends about your business success, you know.”

      “Actually, Camilla, now that it’s out in the open, I think I might need some help.”

      Camilla held up her hands. “I’m not at all creative.”

      ‘No, I meant with the accounts.”

      “Anytime, lovely. Get everything together and we can arrange a day for me to come and take a look.”

      “Wonderful, thank you.”

      ‘I wish you’d told us before. There’s never a need to keep secrets from us.”

      Dawn smiled at her and guilt gushed through Honey. Now the fact that she had another secret, a far worse one, seemed dreadful. How could she tell them that her business wasn’t the only thing she’d been keeping quiet?

      “There’s a box of fresh eggs in there too, Dawn, to keep your strength up.”

      “Believe me I need all the nutrients I can get the way this little one is feeding.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Honey peered into the crib next to the sofa.

      “You can hold her if you like,” Dawn said.

      “Oh…” Honey stepped backwards. “It’s okay, she’s sleeping.”

      “That’s fine. Have a cuddle.”

      “No. Not yet.”

      Confusion passed over Dawn’s face so Honey turned away and went to the chair in the corner, picking up a mug of tea from the table as she passed it. The thought of holding the tiny baby made something inside her wobble, and she worried that whatever it was would burst to the surface if she so much as stroked the baby’s soft pink cheek.

      “Well I’ll have a hold if you won’t.” Camilla gently lifted her niece then sat next to her sister while Tom took the other chair. “She’s gorgeous.”

      “What do the children think of her?” Honey asked, keen to move on from her apparent distaste for cuddling little Alison.

      “They’re besotted.” Dawn smiled as she picked up a mug of tea. “They can’t do enough to help me and Rick at the moment; they’re taking their roles as older siblings very seriously. That’s why I was so happy that Mum and Dad offered to take them out today. I wanted them to have some attention focused on them and I’m not quite up to a day out just yet.”

      “No and we need to get some sleep in before we do make any plans,” Rick said as he entered the room.

      “So true.” Dawn just about managed to stifle her yawn with her hand. “I’d forgotten how difficult the sleep deprivation is.”

      “Well Tom and I will happily babysit anytime you like,” Camilla said as she gazed down at her niece.

      “Yes, of course we will.” Tom got up and crouched next to Camilla. “She’s perfect.”

      Honey felt a bit strange sitting across from the display of adoration. It wasn’t that she didn’t think tiny Alison was one of the most beautiful things she had ever seen, because she did, but she was afraid to become too involved in case certain emotions resurfaced. Emotions that she’d been very good at hiding for a long time.

      Instead, she looked around the lounge at the chaos. There were piles of gifts as yet unwrapped, pink cards and vases of flowers on every available surface. On the coffee table were rings from mugs, toast crumbs and two empty biscuit packets. Dawn and Rick had evidently been too busy to clean or even open all the baby’s gifts, but they were happy; they had each other and their beautiful family.

      From where she was sitting, Tom and Camilla looked as though they could be the adoring parents of the baby and she realised that she could well be seeing a vision of their future. It might not happen, of course, but the way Camilla’s face had softened as she looked at the baby and the way she sighed when the tiny fingers curled around her thumb made her somehow… different. Camilla had always insisted that she’d never be a wife or a mother but now she had Tom and perhaps being in love had changed her perspective on things. Life did take people on unexpected journeys, and it was highly possible that Camilla was heading along a route she’d had no idea she would ever go.

      “I’m in love with her, Dawnie,” Camilla said. “Can we keep her, Tom?” She looked up at her boyfriend from under her lashes and Honey saw the flush that rose in Tom’s cheeks. He certainly didn’t look afraid or repulsed by the idea.

      “Well, not Alison, as I don’t think Dawn and Rick would be too happy about that but you know… we can always consider trying for one of our own.”

      A silence fell over the room as they all digested Tom’s words then Dawn burst into laughter.

      “I suspected this would happen when you fell in love, Camilla.”

      Camilla’s cheeks glowed as she glanced around the room. “I’m just feeling a bit broody now that this beautiful little one is here. I didn’t feel like it before, granted, when Laura and James were babies but it wasn’t the right time. I don’t know though… perhaps my biological clock has started ticking. It’s certainly got new batteries.” She giggled and they all joined in.

      A knock at the door silenced their laughter and Rick got up to answer it. Honey held her breath and listened, and her heart skipped a beat at the familiar voice. What was she going to do now? Camilla and Dawn glanced at her but Honey broke eye contact and stared into her drink.

      “Morning everyone.” Dane entered the room, bringing with him the scent of fresh air, flowers and his sandalwood cologne. Honey tried not to look at him but her eyes wrenched themselves from her mug and sought him out.

      He handed a bouquet of flowers and a small gift bag to Dawn and a bottle of bubbly to Rick, then he stood awkwardly by the sofa staring down at the baby.

      “Take a seat.” Rick gestured at the chair he’d recently vacated. “Tea or coffee?”

      “Coffee, please. Milk no sugar.”

      Rick nodded then took the bouquet from Dawn. “I’ll try to find a spare vase for these.”

      Dane looked around the room. “Sorry, looks like a florist’s in here already.”

      “Never say sorry for bringing flowers, Dane. And they’re beautiful, thank you so much. As is this.” Dawn held up a lilac baby grow with a matching bib.

      “I got three to six months because I wasn’t sure what size she is now.”

      “That’s fabulous, believe me. It always helps to have things for them to grow into. I’m very impressed with your selection.”

      Dane cleared his throat. “I had a bit of help from a kind lady in Tesco. She was buying clothes for her grandchildren and suggested lilac as a nice change from pink. She said you’d probably have lots of pink.”

      “We have.” Dawn nodded. “But she suits lilac and pink so we’re lucky.”

      “We bought her blue things,” Camilla said. “Jeans, dungarees, hats and socks, so she doesn’t fall into a girly stereotype before she’s even turned one.”

      “I’m sure that wouldn’t happen, Camilla. She has an older sister and a brother to help bring her up and James has already said he’s going to teach her to play football and rugby.”

      “Yes that’s right,” Rick said as he handed Dane a mug of coffee. “Our children are going to form their own rugby team apparently.”

      “If you keep on having children you’ll soon have enough for a rugby team.” Camilla snorted.

      “Ha! Yes, funny.” Rick pulled a face at his sister-in-law. “If we don’t get some sleep soon, there’ll be no energy for making more.”

      “No more for the foreseeable future.” Dawn smiled at Rick. “We have enough children to focus on now.”

      Honey glanced at Dane and found him gazing at her, but when she met his eyes, he looked away. She wanted to speak to him so badly but she’d caught the hurt in his eyes and knew that this wasn’t the right time or place. In fact, the last thing she wanted to do was to make him feel uncomfortable. These were his friends too.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed. “I’ve just realized that I left the gate to the chicken enclosure unlocked. If I’m not careful the chickens will destroy my raised beds. I’d better hurry back and lock it.”

      “I hope they haven’t noticed yet,” Camilla said, her eyes wide to convey that she knew what Honey was doing, but was going to play along anyway.

      “Me too. I love those girls but they will eat anything.”

      Honey stood up. “Sorry to love you and leave you but I’d better get back.”

      “Of course.” Dawn accepted her hug. “Come see us soon. I won’t be at the café next week so come here instead if you like.”

      “When you’re not busy, Dawnie. You’ve got your hands full at the moment.”

      Honey went out into the hallway and Rick followed her.

      “Don’t be a stranger, Honey. Dawn loves to see you and will be glad of the company. She’ll be glad to talk about things other than nappies and breastfeeding.”

      “I bet.” Honey accepted a brief hug from Rick. “See you soon. Have a lovely weekend.”

      “Thanks. Don’t think we’ll be straying far from the sofa though.” He rolled his eyes but he looked so happy and contented that Honey knew he was joking.

      She made her way back to her cottage, thinking about how happy her friends were now and how happy she was for them that they’d found love and contentment. Neither were to be underestimated or taken for granted. Sure, Rick and Dawn had had their fair share of problems, and at one point last year it had seemed as though they might split up, but they’d come through it all stronger and more in love than ever.

      But Dane… he’d looked sad and tired and she was devastated that it was because of her. She wanted to run back there and hug him but she couldn’t do that and she wasn’t big on public displays of affection at the best of times, so the thought that he might push her away was enough to keep her feet moving forwards.

      When she got home, she walked through to the kitchen then out into her back garden. She checked the chicken enclosure and it was locked, just as she’d known it was. But she couldn’t have stayed any longer knowing that Dane was as uncomfortable as she was. She’d also been afraid that someone might mention Purple Hen designs and Dane would feel even more betrayed, because she hadn’t told him about its growing success either. He was always so busy with work and striving to succeed, so telling him that her hobby had blossomed into a successful business seemed almost cruel. She’d never been one to show off, preferring to keep any successes to herself, but she realised now that it also meant that she never really opened up to anyone. Not her friends, not her boyfriend…

      It was time to be positive and to make a plan for her future. She was still only in her twenties but life had a habit of passing quickly and there were things she wanted to achieve before thirty. She still wanted to continue to grow her business and she wanted to learn how to make pastry that didn’t shrink when she put it in the oven and she wanted to do lots of other things too. Life was for living, right?

      A few hours later, there was a knock at the door. Hope sparked in Honey’s gut as she wondered if it was Dane. Had he come to talk to her now? Did he need to see her as much as she longed to see him?

      But what good would it do them when her past was still clinging to her like clay clung to her fingers.

      Still, there was no sense in standing in the garden wondering who it was, so she’d just as well go and find out…
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      “Hello, you!” Camilla smiled at Honey from her doorstep. Her short black hair shone and her green eyes sparkled.

      “Hi Camilla.”

      “Oh… what’s wrong? Disappointed it’s me?”

      “No, of course not. I just wasn’t expecting you, that’s all. Come on in.”

      Camilla followed Honey through to the kitchen, the tote bags she was holding clinking as she walked.

      “What’ve you got in there?”

      Camilla placed the two bulging bags on the kitchen table. “I’ve been shopping. I thought you needed a girls’ night in.”

      “But we haven’t had one of those in—”

      “Ages! I know. We’ve had our Tuesdays at the café but not a good old night in wearing pyjamas and eating ice cream and cake. Allie’s coming over too once she’s closed the café… as long as you’re up for it.”

      “Well, yes. It sounds great, but what about Tom?”

      “He can take care of himself.”

      “I don’t like to take you away from him though.”

      Camilla walked around the table then wrapped her arms around Honey, who felt tears pricking at her eyes.

      “Don’t be so daft, woman! We’re friends and we all need to make time for one another. Obviously, Dawnie can’t make it, but I think we’ve been a bit neglectful of our group lately and Allie agrees. So I hope you’ve got ice in the freezer.”

      “I have but I don’t have much food in.”

      Camilla waved a hand. “Not a problem at all because Allie said she’s got that covered and I brought the drinks.”

      Camilla opened the bags and started pulling out bottles.

      “Bloody hell, Camilla.”

      Camilla wiggled her eyebrows.

      “I brought a selection because I didn’t know what you’d fancy. There’s elderflower gin, plenty of tonic and some lemons. Then there’s white rum, soda water and limes in case you fancy mojitos. Ah…” She chewed her lip. “I forgot the mint.”

      “There’s plenty of mint in the garden.”

      “Wonderful!”

      Camilla rolled up the tote bags and stuffed them into her Marc Jacobs handbag.

      “And I bought plenty of tortilla chips and two boxes of chocolates, because… well, I think you need them.”

      Honey gazed at the bottles and snacks on the table then at Camilla.

      “Hey, love, what is it? Did something happen between you and Dane?”

      Honey nodded.

      ‘I take it things progressed but not as you’d hoped?’

      ‘Kind of…’ Honey squeaked.

      “Say no more! Camilla’s here now.” She released Honey and handed her a tissue from the box on the table. “What are we going to do with you? I know! We’ll make some cocktails then you can relax and let it all out.”

      “Okay. Sounds good.” She blew her nose. “I’ll go and pick some mint.”

      “Mojitos it is!” Camilla declared.

      When Honey returned from the garden, where she’d picked plenty of fresh dark green mint and pondered the wisdom of drinking cocktails mid-afternoon, Camilla was using the cocktail shaker from Honey’s cupboard while dancing round the kitchen to Abba.

      “Hope you don’t mind my music? It’s a feel-good playlist I put together. All sorts of great songs on there like Abba, Queen, Whitney Houston, Journey, Christina Perri, the Bee Gees and so on… Always gets me smiling, even on my lowest days.”

      “You have low days?”

      Camilla stopped dancing. “Of course! Doesn’t everyone?”

      Honey nodded. “Especially at certain times of the month.”

      “I know. It’s a rollercoaster sometimes being a woman but then you see my gorgeous nieces and nephew and it’s just…”

      “All worth it?”

      “Absolutely!”

      Honey got two long thin glasses from the cupboard and took them to Camilla, then she washed the freshly picked mint and tore it up onto a piece of kitchen roll.

      “Right, let’s get changed then enjoy some drinks!”

      “Changed?” Honey asked.

      Camilla nodded then opened her large handbag and pulled out two rolled up garments.

      Honey’s mouth fell open as she stared at them. “Really?”

      “It’s what you need. Come on!”

      Camilla dragged Honey upstairs by the hand then gave her one of the garments. “See you in a minute… I need the loo.”

      Honey stripped to her underwear then held the garment up. Was she really going to put it on? She shrugged; she had nothing to lose.

      “Wow… You look fabulous!” Camilla exclaimed as she entered the bedroom ten minutes later.

      “I do? Where did you get it?”

      “I had them for Christmas from my mother but haven’t worn either of them yet. I was waiting for the right occasion.”

      “I guess that romantic nights in with Tom don’t call for these?”

      “Not exactly.” Camilla giggled. “But tonight’s the perfect night to wear them.”

      They stood in front of the mirrored cupboard doors and grinned at their reflections. Camilla was wearing a grey elephant onesie with a trunk and floppy ears on the hood and Honey had on a unicorn onesie that was white with rainbow stripes up the sides, a rainbow mane and glittery white horn on the hood. Both onesies had chunky feet – Honey’s resembled hooves – and padded fronts that made Honey feel a bit like she’d eaten too much. She turned sideways and admired her bulging tummy.

      “Oh don’t you start.” Camilla shook her head and her trunk wobbled from side to side.

      “I thought I looked full rather than pregnant,” Honey explained.

      “Okay, I’ll believe you. In light of your business success, I thought it was particularly appropriate for you.”

      “I am sorry I didn’t tell you all about it. To be honest, it’s all happened so quickly.”

      Camilla hugged her. “Not a problem, sweetie. We’re all delighted for you.”

      “All?”

      “I hope you don’t mind but I told Allie when I spoke to her earlier and she’s over the moon.”

      “She is? She’s not… disappointed that I didn’t say anything.”

      “Of course not. We’re friends and we understand why you kept it quiet.”

      Honey chewed the inside of her cheek. She could tell Camilla everything now, unburden and have no more secrets from her friends. It would feel good, surely, to get it all off her chest…

      “Anyway, it’s mojito time!” Camilla said, breaking into Honey’s thoughts. “Let’s go have some fun.”

      Back in the kitchen, drinks in hand, they danced around the kitchen to Whitney, Christina and Journey until they were both breathless and getting rather warm in their onesies.

      “Another drink?” Camilla asked after she’d drained her glass.

      “Go on then. That was delicious.”

      “Open the tortilla chips, will you? I’m getting peckish.”

      Honey opened the bag and tipped the chips into a bowl then placed it on the table before sitting down. Camilla returned with more drinks and started to disco dance when the Bee Gees high voices filled the kitchen. Honey clapped and laughed as Camilla gave a performance that could have won her a role in Saturday Night Fever.

      “I didn’t know you could dance like that.”

      “Neither did I.” Camilla snorted. “But it’s nice to let go once in while. I’m such a sensible accountant most of the time, you know.”

      “I do know and I promise not to tell anyone that you discoed around my kitchen dressed as an elephant.”

      “Thank you. Between us right?”

      Honey nodded.

      “So… now you have something on me, would you like to tell me anything else? You don’t have to, of course. There’s no pressure but I sense that there’s something you’ve never told me… and I’m not referring to Purple Hen designs this time. If it would help you to get it off your chest, then I’m here to listen. I might even be able to help.”

      Camilla sat opposite Honey and pushed her hood down. Her hair was slightly damp with perspiration and her cheeks were flushed. Honey realised that Camilla had been trying to relax her, to get her to forget about her worries for a while and to have some fun. Silly fun, but fun all the same. And Honey did feel lighter because of it. But now… Camilla was offering her the chance to talk, to really talk and get all of her worries out in a safe environment.

      The mojitos had relaxed her, warming her from the inside, and she was tired of carrying around her secrets. If she could tell her friend about her past, it could help. Camilla might be able to offer her some advice. It had been so long since Honey had felt light and free; she gave the appearance of being blithe, but inside, her heart was heavy and her conscience was soiled.

      “I do have… things that I’ve never told anyone. Nothing terrible, you know, like murder… but things I’ve carried my whole adult life. I should have told you and the girls before but I just couldn’t seem to do it, then it seemed too late to suddenly admit to having secrets from you all. The growth of Purple Hen was bad enough but that’s such a recent thing and the other thing is worse…”

      Camilla reached across the table and covered Honey’s hand with her own, stilling her tapping fingers.

      “Don’t apologise. Everyone has secrets; families are hives for secrets and lies. Some things we can tell and some are perhaps, best left unsaid, but usually, sharing can lighten the burden. I know you don’t have any close family to lean on and that’s why I want to help. Allie, Dawn and I… we’re here for you. Trust us.”

      “I do trust you. I just worried that if I suddenly told you about what happened to me, then you’d wonder why I hadn’t said anything before.”

      Camilla shook her head. “Some things emerge when the time is right. No one knows anyone inside out, Honey.”

      “True.”

      Honey sipped her drink, savouring the fresh minty aroma, the sweetness of the sugar and the warmth of the rum as it slipped down her throat and into her stomach. She could drink mojitos all day and not get tired of the taste.

      “Okay. I’ll try to start at the right point but I may end up moving around a bit.”

      “I’ve got all day and all night, Honey. You take your time.”

      “Right…” Honey took a deep breath then released it slowly. “Before I came to Heatherlea…”
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      “And I guess that’s why I’ve kind of drifted along for the past nine years. After what happened … I couldn’t seem to apply myself to anything with the same vigour as before. Growing up, I’d had dreams of studying art at university and travelling the world to gain inspiration for my own work, but none of that held the same allure.”

      “I’m so sorry, Honey. You’ve had a lot to deal with over the years and…” Camilla shook her head, “no wonder you found it difficult at Dawnie’s this morning being around the baby.”

      “Please don’t think I’m not delighted for her and Rick.”

      “I don’t, not at all. I feel sorry for you having gone through such pain. Yet you’ve been so strong.”

      “I’m not strong. I went through what millions of other women do every day.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s any less painful.”

      “I’m okay though.”

      “You are?”

      Honey nodded. “But Dane doesn’t know any of this either and it’s the kind of thing I should tell him. But when’s the right time? Not on the first few dates, yet not on our first anniversary either.”

      “It is difficult, Honey, but not impossible. After all, Dane has likely got his own secrets too. I found out that Tom was still married, remember, and that was a huge shock. It’s better to be honest as soon as you can be, I think. Misunderstandings can cause their own problems.”

      “I agree, but I also want to sort a few things out first, so I feel I can move on properly.”

      “Of course.”

      “Shall we have another drink?”

      “Absolutely.” Camilla smiled then looked at the clock on the wall. “Allie should be here soon.”

      “I’ll tell her too.”

      “Allie is always great with advice.”

      “I know. She’s been through so much herself.”

      Camilla picked up their glasses. “I think, dear Honey, that life puts us all through the mill and that we’re all stronger because of it.”

      There was a knock at the front door then, so Honey went to answer it while Camilla made more drinks. Allie stood on the doorstep holding a large cardboard box. Her face creased up as she looked at Honey.

      “Is it fancy dress then? Dammit! I don’t have a costume.”

      “What?”

      “You’re a unicorn.”

      “Oh, right.” Honey stood back to let Allie in. “It’s Camilla’s. She said we needed to wear onesies.”

      “And what’s Camilla come as?” Allie asked as she kicked off her shoes in the hallway while balancing the box on one knee.

      “She’s an elephant.”

      Allie grimaced. “Of course. An elephant and a unicorn!”

      They went through to the kitchen and found Camilla pouring mojitos into three glasses.

      “Love the onesies, Camilla.” Allie put the box on the worktop.

      “Thanks. Shame I didn’t have a third one.”

      “I’m good, thanks. I can’t wear the things because they make me feel panicky.”

      “Panicky?” Camilla frowned. “How can a onesie make you feel anything other than happy?”

      “It’s the being confined thing. I prefer pyjamas, where the bottoms are separate. That whole being enclosed in one garment experience is just…” Allie shivered. “Not for me.”

      “Each to her own.” Camilla shrugged. “Right then ladies, here’s to friendship.”

      They clinked their glasses together then drank.

      “Mmmm. Good job, Camilla,” Allie said, raising her glass to admire the drink.

      “Thank you. I’m rather proud of my mojito-making skills.”

      “They’ve gone to my head already,” Honey said, pulling a face at her friends. “I’m a bit tipsy.”

      “I’ve catching up to do then.” Allie took another sip.

      “No rush, Allie, we have all night.”

      “I’ve brought some goodies from the café.” Allie opened the box and showed them the contents. “There’s all sorts of savouries and some cakes too.”

      “Yum! I’m quite hungry now.”

      “Well let’s eat.” Allie carried foil trays and dishes over to the table while Honey got knives, forks and plates. Delicious aromas filled her kitchen as the light outside changed from afternoon brightness to dusk. They drank more mojitos, enjoyed the food from the café then opened the chocolates Camilla had brought. By the time Honey had to switch the lights on, she was fit to burst.

      “So, Allie. What do you think?” Honey asked, now that she’d told Allie everything too.

      “That you have nothing to worry about. I understand why you want to be open with Dane and why you want to deal with certain things before you do that. Don’t feel bad at all. No one has a flawless past, you know?”

      “That’s what I told her,” Camilla said then popped a hazelnut whirl into her mouth.

      “Thanks so much.” Honey smiled at her friends. “I’m so grateful to you for listening and not… judging.”

      “Why would we judge you?” Allie asked.

      “I didn’t think you would… but as I didn’t tell you before, I worried you might think less of me for keeping it in.”

      “All I wish is that I could go back in time and give the younger you a big hug and tell you that everything would work out. There is nothing for you to feel guilty about, you know.”

      “Thank you so much. Shall we go through to the lounge?”

      “Good idea.” Camilla stood up then picked up the boxes of chocolates.

      “I need to put the chickens to bed, first.” Honey glanced at the clock. “Poor loves. I’ve been distracted.”

      “You go do that then and Allie you can help me with the next batch of mojitos.”

      “Will do.” Allie saluted Camilla.

      “The night is young!” Camilla sang, as Honey stepped out into the cool darkness of the garden and made her way to the chicken enclosure.

      The moon was full overhead, so she could see enough without needing a torch, but the corners of her garden lay in shadow. The chickens had already gone into the coop, so she locked the hatch, then the enclosure before gazing around the garden. The air was laced with woodsmoke from a nearby cottage and a dog barked in the distance. She wondered what Dane was doing, then she shook the thought away.

      Tonight was about spending quality time with Camilla and Allie and putting the past to bed. She felt so lucky to have such close friends and she silently thanked The Cosy Cottage Café for bringing them all together. If it hadn’t been for her going in there when she moved to Heatherlea, then she might never have found such kind and supportive friends. Honey had so much to be grateful for and she felt much better now that she’d finally spoken about her past. No one was judging her; in fact, they were more supportive than she could have imagined.

      “Psst!”

      Honey looked up to see Camilla standing in the kitchen doorway.

      “Stop daydreaming in the garden and come and have a dance.”

      “Another one?”

      “It’s good for you. Think of the endorphins.”

      “Okay, coming.”

      Honey smiled as she returned to the cottage. Whatever else happened in life, as long as she had her friends, she knew she’d be okay.
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      Honey wrinkled her nose the next morning when she entered the kitchen. A glance at the clock informed her that it was eight-thirty, much later than she usually rose. She filled the kettle and switched it on then wandered around picking up glasses and chocolate wrappers. How many mojitos had she drunk yesterday? Bottles cluttered the kitchen worktop and she winced as she saw that they’d drunk most of the bottle of white rum. She didn’t drink a lot of alcohol and when she did, it was normally a nice wine and she tended to stop at two glasses, three maximum, because she hated hangovers.

      However, it looked as if she was stuck with a hangover for today.

      The morning sunlight warmed the kitchen tiles and she stood still for a moment, enjoying the heat on her naked toes. Hangover or not, she needed to go and sort the chickens out, so she stepped into her wellies and went outside.

      The garden was fresh and bright and she inhaled the sweetly fragranced air. Once she’d opened the coop and seen to the chickens’ food and water, she locked the enclosure and stood there for a moment watching as they emerged and helped themselves to breakfast.

      Honey knew that she probably needed to eat too, to help her body to recover after all the rum. She should also rehydrate her system, so lots of water was essential today.

      She’d eaten two pieces of toast, drunk three cups of tea and a pint of water when the door went. She frowned. It was Sunday morning and still early. Two reasons why she wasn’t expecting visitors. It could be Ethan, the little boy from next door, asking if his ball was stuck in her apple tree again. He was only six and loved playing in his large back garden. Of course, he often kicked the ball too high and Honey had returned it over the fence many times, but the last time it had been stuck in the branches of her tree and it had taken Honey some time, and a lot of laughter, to shake the ball from the branches. Ethan also liked to see the chickens and had been round several times to help Honey collect the eggs, which he loved doing, especially when he got a box of fresh eggs to take home for his breakfast.

      Another sharp rap at the door, made her hurry through the hallway.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming!”

      She swung the door open, about to greet little Ethan, but when she saw who was standing there, her mouth fell open.

      “Hello, Honey.”

      She swallowed hard. “Bloody hell, what’re you doing here?”

      “I needed to see you.”

      She stared at the tall, slim man standing on her doorstep. His long wavy hair glowed in the sunlight, the red brighter than she remembered, and he roamed his olive-green eyes over her face.

      “But I haven’t seen you in… about eight years.”

      “I know.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets and looked around self-consciously.

      “How did you even… know I was here?”

      “I asked around and, to be honest, you can find out most things on Facebook these days. Look, Honey, do you think I could come in?”

      “Oh… of course, Elliott.” She gazed at him for a moment, confused by the emotions surging through her, then she flung her arms around his neck. “It’s good to see you.”

      He hugged her back, his long arms easily encircling her waist. It was strange holding him after such a long time, yet he smelt familiar, as if beneath the aftershave and fabric softener that fragranced his clothes, his scent was the same; unchangeable. But some things did change, like her feelings towards him.

      He released her and she looked up at him again.

      “Come on in.”

      “Thank you.”

      He entered the hallway, and as Honey was about to close the door, she spotted Dane on the opposite side of the road wearing his running gear. His cheeks were pink and his hands rested on his hips as he stared at her.

      “Dane!” She waved at him.

      What had he seen? Her hugging Elliott on her doorstep on a Sunday morning. How would that look to him? She hadn’t even told him anything about Elliott. It was easy to imagine how this could be misconstrued.

      She hurried down her path, meaning to speak to Dane but he shook his head then jogged away. Honey watched him go. What else could she do right now?

      This.

      This was what she needed to do before she could be open with Dane. She wished he hadn’t seen what he had, as she’d wanted to speak to him and explain everything, but sometimes, plans went awry, so she’d have to hope that Dane was all right for the time being and deal with Elliott first.

      “Everything okay?” he asked from the hallway as she entered.

      “Yes. Everything’s fine.”

      “You sure? You have that worry line between your eyebrows that you always used to get.”

      “Some things don’t change, huh?”

      “They certainly don’t.”

      “Let’s have a coffee and a chat.”

      “Great, thanks. But can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “Why are you dressed as a unicorn?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Honey wrapped her hands around her mug of coffee and waited for Elliott to return from the toilet. She couldn’t believe he was here. She’d been talking about him just last night with Camilla and Allie and it was as if some kind of magic had brought him to her doorstep, so she didn’t even need to try to track him down.

      “This is a lovely cottage, Honey.”

      Elliott entered the kitchen and she took a good look at him. His ginger hair still brushed his shoulders but he’d grown thick sideburns that sat like lamb chops on his cheeks. He still had the smattering of light-brown freckles on his nose and a few on his forehead. He was as slim as he’d been as a teenager and wearing clothes that would have fitted him back then too: jeans and a long sleeved tie-dye top that made Honey’s eyes hurt with the effects of her hangover. In fact, Elliott could have come straight from Woodstock.

      “Thanks. I haven’t changed it since I moved in so the décor is mostly my aunt’s.”

      “Sorry for your loss, by the way.”

      “Sadly, I didn’t know her that well, but when I came here to see the cottage, I knew I couldn’t sell it. It was kind of like coming home.”

      “It’s very homely.”

      He smiled and her cheeks warmed slightly. There was a familiarity between them, certainly, but also a kind of awkwardness, developed from years apart.

      “So, Elliott, it is good to see you but why have you turned up on my doorstep on a Sunday morning… out of the blue…”

      “I had to speak to you, and I wanted to do it in person. An email or a text… if I’d even had your number still, which I didn’t… well they didn’t seem right. And a Facebook message might have been missed, plus it’s not the right way to go about this; I didn’t want to do that to you.” He frowned. “Shit, perhaps I’ve been too presumptuous. I mean, maybe you wouldn’t even have cared. Look at you… beautiful, successful, living in a chocolate-box pretty village. You’re obviously doing really well so why would you care what your ex was up to?”

      “I do care. Of course I care. We have… quite a history and for a long time you were my best friend, Elliott. Don’t forget that.”

      “I haven’t and that’s why I came in person. And, if I’m honest, I wanted to see you once more.”

      “Once more? That sounds very final.”

      “Well, yes, because you see… I’m—”

      Honey held up a hand. “Hold that thought!”

      She jumped up and hurried to the kitchen door where a chicken was bobbing its way towards her vegetable stand.

      “Is that a chicken?”

      “No, it’s a dog.” She rolled her eyes at Elliott and he laughed.

      “What’s it doing in here?”

      “Hennifer Aniston shouldn’t be in here. I must’ve left the enclosure unlocked. Fancy giving me a hand? They’ll be all round the garden by now.”

      “Sure. I’m always up for a challenge.”

      They went out into the garden, Honey shooing Hennfier Aniston ahead of her towards the enclosure.

      “Well I didn’t expect to be doing this today,” Elliott said, once they’d managed to get the three chickens that had escaped back into the enclosure.

      “Me either. At least not with you. I usually lock the enclosure properly but I must’ve been lax with my hangover.”

      “You’re hungover?”

      “A bit. I had a few friends round last night.”

      “Good for you. I forget what it’s like to have a good drink. Of course, we haven’t been drinking much recently but that’s because I’m trying to be a supportive partner and to be in good shape for when the b—”

      Honey froze.

      “The b…? You’re going to be a dad?”

      Elliott pressed his lips together as he nodded.

      “That’s why I needed to speak to you. Well, why I wanted to speak to you.”

      “I see.” Honey headed back towards the house. “I uh… I need my coffee.”

      As she pushed the door open and entered the kitchen, Honey suspected that she’d need more than one coffee if Elliott’s news was of the baby kind.
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      Coffee in hand, Honey sat opposite Elliott again, waiting for him to begin. The kitchen was so quiet that she could hear the clock ticking and the birds singing outside. But she was waiting for Elliott to speak first, because he was the one with the news.

      “Honey…” He licked his lips then sighed. “We were so close for so long weren’t we?”

      She nodded. “Best friends.”

      “Looking back, it all seems such a long time ago but I remember it as if it were yesterday.”

      Honey and Elliott had grown up as next-door neighbours in Basingstoke. They’d been friends through primary school, fallen out in the first year of high school, then become good friends again at sixteen when they’d both gone to college to study art. Elliott had been her slightly geeky, lanky friend. She hadn’t known she had any romantic feelings for him until they’d gone to a house party, the summer after their first year at college, and ended up kissing. The transition from being friends to being a couple had been almost seamless, and as they’d already known each other so well, it had been a relationship free of the usual awkwardness of first dates or finding out something that put them off each other. Honey had also recently lost her father – just after her sixteenth birthday – and Elliott had helped her to come to terms with her grief. She’d been shocked, lost and broken and Elliott had been her much-needed rock, while her mother had turned to yoga to deal with her own loss.

      Then, when Honey and Elliott had come towards the end of their time at college and been considering university courses, everything as they’d known it had changed again.

      “The good and the bad?”

      He nodded.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch before, Honey, but I just felt that you were better off without me.”

      “I thought the same about you. I wanted to speak to you so many times but it didn’t seem right and I thought that seeing as how you were off enjoying university, you wouldn’t want me spoiling your fun.”

      “My fun? Honey, I thought about you every day and wondered how you were coping. I wished you would go to university yourself and do something with your talent.”

      “I have done things.” She lifted her chin.

      “I hope so.”

      “I paint and I have a kiln in my workshop at the bottom of the garden. I sell some of my work on.” She didn’t elaborate, not wanting to seem as if she had something to prove to him.

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “What about you?”

      “I design T-shirts for a few different firms.”

      “Like that one?” She gestured at what he was wearing.

      “Yeah and some with slogans or sketches. Quite dystopian stuff some of it.”

      “But that was your style, wasn’t it?”

      “I also do some prints. I have a website.”

      “I’ll have to check it out.”

      “I’d like that.”

      They drank their coffee and Honey ran her fingers over the side of her olive-green mug. It was one she’d made when she’d first come to Heatherlea; simple yet solid and that was what she’d craved from life at that time. Wasn’t it what she still craved?

      Elliott drained his mug then put it down on a coaster.

      “I’ve been seeing someone for a while. She’s not an artist. In fact, she works at the local chip shop.”

      “The one down the street from your mum’s house?”

      “That’s right.”

      Honey’s mother had sold their house years ago and as she’d travelled around with her yoga – to retreats and clients – Honey had travelled with her, essentially running away from her pain. She’d finally settled in a rented flat in Reading when she turned twenty-one. She’d got a job in a supermarket and drifted through her days, occasionally visiting her mother, and her aunt in Heatherlea, but never really feeling connected to anyone. Then her aunt had died and left her everything and life had changed. She’d finally had something solid; a home, friends and a sense of purpose.

      “Anyone I know?”

      He shook his head. “She’s lovely. Her name is Yvette and she’s been good for me.”

      “I’m happy for you.”

      “The thing is… we’re getting married in the summer. After the baby comes.”

      Honey’s mouth went dry. Elliott was going to be a husband and a father. She’d known it would probably happen one day but hadn’t expected to know about it.

      “That’s wonderful. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But why did you need to see me?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know exactly how to explain it, but after everything we went through and because we were so close, I wanted you to hear it from me and not from anyone else.”

      She nodded.

      “Do you still think about…” He tilted his head.

      “Sometimes. It’s not as raw as it was but I do think about what we lost.”

      “We might still be together if it hadn’t happened.”

      “Perhaps.”

      He smiled but his eyes were sad. “It would have all been very different.”

      “Very different indeed.”

      “It wasn’t your fault you know.”

      “I can’t help thinking that if I hadn’t been so negative about things at the start then maybe…” She folded her arms over her chest.

      He shook his head. “It wouldn’t have changed anything.”

      “I was eighteen, young and healthy. If I’d just…”

      Even as she spoke the words, Honey knew that sometimes, there was no explanation for what had happened.

      “Honey, you can’t keep blaming yourself. Yes, it wasn’t planned, and yes, it was a dreadful loss, especially after we’d decided we would make a go of things, but it’s so common and so many couples go through it.”

      “It doesn’t make it any less painful.”

      “No it doesn’t.”

      “I’m sorry, Elliott. I wish things had been different.”

      He reached over the table and took her hand. “Me too.”

      A tear trickled down Honey’s cheek and she wiped it away.

      “I also need to apologise for how I behaved afterwards. You were grieving too and I pushed you away.”

      “But I never blamed you, Honey. I did want to hold you and for us to comfort each other, but your grief was unfathomable and when you broke away from me, I knew you needed some space.”

      “I should have been there for you instead of shutting down then running away.”

      He sighed. “We all react differently in different circumstances. Grief is unpredictable.”

      “I was so full of self blame that I didn’t have time for anyone else.”

      “We were young and neither of us knew how to deal with what happened.”

      “Does anyone know how to deal with that?”

      He shook his head. “How’s your mother?”

      Honey shrugged. “Fine, I guess. Off teaching yoga to some celebrity somewhere hot. She texts now and then and emails, but she’s busy and we’ve never really been close.”

      Elliott nodded. “I know and it’s a shame. I had hoped that you’d become closer when you went travelling with her.”

      “That didn’t happen. She threw herself into the life and I spent a lot of time in hotel rooms and walking on beaches alone.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It certainly wasn’t your fault. Besides, I’ve made some really close friends here and things are much better now.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. Are we… are we good then?”

      “Of course, and I appreciate you coming here to tell me your news. You’ll be a wonderful father.”

      “I’ll try. Are you… seeing someone?”

      “Kind of, but it’s complicated.”

      “Like in a Facebook way?”

      “Ha! Yes, I suppose so.”

      “Do you think you’ll ever want to try again?” He held up his hands. “That’s none of my business. Forget I asked.”

      “I have no idea. Right now, the thought terrifies me and I know it could go wrong again… if it ever happens. Afterwards, with the infection… they said there was a chance of scarring.”

      “You’re still young.”

      “And I’m not ready for all that right now, but I also have to accept that it might not happen.”

      “I’m so sorry, Honey.”

      She squeezed his hand.

      “What will be, will be.”

      “Always so philosophical.”

      “Not always and deep down I’m a terrible worrier but keep that between you and me.”

      “I’ll take it to my grave.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “I could eat.”

      “Still got hollow legs then?”

      Elliott laughed. “I do have a big appetite, yes, and seem to be able to get away with eating a lot.”

      “Then let’s have some brunch, shall we? That’s the thing with hangovers, they make me hungry.”

      Honey went to the fridge and got out some peppers and mushrooms then broke some eggs into a bowl. She made them a hearty vegetable omelette and more coffee. Speaking to Elliott had made her feel better, although it had left her drained and she hoped she’d have a chance to take a nap that afternoon.

      Clearing the air could be therapeutic; Allie and Camilla were right about that. She couldn’t change the past, no one could, but she could learn from it and try to embrace the present and look towards the future.

      And as for that future, who knew? For now, she would have brunch with Elliott then consider how to explain everything to Dane. She owed him that much and hoped that he would understand.
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      “Thanks for coming, Elliott.”

      “I’m glad I did. I feel… better for clearing the air.”

      “Me too. I’d been thinking about it for a while, only I didn’t realise quite how much it was getting to me.”

      They smiled at each other then Elliott opened his arms and Honey hugged him. They stood there for a few minutes, and the remaining tension seeped out of Honey as she let go of the past. There was definitely an air of sadness about the situation but it was also a good thing, because now she could move on. Hopefully, she could really be herself with Dane.

      “Goodbye then.”

      Elliott kissed her cheek.

      “Goodbye and good luck! I hope it all goes well for you. Text me and let me know…”

      Elliott nodded but Honey suspected that he’d be far too busy to think about her once his baby arrived; his heart and mind would be full of his wife and child, and that was exactly how it should be.

      As she waved Elliott off, her thoughts returned to Dane. He’d seen Elliott entering her cottage and hadn’t looked happy about it. She’d shower and dress – because she didn’t want to head over there dressed as a unicorn – then go to see him this afternoon.

      Honey padded up the stairs with a smile on her face, feeling better than she had done in a while, because now she felt able to fully commit to her future.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Honey knocked on Dane’s door then turned to look at the pretty front garden. In the borders, tulips and daffodils created a sea of colour, and on the neighbouring roof, a blackbird sang, creating the perfect springtime scene.

      Footsteps inside alerted her to Dane’s presence and when the door swung open, she smiled, anticipating seeing Dane’s handsome face.

      But the frown that sat heavy on his brow made her stomach lurch.

      “Oh,” he said. “It’s you.”

      “Hi.” She licked her lips nervously. “Uh… I wanted to speak to you.”

      “What about?”

      “I saw you earlier and I wanted to explain.”

      He stared at her, a tiny muscle in his jaw twitching, then he sighed.

      “Come in.”

      He led her through to the lounge.

      “Take a seat. Can I get you anything?”

      She thought about asking for a coffee, as her hangover still lingered uncomfortably, but she couldn’t bear to wait any longer to speak to him.

      “No, I’m fine, thanks.”

      Dane sat on a chair, not next to her on the sofa, and her heart plummeted. She allowed her eyes to roam over him, taking in his freshly washed hair, the grey T-shirt that clung to his muscular arms and chest and his loose jogging bottoms. He’d clearly showered recently and slung on his comfy clothes.

      “Dane… that was my ex that you saw me with earlier. I haven’t seen him in ages and that’s why I was hugging him.”

      Dane shrugged. “You don’t need to explain anything to me.”

      “Well I do… because if I saw you hugging a woman, I’d want to know why. It wasn’t how it might have looked.”

      “Okay. Thanks for telling me.”

      “We had a good talk… me and Elliott, and I feel able to… I’d really like—”

      Dane shook his head.

      “Honey, I’m sorry. I appreciate you coming here but I’ve got a lot to do.”

      “But I’d like to tell you about what happened to me before. About why I’ve been scared.”

      He nodded.

      “I have things I’d like to tell you too. Like… this week I have a job interview.”

      “You do? I’m so sorry, I meant to ask but got side-tracked…”

      “It’s okay. Anyway, I was shortlisted.”

      “Well that’s great!”

      “It is and it isn’t.”

      “It’s in the bag, surely?”

      “I can’t be certain of that.” He dropped his gaze to the wooden floor and she noticed that he couldn’t keep his hands still. “It’s a big deal for me as I love the school and I’d love to settle in Heatherlea.”

      “Of course it is and I really hope you get it, Dane.”

      “Thank you.” He smiled and the coldness in the room thawed slightly. “I’ve got a lot of work to do today though. I have to prepare a lesson, prepare for the interview, then if I’m shortlisted again on Wednesday, I’ll have to go through another day of it on Thursday.”

      “Two days?” Honey gasped.

      “Well they had a lot of interest, even at such short notice, but I guess there are lots of teachers looking for a great position in a beautiful village school. There are some strong candidates in the running, apparently. The head teacher’s PA told me… unofficially, of course. The selection process is going to be tough.”

      Honey’s stomach clenched at the thought of Dane having to go through so much.

      “Are any of the candidates newly qualified teachers?” She asked the question, as she knew that new teachers sometimes had the edge over more experienced colleagues because they were cheaper to pay.

      Dane shook his head. “I wouldn’t have thought so because the school is also offering a teaching and learning responsibility with the job… for coordinating science. That’s why there were so many applicants, as well as the fact that it’s a fabulous school to work at in a great location.”

      “Wow! You’d be great at that.”

      Dane gave a small laugh. “I’d give it my best shot. I’m enthusiastic about delivering science to the pupils because we’re creating our next generation of scientists, doctors, nurses and more. But there could be a candidate with better experience or someone who interviews better than I do. I hate to admit it, Honey, but I’m really nervous and when I’m anxious I don’t always come across very well.”

      His cheeks flushed and Honey saw how difficult this was for him. He really wanted this job, and to stay in Heatherlea, and she knew that she didn’t want to complicate this week any further for him.

      “You’ll be amazing, Dane. Look… we can talk another time.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “You had something you needed to tell me.”

      “I do, but it can wait. You have enough on your mind right now. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Not unless you have the interview questions and fancy teaching the lesson for me?” He rubbed his hands over his face then pushed them back through his hair.

      “I would if I could.”

      Honey stood up.

      “I’m going to go now and let you get on with your planning. If you need anything at all, just give me a shout. I’m not going far today.”

      Dane walked her to the door.

      “Thanks, Honey.”

      She smiled then gently pecked him on the lips and walked out into the bright afternoon. When she turned to wave, Dane was standing in the doorway, the blue of his eyes darker than she’d seen it before and his shoulders slightly slumped, as if he was weighed down by the thought of the week ahead.

      Honey wanted to run back to him and hold him tight, to make all of his nerves subside and to help him prepare for the interview, but she knew that she’d probably be more hindrance than help. So she made her way home, her heart heavy and her mind racing. Her feelings for Dane ran deeper than she’d realised; her urge to see him succeed in his chosen career and to see him happy, really mattered to her.

      He really mattered to her.
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      Wednesday morning dawned and Honey was a bag of nerves. She’d barely slept, watching the numbers on the digital clock on her bedside table change, taunting her as she tossed and turned.

      Finally, at just gone five, she’d got up and pulled on her yoga pants and vest top and run through her routine, enjoying how the familiar stretches and controlled breathing helped her to zone out, if just for a short while.

      After seeing to the chickens, she’d picked at a piece of toast and drunk two mugs of green tea before deciding that a day at home would not be good for her at all. She needed to get out and to keep her mind busy, so she’d go to the café to see Allie. She had heard from Dane, via text message, several time since Sunday, and it sounded as though he’d been working every spare minute he had. Honey could only hope – for his sake – that if he secured the job, then he’d be able to relax a bit and enjoy some time out. Working so hard all the time would not be good for him long term; it was a sure fire way to burn out.

      Once she’d showered and dressed, she made her way to the café, arriving at the same time as Allie.

      “Good morning.”

      “Hi, Honey.” Allie frowned. “Am I late opening or are you just up and about very early?”

      “It’s still early. I couldn’t sleep.”

      “You okay?” Allie asked.

      “Yes, just a bit anxious about today.”

      Allie let them into the café then took her bag and the keys and tucked them behind the counter.

      “What’s today?”

      “Dane’s interview.”

      “Oh, yes!” Allie tucked her blonde hair behind her ears then pulled a red apron over her head. “When we don’t have our Tuesday meet ups, I forget what day it is.”

      Honey nodded. They hadn’t got together at the café last night, as they usually did on a Tuesday, because Dawn wouldn’t have been able to make it. Camilla had wanted to go to see her sister and the baby, so Allie had suggested to Honey that they leave it until next week.

      “Do you want to come through to the kitchen while I get ready for the day?” Allie asked.

      “Yes, of course.”

      While Allie chopped and stirred, Honey got stuck in peeling potatoes and vegetables, and soon an hour had passed with them chatting about Dawn and the new baby, as well as about the egg hunt that Allie and Chris were planning for Easter Sunday.

      “Time for a coffee, I think.” Allie washed her hands then they went through to the café.

      “Make mine a strong one, please.”

      “You need the caffeine?”

      “I was worrying about Dane so much last night that I couldn’t rest.”

      “That’s understandable. Interviews can be so gruelling.”

      “He’s not supposed to know but the head teacher’s PA told him there are some strong candidates.”

      “But Dane’s so good at what he does, isn’t he? I remember Dawn telling us that local parents approved of him.”

      “Yes and he’s dedicated and energetic and he really wants this.”

      “Here you go… one latte with a double shot of espresso.”

      “Thank you so much.”

      “Let’s have a sit down, shall we? I have ten minutes before I officially open.”

      They settled onto the leather sofa.

      “Try not to worry. I’m sure Dane has as good a chance of getting the job as any of the others. Besides, he’s been doing the job, so he probably has a better chance.”

      “I hope so but nothing’s guaranteed.”

      Allie cocked her head.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I can hear my mobile ringing.” Allie patted her pockets through the apron then stood up and peered at the counter. “I’m not sure what I did with it.”

      She hurried through to the kitchen and the ringing stopped.

      Honey sipped her coffee and tried to relax. Usually, the lovely interior of the café with its shabby-chic furniture and groaning bookshelves, as well as the delicious aromas coming from the kitchen, made her feel better. It was a safe haven; a place where troubles could be put aside and she could find comfort in a warm drink, a good meal and the company of her best friends. But this morning, even the café’s ambience was failing to raise her spirits.

      Allie appeared in the doorway, her face pale.

      “What is it?” Honey put her mug on the coffee table in front of the sofa. “Has something happened?”

      Allie slumped onto the sofa and turned her mobile over in her hands.

      “It’s Mandy. I’m so worried about her.”

      Allie’s daughter worked in London and rarely returned to Heatherlea. She’d been devastated by her father’s death over six years ago and had told her mother that there were too many painful memories in the village. Allie had admitted that she missed her daughter enormously, and she got up to London whenever she could, but it wasn’t as often as she’d have liked because she had the café to run.

      “What did she say?”

      “Oh…” Allie blinked hard then leant her head back on the sofa. “She was crying again. She doesn’t feel very well, which I suspect is due to stress, and she wants to come home. Actually wants to come home for a break… but she’s torn because of work and doesn’t want to miss any time.”

      “Couldn’t she take some leave?”

      “Maybe. But she’s not very good at listening to my suggestions. I said that she should come back and have a rest but she started spouting reasons why she couldn’t. I think she’s exhausted to be honest.”

      “If she’s working as hard as you said she is, then I’d say definitely.”

      “She loves her job so much but there have been… complications.”

      “Oh.”

      Allie sighed. “There’s a man and from what she’s said… or not said… I think she’s in love. Problem is that she doesn’t know how he feels and doesn’t want to push things.”

      “That sounds familiar.”

      Allie gave a wry laugh then squeezed Honey’s hand. “It’s not easy this life, is it?”

      “Not at all. I’m sure Mandy will be fine though. She’s her mother’s daughter.”

      “I think that’s why she’s finding this relationship so difficult. She’s having trouble letting go of her independence.”

      “Do you think it will last?”

      “I have no idea. As long as she’s okay though, that’s all that matters.”

      “I’m sure she will be.”

      “Do you know what I need?”

      “What?”

      “Cake.”

      “At this time?”

      “Breakfast muffins, Honey. As good an excuse to eat cake before nine as I can think of. Want one?”

      “Go on then.”

      Allie got two freshly baked blueberry muffins and handed one to Honey. It was light and sweet and the blueberries slightly tart as they popped in Honey’s mouth. It was the perfect combination and she savoured every mouthful.

      “I needed that.” Honey wiped her fingers on a napkin. “Comfort food.”

      “The best kind. Time for another coffee?”

      “I have all the time in the world.”

      “Wonderful.”

      And as Allie made two coffees, Honey carried their plates out to the kitchen and put them in the dishwasher.  Allie was right; life wasn’t easy, but good friends, cake and coffee helped, and Honey was lucky enough to be able to enjoy all three.
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      Stomach fluttering, Honey stood outside Dane’s front door and paused. Was she doing the right thing? She was desperate to know how his day had gone, to find out if the interview had been a success.

      When he came to the door, he was wearing suit trousers and a white shirt that was open at the throat, revealing an enticing triangle of skin. She fought her desire to step forwards and press her mouth to that skin, to kiss him and wrap her arms around his waist. It was a hard fight.

      “Honey.” He smiled, his eyes appraising her, and she was glad she’d made the effort to wear one of her pretty dresses. She’d also pinned her hair up the way he liked, in a loose bun high on her head with some tendrils hanging down either side of her face. She liked the way it showed off the contrast of the blue and pink in her hair and how her neck felt cool and free.

      “I brought you a treat!” She held out the purple cake box from the café.

      “Thank you. That’s really kind. Come in.”

      She followed him through to the kitchen where he placed the box on the worktop and switched the kettle on.

      “Tea?”

      “Yes please.”

      He took two mugs from the cupboard then dropped tea bags into them. Honey had to bite her lip to prevent herself asking how his day had been; she was sure he’d tell her when he was ready.

      When the tea was made, they took their mugs to the table and sat opposite each other.

      “How’s your day been?” Dane asked.

      “Fine. Stressful. Oh, Dane, I’ve been worried about you. How did you get on? I have to ask.”

      He nodded.

      “It went well. At least I think it did. My lesson was successful, in terms of how well the children behaved and how they clearly made progress, and I think I gave good answers to the questions in the preliminary interview. There were five candidates in total, as two dropped out this morning, and at the end of the day, two were thanked for their time and the three of us remaining were asked to return tomorrow.

      “That’s brilliant news!”

      He sighed and rubbed his eyes. “Yes it is, but the other two candidates are very strong. I had a chance to talk to them both and they have plenty of experience and can spout all the current educational jargon. I’m just afraid that they’re better than me.”

      “I’m sure they’re not.” She reached over the table and took his hand. “You’re amazing, Dane, and you can do this.”

      “I’m really tired though. Today was draining and I have to go through another round tomorrow. We have to do something they call the goldfish bowl, where they’ll give us some teaching and learning scenarios and we have to discuss them while the interview panel observe us.”

      “The three of you will have to talk while people watch?” Honey shuddered, horrified at the thought of having to hold a formal discussion while being observed.

      Dane nodded. “The head teacher, deputy head and three of the governors. And that’s not me, Honey. I’m not good in that type of situation. Put me in front of the pupils or other staff when there’s a purpose and I’m fine, but this seems so unnatural. What if I clam up completely?”

      Honey gazed at his handsome face and his bright blue eyes, so earnest and clear, and her heart went out to him.

      “Dane… you are an intelligent and capable man and I am convinced that you will be absolutely fine. You can do this.”

      He squeezed her hand. “And you’re a lovely person, Honey. Sorry if I seem a bit… weak—”

      “You’re not being weak! You care about this job and the village and the school and the pupils. You’re only tense because you care and this is a challenging situation to be in but you will get through it.”

      He raised her hand and pressed it to his lips. His breath tickled her fingertips and the hairs on her nape rose.

      “Thank you, Honey. I appreciate you coming here, and the cakes and the pep talk.”

      “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.”

      He held her gaze and she drank him in, wishing she could hold him and soothe away his concerns, but she knew he’d need to prepare for the next day.

      She drained her tea then stood up. “I’m going now because I know you have things to do but please let me know how you get on tomorrow… as soon as you can.”

      Back in the hallway as she opened the front door, he stroked the side of her neck, so she turned to him.

      “I’ll ring you tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Please do.”

      When he reached out and cupped her cheek then leant forwards and kissed her gently, a soft moan escaped from deep inside her, and before she could think, she slid her arms around his waist and held him tight. They stood that way for a while, taking strength from each other, and when they finally broke apart, he kissed her once more.

      “Good luck, Dane. You show them what a catch you are.”

      He laughed. “I’ll try. Speak tomorrow.”

      Honey walked down the path with a spring in her step, because she knew Dane would be all right. He was clever, talented and dedicated and she was sure that the head teacher and the governors would see that and make sure they kept him on at the school. And she’d meant what she said about him being a catch, in more ways than one.
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      The next day, Honey went through all of her usual routines, but not even yoga could soothe her nerves. This would be such a big day for Dane, a make or break day, and she hoped he wasn’t feeling as nervous as she was.

      Four o’clock came and went and she still hadn’t heard anything. Surely, it would be over by now? She checked her mobile every five minutes just in case she’d missed his call, even taking it into the downstairs toilet with her in case he rang then.

      At four thirty-five, her mobile buzzed. Honey took a deep breath then swiped the screen.

      “Hello?”

      “Honey?”

      “Yes?”

      “Great news!”

      She punched the air with her free hand.

      “You got the job.”

      “I did! I can’t believe it, I really can’t. One of the candidates dropped out this morning. In fact, he didn’t even bother to turn up, so that left two of us – me and the woman who’s been teaching for two years longer than I have. I thought she was onto a winner, to be honest, because she was so articulate and confident and the goldfish bowl thing was hellish. However, I don’t know how, but something inside me clicked and I thought, right I’m going to give it all I’ve got. It was a bit awkward at first but I soon got into the swing of it. I pretended that we weren’t being observed and focused on the points I wanted to make and it worked.” He laughed.

      “Dane, I am delighted for you! Come over and we can celebrate.”

      “Hold on. I’m just outside the school and the head is waving at me from the window. They want me back inside.”

      “Okay, well you’d better get back in there.”

      “Stay on the line and I’ll check what she wants.”

      Honey heard his footsteps as he walked back into the school’s reception then he must have covered the mouthpiece as his voice became muffled. She gazed out of the window at her back garden where the chickens were bobbing around in their enclosure and where the leaves on the trees swayed in the afternoon breeze.

      “Honey?”

      “Yes.”

      “Look, uh… I would’ve loved to come over but the head has just asked me to stay and meet the full governing body. She said that the governors who interviewed me were very impressed. They’re putting on a buffet and some of the PTA are coming too. I didn’t know they’d do this and I was so focused on the interviews, that what happened if I got the job just didn’t cross my mind. Sorry about this. I would say I’d come round later but who knows how long this is going to take?”

      “Don’t be sorry, Dane. This is wonderful and I’m delighted for you. Besides, I bet you’re shattered after all that. Look… you go and meet them all. Perhaps we could celebrate tomorrow?”

      “I’m working in the day, as my supply contract runs until the end of this term, then my new contract begins after Easter. How about we meet up at the pub around seven tomorrow?”

      “Wonderful. Shall I invite anyone else?”

      “That’s up to you. Surprise me.” His voice was full of excitement and Honey wished she could see his face, because she felt certain his eyes would be sparkling.

      “All right I will. Have a fabulous time and well done again.”

      “Thank you. I’m still in shock.”

      “Go enjoy!” Honey swallowed hard. Emotion was bubbling inside her and she didn’t want to start crying on the phone.

      “See you tomorrow.”

      He cut the call and Honey pictured him being led to a conference room where he’d be fussed over by the governing body and able to enjoy his success. She was so happy for him and happy for herself, because now Dane would be staying in the village and that was exactly what they’d both wanted.

      She opened the contacts on her mobile and located Allie’s number in her favourites. It was time to plan a proper celebration for Dane, to show him exactly how happy she was that he’d secured his dream job.

      And exactly how much he meant to her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      At Jenny Talbot’s small village salon the next morning, Honey tried to relax. She hadn’t had her hair cut in a while, although Jenny had done the colour for her a few times.

      “How short are we going, Honey?” Jenny met her eyes in the mirror.

      Honey paused, watching as Jenny’s hand moved up and down the length of her hair.

      “Just a good trim I think.”

      “Two inches? It’ll still be long.”

      “You know what? I think I’ll have it shorter than that. It’s been years since I’ve had anything above my shoulders, so today I’m going to be brave.”

      “Are you sure? Once I cut it, it’ll be too late to go back.”

      “Just above my shoulders then. Go on… go for it.” Honey took a deep breath. Whether it was seeing Elliott and putting their past behind her or the fact that she felt ready to move forwards with Dane, she suddenly believed it was time for a change.

      “The colour will still show but there’ll be less of the pink.”

      “That’s fine. The ends need to go anyway.”

      As Jenny parted Honey’s hair with clips then started to cut the back, Honey tried not to wince. It was hard making changes but sometimes it needed to be done. Soon, the chair she sat on was surrounded by colourful hair, and she was the proud owner of a much shorter hairstyle.

      “How about if I touch up the colour and when we dry it, I put in some waves?”

      “Go for it!” Honey waved a hand. “I trust you, Jenny.”

      The hairdresser smiled at her in the mirror and Honey thought, as she always did, that Jenny was a beautiful woman. With her waist-length hair – that regularly changed colour and was currently bright red – her svelte figure and flawless makeup, she could have been a celebrity. But more important than her looks was her radiance; she was such a kind and friendly person and made everyone feel welcome at her salon. Back last summer, she’d given Allie a makeover and it had renewed the lovely café owner’s confidence. Honey knew that looks weren’t the be all and end all but feeling good about yourself could be tied in with your appearance. Jenny knew how to give people a boost by helping them make the most of themselves.

      An hour and a half later, Honey nodded as Jenny showed her the back of her hair in a smaller mirror. The transformation was stunning. Jenny had given her hair a good cut, put in more colour, so that it was now a blend of purple, blue, pink and silver, and curled it with a heated wand.

      “That wand really is magical.” Honey giggled as she patted her soft waves.

      “Bit of spray now to hold it, then you’re good to go.”

      Honey held her breath as Jenny sprayed around her head.

      “Perfect. It really suits you, Honey.”

      “Thank you so much. Are you coming tonight?”

      Honey had invited Jenny to The Red Fox that evening to help celebrate Dane’s news.

      “I would love to, and might make it, but I’m waiting on a text message to find out if I have a date of the uniformed kind.” Jenny waggled her eyebrows.

      “That’s a shame. It would’ve been lovely to see you there. Although, of course, if you have a hot date then that’s no bad thing.”

      “Be a shame to miss having the opportunity to kiss Dane’s cheek when I congratulate him.” Jenny squeezed Honey’s shoulder but Honey’s heart had plummeted to the hair-covered floor. “Hey… I’m joking. I know he only has eyes for you and when he sees your new hairstyle, he’s definitely not going to look at anyone else.”

      “I hope not. I’m… very fond of him.”

      “Fond?” Jenny pursed her full lips. “I bet it’s a lot more than that. You know… when he was in here the other week having his hair cut, he was talking about you.”

      “He was?”

      Jenny nodded.

      “What did he say?”

      “It wasn’t so much what he said but how he said it that made me wonder.”

      “Oh…” Honey wanted to ask for more details but didn’t want to seem desperate. She didn’t think Jenny would judge her but she would judge herself.

      “I asked him if he was dating anyone… of course, I knew you’d been seeing him but I played a bit dim… and he named you. Said you were the sweetest person he’d ever met and that he hoped he’d be able to stay in Heatherlea.”

      Honey nodded.

      “Thing is… it was obvious that he wants to stay here because of you. He’s got it bad. When he said your name, his expression softened and… he blushed.”

      “It did? He did?”

      “He did indeed. So… now that he’s staying here… perhaps you two can get on with whatever it is that you’ve started. I do love a good wedding.”

      “Wedding?” Honey gasped. “I think that’s a bit… premature.”

      “We’ll see. I’ve got one of my feelings about this.” Jenny frowned. “At least… I’ve got a feeling that you two will end up together, and… that there will be a wedding in Heatherlea this summer. You mark my words.”

      “A summer wedding would be nice.” Honey watched the smile that spread across Jenny’s face. “No! Not for me but for someone. A lovely summer wedding at The Cosy Cottage Café.”

      “Shall we do your nails to match your hair?” Jenny gestured at the nail bar on the other side of the salon.

      “Yes please! I haven’t had a manicure in ages.”

      “Come on then. I have some beautiful new shades I’ve been itching to try out and they’ll go perfectly with your mermaid look.”

      Honey sat in the chair then let Jenny guide her through the lovely array of colours. She had to agree with Jenny that a summer wedding would be nice but she knew it wouldn’t be hers. However, even though she wasn’t up for the idea of getting married, it didn’t mean that she wouldn’t consider the prospect of falling hopelessly and irrevocably in love.
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      “Well don’t you look gorgeous!” Allie said that evening as Honey entered The Cosy Cottage Café.

      “Do you like it?” Honey patted her hair.

      “Like it? I love it! You must have had lots cut off though.”

      Allie came around the counter and gently touched Honey’s hair.

      “I did have a good cut. It felt like the right time to do it.”

      “And the colour’s so lovely; it seems like it’s shimmering.”

      “Jenny put in some silver and purple streaks and freshened up the pink and blue. I’m really pleased with it.”

      “It frames your pretty face. Jenny’s so talented.”

      “Plus my nails match!”

      “So they do.” Allie smiled. “And I love your dress.”

      “I don’t wear dresses very often, as you know, but this one’s been sitting in the wardrobe since I bought it and I thought, why not wear it tonight?”

      Honey had fallen for the black silk tunic dress, with lavender embroidered along the knee-length hem, the moment she’d seen it in an online boutique. And with the fifty percent discount too, she knew she had to have it. Worn with black tights and knee-high suede boots, she was comfortable but smart.

      “Great news about Dane, anyway, and thanks for inviting us this evening.”

      “I thought it would be nice to have everyone there to help him celebrate… make him feel like a proper part of the community.”

      “Good plan. Chris said he’d meet us there, as he’s finishing his copyedits on the latest book and he doesn’t want to stop until they’re done.”

      “Another bestseller?”

      Allie crossed her fingers. “I hope so. He’s very successful but always tells me that an author is only as successful as their last book, so he keeps the pressure on himself to write well and to please his readers.”

      “Admirable.” Honey nodded, wondering how Chris could concentrate for such long periods of time on his writing. She admired his talent but didn’t think she’d ever be able to write a book.

      “I know. I love reading but I don’t think I could ever write a novel.”

      “Me either. But you could write a cook book.”

      “Perhaps. In fact, I quite like that idea. Okay, everything’s off, so I just need to get my bag and we can go.”

      Allie locked up the café then they walked arm-in-arm to The Red Fox. Camilla and Tom were meeting them there, as was Dane.

      “Have you heard from Mandy today?”

      Allie nodded. “A brief text this morning to say she was fine but I don’t believe her. What can I do though, Honey? She’s a grown woman so I can hardly go to London and force her to come back to Heatherlea can I? She’s so independent anyway that she’d be furious with me if I even tried.” Allie laughed. “I love being a mum but it comes with a lot of worries and overwhelming guilt. I wonder all the time if I’ve done a good enough job, if I’m doing the right thing for them and if I could be better.”

      “You’re a wonderful mum to Jordan and Mandy. They’re very lucky.”

      “Thanks, sweetie, I hope so. Chris tells me not to worry but I’m afraid it’s part of motherhood.”

      Honey winced.

      “Oh Honey, I’m so sorry. That was insensitive of me.”

      “Not at all. Don’t worry about it.” Honey squeezed Allie’s arm.

      When they reached the pub, Allie went in first and Honey followed her, scanning the bar for their friends. She spotted them at a table near the fireplace, so she waved.

      “Shall we get some drinks in?” Allie asked.

      “I asked Derek to put two bottles of champagne behind the bar, so we can take those over.”

      “I bet he was delighted!” Allie giggled.

      Derek and Gail Connelly were the owners of The Red Fox and Derek loved a celebration at his pub because it was good for his bank balance.

      Allie went over to Camilla and Tom while Honey got the champagne and glasses.

      “Hello.”

      She turned to find Dane standing next to her.

      “Hello yourself. Congratulations!” She offered her cheek as she was holding a tray. Dane kissed her then took the tray from her.

      “Are we celebrating something?” He cocked an eyebrow and Honey laughed.

      “Nah… just a regular Friday evening. Did I forget to tell you that I always drink champagne on Friday?”

      “You did. That could be expensive.”

      “I’m worth it.” She grimaced but Dane nodded.

      “You certainly are.”

      Dane placed the tray on the table and accepted congratulations from Camilla, Tom and Allie then Honey poured them all a glass of champagne.

      “No Dawn and Rick?” Dane asked.

      “No, they’re so sleep deprived they’d be snoring under the table after one glass.” Camilla shook her head. “It’s not easy having a new baby and two young children.”

      “I bet,” Dane said.

      Honey raised her glass. “Shall we get this party underway then? Well done, Dane, on getting your dream job. We’re all delighted for you!”

      “Thank you.” Dane clinked glasses with everyone. “I’m so relieved. I love the school, the village and teaching and I didn’t want to have to move and start over again. I’ve just got settled.”

      “Will you buy a house in Heatherlea now?” Camilla asked, her black eyebrows slightly raised.

      “Uh… possibly.” Dane cleared his throat. “I haven’t thought much beyond getting the job and preparing for the next term. I suppose I should start thinking about that though… renting can be costly and it’s good to invest in a property.”

      “Ignore Camilla,” Honey said. “There are lots of factors that go into deciding to buy… including having a hefty deposit. The days of getting a mortgage easy peasy are long gone. I was lucky that I didn’t have to try to get one because I inherited the cottage, but not everyone has generous relatives.”

      “That’s sad but true,” Tom said. “However, some people leave their houses to animal charities these days.”

      “Tom loves that idea,” Camilla explained. “He’s even got posters up in the surgery telling people how they can go about leaving everything to dogs and cats.”

      “And donkeys, rabbits and hedgehogs.” Tom nodded. “It’s a win-win if you ask me and animals need love and support too.”

      “They do,” Camilla agreed. “But it’s not for everyone.”

      “Especially not if you have children.” Allie frowned. “Mandy and Jordan will get anything I leave behind… and Chris of course.”

      “They’ll get Chris?” Dane chuckled.

      “No!” Allie smiled. “Chris will get a share of my estate. Although they might well want to inherit him as he can keep their children entertained with plenty of stories.”

      “Ah have I arrived during a morbid conversation?” Chris smiled down at them. “I thought this was meant to be a celebration.”

      “It is!” Honey stood up. “Take a seat and I’ll pour you some champagne. Tom was just trying to persuade us to leave all our money to animal charities.”

      “Guilty as charged.” Tom held up his hands.

      “Did you finish your edits?” Honey asked Chris.

      “Yes, thank goodness. I loved the story when I started but after three rounds of edits and copyedits, I’m glad to see that book go off to my publisher.”

      They all laughed.

      “It’s really good though.” Allie beamed with pride. “I read it and I think it’s even better than the last one.”

      “You always say that.” Chris hugged Allie and she gazed at him, her eyes full of love.

      “Honey, you look incredible this evening. That dress is beautiful and your hair… just wow!” Dane spoke quietly to her.

      “Really?” Heat rushed into Honey’s cheeks.

      “I love the new length. You could pull any hairstyle off.” He reached out and ran a finger over the curl that caressed her cheek and she shivered with delight.

      “I’m glad you like it. Having it cut was nerve-wracking but I’m glad I did. Jenny’s a great stylist.”

      “She certainly is.”

      “More champagne?” Honey asked.

      “Go on then. You shouldn’t have done this… gone to all this trouble, I mean.”

      “I wanted to. I…” She paused and met his gaze. “I’m so happy for you.”

      “I can’t stop smiling.”

      “Did the meeting with the governors go well last night?”

      He nodded. “But after two hours of polite chat, I was ready to drop.”

      “I bet. And how did today go?”

      “I got through it, let’s put it that way. The pupils were really well behaved, even though they could sense that I was exhausted. The head teacher gave an assembly this morning to officially welcome me to the school, which was nice, and lots of my class made me cards to say congratulations.”

      “That’s so sweet.”

      “One of the bonuses of teaching… I’m privileged to work with the next generation of Heatherlea. It’s amazing, Honey, wondering who will go on to be lawyers, writers, scientists, doctors and nurses, teachers and artists…” He smiled as he gazed into the distance, and Honey experienced a surge of affection. He really cared about what he did and she knew that any children he taught would be very lucky indeed.
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      “See you soon!” Honey waved at her friends as she left the pub with Dane.

      Outside, the sky was clear and stars twinkled like tiny diamonds set in ebony silk. The air was cool and fresh and after the bustle of The Red Fox, the peace and quiet was a relief.

      “I’ll walk you home, shall I?” Dane asked.

      “Okay.” She’d hoped he would anyway, or that he’d invite her to his cottage, but she had tried not to lead him; she wanted him to decide for himself.

      They walked side by side and Dane talked about what a great time he’d had and how excited he was about the coming term. When they reached Honey’s street, he walked her up her path and waited while she unlocked the front door.

      The heat rushed out as she swung the door open; it was cosy and inviting inside.

      “Are you coming in?” she asked, trying not to meet his eyes in case he felt pressurised in any way.

      “Uh… I have to be honest, Honey, I’m completely beat. It’s been a tough week.”

      She swallowed her disappointment.

      “Of course it has. You need to rest this weekend.”

      “I wish! I have so much to do now… preparing for the new term and all that, plus…” He sighed. “Honey, I have to go away over Easter. I was hoping to spend some time with you but I’ve been offered an opportunity… There’s a pioneering school in Wales that has developed new teaching and learning strategies and the head teacher asked me to go on the residential course they’re running.”

      “On your own?”

      “No, with some of the other staff.”

      “For two whole weeks?”

      He nodded.

      “Some of my colleagues can’t go for the full course as they have families, but as I… uh… don’t have any commitments as such, and seeing as how I’ve just got the job, I didn’t like to say no. Besides, it’s a fantastic opportunity to check out what other schools are doing and to share good practice.”

      Honey held his gaze, and seeing the excitement there, she knew that she couldn’t ruin it for him.

      “It sounds amazing, Dane, and you should go for it.”

      “We could spend some time together this week if you like?”

      “Aren’t you working?”

      “Well, yes, but in the evenings.”

      “Right… yes, okay. Now go and get some rest.”

      She leant forwards and kissed him on the cheek before turning and heading inside.

      “Good night, Dane. Good luck getting your work done over the weekend. I’ll see you at some point in the week.”

      He stared at her for a few moments in silence, and Honey wondered what he was thinking. Had she blown it by pulling away from him before? Even though Dane would be staying in the village now, it seemed that just weren’t destined to spend more time together. Hard as it might be, perhaps she needed to put this behind her and move on. Dane was going to be very busy over the next few months and perhaps there was no room in his life for Honey or for love.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Keeping busy over the next week kept Honey from going over what had gone wrong between her and Dane. She’d definitely developed feelings for him but gone through a variety of ups and downs as she’d tried to understand how to deal with those feelings. Yes, she physically desired Dane and she enjoyed his company, but she knew she’d held back because of old fears that she’d never really dealt with. Add to that Dane’s workload, and his desire to secure a teaching position in Heatherlea, and things between them had just seemed to fizzle out. It was possible that her own lack of certainty about what she could offer to a relationship had dampened Dane’s desire for her but it could also be that he hadn’t actually liked her enough to fight for her in the first place.

      Whatever it was, she had to get on with her life and spending long days in her studio painting and making unicorns, mermaids and pretty pots had helped her. She’d played her music loud, drunk plenty of herbal tea and focused on her art in its various forms. When her muscles had ached and her stomach grumbled, she’d gone inside and spent time on yoga and in the bath, as well as eating plenty of chocolate, and tried to ignore the messages that made her mobile buzz.

      Tuesday at the café had been a quiet affair with just her, Allie and Camilla, and they’d spent most of the evening discussing possibilities for the Easter Sunday party at The Cosy Cottage Café. When Honey had allowed herself to read Dane’s messages, they’d been polite enquiries about how her week was going and nothing more, so she’d sent one reply, telling him she was deep into an art project and would speak to him soon.

      On the Saturday morning, when she knew he was leaving for Wales, she considered popping round to his cottage but then thought it would be better if she didn’t. He would be busy getting ready and she didn’t want to get in the way, so she donned her old dungarees and flip-flops and headed down to her studio, where she turned her music up loud and carried on with her work in progress.

      Two hours later, she was singing along to eighties hits when a loud knock at the studio door made her jump.

      She turned the volume on the music down and shouted, “Come in!”

      Dane’s large frame filled the doorway. His indigo jeans and light grey shirt emphasised his broad shoulders and muscular arms. He was clean-shaven and his dark hair was shorter than usual. “Sorry if I startled you but I tried ringing and I kept getting your voicemail. I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye.”

      “Oh…” Honey was suddenly conscious of the state of her dungarees with their paint splatters and torn knees, and her unwashed hair that she’d pushed behind her ears. “Uh… excuse the state of me. I wasn’t expecting company.”

      “You look amazing.” He smiled cautiously but his eyes twinkled.

      “Ha ha! Yes, I bet I smell amazing too.” She clamped her arms to her sides, not wanting him to catch a whiff of her sweat. The studio got warm through the day and Honey hadn’t showered that morning, intending on having a long hot bath when she’d finished.

      “Even the paint on your cheek suits you.” He stepped closer and brushed the spot with his thumb. Her nerve endings fired at his proximity and his touch, but she kept her arms pressed to her sides, afraid now that she would throw herself into his embrace if he touched her again.

      “Well, have a good time. I hope it’s a great course.”

      She held out a hand awkwardly and Dane stared down at it.

      “You want to shake hands?” He frowned.

      She nodded, so he took her hand and shook it woodenly, as if they were nothing more than acquaintances.

      “Look…” He met her eyes and something burned in his. “I know that we had something between us and I also know that I might have blown a bit hot and cold towards you, and for that I’m really sorry. I’ve had… it’s no excuse, but I’ve had a lot on my mind. Add to that the fact that I wasn’t always sure what it was that you wanted from me, and it’s been a bit of a rocky time emotionally. However… I like you… I more than like you, and I’d like to think that you have feelings for me that stem beyond shaking hands.” When Honey didn’t respond, he continued, “Do you?”

      “I do.” Her voice was croaky, her mouth and throat suddenly dry.

      “Okay. That’s good. It’s a starting point.” He offered a shy smile. “I have to go now but when I return, I think we need to talk. Properly. No holds barred, about what it is we want. If we left things like this and never spoke about it then I’d have regrets.”

      “So would I.”

      He opened his arms and Honey stepped into them, pressing her face against his hard chest. He smelt so good, like ginger and citrus, and underneath it was the scent of man that made Honey’s heart pound against her ribs.

      “I’ll keep in touch but I should be back two weeks today. Have a think about how you feel and what you want, Honey. We’ve both been to blame for not being open about our feelings. Relationships aren’t straightforward and people come with baggage, but I’m hoping we can work through ours… together.”

      “Dane, I—”

      “No… please, don’t tell me now. It’ll be too much of a rush and make it harder to leave than it already is. Let’s talk when I get back. I have to go or I’ll miss the bus and make the head teacher mad if I’m late.” He grimaced.

      “That wouldn’t be a good start.”

      “No.” He raised her chin and pressed his lips to hers. It was a gentle kiss but one that made Honey’s heart lift because she felt a connection in his touch, as if a kiss could convey what words couldn’t.

      “Before I go…”

      “Yes?”

      “I love the work you’ve been doing here.” He gestured at the rows of unicorns and mermaids set out on the shelving units and workbench in various stages of production. “It looks like you’re working on a large order.”

      She smiled. ‘Something like that.”

      “Good for you. You’re very talented and it’s wonderful to see that the public will be able to appreciate your work.”

      “Thanks. It’s quite a recent development but also very exciting.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “You were busy and I was busy and it never seemed to be the right time.”

      He shook his head. “I should always have made time for you. I am here for you, Honey.”

      She nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Speak to you soon.”

      He walked to the door and Honey raised a hand in farewell. She hated to see him go, but would cling to the fact that he’d be back. Two weeks would feel like a lifetime, but she had her work, her chickens, her friends and the Easter party to help with, so she’d be busy, as would Dane. Then he’d return to Heatherlea and they would talk. The thought made her anxious, as opening up like that was a huge risk, but if she didn’t, she would likely lose Dane forever.

      So she would tell him everything; it was a risk she was willing to take.
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      Before Honey knew it, a week had passed and she’d barely had time to wallow in missing Dane at all. Her friends had kept her busy, she’d spent time in her studio working on her orders, and Allie had requested her help at the café the previous two days as she was baking ready for Easter Sunday.

      The day of the party dawned fresh and sunny, the sky was forget-me-not blue without a cloud in sight and daffodils and tulips poked their colourful heads up in pots and borders, basking in the rays of the spring sunshine.

      As she walked to The Cosy Cottage Café, the air was filled with the sweet scent of flowers and newly mown grass, as everything awoke properly after the bleak winter months. It lifted Honey’s spirits and filled her with hope and yearning for things yet to come.

      The white gazebo was already set up in the front garden of the café and the pink, lilac and yellow bunting that Jordan had draped around the front of the cottage and looped between the trees, flapped in the breeze. Honey set the box she was carrying down on a trestle table under the gazebo and waved at Allie through the window.

      It was going to be a good day and she was looking forward to it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I can’t wear this, Allie.” Honey frowned at her reflection in the full-length mirror of the café toilet. “I look like some kind of—”

      “Easter Bunny?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well that’s what you’re supposed to look like. Anyway, look at me!” Allie held out her arms and the fluffy yellow wings attached to them bounced.

      “You’re a chick.”

      “Exactly. Come on, it’s all part of the fun.” Allie straightened the hood of her costume with its bright red beak that sat like a sun visor above her eyes.

      “I guess I could get used to it.”

      Honey eyed her reflection, from the satin white onesie to the big white feet that fit over her shoes, to the tall white ears that sat on the headband. Beneath it, her colourful hair sprang out in waves. She turned slightly to give the bobble tail sitting above her bottom a flick.

      “You’re a gorgeous bunny, Honey.” Allie laughed. “Honey bunny.”

      “Ha ha!”

      “Come on, let’s go and see how the boys look.”

      “You’re making Chris wear a costume too?”

      “Of course. Jordan and Maxwell helped me choose it.”

      “Poor Chris.”

      In the café, Honey bit her lip when she saw the costume Chris had been allocated. From the waist up, he was normal Chris, but his legs dangled over the shoulders of a bunny. Until Honey looked more closely and saw that the bunny’s legs were, in fact, his, and the ones hanging over the bunny’s shoulders were fake.

      “Hello ladies,” Chris said as he smiled at them. “I’m going to have a lazy day being carried around by this bunny, aren’t I?”

      “It looks so real,” Honey said as she lifted one of the fake legs. “Except for the tiny feet on the end of the legs.”

      “Chris doesn’t have tiny feet at all do you, love?” Allie kissed him and he sniggered, so Honey feigned interest in her nails, pretending she didn’t understand the intimate joke.

      “Time to get the food out and the music on?” Jordan asked as he emerged from the kitchen, closely followed by his boyfriend, Maxwell. The young men were dressed as giant Easter eggs in colourful costumes decorated with glitter and bows. Their straw cowboy hats had painted eggshells dangling from string around the edges.

      “Absolutely…” Allie clapped her hands. “Jump to it crew!”

      Once the food and drink was set up on the trestle tables under the gazebo, and the local band had set up in the corner, the Easter party got underway.

      Children arrived with their families, and drinks were poured. The band played a range of covers from Fleetwood Mac to Whitney Houston to Ed Sheeran, and soon the café garden was full. Honey smiled as she strolled around speaking to villagers and offering them refreshments. Allie’s café was the heart of the community and people of all ages had gathered for the party and the annual Easter Egg hunt.

      “Honey!”

      She turned to see Dawn and Rick walking up the path. Rick was pushing a very trendy looking pram with the hood up and behind them came their older children, Laura and James. Laura was dressed like she’d just stepped off Strictly Come Dancing and James seemed to be some sort of spaceman in white trousers and shirt with a wide brown belt and what seemed to be a brown towel pinned to his shoulders.

      “Great costumes, guys.” Honey said as she crouched in front of Laura and James.

      “They spent a lot of time deciding what to wear,” Dawn explained when Honey stood up.

      “I’m James Skytalker.” James patted his chest then pulled a plastic light sabre from his belt.

      “Of course, I could see that straight away.”

      He reached behind and gave his towel a flutter.

      “And Laura is a mingo dancer.” James pointed at his sister.

      “A mingo dancer?” Honey frowned at Dawn and saw that her friend was biting her lip.

      “He means she’s a flamenco dancer.”

      “Ah…” Honey snorted. “Comedy gold out of the mouths of babes, right?”

      “All the time,” Rick said. “You should hear the questions we’ve had about where the baby came from and about breast feeding.”

      “Oh no!”

      Dawn nodded. “He shouted when he first saw me nursing Alison because he thought she was eating me. When I explained that I was feeding her, he asked how I get milk out of my armpits.”

      “Mummy, can we go and see Jordan and Max?” Laura interrupted.

      “Yes of course. Keep an eye on your brother.”

      Laura nodded then grabbed James’s hand and they ran over to Jordan.

      “And how is the little one?” Honey asked.

      Dawn smiled. “She’s beautiful. Keeping us awake until all hours but with Rick working from home now, I don’t have to do it all myself. Although I do tell him to stay in bed as he can’t exactly breastfeed her.”

      “I could give her a bottle if you’d express.” Rick gazed down at his daughter.

      “I know and I will in time. I’m just afraid that she’ll like the bottle more than me.” Dawn shrugged and cast an apologetic smile at her husband.

      “I only want to help as much as possible.” Rick kissed Dawn’s head. “I wasn’t there as often when Laura and James were babies and I want to be hands on this time around.”

      Honey leant forwards to peer into the pram and she gasped.

      “She’s so perfect, such an angel.”

      “Thank you. We think so too, especially now that her cheeks have filled out a bit. When she was first born she had that slightly squashed look but now she looks more baby than butternut squash.” Dawn laughed then pushed the hood of the pram down. “Would you like to hold her?”

      “Oh… uh…” Honey dragged her gaze from the baby and glanced around them. “Uh… perhaps later? It’s just quite busy and I’d be nervous about dropping her and the egg hunt is about to start and uh…”

      Dawn placed a cool hand on Honey’s arm. “It’s okay. No pressure. As and when you’re ready. I know babies can be scary things.”

      “Thank you.” Honey did want to hold the tiny baby but was also terrified of doing so in case she lost control and burst into tears. A sobbing bunny was not what the children of Heatherlea needed to see when they were about to embark upon their egg hunt.

      “I’d better go and give Allie a hand, so I’ll see you in a bit.”

      She gave the baby one more longing glance then crossed the lawn to find Camilla and Tom talking to Allie and Chris. Tom had HP with him and the dog’s eyes widened when he spotted Honey.

      “Wow! The chick, the strong bunny and the pretty Easter Bunny.” Camilla grinned. “You three look fabulous. It’s like spring has well and truly sprung.”

      “Ha ha!” Honey shook her head. “I guess if you’d worn your cat costume you’d be chasing us round by now.”

      Camilla grimaced. “I can’t wear that costume when I’m near HP… it must remind him of the night we met.”

      They all laughed. When Camilla had gone to Tom’s Halloween fancy dress party in a very sexy cat costume, she’d gone outside for some fresh air and bumped into Hairy Pawter. The bulldog had pounced on her and she’d been mortified when Tom had found her pinned to the decking by his dog.

      “Anyway, he seems to like your bunny outfit too.”

      Honey looked down at HP. His mouth was hanging open and his stubby tail was wagging madly.

      “Is he all right?” she asked Tom. “He’s not going to pounce?”

      Just as she asked that, HP moved closer to her large white feet and cocked a leg.

      Tom shouted, “NO!” but it was too late and Honey’s right foot was instantly warm and wet.

      She stared at the spreading yellow stain on her bunny foot then met Tom’s eyes.

      “I’m so sorry, Honey. He never does that.”

      “He must just get excited around costumes.” Camilla snorted.

      “It’s not funny.” Honey shook her head. “It’s not even my costume.”

      “Ah don’t worry about it,” Allie said as she waved a hand dismissively. Her face was red and tears trickled down her cheeks as she laughed.

      Honey started to laugh too; it was just her luck that a dog had decided to water her rabbit feet!

      “Right let’s get this Easter egg hunt going.” Allie strode over to the corner where the band had set up.

      “Good morning egg hunters!” she said over the microphone.

      The villagers responded with cheers.

      “Are we ready for the annual egg hunt?”

      “Yes we are!” the children sang.

      “All children taking part, go and grab a basket from Jordan and Max then make your way to the front gate.”

      When every child had a basket and they were all gathered at the front of the lawn, Chris went and stood in front of them.

      “On your marks… get set… GO!”

      Children streamed around him, racing in all directions around the café garden. There were squeals of delight and laughter as the small foil-wrapped eggs were located and deposited in baskets. The egg hunt led them around the sides of the café, under benches and tables and even rooting around in planters and hedges.

      When children started to return to their parents, their baskets full and their faces hot and sweaty, Allie tapped on the microphone again.

      “Well done, everyone! Okay… does anyone have a purple egg?”

      A hush fell over the garden as children searched through their baskets.

      “I do!”

      All heads turned to James who was holding the small purple egg aloft.

      “Congratulations, James Dix-Beaumont! Bring the egg here, lovely.”

      James marched up to Allie and handed her the egg.

      “Right, you have won a special prize, James.”

      “Have I?” His face lit up. “What is it?”

      Honey met Dawn’s eyes and she shook her head. Every year there was a different prize for finding the purple egg, and Allie refused to tell anyone what it would be prior to the egg hunt.

      Jordan arrived at his mother’s side, carrying a large box wrapped in shiny silver paper.

      “Wow!” James exclaimed, making everyone laugh.

      “You don’t know what’s inside it yet,” Allie said, as Jordan set the box down in front of James.

      “But it’s huge…”

      James’ eyes were wide as he knelt next to the box and tore off the paper. When he lifted the lid, his mouth fell open and he scanned the crowd.

      “Mummy? Daddy?”

      “Yes?” Dawn and Rick waved at him.

      “It’s lots and lots of books.”

      “Wonderful!” Rick said.

      “Thank you so much, Allie. Me and the mingo dancer will read all of them.”

      “It’s flamenco dancer, James!” Laura flounced over to him and peered into the box. “But yes we will. They’re all the new ones from the book charts.”

      “That’s right.” Allie nodded. “I had some help from Mandy.”

      “Okay, everyone please help yourselves to refreshments and afterwards there will be games for the children and more music from Erica and the Heatherlea band.”

      Honey filled her plate with an array of delicious foods. The buffet was, as always, incredible. She helped herself to asparagus, spring onion and mint tart, mini salmon and dill en-croutes, scotch eggs, rosemary and sea-salt brioche rolls and peppers stuffed with couscous, courgette and mozzarella. When she’d eaten her fill of savoury delights, dessert included chocolate and spice hot cross buns, chocolate Battenberg, chai-spiced carrot cake and lemon-curd ice cream.

      Underneath her bunny costume, her belly groaned, but she consoled herself that she wouldn’t need to eat again until the next day.

      “How’s the food?” Allie asked as she appeared at Honey’s side with another tray of cakes.

      “I’m so full, I think I need to sit down before I keel over.” Honey patted her belly.

      “I had help from Chris, Jordan and Maxwell, so I can’t take all the credit, and a few people brought some of the side dishes too.”

      “It was all delicious. It’s a shame Dane isn’t here to enjoy it.” Honey suppressed a sigh. She was missing him more today than she had all week.

      “Why don’t you try a Cosy Cottage Café spring spritzer?” Allie nodded at the drinks table where Jordan was dancing round with a cocktail shaker, the eggs on his hat bobbing in time to the music from the band.

      “What’s in a spring spritzer?”

      “Lavender syrup, lemon juice, Lillet rose vermouth and prosecco.”

      “Sounds delicious.”

      Honey headed over to Jordan and watched as he made her drink then she thanked him and looked around. The café garden was still busy but she fancied a sit down, so she went around the side to the pergola, where it was quiet.

      She sat on a bench and closed her eyes, enjoying the music from the band, the murmur of conversation from the villagers and the pretty birdsong from the hedge that bordered the garden. The spring sun was warm on her face and the sweet scent of freesias from the pots on the table teased her nostrils. Everything was perfect. Except for…

      “Honey?”

      She started but kept her eyes closed.

      Was she hearing things? She must be. That had sounded like Dane. She must be missing him so badly that she was imagining the sound of his voice.

      “Honey? Are you awake.”

      She blinked.

      “Dane? What are you… how are you…”

      He sat next to her.

      “Honey, you look great. I wasn’t even sure if it was you for a moment until I got closer.”

      “Oh… this old thing.”

      “You like dressing up then?”

      “What?”

      “Well… unicorns… bunnies.” He smiled but he had dark shadows under his eyes.

      “I do like getting into the spirit of things, yes and this was for the sake of the village children, so…” She shrugged. “Got to make an effort, right?”

      He nodded.

      “You’re home early.”

      “Yeah… the course runs until Friday. Some of the teachers with children and family commitments came back early and I couldn’t face staying away for another day.”

      “What about the head teacher? Won’t she be disappointed?”

      “I explained that although I’m thoroughly committed to the job, I do have things in my life to sort out too. She seemed to take it quite well, better than expected really. Said that I needed my head in the right place to start the summer term, so to go home and sort things out.”

      “Do you think she meant it?”

      He nodded. “She just wants to know that her staff members are committed to the children of the school and that’s fair enough. I’d want the same for my own children.”

      Honey sipped her drink.

      “This is delicious. Want me to get you one?”

      “In a bit. I need to talk to you first.”

      He took one of her hands in his. His palms were warm, his fingers long and lean and her heart fluttered as she recalled how it felt to have those hands on her face, in her hair and roaming over her skin.

      “Honey… I had to know where we stand. If you don’t want to be with me then I will have to accept that and move on but I can’t stop thinking about you. You have such a generous heart, a sweet nature and you’re loyal to your friends. I’ve never met anyone like you. You’re also very independent, but sometimes… that independence means that you push people away.”

      She nodded. “I know. I’m sorry. But it’s more than that. See… I really like you. In fact, I care for you deeply but I’m afraid.”

      He caressed her palm with his thumb.

      “I’m afraid too. Nothing worth having comes without risk, you know?”

      “I know. But, Dane, you pushed me away too.”

      “I did. With my busy schedule. I was terrified I wouldn’t get the job and I’d have to move away and the thought of not seeing you and being around you hurt me. But the irony is that I missed so much time that I could have spent with you because I was working so hard.”

      “I know you have to work hard but you also need—”

      “Balance.”

      “Yes, balance.”

      “That was one of the reasons I decided to take up yoga, wasn’t it? Plus I needed to try to loosen these old rugby tensions.”

      “Did I help with that at all?”

      “You did. But I think I need a live-in yoga teacher.”

      “You what?”

      His eyes widened. “Did I say the wrong thing?”

      “Uh… no… but…”

      “Move in with me, Honey. Let’s give this a go. I’d love to see you every morning and hold you every night.”

      “Wow.”

      His face dropped. “I’ve scared you.”

      “No… no, you haven’t scared me but you have surprised me.” She swallowed hard. “In a good way.”

      “What do you think, then?”

      “Dane, I need to tell you something. The reason I ran away after our night together wasn’t because I didn’t want to be there but because I hadn’t told you everything about my past.”

      He shook his head. “You don’t need to tell me everything.”

      “Okay, not absolutely everything, but there are things… like when I was with Elliott, we had a… I had a…”

      He squeezed her hand, gently encouraging her to continue.

      “I lost a baby,” she whispered, her heart contracting as she vocalized the words, releasing them onto the breeze.

      “You lost a child?”

      She nodded, her vision blurring.

      “I’m so sorry, Honey.”

      “The pregnancy wasn’t planned and I was young, but just as I started to accept the idea of being a mum, it was over.”

      He took her drink and placed it on the table then opened his arms and embraced her. She pressed her face against his neck, breathing him in and a sense of calm and security filled her. Dane had her back; he wouldn’t hurt her or leave her, he was in this for the long run.

      She leant back and gazed up at his face.

      “I’ve stayed away from relationships and intimacy because I was terrified of it happening again. The idea of losing another baby was too much for me and I was filled with guilt because I always believed it was my initial lack of enthusiasm for the pregnancy that led to me miscarrying. Kind of like a punishment.”

      “Honey,” he lifted her chin and met her eyes, “it wasn’t your fault.”

      “I know. I spoke to Elliott about it and I’ve read about it. I’ve spoken to other women in online support groups. I know that I’m not to blame but there’s a lot of guilt attached to losing a baby.”

      He nodded. “Women often blame themselves. My mum lost a baby after she had me. She told me about it when I was older and said that she was filled with guilt. If only she’d eaten better, rested more… the list went on. But it wasn’t her fault and it wasn’t your fault.”

      “I also… I shut down and pushed Elliott away. I couldn’t bear for him to touch me, kiss me, even be near me. It was as if I was punishing him for what happened.”

      “I’m sure he understood.”

      “He does now but back then, we were so young and it was all so raw. I know I was cruel to him when he needed comfort too. It’s why I find it so hard to open up… why I’ve struggled to tell you how much I care. I never want to be the reason why you hurt, Dane.”

      “I care about you too. A lot.”

      “Dane, you said something earlier about children. I don’t know if I’ll be able to…”

      “Look, we’ll be together in everything as a team and make decisions together. We’ve plenty of time. I want to be with you… get to know you better.”

      “I had a D and C after the miscarriage and developed an infection. There could be scarring of my womb and that could make conception difficult.”

      “Honey, didn’t you hear me? I said I want you. If, one day, years down the line, we decide we’d like to start a family then we’ll deal with any challenges together.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He leant forwards and kissed her. His lips were soft and warm, his scent was deliciously familiar, and as he slid his arms around her, she felt his strength enveloping her and keeping her safe.

      “Look! Mr Ackerman is kissing the Easter Bunny!”

      Honey pulled away from Dane to see three small children with chocolate-covered faces gawking at them.

      “Hello, Sir.” One of the boys grinned. “Did she bring you a nice egg?”

      “Sorry?” Dane frowned.

      “Well you were kissing the bunny to say thank you, weren’t you?”

      “Oh! Yes, that’s right.” Dane glanced at Honey then cleared his throat. “Why don’t you kids run along now? Go and ask the band to play a special song. In fact… come here a minute.”

      He stood up and whispered into the boy’s ear then they shook hands.

      “What was all that about?” Honey asked, pushing herself to her feet.

      “Special request.” Dane frowned at her. “What happened there?” He pointed at the yellow stain on her foot.

      “HP.”

      “Ah, right, say no more!”

      “Exactly.”

      Dane reached for her hand as the band started to play.

      “I think I know this,” Honey said.

      “It’s You Make My Dreams Come True by Hall and Oates. By request. Dance with me?”

      “To this?”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s quite… funky.”

      “And appropriate.”

      Honey let him pull her close and they moved in time with the music. Dane twirled her under his arm then back to him and round again, but Honey started laughing.

      “What is it?”

      “You keep stepping on my big feet.”

      He smiled. “They are rather large. I don’t know how you ever find shoes to fit.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What for? Laughing at your feet?”

      “For being you.”

      “Ditto.”

      He cupped her face then kissed her. Honey slid her arms around his neck and felt his hands roam over her bunny tail before giving it a tweak.

      “Hey!” she murmured against his lips.

      “You know, I’ll have to behave myself in public from now on. I can’t have the pupils seeing me kissing the Easter Bunny again, so I was making the most of it.”

      “Mandy?” A shout from the front lawn made them freeze.

      “MUM!”

      Honey and Dane hurried around to the front of the café as the music stopped. Everyone was staring at the young woman standing at the gate in a red satin ball-gown. Her blonde hair was a windswept mess and mascara was smudged down her cheeks making her look as though she’d just completed a military assault course. She pushed the gate open then ran into Allie’s arms.

      “It’s all gone so wrong, Mum!” she wailed.

      “Come on, love, let’s get you inside.” Allie led her daughter into the café, followed by Chris and Jordan, then they closed the door behind them.

      “What happened there?” Dane asked.

      “I’m not sure but I know Mandy hasn’t been very happy lately. Looks like she needs her mum.”

      “Allie will sort her out.”

      “If anyone can, Allie can.” Honey nodded.

      The music started again and Maxwell called people to the drinks table, obviously keen to distract the villagers from the dramatic scene they’d just witnessed.

      “Should I go and see if I can help?” Honey asked Dane.

      “Probably best to leave them to it. I’m sure Allie will call if she needs you.”

      “I guess you’re right. What shall we do then?”

      “How about we go back to mine and discuss this moving in together idea in a bit more detail?” Dane stroked her cheek and goosebumps rose on her skin.

      “Actually, how about we go back to mine and see if there’s enough room in my wardrobe for your things?”

      “Really?”

      “Well, I own my cottage but you rent, so it makes more sense. Besides, I have the chickens and my studio and one of the spare rooms would probably make a great study for you.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Come on then. If you play your cards right I might even take these bunny feet off.”

      “Now you’re talking.”

      They said goodbye to their friends, then walked through the gate and onto the street. Honey was worried about Allie and her family but she knew her friend would call if she needed her, and that she had the support of Chris and Jordan.

      Before walking away, Honey cast one more glance behind her. It really had been an eventful start to spring at The Cosy Cottage Café, and for the first time in a long while, she was looking forward to embracing the present and anticipating the future. With Dane at her side.
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        Spring Spritzer Cocktail

      

        

      
        Ingredients:

        1 shot lavender syrup

        1 shot Lillet rose vermouth

        1 shot freshly-squeezed lemon juice

        2 shots prosecco

      

      

      
        
        Directions:

        Fill a cocktail shaker halfway with ice then add the lavender syrup, Lillet rose vermouth and lemon juice. Shake well.

        Strain into a glass then top up with the prosecco.

        Garnish with a slice of lemon and a sprig of lavender.

      

        

      
        (NB – 1 shot = approximately 30ml / 1 oz)
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      If you enjoyed Spring at The Cosy Cottage Café, you might also enjoy Summer at The Cosy Cottage Café by Rachel Griffiths

      

      Here’s an extract:

      
        
        Chapter 1

        “Such a terrible loss, Mrs Burnley. I really am sorry.”

        Allie Jones nodded solemnly as the elderly woman dabbed at her eyes with a tissue.

        “She was a good friend… all these years.” Judith Burnley’s watery eyes burned into Allie’s. “Since school you know? Even though she was a few years older than me, we were still so close.”

        “I can’t imagine how you must be feeling.”

        “Dreadful. Dreadful.” Mrs Burnley’s emphasis caused a tiny bead of saliva to land on her chin. “I still can’t believe she’s gone. Although it was a lovely service.”

        “Oh good. I would have gone myself but I had to be here to get everything ready.”

        “Of course you did. Her son said some very nice things about her. He’s a good lad that Chris Monroe.”

        “Yes, indeed.”

        Allie chewed her bottom lip, wondering how long she was supposed to stand with the older woman. After all, what length of time did social etiquette demand? Plus, she really didn’t want to discuss Chris right now and had been trying not to think about him too much.

        “I hope someone says positive things about me at my funeral. At my age, I probably don’t have much time left…”

        Time!

        The word made Allie think about the miniature quiches in the oven. She needed to rescue them. Five more minutes would mean perfect pastry but any longer and they’d be ruined.

        “I’m sorry, but I need to get back to the kitchen. I have a thousand things to do before everyone arrives.”

        Mrs Burnley’s grey eyebrows shot up her heavily powdered forehead.

        “I have quiches in the oven that will burn,” Allie added, in case the urgency of the situation was in any doubt. She placed a hand on the older woman’s arm. “Again, I’m sorry.”

        Mrs Burnley seemed placated. She gave a sharp sniff then headed across the café to a group of women standing near the log burner. Their uniform of black skirts and jackets paired with flesh-coloured tights, made Allie think of a nature documentary she’d once seen about crows, especially as they took it in turns to cast inquisitive glances around the café.

        Allie picked up two used cups from a table near the counter then went through to the kitchen. The quiches should have been ready before the funeral party started arriving. She was sure the service had been scheduled for eleven o’clock and hadn’t expected anyone to turn up at the café until around noon. But the group of women had arrived promptly at eleven thirty-five, so Allie guessed they had left the small village church as soon as the final hymn had been sung.

        Poor Chris!

        Allie hadn’t seen Chris Monroe in years. After he’d left the village, he rarely returned. Allie thought she had an idea why, having known his mother – the rather harsh Mrs Monroe – since she was a child, but there could be other reasons she knew nothing about. Whenever she’d asked Mrs Monroe how Chris was getting on, her stock response had been ‘he’s travelling with his writing’ and that was as much as Allie had known. Until a week ago, when she’d received a phone call out of the blue, from Chris himself.

        The call had been polite and brief, not allowing for more detailed pleasantries or a potted history. In fact, if Allie was being honest, Chris had been a bit rude and rather cold. But business was business and she wasn’t going to turn down a job. Besides, where else would they have held the wake? At one of the village pubs? Allie knew that Mrs Monroe would never have been happy with that. The old woman had seen the local pubs as dens of iniquity and would, no doubt, have turned in her new grave had her son chosen to hold her wake surrounded by locals enjoying a lunchtime pint.

        Allie shivered. All this thinking about graves and funerals summoned her own dark clouds to the horizon and the old sadness tugged at her heart. She didn’t have time for this today, so she’d have to pin her knickers to her vest and get on with things.

        She opened the oven door and the comforting aromas of grilled cheese and caramelised onion greeted her. Just in time! She removed the trays from the oven then set them on the worktop to cool.

        “Hey, Mum!”

        Allie turned to find Jordan had joined her in the kitchen.

        “Oh thank goodness! I thought you’d forgotten you were working this morning.”

        He shook his head and his floppy fringe fell over his left eye.

        “Of course not. Would I let you down?” He gave her a cheeky grin then pulled an apron from a drawer and hooped it over his head. Allie knew she could tell her son that he had let her down in the past, and that, yes, he did sometimes oversleep and forget about his Saturday morning shifts at the café too, but she didn’t. He was here now and that was what mattered.

        “Where do you want me?”

        “You oversee things out front. I’ll get everything finished up in here then come and help you. Just keep the tea and coffee going.”

        Jordan paused then rubbed the back of his neck as he inhaled deeply, a sign that he was worrying about something.

        “What is it, love?”

        “Mum… Are you, uh, okay?”

        “Why, Jordan?”

        He met her eyes and she watched as he chewed his lower lip.

        “Well, you know, with this being a wake.”

        Allie nodded. “Honestly, I’m fine. This isn’t the first wake we’ve done since your dad…” She swallowed the end of her sentence.

        “Well I’m here for you.”

        “I know and I’m here for you too. I love you, Jordan.”

        He smiled. “I know.”

        “Now go and make some hot beverages.”

        “Yes ma’am!”

        He gave her a mock salute then disappeared.

        Allie knew why he was concerned about her and she worried about him for the same reason. Funerals always reminded them of Roger’s and although she had been strong in front of her children at the time, it had been truly awful.

        She turned her attention back to the quiches and removed them from the trays, then deposited them onto foil serving platters before adding sprigs of decorative parsley. The pastry was light and crisp and the cheese on top had a rich golden hue. She might have got some things wrong in her life but she did know how to bake, and opening the café had been, perhaps, the best decision she’d ever made. Of course, it had been a lifelong ambition too, one she’d harboured since her days at secondary school when she’d excelled at food technology. She’d always enjoyed baking with her mother as a child and an enthusiastic cookery teacher had encouraged her to consider baking as a career.

        However, she’d fallen in love after while sitting her A Levels and an unexpected pregnancy had led her to sideline her ambitions. She’d still baked regularly and taken cakes and savoury delights to birthday parties, village fetes and church celebrations, but thought her café dreams would never be realised. Some things brought out a wave of yearning in her, like occasional trips to Bath when they’d visit the delightful tearooms for refreshments, but she’d told herself she was lucky to be a wife and mother and tucked her old ambitions firmly away.

        Until her life had changed dramatically and she’d had to make some big decisions.

        Allie shook the sadness away; she couldn’t afford to think about all that right now. She had to focus on the positives. She’d had another good spring, and early summer was looking good so far – in part because the medieval Surrey village of Heatherlea was a tourist attraction, which meant plenty of business for the café—and she was seeing some pleasing profits. Her situation was looking better by the minute and she was hoping that August would bring plenty of customers. She had her own business, two wonderful grown-up children, two funny cats and her grief was not as sharp as it once was.

        She crossed her fingers instinctively as superstition shrouded her. The future looked bright but she’d never take anything for granted. Everything could change within minutes.

        She lifted two of the serving platters of quiches and turned round to take them through to the café, then let out a screech as she hit a wall of chest. Quiches and parsley went flying into the air and the platters crashed to the floor. Allie was only saved from face planting into cheesy pastry by two strong hands that caught her, just in time.
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* * *

        “Allie, I’m so sorry!”

        She shook her head and a chunk of quiche dropped onto her shoulder then bounced off and landed on the tiles.

        “Chris?”

        “Yes.”

        His dark eyes roamed her face, familiar yet different. Older. Wiser.

        “What on earth were you doing sneaking around like that?”

        She realised that he was still supporting her, so she took a step backwards and slipped out of his grasp.

        He looked at his hands, as if surprised that they’d been wedged under her armpits, then back at her face.

        “The um… the young man out front told me you were in here and I came to check that everything was okay.”

        “Yes, everything’s fine. Well, it was fine until you just…” She swallowed the rest of her sentence, not wanting to accuse him of quiche destruction on what must be a very difficult day. Then she realised he was staring hard at her. Heat rushed into her cheeks, so she broke eye contact and picked at a bit of onion that was stuck to the neckline of her good white blouse – the one she wore for funerals and wakes. “And that was my son, Jordan.”

        Chris ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair and sighed as if exhausted. His face was still handsome but he had tiny lines engraved around his eyes, suggesting that he frowned or squinted a lot. The last time Allie had seen him, his hair had been black as a raven’s wing, but that had been about ten years ago. And then she’d only seen him in passing. Apart from the recent phone call, she hadn’t spoken to him in over twenty years – not since her wedding reception. When she’d returned from her honeymoon in Tenby, Chris had already left Heatherlea, leaving no details for her or Roger to contact him. She’d tried to talk to her husband about it but he’d always found a way to avoid the conversation, as if the friendship they’d once had with Chris was something she’d imagined. And she hadn’t liked to keep pushing, because even Chris’s name seemed to irritate Roger and she’d hated to upset him. His moods had been so unpredictable.

        “Again, I am sorry. I’m running a bit later than expected because I went to the cemetery, but then everything got a bit delayed because the vicar got his foot stuck in the freshly dug earth at the graveside and lost his shoe. It took three people to pull it out and by that time he’d stumbled and got his sock all wet and it was just…” He rubbed his eyes. “Anyway, I came to say hello and it was so weird when I saw you stood there. You look exactly the same as you did at eighteen.”

        Allie laughed. “I doubt that.” She swallowed her retort about a fatter bottom and thicker waistline. “But thank you. You don’t look that different either.”

        “Except for the rugged grooves on my face and the George Clooney hair, right?”

        “Mum!” Jordan interrupted as he appeared in the doorway. “They’re all arriving.”

        “Okay, I’ll be there in a moment.” She scanned the floor with dismay; it was clear that none of the mini quiches she’d dropped were salvageable. Thankfully, she had two more foil platters on the work surface and another batch in the freezer that she could pop in the oven.

        “Is there anything I can do to help?” Chris gestured at the quiche carnage.

        “No. Thank you. You have to be out there with the… uh… guests. I’ll sort this out.”

        “Thanks. Catch up later?” He looked at her from under his dark lashes, as if suddenly shy.

        “Yes. Sure. That would be nice.”

        Chris left the kitchen and Allie located the dustpan and brush.

        As she started to sweep up the mess, she wondered at the way her heart was thumping behind her ribs. Had Chris really startled her that much, or was there something else about seeing him that had made her heart beat faster?
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* * *

        Allie stood behind the counter and surveyed the funeral party in her café. The crows had taken themselves to a table by the window and were tucking into sandwiches and fruitcake. She watched as Jordan approached them with the large stainless steel teapot, and filled each cup in turn. The elderly women were certainly making the most of Mrs Monroe’s wake and Mrs Burnley had a big smile on her face, as if her sadness about her friend had already receded. But perhaps she was just reminiscing. It was better to try to remember the good times when you lost someone you cared about; Allie knew that better than most. And she also knew that keeping busy was the best way to avoid dwelling on the past.

        She carried a tray of vanilla-frosted cupcakes around, offering them to people she knew and strangers alike, until the tray was empty and her face ached from maintaining a polite smile and repeating words of condolence.

        Every time Allie attended a funeral and a wake, she had to battle her own demons, but she suspected it was that way for most people. The grief of others was bound to remind you of your own. Although it was true, the old adage, that time did help with the healing process. The pain would never completely disappear, but it wasn’t quite as sharp, except for those odd occasions when it took her by surprise. But that was to be expected; she had lost her husband, after all, and when he was so young.

        She swallowed hard. Roger had been gone six years and she had kept going by putting one foot in front of the other. That was how it was done. Some days were harder than others and she couldn’t deny that she sometimes indulged in daydreams about what might have been had things worked out differently, but she had become quite adept at giving herself a firm shake and donning the good old stiff upper lip. Besides, her version of differently was more complicated than she cared to admit to herself.

        It wasn’t until after everyone had gone and she was filling the dishwasher that she realised she hadn’t seen Chris again.

        “Jordan?”

        Her son paused in covering sausage rolls with cling film. “Yeah?”

        “Did you see Mr Monroe at all?”

        “Why, Mum? Has he done a runner without paying you?” He waggled his eyebrows at her.

        “No. Uh… I don’t think so anyway.”

        Chris had paid a deposit over the phone when he’d booked the café but she hadn’t seen him to take the balance. Although in circumstances like these, she often didn’t expect the rest on the actual day because people were generally too upset to think about money. Her daughter, Mandy, told her she was too soft and that she let people take advantage, but Allie saw it as part of what The Cosy Cottage Café represented for her and for the locals. It wasn’t all about the money and she could trust most people to pay her within a few days. Chris would likely do the same.

        “I just didn’t see him again after he… popped into the kitchen to say hello and I wondered if he was okay.”

        Jordan scrunched up his nose then flicked his head to clear his fringe out of his eyes. He had, thankfully, worn a clip in it for most of the day – to avoid adding his blond hairs to the food he was serving – but it seemed that he’d removed it since the café had emptied. Which meant the leftover sausage rolls would now have to be eaten by Allie, Jordan and the cats. Just in case.

        “He’s probably just upset, Mum. He has lost his mother. Perhaps he went out for some fresh air. I’m sure he’ll be back tomorrow.”

        “Yes. I’m sure you’re right.”

        Allie closed the dishwasher then switched it on and went to the sink to wash her hands. She gazed out of the latticed kitchen window at the pergola she’d had built in the spring, where the fragrant pink flowers of the climbing honeysuckle now bloomed in abundance. As well as being good at baking, she’d discovered that she had green fingers, and everything she’d planted within the café garden was thriving. There was a definite satisfaction to be found in gardening and enjoying the fruits of that pastime.

        She went through to the café and made a mug of tea, then took it over to the comfy leather sofa in the corner by the window. She put the mug on the small wooden table then slumped onto the sofa and smiled as it squished up around her. It was an old one that she’d found in a charity shop and it was exactly what she’d imagined having in her own café. Behind it, and on the opposite wall, were shelves full of books all genres. Her regulars often brought in books they’d read and donated them to her shelves then took ones that they wanted to read. On quieter days, and sometimes after closing, Allie liked to curl up on the sofa with a warm drink and a book and to lose herself in another world.

        The café was, in her eyes, perfect. Inside and out. The exterior was chocolate-box pretty with a thatched roof and shuttered windows. Roses climbed around the door and ivy climbed the walls. A café sign in the shape of a teapot hung from the side of the building. She had sown wildflower seeds for the bees and butterflies in pots and raised beds, and as it was summer, everything in the garden was in full bloom. She’d even managed to find some colourful milk-urn planters that she’d filled with trailing nasturtiums and their bright orange, red and gold flowers made her heart lift every time she saw them.

        Inside, she’d had the two front rooms of the cottage converted into one big room, with the counter in the far right corner from the door and the café kitchen behind that. Allie had gone for the shabby-chic look, using reclaimed wood and second-hand furniture that she found online and in antique shops, and tables in a variety of colours and shapes took up most of the floor space. She often wondered if it was a reaction to the life she’d shared with Roger, when everything from their house to their carpets to their towels had to be brand new, spick and span. After he had died, Allie had gone out of her way to find the perfect old cottage to convert into a café, as well as searching for the loveliest second-hand furniture, fixtures and fittings. Roger had wanted everything in his home to tell people how successful he was and how well he was doing. And for a while, Allie had gone along with that, but when she’d lost the first flush of youth and Roger had expressed his disappointment with that, Allie had been devastated. So yes, perhaps her rebellion against all things new was deliberate.

        A large log burner was centred on the back wall, directly opposite the front door. It wasn’t currently lit but had logs piled up inside it with sprigs of dried lavender and rosemary tucked in around them. On cold winter days, the log burner kept the café warm and the table nearest to it was very popular.

        The ceiling was white with exposed wooden beams that gave the café the cosy cottage atmosphere Allie had envisioned. She’d hung salvaged 1920s raspberry glass pendant lights from between the beams and they created a relaxing ambience in the darker afternoons that came with autumn and winter.

        As she sipped her tea, the strains of being on her feet all day slipped away, and her thoughts strayed once more to Chris. It wasn’t the money she was worried about, and she had no doubts that he would pay his bill. She just really wanted to see him again. He was one of her oldest friends and she’d like to catch up and find out how he’d been all these years. Everyone of her own age in the village seemed to be married or remarried, and lots of her old school friends had moved away a long time ago.

        At one point Allie, Roger and Chris had been inseparable. A wave of nostalgia washed over her and she shuddered with surprise. Chris’s return to Heatherlea was having quite an impact on her.

        She did have some good friends in the village now; they just weren’t ones she’d grown up with. So it would be nice if she got the chance to chat to Chris about old times. And there was nothing wrong in wanting to do that with an old friend now, was there?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for reading Spring at The Cosy Cottage Café. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.

        Did the story that made you smile, laugh or even cry? Did you care about the characters? Which ones and why? Who do you want to know more about in a future book?

        If you can spare five minutes of your time, I would be so grateful if you could leave a short review. Genuine word of mouth helps other readers decide whether to take a trip to The Cosy Cottage Café too.

        Wishing you all the best and hoping you’ll come back to Heatherlea soon!

        If you’d like to connect with me, you can find you can find me on Twitter @authorRG and my Facebook page Rachel Griffiths Author.

      

      

      
        
        With love,

        Rachel X
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      To my author and blogger friends, for your support, advice and encouragement and to everyone who has interacted with me on social media – and supported me – huge heartfelt thanks. This is a crazy, exciting journey and I’m having a great time with you all!

      

      To everyone who buys and reviews this book, thank you. Without you, there would be no Cosy Cottage Café.
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